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PREFACE

James M. Robinson The Nag Hammadi Scriptures is a collection of thirteen
papyrus codices—bound books, not scrolls—that were buried near the city of
Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt most likely in the second half of the fourth
century ce. They had been brought together earlier in that century and then
buried in a jar for safekeeping at the foot of the Jabal al-Tarif, a cliff close to the
hamlet Hamra Dum. In all, there are some fifty-two tractates in the collection of
Nag Hammadi codices, and since six are duplicates, there are forty-six different
texts. Of these, forty-one are texts that were not previously extant, but ten are
very fragmentary, so that one may say that the discovery has added about thirty-
one new texts to our knowledge of religion and philosophy in antiquity. This is
indeed a dramatic escalation of source material on early Christian, Neoplatonic,
Hermetic, Sethian, and Valentinian thought. The precise dates of the composition
of these texts are uncertain, but most are from the second and third centuries ct.
All were originally written in Greek and translated into Coptic.

The people who wrote, copied, translated, recopied, read, collected, and
finally buried these texts are unknown. Since most of the tractates are Gnostic, it
is assumed that there must have been a sympathetic community in the region that
collected, cherished, and then buried its library. The cartonnage—the discarded
papyrus used to thicken the inside of the leather covers—contains references to
the region near where they were discovered and dates on receipts just before and
in the middle of the fourth century. Thus, the time and place of the production of
the codices coincides with the emergence of the Pachomian monastic order, with
which there may be some association. In fact, fragments of a Coptic letter from a
Papnoute to a certain Pahome may be from Papnoutios, the “business manager”
of the nearby monastery, to its founder, Pachomius. In 367, Athanasius, the
orthodox patriarch of Alexandria, wrote an Easter letter to be read in all the
monasteries of Egypt, calling upon them to eliminate from their libraries
apocryphal writings; in the letter he listed those books that were to be included
as acceptable—the oldest extant list of the twenty-seven books in the New
Testament. It has been suggested that the Nag Hammadi codices were among the
books that had to be excluded but were buried for safekeeping in a sealed jar by
those who valued them.



Another codex, Papyrus Berolinensis 8502, which has been in Berlin for a
century, contains duplicates of two tractates in the Nag Hammadi collection, the
Secret Book of John and the Wisdom of Jesus Christ, as well as two other texts,
the Gospel of Mary and the Act of Peter. They have been included in the present
edition, as have the texts from Codex Tchacos, the Gospel of Judas and the Book
of Allogenes.

The English translation of the Nag Hammadi scriptures published in the
present volume is the result of the close collaboration of three teams of scholars
who over the past generation have prepared English, French, and German
translations. The English-language team has had its center in the Coptic Gnostic
Library Project of the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity of Claremont
Graduate University in Claremont, California. It was first to publish a
preliminary translation of the whole discovery, The Nag Hammadi Library in
English, in 1977, in order to make the tractates available promptly to a wider
audience. The Claremont team published a critical edition of the Nag Hammadi
texts, The Coptic Gnostic Library, as a subseries in the broader series Nag
Hammadi Studies (now Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies), in twelve
volumes in 1975-95, followed by a five-volume paperback reprint in 2000. The
project was founded and directed by James M. Robinson.

The German-language team has been based in the Berliner Arbeitskreis fiir
koptisch-gnostische Schriften of the Theological Faculty of the Humboldt
University of Berlin. It published preliminary translations in the periodical
Theologische Literaturzeitung, followed by a number of dissertations addressing
individual tractates, and more recently, in 2001 and 2003, the Berlin team
produced a complete two-volume German translation, Nag Hammadi Deutsch.
The Arbeitskreis was founded by Hans-Martin Schenke and is currently directed
by Hans-Gebhard Bethge.

The French-language team has been centered in the Institut d’études
anciennes and the Faculté de théologie et de sciences religieuses of the
Université Laval in Québec, Canada. Founded by Jacques-E. Ménard and Hervé
Gagné, the team is currently directed by Louis Painchaud, Wolf-Peter Funk, and
Paul-Hubert Poirier. It is publishing critical editions with commentaries of each
of the Nag Hammadi tractates in its Bibliotheque copte de Nag Hammadi
(1977-) as well as a one-volume French translation edited by Jean-Pierre Mahé
and Paul-Hubert Poirier, Ecrits gnostiques, to appear in Paris in the Bibliothéque
de la Pléiade. The Laval team has enlisted Wolf-Peter Funk from the Berlin
Arbeitskreis and John D. Turner from the Claremont Project, and it has been the
congenial host of the meetings at which the present volume was prepared
(August 2003, January 2004, August 2004, and August 2005). These work



sessions were attended by Wolf-Peter Funk, Marvin Meyer, Birger A. Pearson,
Paul-Hubert Poirier, James M. Robinson, John D. Turner, and others.

The Nag Hammadi Scriptures seeks to take advantage of the generation of
scholarship that has taken place at each of the three centers and elsewhere. The
advisory board for this volume consists of James M. Robinson, representing the
American team, Wolf-Peter Funk, representing the German team, and Paul-
Hubert Poirier, representing the French-Canadian team. The translation
published here seeks to build on the contributions of these international teams as
well as other scholars around the world, and the contributors to the present
volume have attempted to incorporate the insights of the other scholars. The
translators have also smoothed out the often verbose formulations of the Coptic
texts into a more crisp, intelligible English rendition in order to produce a
volume in which the texts are presented as accurately as possible in readable,
contemporary English.

For many years our colleague Hans-Martin Schenke played a major role in
the collaborative work on the Nag Hammadi library. He not only organized and
directed the Berlin team, but also worked for two years in Québec and taught
three semesters in Claremont, thus bringing his scholarly mastery of the texts
and his congenial goodwill into play in all three centers. With gratitude we
dedicate this volume to him.



INTRODUCTION

Marvin Meyer and Elaine H. Pagels The Nag Hammadi Scriptures The present
volume, entitled The Nag Hammadi Scriptures,! offers a new edition of some of
the most remarkable texts that have come to light in the last century. Since the
discovery of the thirteen codices of the Nag Hammadi library in 1945, the Berlin
Gnostic Codex 8502 a few decades before, and Codex Tchacos more recently,
such texts as the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of Mary have become a
significant part of cultural and religious life, and they have come to be known
and read not only by students of early Christianity, but also by a wide variety of
people interested in religion in general and the early Christian movement in
particular. These and the other texts from the Nag Hammadi library, the Berlin
Gnostic Codex, and Codex Tchacos invite us to reconsider the nature of our
religious and philosophical heritage, the development of Christianity and the
Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition, and the enduring questions raised by religious
and philosophical inquiry.

The Nag Hammadi Scriptures includes nearly fifty texts that were read as
sacred literature and gathered in collections found near Nag Hammadi and
elsewhere in Egypt—hence the title of this volume. The texts published here,
however, do not constitute scripture in the narrow sense of a closed canonical
collection, as is the case with the Jewish scriptures, the New Testament, or the
Qur’an. Rather, the documents from the Nag Hammadi library, the Berlin
Gnostic Codex, and Codex Tchacos are scriptural in the broader sense of texts
composed, read, translated, and copied as books recognized as inspired—and
inspiring—for those seeking God. The texts included here were translated into
Coptic, a form of the Egyptian language used from the Roman period until more
recent times, though they were likely composed in Greek. Portions of Greek
editions of the texts, some found in an ancient garbage heap at Oxyrhynchus and
some from other sources, are also translated and presented in this volume.

The Coptic texts included here have come from discoveries that have
occurred in southern and central Egypt. In 1896 a German scholar, Carl
Reinhardt, bought the Berlin Gnostic Codex from a dealer from Akhmim, in
central Egypt, who claimed that the codex had been discovered with feathers
covering it in a recessed place in a wall; Carl Schmidt, the first editor of the



codex, suspected that it may have come from a cemetery near Akhmim. Schmidt
published the last text of the codex—the Act of Peter—in 1903, but it was not
until 1955 that Walter C. Till was able to see the first three texts of the codex—
the Gospel of Mary, the Secret Book of John, and the Wisdom of Jesus Christ—
through the press. Hans-Martin Schenke published a second, revised edition of
the Berlin Gnostic Codex in 1972: Die gnostischen Schriften des koptischen
Papyrus Berolinensis 8502.2
Meanwhile, around the end of 1945, the texts known as the Nag Hammadi
library were discovered, not at the city of Nag Hammadi itself, but near the base
of a majestic cliff, the Jabal al-Tarif, which flanks the Nile River a few
kilometers from Nag Hammadi. The villages closest to the Jabal al-Tarif bear the
names Hamra Dum, al-Busa, al-Dabba (the site of the Monastery of the Angel,
Deir al-Malak), al-Qasr (the site of the Pachomian monastery at Chenoboskion),
and Faw Qibli (the site of the Pachomian monastery at Pbow). Five years after
the discovery, the French scholar Jean Doresse explored the region and tried to
find out the circumstances of the discovery of the Nag Hammadi library. He
published his story in his book The Secret Books of the Egyptian Gnostics.
According to Doresse, he spoke with some people from the area, and they
directed him to the southern part of an ancient cemetery. They reported that
peasants from Hamra Dum and al-Dabba, searching for natural fertilizer
(manure), found somewhere near this locale a large jar filled with papyri bound
in the form of books. Doresse writes:
The vase was broken and nothing remains of it; the manuscripts were
taken to Cairo and no one knows what then became of them. As to the
exact location of the find, opinion differed by some few dozen yards; but
everyone was sure that it was just about here. And from the ground itself
we shall learn nothing more; it yields nothing but broken bones, fragments
of cloth without interest and some potsherds.2
He concludes:
We have never been able to discover exactly where the Coptic Manichaean
manuscripts came from, nor the Pistis-Sophia, nor the Bruce Codex. So it
was well worth the trouble to find out, in a pagan cemetery a few miles
from Chenoboskion, the exact site of one of the most voluminous finds of
ancient literature; thus to be a little better able to place this library in the
frame of history to which it belongs; and to support, with concordant
details, the hypotheses that have been made about its antiquity.?
James M. Robinson has offered another version of the story of the discovery.
For a number of years, Robinson conducted interviews with people from the
towns and villages in the Nag Hammadi area, in particular Muhammad Ali of the



al-Samman clan, a resident of al-Qasr, and from the interviews he pieced
together a fascinating account of how the Nag Hammadi codices were
uncovered. Where possible, Robinson attempted to confirm dates and events
from official records. As Robinson has reconstructed the story, the discovery of
the Nag Hammadi library took place in about December of 1945, when several
Egyptian fellahin, including Muhammad Ali, his brothers Khalifah Ali and Abu
al-Magd, and others, were riding their camels to the Jabal al-Tarif in order to
gather sabakh, a natural fertilizer that typically accumulates around there. They
hobbled their camels at the foot of the Jabal, the account continues, and began to
dig around a large boulder on the talus, or slope of debris, that had formed
against the cliff face. As they were digging, they unexpectedly came upon a
large storage jar buried by the boulder, with a bowl sealed on the mouth of the
jar as a lid. Apparently the youngest of the brothers, Abu al-Magd, initially
uncovered the jar, but Muhammad Ali, as the oldest, took control of the
operation. In his account of what transpired, Muhammad Ali has suggested to
Robinson that he paused before removing the lid or breaking open the jar, out of
fear that the jar might contain a jinni, or spirit, that could cause trouble if
released from the jar. It seems that Muhammad Ali also recalled stories of
hidden treasures buried in Egypt, and his love of gold overcame his fear of jinn.
He smashed the jar with his mattock, and indeed something golden in color and
glistening in the sunlight—fragments of papyrus, we might conclude—flew out
of the jar and disappeared into the air. And when he looked into the broken jar to
see what remained, he found only a collection of old books—the codices of the
Nag Hammadi library.2
Robinson’s version of the story is carefully documented, and it includes
colorful anecdotes and detailed accounts of events. For instance, Robinson
reminisces about how he persuaded Muhammad Ali to return to the site of the
discovery, so close to Hamra Dum, where a family caught up in acts of
vengeance with the family of Muhammad Ali lived. Robinson recalls:
I had to go to Hamra Dum myself, find the son of Ahmad Isma’il, the man
Muhammad Ali had butchered, and get his assurance that, since he had
long since shot up a funeral cortege of Muhammad Ali’s family, wounding
Muhammad Ali and killing a number of his clan, he considered the score
settled. Hence, he would not feel honor-bound to attack Muhammad Ali if
he returned to the foot of the cliff. I took this good news back to
Muhammad Ali, who opened his shirt, showed me the scar on his chest,
bragged that he had been shot but not killed, yet emphasized that if he ever
laid eyes on the son of Ahmad Isma’il again, he would kill him on the
spot. As a result of this display of a braggadocio’s fearlessness, he could



be persuaded to go to the cliff, camouflaged in my clothes, in a
government jeep, with me sitting on the “bullets” side facing the village
and him on the safer cliff side, at dusk in Ramadan, when all Muslims are
at home eating their fill after fasting throughout the daylight hours.®

More recently, in the 1970s (perhaps in 1978), yet another collection of
manuscripts was unearthed in Egypt. The details of the story of this discovery
remain shrouded in uncertainty, and the names of the fellahin have not been
disclosed. According to what the researcher and writer Herbert Krosney has been
able to reconstruct of the discovery, the manuscripts were found in Middle Egypt
near al-Minya, in a cave used for burial, at the Jabal Qarara. The cave contained,
among other things, Roman glassware in baskets or papyrus or straw wrappings.
Krosney writes:

The burial cave was located across the river from Maghagha, not far from
the village of Qarara in what is known as Middle Egypt. The fellahin
stumbled upon the cave hidden down in the rocks. Climbing down to it,
they found the skeleton of a wealthy man in a shroud. Other human
remains, probably members of the dead man’s family, were with him in
the cave. His precious books were beside him, encased in a white
limestone box.?
The ancient books contained in this collection of codices are reported to have
included (1) a Greek mathematical text, (2) a Greek edition of the book of
Exodus from the Jewish scriptures, (3) a Coptic set of New Testament letters of
Paul—and (4) a book now referred to as Codex Tchacos, with Coptic versions of
the Letter of Peter to Philip, James (also called the First Revelation of James),
the Gospel of Judas, and a text entitled, tentatively, the Book of Allogenes. For
our purposes, Codex Tchacos is of particular interest, since it is a Nag Hammadi
type of codex with two texts known from the Nag Hammadi library (the Letter of
Peter to Philip and James) and two texts that were previously unknown or
unavailable (the Gospel of Judas and the Book of Allogenes). Unfortunately,
Codex Tchacos later was moved from place to place and passed from hand to
hand, and the papyrus book suffered extensive damage due to the greed and
ineptitude of people. It was stored away in a safe-deposit box in humid
Hicksville, New York, for sixteen years and was placed in a freezer in the
Midwest in a misguided effort to separate papyrus pages.

At last the codex was acquired by Frieda Tchacos Nussberger and the
Maecenas Foundation; it was given the necessary support for its publication by
the National Geographic Society; and it was restored and conserved by
Rodolphe Kasser, Florence Darbre, and Gregor Wurst. What was a box of
hundreds and hundreds of papyrus fragments has become a legible codex once



again. In the spring of 2006 the Gospel of Judas was released to the world, and it
has generated international enthusiasm and excitement.®

The circumstances of the discovery of the Nag Hammadi library and the
other Coptic texts are debated among scholars, and the debate is likely to
continue into the future. However these various codices may have been
uncovered, and whatever may be the implications of the discoveries, the
discoverers could not have imagined the impact these texts would have on our
understanding of early Christianity and the world of antiquity and late antiquity.

What Are the Nag Hammadi Scriptures?

Currently, in discussions among scholars throughout the world, the discovery of
the Nag Hammadi library is transforming what we know about Christianity—
and its mysterious founder. For more than fifteen hundred years, most Christians
had assumed that the only sources of tradition about Jesus and his disciples are
those contained in the New Testament, especially in the familiar gospels of
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Suddenly, however, the unexpected discovery
of over fifty ancient texts, most of them Christian, has demonstrated what the
church fathers long had indicated: that these familiar gospels are only a small
selection from among many more traditions—and gospels—that, from the early
generations of the Christian movement, circulated among groups throughout the
known world. Now, for the first time in more than fifteen hundred years,
scholars could open and read other gospels—the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel
of Truth, the Gospel of Philip, and the Gospel of Mary (Mary had been
discovered in 1896)—sources that enormously widen our understanding of the
scope of the early Christian movement.

Those who first investigated these writings quickly recognized that some of
them, at least, date back to the earliest centuries of the Christian movement, but
they assumed that these must be false gospels. Certain “fathers of the church”
had mentioned by name such writings as the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel
of Truth, but apart from the names, such writings had remained virtually
unknown, since some of the same church leaders had attacked them as “heresy.”
Irenaeus of Lyon, for example, who wrote around 160 ck, had discussed—and
denounced—passages from the Secret Book of John, discovered complete at Nag
Hammadi;? and his famous contemporary Hippolytus, a Christian writer in
Rome, quoted some of the opening lines from perhaps the most famous book of
the discovery, the Gospel of Thomas.X® This shows that both of these texts—and,
no doubt, many others—had been written and widely circulated among Christian
groups by the middle of the second century. Irenaeus also mentioned a Gospel of



Truth, which he said was written “recently,” perhaps around 130-60 ck, by the
Egyptian Christian poet Valentinus or one his followers—perhaps the same
Gospel of Truth now discovered at Nag Hammadi.l! Irenaeus specifically
mentioned the Gospel of Judas, which, he said, teaches that Judas alone “knew
the truth as no one else did” and enacted the “mystery of the betrayal,” obeying a
command from Jesus to initiate his sacrifice.22 The Gospel of Judas, actually
discovered only in the 1970s, has now been translated from Coptic and
published for the first time in nearly two thousand years.2

Yet since scholars who relied upon Irenaeus’s account also noticed that the
bishop had classified all such gospels—and many other writings he dismissed
along with them—as both “illegitimate” and “apocryphal,” they assumed that the
recently discovered texts they were reading must be what Irenaeus called them
—“heresy.” Irenaeus had insisted that such writings were “wholly unlike what
has been handed down to us from the apostles,” and he called those who revered
such writings “heretics.” He concluded, indeed, that “the heretics say they have
more gospels than there really are; but really, they really have no gospel which is
not full of blasphemy.”#

Thus those who first read and published these texts assumed that the
Christian texts among them were not really Christian, but “heretical’—the work
of heretics who accepted what Irenaeus called “falsely so-called gnosis.” What
apparently had happened to these texts only confirmed that impression.
Although they were originally written in Greek, like the New Testament gospels,
these texts discovered in Egypt had been translated into Coptic, perhaps by
Christian monks who treasured them as holy books in the library of one of the
oldest monasteries in Egypt. But the monks’ reverence for such writings
apparently upset Athanasius, the archbishop of Alexandria, who sent out an
Easter letter all over Egypt in the spring of 367, ordering believers to reject what
he called “illegitimate and secret books.” Athanasius, who admired his
predecessor Irenaeus for his strong stand against “heretics,” also included a list
of twenty-seven books of which he approved, calling them the “springs of
salvation.” Strikingly, the twenty-seven books he names in this letter are
precisely those that came to constitute the collection we call the “New
Testament”—for which his letter provides our earliest known list. But apparently
some monks defied the archbishop’s order to reject all the rest; instead, they
saved and protected over fifty texts from their library by sealing them in a heavy
jar and burying them away from the monastery walls, under the cliff where they
were found sixteen hundred years later.

Yet as we have seen, many of these writings already had been circulating
widely throughout the ancient world before the archbishop took action. Two



hundred years earlier, as we noted, Bishop Irenaeus, after charging that the many
Christians among his congregations in rural Gaul (present-day France) who
treasured such writings were actually “heretics,” went on to insist that of the
dozens of gospels revered by various Christians only four are genuine. And these
four, Irenaeus declares, are the gospels now included in the New Testament,
called by the names of Jesus’s followers—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. All
the rest are illegitimate, because, he says, “there cannot be more than four
gospels, nor fewer.”!® Why not? Irenaeus explains that just as there are four
corners of the universe and four principal winds, so there can be only four
gospels—which he seems to take as a kind of scientific explanation. To those
who would ask, “Why these four?” Irenaeus declares that only these are written
by eyewitnesses of the events they describe—Jesus’s disciples Matthew and
John, or disciples of these disciples like Luke and Mark. Few scholars today
would agree with Irenaeus. In the first place, we cannot verify who actually
wrote any of these accounts, and many scholars agree that, although certain
traditions were associated with certain disciples, the disciples themselves may
not be their authors; second, nearly all the other “gospels” that Irenaeus detests
are also attributed to disciples—often disciples from the same group as these.

When an international group of scholars first read and published the Gospel
of Thomas in 1959, the primary question in their minds, not surprisingly, was
this: what can the Gospel of Thomas tell us about “Gnosticism”—that is, about
“heresy”? Since Irenaeus and others had denounced such gospels, they assumed
that Thomas must not only be a false, “Gnostic” gospel, but also that, being a
“false gospel,” it must have been written later than the “real” gospels. And since
most people agree that Mark’s gospel was written earliest, some forty years after
Jesus’s death, around the year 70, Matthew and Luke about ten years later, and
John about 90-100, they assumed that Thomas must be later than any of these,
and so they guessed that it dated to about 140 ck.

Further, since they assumed that this gospel was “heretical,” they knew what
to expect in terms of content: after all, church fathers like Irenaeus basically had
defined—or, some would say, invented—heresy. Irenaeus explains that heretics
are “Gnostics,” by which he means dualists who believe that the world was
created by an evil power, and so they have a dismally negative view of the world
and the God who created it. Furthermore, following Irenaeus’s lead, many of
these scholars also assumed that heretics are “nihilistic” and that the works they
revered would be full of philosophical speculation and bizarre mythology.t
When the first editors of Thomas’s gospel found in it virtually no evidence for
dualism, nihilism, philosophical speculation, or weird mythology, most assumed
that this just goes to show how devious heretics are: they do not say what they



really mean. Many scholars decided that even if they could not find these
elements in Thomas explicitly, they must be there implicitly; consequently, some
decided just to read them into their understanding of the Gospel of Thomas. Most
of the first publications did this; some still do even now.

When the discovery became available to scholars throughout the world,
many of us shared the excitement of investigating these nearly unknown texts.
Hearing about the discovery astonished everyone who heard it. This certainly
was not what we had expected to find in graduate school—nor, in fact, what we
had hoped to find. Most of us who set out to find out about Jesus and the early
history of Christianity imagined that we could find in first-and second-century
sources a kind of “golden age” of early Christianity, a simpler, purer Christian
teaching that existed when Jesus wandered with his disciples around the hills of
Galilee—what Professor Krister Stendahl, then dean of Harvard Divinity School,
ironically called “play Bible land.” And since we assumed that there must have
been only one original, pure form of Christianity back at its beginning, we never
imagined that we would be asking the question that this discovery now raises for
us: what different Christian groups—and thus what kinds of early Christianity—
were there at the beginning of the movement?

Yet by the time many of us arrived in graduate school, certain scholars
already had begun to embark upon a second stage of research. Examining the
Gospel of Thomas, scholars first noticed that it is not a narrative, like the New
Testament gospels; instead, it consists simply of a list of sayings attributed to
Jesus. Scholars like Helmut Koester, James M. Robinson, and John Dominic
Crossan observed that many sayings in Thomas are strikingly similar to sayings
long familiar from the New Testament gospels attributed to Matthew and Luke—
for example, such well-known parables about the kingdom of God as the parable
of the mustard seed and the parable of the sower and such sayings as “Blessed
are the poor, for yours is heaven’s kingdom.”# The research of this generation of
scholars opened up new questions: could the Gospel of Thomas, for example,
possibly be not a late, “Gnostic” gospel, as many of us first assumed, but, on the
contrary, an early collection of Jesus’s teaching—perhaps even one that Matthew
and Luke used to compose their own gospels? Could it be the so-called Q
source, a hypothetical first-century list of Jesus’s sayings? Is it possible that the
Gospel of Thomas might tell us a great deal not about heresy, but about Jesus and
his teachings? Could this be an early source—maybe even our earliest source—
of Jesus’s teachings, collected in an unedited, unvarnished form?

Questions like these inspired a movement among a group of scholars looking
for the “real, historical” Jesus and what Jesus actually taught. Professor Helmut
Koester came to conclude that the Gospel of Thomas perhaps could be dated as



early as the mid—first century—about twenty years after Jesus’s death?—which
would make it the earliest gospel we know, and certainly one of the most
important. John Dominic Crossan and others have written books that follow this
view, and many people are still engaged in this research.

At present, however, many do not share the view that the Gospel of Thomas
is a kind of rough quarry of early Jesus sayings strung together with minimal
editorial point of view. Even though our evidence cannot tell us for sure what
came from “the historical Jesus,” it can tell us a great deal, more than we ever
knew before, about the early Christian movement—how it emerged and the
astonishing variety of forms it took.

Recognizing this, many scholars today throughout the world have accepted
the challenge articulated by our colleagues Michael A. Williams in his book
Rethinking “Gnosticism”: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious Category
and Karen L. King in What Is Gnosticism? Instead of regarding the many texts
found at Nag Hammadi as a corporate collection, scholars today more often
analyze each one separately or in relationship with contemporaneous Jewish,
Christian, and pagan sources. Instead of assuming that all these texts deviate
from what is “normal, mainstream” early Christianity, we are finding that they
have opened up to us a far wider range of what we now understand to be early
Christian sources. Instead of discriminating simply between what we used to call
“orthodox” and “Gnostic” (or “proto-orthodox” and “proto-Gnostic,” which
amounts to the same thing), many scholars working on the Coptic texts are now
investigating the new evidence along with the old to ask different questions.
Many of us are discussing questions like whether it is misleading to classify
these texts as “Gnostic.” Given how varied they are, we realize that it is more
accurate to look at them simply as a wide range of early Christian traditions that
are unfamiliar to us, because the bishops intended to downplay viewpoints that
diverged from their own. Professor Karen King has suggested that we should ask
what evidence these many texts offer for various kinds of “early Christianities”;
simultaneously, scholars of Judaism are investigating a wide range of “early
Judaisms.”# Finally, such investigation raises the question of what our familiar
terminology means—and what it obscures. What do we mean when we speak of
what is “orthodox” and what is “heretical”? What characteristics differentiate
and define what we mean when we speak of “Judaism” or “Christianity”?

In many ways, investigation of the Nag Hammadi texts is just beginning.
This volume invites readers to participate in exploring the early Christian
movement—with far more evidence of its amazing range than we had known
before.



Reading the Nag Hammadi Scriptures In this volume the texts of the Nag
Hammadi library, the Berlin Gnostic Codex, and Codex Tchacos are presented in
an edition that is intended to build upon the international scholarship that has
been directed toward the texts in these codices since they were discovered and
made available for research and study. In particular, the work of the Coptic
Gnostic Library Project of the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity of
Claremont Graduate University, the Berliner Arbeitskreis fiir koptisch-
gnostische Schriften at the Theological Faculty of Humboldt University, and the
French-Canadian team at the Institut d’études anciennes and the Faculté de
théologie et de sciences religieuses of the Université Laval in Québec has been
consulted in order to take advantage of the interpretations and insights of the
scholars involved in these research projects. The published work of these
projects includes the volumes of the Coptic Gnostic Library and The Nag
Hammadi Library in English (edited by James M. Robinson), Nag Hammadi
Deutsch (edited by Hans-Martin Schenke, Hans-Gebhard Bethge, and Ursula
Ulrike Kaiser), and the Bibliothéque copte de Nag Hammadi and Ecrits
gnostiques (edited by Jean-Pierre Mahé and Paul-Hubert Poirier), all of which
we have used in our translations of the texts.% Individuals from these three
research teams have also functioned as members of the advisory board for this
volume, in order that the contributions of each of the teams might gain a fair
hearing, and we all have met together several times at Université Laval to
discuss the translations prepared for the present volume. The result has been a
collegial effort to produce a volume fully informed by the latest research on the
Nag Hammadi library, the Berlin Gnostic Codex, and Codex Tchacos.

The English translations included in The Nag Hammadi Scriptures thus
represent a new generation of translations, after the initial translations that
appeared in the first editions of these texts. We have made a conscientious
attempt to produce English translations that adhere closely to the meaning of the
Coptic texts (and, as noted in a few instances, also some Greek texts) while
being as readable and felicitous as possible. The present English versions of the
texts are translations, not lexical equivalencies, and as a result they communicate
the meaning of the texts in modern English rather than reproducing every
grammatical feature of the Coptic text. We have given special attention to issues
of gender in our translations, and we employ inclusive language where the spirit
of the Coptic text recommends it and where it does not compromise the accuracy
of the translations. Thus, most often the translations use “child of humanity”
(where the gender of the figure referred to is uncertain or general) or “son of
humanity” (where the gender of the figure referred to is masculine, as in the case



of Jesus) instead of the more traditional “son of man.” In some texts, such as the
Secret Book of John and the Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit, that use
exalted terms to describe how the divine transcends all finite categories,
including gender categories, the translations read “it” for “he” or “him” in the
Coptic (and sometimes use “parent” along with “father” in the Coptic) until the
texts themselves distinguish between the Father and the Mother in their
presentations. Nonetheless, a certain amount of gender bias has been allowed to
remain in the translations as a reflection of the preferences of the translators, the
specific contents of the texts, and the nature of the Coptic language, which has
no neuter gender but makes use of the masculine to refer to what is indefinite or
neutral.

The expressions “child of humanity” and “son of humanity,” along with
others, are capitalized when they function as titles for a given figure, though
such a determination of function remains somewhat arbitrary. In general, we
have struggled with matters of capitalization in English, and we have tried to
reach a happy balance in the capitalization of personified terms that have both a
mythological and a psychological function in the texts (e.g., Epinoia,
“Insight”).#

Usually terms in the texts, even technical terms (e.g., aedn, arkhan, gnasis,
hupostasis, and pleroma), are translated (as “eternal realm,” “ruler,”
“knowledge,” “reality,” and “fullness,” respectively), but sometimes they are
retained in transliterated form (aeon, archon, gnosis, hypostasis, and pleroma) in
the translations in order to preserve the particular style of the texts. The Coptic
word pter’f (and related terms), which frequently means “everything” or “the
universe,” often takes on a special meaning in the texts translated here, and when
the word refers to the entirety of the divine realm above, it is usually translated
“the All.”2 Terms, including technical terms, appearing in the titles of texts are
translated as well, so that the present volume refers to the Secret Book of James
and the Secret Book of John (rather than the Apocryphon of James and the
Apocryphon of John), the Revelations of Adam, James, Paul, and Peter (rather
than the Apocalypses of Adam, James, Paul, and Peter), the Nature of the Rulers
(rather than the Hypostasis of the Archons), Three Forms of First Thought (rather
than Trimorphic Protennoia), and so forth. The fifth tractate of Nag Hammadi
Codex VI is entitled Excerpt from Plato’s Republic and the eighth tractate
Excerpt from the Perfect Discourse. In some texts, especially the Platonizing
Sethian texts, where the language seems to be technical and reflective of Middle
Platonic and Neoplatonic philosophy, more of the technical terminology is
retained, often simply transliterated, and explained in the notes.

Standard sigla are used in the present volume, though we have tried to keep



sigla to a minimum for the sake of ease of reading. Within the English
translations, the following signs are employed:

[ ] Square brackets indicate a textual lacuna that has been restored. When
the restoration entails only “a,” “an,” “the,” or “and,” such a minor
restoration is usually not placed within square brackets. Ordinarily
words are placed either entirely inside or outside square brackets.
Exceptions to this policy are made in more fragmentary texts, in which
portions of words may be placed inside square brackets.

<> Angle brackets indicate an emendation of a scribal omission or error.

{ } Braces indicate superfluous letters that presumably were added by a
scribe. Some such instances are indicated in the translation. Instances of
dittography (the inadvertent copying of a passage twice) are usually
indicated in a note.

. Ellipsis dots indicate unrestored lacunae—portions of Coptic (or Greek)
text missing in the manuscripts that cannot be restored with confidence.
Three dots indicate a lacuna of a Coptic line or less, that is, a short
break in the flow of thought in the text. Six dots indicate a lacuna of
more than a single Coptic line, that is, a major break in the flow of
thought in the text. Ordinarily the extent of the longer lacuna is
indicated in a note accompanying the translation. Occasionally the
number of dots within a proper name indicates the number of letters
missing in the name.

Within the translations, Coptic manuscript page numbers are provided for the
sake of reference. In the case of the Gospel of Thomas, traditional sayings
numbers are given, along with numbers for subdivisions of sayings.2 In the case
of the Sentences of Sextus, the system of numeration follows the standard edition
of this tractate, which was composed in Greek and is known in Latin, Syriac,
Armenian, and Georgian versions.# As in Nag Hammadi Deutsch, here also only
Coptic page numbers are given, and not line numbers from the manuscripts. The
Nag Hammadi Scriptures is not presented as an edition of Coptic manuscripts
but a publication of texts in English translation, and for this reason the
continuation of the use of references based upon line numbers in Coptic
manuscripts seems inappropriate. Thus, in the notes to the translations, the cross-
references to texts in the Nag Hammadi library, the Berlin Gnostic Codex, and
Codex Tchacos are given with the titles of the texts and Coptic page numbers (or
the other systems of numeration); when a particular text is preserved in more
than one copy (as is the case, e.g., with the Secret Book of John), the codex



number is also provided. Within the introductions to the tractates, however, the
textual references include, in addition to the Coptic page numbers, the
manuscript lines numbers as well, in case readers wish to refer directly to the
Coptic manuscripts and the location of Coptic lines in the manuscripts.

Accompanying the translations in the present volume are several aids to
interpretation. In addition to the volume introduction, each text is prefaced with
its own introduction, which includes bibliographical suggestions for further
reading and study. In the translations there are subheadings that are not in the
texts themselves but have been provided by the translators as a way of indicating
sections of the texts. The subheadings include references to Coptic page and line
numbers in order to allow for another way of moving from the English
translations to the Coptic manuscripts. Notes explain difficult passages and refer
to parallel passages. In some cases, as with the Platonizing Sethian texts, the
notes are somewhat more substantial, to help in the understanding of texts that
may benefit from a fuller presentation. An epilogue, “Schools of Thought in the
Nag Hammadi Scriptures,” discusses Thomas Christianity, the Sethian and
Valentinian schools of Gnostic thought, and Hermetic religion within the context
of the questions surrounding the term “Gnostic,” and a table of tractates provides
an overview of the contents of the Nag Hammadi library, the Berlin Gnostic
Codex, and Codex Tchacos. A bibliography and an index of proper names
conclude the volume.

In The Nag Hammadi Scriptures we present a series of English translations
prepared and introduced by scholars with different backgrounds and different
points of view. Although we have attempted to achieve a degree of stylistic
uniformity throughout the volume, some variety inevitably remains, and several
voices can be detected in the introductions and translations. We consider such
variety to be appropriate in a collection of texts as diverse as the Nag Hammadi
library, the Berlin Gnostic Codex, and Codex Tchacos. It is our hope that in
reading and studying this diverse collection of religious tractates, readers may
join us in a process of seeking and finding, and that for those who explore these
texts, in all their diversity, new light may be shed on the world of antiquity—and
modernity. As one text in the Nag Hammadi collection, the Gospel of Thomas,
puts it, “Know what is in front of your face, and what is hidden from you will be
disclosed to you. For there is nothing hidden that will not be revealed.”



THE PRAYER OF THE APOSTLE PAUL

NHC I,1

Introduced by Madeleine Scopello
Translated by Marvin Meyer The Prayer of the Apostle Paul, which is written
on the front flyleaf of Nag Hammadi Codex I, may have been added after the
Coptic scribe finished copying the fifth tractate of Codex I, the Tripartite

Tractate. Since the first lines of the text are missing, we do not know if there was

a title at the beginning of the text. In any case, a title has been conserved at the

end of the treatise, “Prayer of the Apostle Paul,” followed by a short colophon
(“In peace. Holy is Christ”). Both the title and the colophon are in Greek, and the

whole prayer was most likely translated from Greek into Coptic.

The Prayer of the Apostle Paul begins with a series of invocations addressed
to the Redeemer. The person uttering the prayer, identified with the apostle Paul
in order to give authority to this text, affirms connections with the divine: “[I
am] yours; I have come from [you]” (A, 3-6). Technical Gnostic terms are
employed to portray the Redeemer by means of invocations employing the
formula “you are,” repeated for four times: you are mind, treasury, fullness, rest.
Except for the word “treasury,” which is translated into Coptic (aho), the terms
are retained in Greek (nous, pleroma, anapausis); these terms are frequent in
Valentinian literature, though they are also found elsewhere. Reflections on the
treasury are also found in Authoritative Discourse 28, 24, where it is said that the
original home of the soul is the treasury, to which she will return and find rest.

According to Dieter Mueller, this prayer is reminiscent of prayers of the
Corpus Hermeticum (e.g., 1.31-32; V.10-11; XIII.16-20) and invocations
preserved in Greek and Coptic magical literature, and the beginning of the
prayer recalls Three Steles of Seth 118, 30-119, 1.2

The second part of the Prayer of the Apostle Paul invokes the divine as “you
who exist and preexisted.” These titles, with a philosophical flavor, appear quite
often in Valentinian as well as Sethian Gnostic literature in reference to the
highest God. The formula “the name exalted above every name” derives from
Philippians 2:9; as Dieter Mueller notes,? the author of the Prayer shows a clear
knowledge of the Psalms and the Pauline epistles. We concur with this line of



interpretation, especially concerning the five titles given to Jesus Christ: Lord of
lords, King of the eternal realms (or aeons, ages), Son of Humanity, Spirit,
Advocate (or Paraclete) of truth. The title “Lord of lords” is also present in 1
Timothy 6:15 and Revelation 17:14; 19:16, each time in connection with the title
“King of kings.” “King of the ages” appears as a title in Tobit 13:6-10, 1
Timothy 1:17, and Revelation 15:3. Although “Son of Humanity” is very
frequent in the New Testament and early Christian literature, “Advocate of truth”
seems to come from John 15:26 (cf. also, for “Paraclete,” John 14:26; 16:7; 1
John 2:1).

The suppliant of the Prayer of the Apostle Paul also asks for “authority” (A,
19: exousia, “power”), which indicates apostolic prerogatives. This theme seems
to be linked to line 15, where the suppliant asks for God’s “gifts.” Both healing
for the body and redemption for the enlightened soul are requested; the theme of
the enlightened soul (or light soul) is very much at home in a Gnostic context.

Lines that bring to mind 1 Corinthians 2:9 (where Paul quotes Isaiah 64:3
and Jeremiah 3:16) and 1 Corinthians 2:8 (where the term “rulers” or “archons”
is also used) lead the author of the Prayer of the Apostle Paul to a Gnostic
reinterpretation that transforms the meaning of the term “ruler” from a political
to a supernatural one. The statement that the human heart has been formed by
the psychical god (A, 30) refers to the creation and realm of the demiurge, a
widespread conception in Gnostic and Valentinian thought.

Because the present text is included in a codex containing several
Valentinian texts, it has been suggested that the Prayer of the Apostle Paul is a
Valentinian prayer. The place of origin of the tractate is difficult to determine: is
it a text coming from the Italian branch of Valentinianism?? Its date of
composition must be before the final copying of Codex I, in the mid-fourth
century, but its themes situate the date of composition more probably at the
beginning of the third century.
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The Prayer of the Apostle Paul!

Grant me your [mercy].
[My] Redeemer, redeem me,
for [I am] yours;

I have come from [youl].

You are [my] mind:

bring me forth.

You are my treasury:

open for me.

You [are] my fullness:?

accept me.

You are <my> rest:*

give me incomprehensible perfection.

I call upon you,

you who exist and preexisted, in the name exalted above every name,>
through Jesus Christ,

[Lord] of lords,

King of the eternal realms.®

Give me your gifts, with no regret, through the Son of Humanity,’

the Spirit,

the Advocate? of [truth].

Give me authority, [I] ask of you, give [healing]? for my body, since I ask
you

through the preacher of the gospel,

and redeem my eternal enlightened soul and my spirit, and disclose to my
mind the firstborn of the fullness of grace.

Grant what eyes of angels have not [seen], what ears of rulers have not
heard, and what has not arisen in the human heart,!
which became angelic,



made in the image of the animate God!?

when it was formed in the beginning.

I have faith and hope.

And bestow upon me

your beloved, chosen, blessed majesty, the firstborn, the first-begotten, [B]
the [wonderful] mystery of your house.

[For] yours is power and glory and praise and greatness,

forever and ever.

[Amen].

Prayer of the Apostle Paul In peace.
Holy is Christ.



THE SECRET BOOK OF JAMES

NHC I,2

Introduced by Madeleine Scopello
Translated by Marvin Meyer

Written for a fortunate few, the text called the Secret Book of James is a letter
that James is said to have sent to an addressee whose name is unfortunately in a
lacuna (only the last three letters [in Coptic] have survived: [...]Jthos). The
tractate is a Coptic translation from a Greek original, now lost, and it occupies
the first sixteen pages of Nag Hammadi Codex I. In general the text is well
preserved, although some lines are in bad condition at the top of the first three
pages. The text is untitled in the manuscript; however, the ancient author, who
employs the authoritative pseudonym of James, refers to his letter as an
“apocryphon” (apokruphon), or “secret book” (1, 10)—hence the modern title of
the tractate.

The Secret Book of James follows the ancient epistolary style for the opening
of a letter (name of the sender, name of the addressee, salutation, and greeting of
peace) as well as its conclusion. The letter has been sent by James, it is said, at
the request of his addressee, and it contains an account of a secret revelation the
Savior gave to James and Peter. James recalls that he wrote the letter, which is
esoteric in its content, in Hebrew letters, and he asks his addressee not to share
this writing with many: even the Savior did not want to deliver his message to
the twelve disciples, but only to two of them (1, 15-25). Doubtless the addressee
is worthy of receiving this secret teaching, as is shown by the title James gives
him: “a minister of the salvation of the saints” (the saints can be the members of
a Gnostic community or, more generally, the elect believers who are deserving of
salvation). And faith given through this discourse (logos) will automatically
confer salvation upon them.

In the literary fiction of the Secret Book of James, the events depicted happen
550 days after the Savior’s resurrection, at a time when the twelve disciples, all
sitting together, are writing down in books what they remember of the words
Christ told to each of them during his earthly life (2, 7-15). This constitutes an
important piece of information about how the disciples shaped Christ’s logia, a



process also recorded elsewhere in early Christian literature (e.g., in 1 Clement
13.1-2). The gap of 550 days between the resurrection and the second coming of
the Savior can be compared with a tradition recorded in the Ascension of Isaiah,
a Jewish apocryphal text with Christian interpolations, which speaks of a period
of 18 months, or 540 days.!

The intention of the Savior is to draw James and Peter apart from the other
disciples and help them to “be filled”—a technical phrase in Gnostic thought
linked to Pleroma and “fullness”—through his revelation. James is receptive to
the words of the Savior, but Peter shows no understanding. The two figures have
been interpreted as opposing symbols of the Gnostic community and the
emerging orthodox church: members of the Gnostic community have no need of
an intermediary to obtain salvation, while the members of the great church are
grounded in an ecclesial structure that they need if they are to be saved.? Such
ideas are advanced in Secret Book of James 2, 23-33. The Savior’s teachings are
expressed through a series of opposing Gnostic metaphors: drunkenness and
sobriety, waking and sleeping, being healed and being sick, emptiness and
fullness. These metaphors belong to the common heritage of late antiquity, yet,
taken together, they express themes typical of Gnostic teaching. The Savior
utters teachings consisting of sayings, parables, and prophecies organized into a
dialogue in which James asks questions of the Savior. As for Peter, he plays a
small role in this dialogue, and he limits himself to a polemical statement
showing his lack of comprehension (13, 26-36).

The literary genre of the Secret Book of James is heterogeneous: the tractate
is a letter reporting on a revelation shaped into the form of a dialogue.? Although
the classical rules of epistolary style are known by the author, the treatise is
marked by themes belonging to the genre of esoteric teaching.? The letter may
even be a frame added later to the original content by a redactor.> As for the
body of the text, it is an example of a revelatory dialogue, in which an inquirer
asks questions about hidden matters and a revealer provides answers. Well
attested in Jewish and Christian tradition, the revelatory dialogue has evolved
from a real to an imaginary dialogue.® There are good parallels in Gnostic
literature (Dialogue of the Savior, Pistis Sophia, Books of Jeu).

Two capstone themes are present in the Secret Book of James: that of
fullness and pain (2, 39-6, 21) and that of prophecy (6, 21-34). This part of the
tractate is guided by the polemical intention of the author against Peter and the
official church, but the polemical character of the Secret Book of James is veiled,
and the author maintains a prudent attitude when dealing with these matters.
The polemical features of the text may suggest that the Secret Book of James
speaks to a situation in which authoritative structures are being established and



the text is reacting against them. Other Nag Hammadi texts (Second Discourse
of Great Seth, Revelation of Peter, and Testimony of Truth) show similar
concerns.

Some of the sayings attributed to Jesus in the Secret Book of James can be
compared with logia in the canonical gospels,® but others have no parallels in
New Testament tradition (e.g., the saying about the palm shoot, 7, 24-35).

Jewish apocalyptic and esoteric themes are combined in the treatise: the
theme of the “chariot of spirit” that bears the Savior aloft (14, 3-36) recalls
Jewish Merkavah speculations on the divine chariot of God; the vision James
and Peter experience is paralleled in the Jewish pseudepigrapha, for example, in
Enoch literature. After seeing and hearing angelic trumpets and a great deal of
turmoil (15, 10-13), the two disciples ascend to a higher place, where they can
hear angels praising and rejoicing as well as celestial majesties (the highest
classes of angels) singing hymns (15, 15-23). Going further up in spirit, James
and Peter approach the Majesty—the highest God—but they are allowed to hear
and see no more (15, 23-28).

The research on the Secret Book of James is rich. According to both Henri-
Charles Puech and Gilles Quispel, followed by Jan Zandee and S. Kent Brown,
this letter is a Gnostic composition belonging most likely to a Valentinian school
of thought.? This interpretation is strengthened by the fact that the Secret Book of
James is part of a codex with Valentinian features. Some expressions referring to
the Savior have a Gnostic flavor. For example, the Savior says, “I shall return to
the place from which I came” (2, 23-24) and, in a similar vein, “I shall ascend to
the place from which I have come” (14, 20-22). For W. C. van Unnik, however,
the present tractate is not Gnostic, and its provenance could well be situated in a
small Egyptian community some time after the Jewish rebellion of 135 ce.X? The
Christology of the treatise shows no docetic tendencies, which are common in
Gnostic texts, and the passion and suffering of the Savior are understood as
having been real. Nevertheless, the Savior is said to be a preexisting entity (2,
23-24).

The place and date of composition for the Secret Book of James can be fixed
at the end of second century or at the beginning of the third, in Egypt, probably
in Alexandria, in a milieu moving toward a break with the official church.
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The Secret Book of James!

The Letter of James (1, 1-8)

[James]? writes to....2

Peace be [with you from] peace,
[love] from love,

[grace] from grace,

[faith] from faith,

life from holy life.

Secret Books (1, 8-2, 7)

You have asked me to send you a secret book revealed to me and Peter by the
master,? and I could not turn you down, nor could I speak to you, so [I have
written] it in Hebrew= and have sent it to you, and to you alone. But since you
are a minister of the salvation of the saints, do your best to be careful not to
communicate to many people this book that the Savior did not want to
communicate even to all of us, his twelve disciples. Nonetheless, blessed will
they be who will be saved through the faith of this treatise.

Ten months ago I sent you another secret book® that the Savior revealed to
me. Think of that book as revealed to me, James. But as for this book, [2] I [have
not yet fully understood it, and it was also] revealed [for you and] those who are
yours, so [try] to comprehend [its meaning]. This is how [you can be] saved, and
[then] you should [also make it known].?

Jesus Appears to Peter and James (2, 7-3, 38)

The twelve disciples were all sitting together, recalling what the Savior had said
to each of them, whether in a hidden or an open manner, and organizing it in
books.2 I was writing what is in [my book]. Look, the Savior appeared, after he
had left [us, while we] were watching for him.

Five hundred fifty days? after he rose from the dead, we said to him, “Did
you depart and leave us?”



Jesus said, “No, but I shall return to the place from which I came. If you
want to come with me, come.”

They all answered and said, “If you order us, we’ll come.”

He said, “I tell you the truth, no one will ever enter heaven’s kingdom
because I ordered it, but rather because you yourselves are filled. Leave James
and Peter to me that I may fill them.”

When he called the two of them, he took them aside and commanded the rest
to keep doing what they were doing.

The Savior said, “You have been favored [3] [through the Father to receive
my sayings. The other disciples also] have written [my sayings in their] books as
if [they have understood, but be careful. They have done their] work without
[really understanding]. They have listened like [foolish people], and...they have
not understood.2?

“Do you not want to be filled?

“Your hearts are drunk.

“Do you not want to be sober?

“You ought to be ashamed.

“From now on, awake or asleep, remember that you have seen the Son of
Humanity! and have spoken with him and have listened to him.

“Woe to those who have seen the Son of Humanity.

“Blessed will you be who have not seen the human, or associated with him,
or spoken with him, or listened to anything from him. Yours is life.12

“Understand that he healed you when you were sick, that you might reign.

“Woe to those who have found relief from their sickness, for they will
relapse into sickness.

“Blessed are you who have not been sick, and have known relief before
getting sick. God’s kingdom is yours.

“So I tell you, be filled and leave no space within you empty, or he who is
coming will mock you.”

Being Filled and Lacking (3, 38—4, 22)

Then Peter answered, “Look, three times you have told us, [4] ‘Be [filled,” but]
we are filled.”

The [Savior answered] and said, “For [this reason I have told] you, ‘[Be
filled],” that you may not [lack. Those who lack] will not [be saved]. To be filled
is good and to lack is bad. Yet since it is also good for you to lack but bad for
you to be filled, whoever is filled also lacks. One who lacks is not filled in the
way another who lacks is filled, but whoever is filled is brought to an



appropriate end. So you should lack when you can fill yourselves and be filled
when you lack that you may be able to [fill] yourselves more. Be filled with
spirit but lack in reason, for reason is of the soul. It is soul.”%

Believe in My Cross (4, 226, 21)

I answered and said to him, “Master, we can obey you if you wish, for we have
forsaken our fathers and our mothers and our villages and have followed you.
Give us the means not to be tempted by the evil devil.”

The master answered and said, “What good is it to you if you do the Father’s
will, but you are not given your part of his bounty when you are tempted by
Satan? But if you are oppressed by Satan and persecuted and do the Father’s [5]
will, T [say] he will love you, make you my equal, and consider you beloved
through his forethought,* and by your own choice. Won’t you stop loving the
flesh and fearing suffering? Don’t you know that you have not yet been abused,
unjustly accused, locked up in prison, unlawfully condemned, crucified
<without> reason,® or buried in the sand* as I myself was by the evil one? Do
you dare to spare the flesh, you for whom the spirit is a wall surrounding you? If
you consider how long the world has existed before you and how long it will
exist after you, you will see that your life is but a day and your sufferings but an
hour. The good will not enter the world. Disdain death, then, and care about life.
Remember my cross and my death, and you will live.”

I answered and said to him, “Master, do not mention to us the cross and
death, for they are far [6] from you.”

The master answered and said, “I tell you the truth, none will be saved unless
they believe in my cross, for God’s kingdom belongs to those who have believed
in my cross. Be seekers of death, then, like the dead who seek life, for what they
seek becomes apparent to them. And what is there to cause them concern? As for
you, when you search out death, it will teach you about being chosen. I tell you
the truth, no one afraid of death will be saved, for the kingdom of death!
belongs to those who are put to death.l® Become better than I. Be like the child
of the holy Spirit.”

The Head of Prophecy (6, 21-8, 27)

Then I asked him, “Master, how can we prophesy to those who ask us to
prophesy to them? There are many who bring a request to us and look to us to
hear our pronouncement.”

The master answered and said, “Don’t you know that the head of prophecy



was cut off with John?”2

I said, “Master, it is impossible to remove the head of prophecy, isn’t it?”

The master said to me, “When you realize what ‘head’ means, and that
prophecy comes from the head, then understand the meaning of ‘its head was [7]
removed.’

“First I spoke with you in parables, and you did not understand. Now I am
speaking with you openly, and you do not grasp it. Nevertheless, you were for
me a parable among parables and a disclosure among things revealed.

“Be eager to be saved without being urged. Rather, be fervent on your own
and, if possible, outdo even me, for this is how the Father will love you.

“Come to hate hypocrisy and evil intention. Intention produces hypocrisy,
and hypocrisy is far from truth.

“Do not let heaven’s kingdom wither away. It is like a palm shoot whose
dates dropped around it. It produced buds, and after they grew, its productivity
dried up. This is also what happened with fruit that came from this single root.
After it was harvested, fruit was obtained by many. It certainly would be good if
you could produce new growth now. You would find it.&

“Since I was glorified like this once before, why do you hold me back when I
am eager to go? [8] After my labor# you have made me stay with you another
eighteen days® because of the parables. For some people it was enough to listen
to the teaching and understand ‘The Shepherds,” ‘The Seed,” ‘The Building,’
“The Lamps of the Young Women,’ ‘The Wage of the Workers,” and ‘The Silver
Coins and the Woman.’#

“Be eager for the word. The first aspect of the word is faith, the second is
love, the third is works, and from these comes life.

“The word is like a grain of wheat. When someone sowed it, he had faith in
it, and when it sprouted, he loved it, because he saw many grains instead of just
one. And after he worked, he was saved because he prepared it as food and he
still kept some out to sow.

“This is also how you can acquire heaven’s kingdom for yourselves. Unless
you acquire it through knowledge, you will not be able to find it.”

Be Sober, Be Saved (8, 27-9, 23)

“So I say to you, be sober. Do not go astray. And often have I said to you all
together, and also to you alone, James, be saved. I have commanded you to
follow me, and I have taught you how to speak before the rulers.

“See that I have come down and have spoken and have exerted myself and
have won my crown [9] when I saved you. I came down to live with you that



you might also live with me. And when I found that your houses had no roofs, I
lived in houses that could receive me when I came down.

“Trust in me, my brothers. Understand what the great light is. The Father
does not need me. A father does not need a son, but it is the son who needs the
father. To him I am going, for the Father of the Son is not in need of you.

“Listen to the word, understand knowledge,® love life, and no one will
persecute you and no one will oppress you other than you yourselves.”

Woe to You, Blessed Are You (9, 24-11, 6)

“You wretches! You poor devils! You pretenders to truth! You falsifiers of
knowledge! You sinners against the spirit! Do you still dare to listen when from
the beginning you should have been speaking? Do you still dare to sleep when
from the beginning you should have been awake so that heaven’s kingdom might
receive you? [10] I tell you the truth, it is easier for a holy person to sink into
defilement and for an enlightened person to sink into darkness than for you to
reign—or not to reign.#

“I have remembered your tears, your mourning, and your grief. They are far
from us. You who are outside the Father’s inheritance, weep when you should,
mourn, and preach what is good. The Son is ascending, as is proper.

“I tell you the truth, if I had been sent to those who would listen to me and
had spoken with them, I would never have come down to earth.22 Now be
ashamed.

“Look, I shall be leaving you and go away, and I do not want to stay with
you any longer, just as you yourselves have not wanted this. Follow me quickly.
This is why I tell you, for you I came down. You are loved ones. You are the
ones who will bring life to many people. Invoke the Father, pray to God
frequently, and he will be generous with you.

“Blessed is one who has seen you with him when he is proclaimed among
the angels and glorified among the saints. Yours is life. Rejoice and be glad as
[11] children of God. Observe his will that you may be saved. Accept correction
from me and save yourselves. I am mediating for you with the Father, and he
will forgive you many things.”

Few Find Heaven’s Kingdom (11, 6-12, 17)

When we heard this, we were delighted. We had become gloomy because of
what we# said earlier. But when he saw us happy, he said:
“Woe to you who are in need of an advocate.



“Woe to you who stand in need of grace.

“Blessed will they be who have spoken out and acquired grace for
themselves.

“Compare yourselves to foreigners. How are they viewed in your city? Why
are you anxious to banish yourselves on your own and distance yourselves from
your city? Why abandon your dwelling on your own and make it available for
those who want to live in it? You exiles and runaways, woe to you, for you will
be captured.

“Or maybe you think that the Father is a lover of humanity, or that he is won
over by prayers, or that he is gracious to one because of another, or that he
tolerates whoever is seeking?

“He® knows about desire and what the flesh needs. Doesn’t it desire the
soul? The body does not sin apart from the soul just as [12] the soul is not saved
apart from the spirit. But if the soul is saved from evil and the spirit too is saved,
the body becomes sinless. The spirit animates the soul but the body Kills it. The
soul Kkills itself.2!

“I tell you the truth, he certainly will not forgive the sin of the soul or the
guilt of the flesh, for none of those who have worn the flesh will be saved. Do
you think that many have found heaven’s kingdom?

“Blessed is one who has seen oneself as a fourth one in heaven.”22

Know Yourselves (12, 17-13, 25)

When we heard this, we became sad. But when he saw that we were sad, he said,
“I say this to you that you may know yourselves.2

“Heaven’s kingdom is like a head of grain that sprouted in a field. And when
it was ripe, it scattered its seed, and again it filled the field with heads of grain
for another year. So with you, be eager to harvest for yourselves a head of the
grain of life that you may be filled with the kingdom.

“And as long as I am with you, pay attention to me and trust in me, but when
I am far from you, remember me. And remember me because I was with you and
you did not know me.

“Blessed will they be who have known me.

“Woe to those who have heard and have not believed.

“Blessed will they be who [13] have not seen but yet have [believed].2

“Once again I appeal to you. I am disclosed to you as I am building a house
useful to you when you find shelter in it, and it will support® your neighbors’
house when theirs threatens to collapse.

“I tell you the truth, woe to those for whom I was sent down here.



“Blessed will they be who are going up to the Father.

“Again I warn you, you who exist. Be like those who do not exist that you
may dwell with those who do not exist.%

“Do not let heaven’s kingdom become a desert within you. Do not be proud
because of the light that enlightens. Rather, act toward yourselves as I myself
have toward you. I have put myself under a curse for you that you might be
saved.”

The Last Word (13, 26-15, 5)

Peter responded to these comments and said, “Sometimes you urge us on toward
heaven’s kingdom, but at other times you turn us away, master. Sometimes you
encourage us, draw us toward faith, and promise us life, but at other times you
drive us away from heaven’s kingdom.”

The master answered and said to us, “I have offered you faith many times—
and have revealed myself to you, [14] James—and you have not known me.
Now I see you often rejoicing. And although you are delighted about the promise
of life, you are sad and gloomy when you are taught about the kingdom.

“Nevertheless, you, through faith and knowledge, have received life. So
disregard rejection when you hear it, but when you hear about the promise, be
joyful all the more.

“I tell you the truth, whoever will receive life and believe in the kingdom
will never leave it, not even if the Father wants to banish him.

“This is all I shall tell you at this time. Now I shall ascend to the place from
which I have come. When I was eager to go, you have driven me off, and instead
of accompanying me, you have chased me away.

“Be attentive to the glory that awaits me, and when you have opened your
hearts, listen to the hymns that await me up in heaven. Today I must take my
place at the right hand of my Father.

“I have spoken my last word to you; I shall depart from you, for a chariot of
spirit¥ has carried me up, and from now on I shall strip myself that I may clothe
myself.2

“So pay attention: blessed are those who have proclaimed the Son before he
came down, so that, when I did come, I might ascend.

“Blessed three times over [15] are those who were proclaimed by the Son
before they came into being, so that you might share with them.”

Apocalyptic Ascent (15, 5-16, 11)



When he said this, he left. Peter and I knelt down, gave thanks, and sent our
hearts up to heaven. We heard with our ears and saw with our eyes the noise of
wars, a trumpet blast, and great turmoil 2

When we passed beyond that place, we sent our minds up further. We saw
with our eyes and heard with our ears hymns, angelic praises, and angelic
rejoicing. Heavenly majesties were singing hymns, and we rejoiced too.

Again after this we wished to send our spirits up to the Majesty. When we
ascended, we were not allowed to see or hear anything. For the other disciples
called to us and asked us, “What did you hear from the teacher? What did he tell
you? Where did he go?”

We answered them, “He ascended. He gave us his right hand, and promised
all of us life. He showed us children coming after us and commanded [16] [us] to
love them, since we are to be [saved] for their sakes.”

When they heard this, they believed the revelation, but they were angry
about those who would be born. Not wishing to give them reason to take offense,
I sent each of them to a different location. I myself went up to Jerusalem,
praying that I might acquire a share with the loved ones who are to appear.®

Final Advice (16, 12-30)

I pray that the beginning may come from you. This is how I can be saved. They
will be enlightened through me, by my faith, and through another’s that is better
than mine. I wish mine to be the lesser.

Do your best to be like them, and pray that you may acquire a share with
them. Beyond what I have said, the Savior did not disclose any revelation to us
on their behalf. We proclaim a share with those for whom the message was
proclaimed, those whom the lord has made his children.



THE GOSPEL OF TRUTH

NHC I,3; XII,2

Introduced by Einar Thomassen
Translated by Marvin Meyer

In Against Heresies 3.11.9, Irenaeus mentions that the Valentinians possess a
work called “The Gospel of Truth.” The third tractate of Codex I happens to
begin with precisely those words, and most scholars are therefore inclined to
identify the tractate with the work mentioned by Irenaeus. The tractate is not
furnished with a title in the manuscript, but it can hardly be a coincidence that its
opening words are identical with the title mentioned by Irenaeus. It is more
reasonable to assume that the work was habitually referred to by its opening
words, and that Irenaeus therefore understood them as its title.

The Gospel of Truth is not itself a “gospel” in the sense of other works that
bear that name, nor is it intended to be. Instead, it is a discourse on the gospel,
understood as the good news about the appearance of the Savior on earth and the
message he brought to humanity.! The Gospel of Truth gives an interpretation of
that event and explains how everything has been changed as a consequence of it.
A peculiar feature of the text, however, is that the story of salvation seems to
unfold simultaneously on two distinct levels. On one level we hear about the
appearance of the Savior in the world of human beings: he taught them the truth,
but he was persecuted by his enemies and was crucified and killed. However, his
death brought life to mortal humans, and his instruction woke them up from
forgetfulness and made them return to the Father, the source of their being.
Parallel with this account, however, another, more mythological story is told in
the text as a kind of metanarrative. This story tells how the world came into
existence as the result of ignorance. Initially, the All, the Entirety of aeons or
eternal realms, existed inside the Father, who was so vast and unfathomable that
they were unable to perceive him. Because of this, ignorance, anguish, and terror
took hold of the aeons; Error was produced instead of truth, and on this illusive
basis the world was created as a solidification of ignorance and fear, a “fog.”

The work of the Savior was not only to bring knowledge to earthly humans,
but also to rectify the cosmic error. He revealed the unknown Father to the aeons



and gave them a proper, harmonious relationship to their originator. Although
the Savior, as a historical person, is identical with Jesus, he is also, from a higher
and more fundamental perspective, the Son, the Word, and the Name of the
Father; he is the first emanation, who manifests the Father to the aeons and
causes them to come into being as perfect beings. Thus, the redemption of
humans effected by Jesus in this world is a part of, and reflects, a larger process
of cosmic scale and ontological significance, a process by which the aeons are
properly brought into being and given knowledge about the Father. The
discourse in the Gospel of Truth moves back and forth between the two levels,
between the historical and the mythical, and one gets the impression that
blurring the distinctions between them is a deliberate strategy of the writer.

An additional characteristic of the Gospel of Truth is its highly inventive use
of images. For example, a long section is devoted to the concept of “the book of
the living” (19, 34-23, 17). The theme is introduced following the presentation
of the Savior as a teacher: instructing “the little children,” he revealed the book,
whose contents were the Father’s thoughts, hidden from before creation.
Naturally, therefore, the contents of the book is knowledge. However, the book is
also compared to a will that lay hidden but was made public after the testator’s
death. Moreover, in being crucified, Jesus posted the book on the cross—thus it
is also compared to a public proclamation. Further, the book of the living is a roll
of names where those who have been appointed for salvation are written down.
Finally, opening the book means that the names are called out, and whoever is
called listens, turns around, and hastens toward the one who is calling. Even this
list of meanings does not exhaust the richness of the symbolism of the “book” in
this section of the Gospel of Truth, but may serve to give an impression of the
author’s sophisticated use of imagery.

In its composition, the Gospel of Truth moves from one theme to the next,
prompted more by the association of images than by a linear logic of exposition.
Thus, the initial description of the origin of error and illusion leads to the
presentation of the Savior as the teacher. This in turns leads to the theme of the
book of the living, which the Savior revealed. Next, a description of the book as
a unity composed of many letters evolves into a portrait of the Savior as the
Word that goes forth from the Father and permeates the All (23, 17-24, 9). The
Word, moreover, is the Son, who reveals the Father, replacing ignorance with
knowledge and dispersion with unity—in short, deficiency with fullness.

Unity and fullness then become the theme of the following section, where
another central image is unfolded: the house and the jars (25, 25-26, 27). One
moves to a new house, but only the good jars will be taken along—that is, the
ones that are unbroken and full. The others are discarded. In this section, a tone



of eschatological judgment is also present, though it is not clear precisely what
the sorting of the jars refers to. Is it the general separation of spiritual and
nonspiritual people that resulted from the appearance of the Savior? Or does the
passage allude to a specific historical event, perhaps the moment when the
Valentinian church separated from the rest of the Christian movement? Of
course, the one interpretation does not exclude the other.

Next, the division between those who received the revelation and those who
did not is radicalized as a distinction between being and not being: receiving
knowledge means truly to come into being, to be manifested, whereas those who
remain in error do not really exist at all (27, 34-28, 32). This idea inspires
another impressive image, that of cosmic existence as a nightmarish dream,
whose unreal nature is understood only when the dreamer wakes up (28, 32-30,
23). Aroused, the dreamer then receives the spirit, which enables him to stand
up. The spirit, moreover, makes some people perceive the nature of the Savior
(while others do not understand). He now becomes the way (31, 29), a
catchword that in turn serves to introduce the parable of the lost sheep and the
good shepherd (31, 35-32, 37)—a favorite topic among the Valentinians.? The
good shepherd labored on the Sabbath, which means the world, and he brought
the sheep into the higher day, which is pure light.

A paraenetic section next prescribes the behavior appropriate for those who
belong to the heavenly day (33, 1-32); and those who do the Father’s will in this
way are described as his “fragrance” (34, 1). The text then reverts to the theme
of the deficiency that has been transformed into fullness and to the image of the
jars, and this time the text introduces the topic of anointing: the full jars are those
that have been sealed with ointment (34, 34-36, 35). This is the clearest
reference to ritual practices in the Gospel of Truth.?

Somewhat abruptly, the discourse now turns, with a protological perspective,
to a description of the Word, which has revealed the hidden Thought of the
Father, followed by a famous section where the Son is portrayed as the Father’s
Name—an idea that serves to express the indissoluble relationship between
Father and Son as well as the Son’s role as the revealer of the unnamable Father
of the All (38, 641, 3). Finally, by stating that the Son revealed the origins and
the destiny of the Father’s children, the text is able to arrive at its concluding,
eschatological theme: the place of rest in the Fullness.

This impressive composition, which adroitly chains together and inventively
elaborates a series of striking images in a discourse interwoven with subtle
allusions to New Testament texts, is no doubt the work of an important figure.
Who he is we do not know. What we do know is that the Gospel of Truth known
to Irenaeus was used by the Valentinians. The Gospel of Truth that we have was



used by the Tripartite Tractate, an indubitably Valentinian text. The general
vocabulary and the creative use of images are suggestive of Valentinianism. The
Gospel of Truth, the Treatise on Resurrection, and the Interpretation of
Knowledge have many similarities, and the latter two texts are considered by
most to be Valentinian. Moreover, these three tractates belong to the genres of
homilies and letters, genres known to have been used in particular by the
Valentinians.

On the other hand, the Gospel of Truth lacks any clear references to the
distinctive mythology of Valentinianism, such as the myth of the fall of Sophia
or the cosmogony and the anthropogony found in many of the systematic
treatises. Instead of the story of Sophia’s passion, which gave rise to matter, her
subsequent repentance and joy at the vision of the Savior, from which soul and
spirit originated, and the shaping of the cosmos from these three substances, the
Gospel of Truth tells the allegorical tale of Error, from which the material
cosmos came into being. This cosmogony is not only different from the standard
Valentinian myth, it also implies a distinctly more negative view of the cosmos
and a more dualistic ontology than is the case with Valentinian cosmology in
general. According to the normal Valentinian position, matter and passion are
certainly evil, but the cosmos, as matter and soul substance that have been given
form and order by the Savior and the redeemed Sophia, is relatively good,
“useful” for the plan of salvation. However, it may be possible to explain this
discrepancy by hypothesizing that the Gospel of Truth was written at a time
before the Valentinian systems had been fully developed. It may also be
observed that a homily is a different genre from the systematic treatise, which
means, first, that its main purpose is not the exposition of doctrine, but the
exhortation of the faithful, and, second, that its style of address and rhetorical
imagery may be more dualistic than in a treatise, since it aims to change the
outlook and the behavior of its audience.

Although questions remain, it is, on balance, most reasonable to assign the
Gospel of Truth to the Valentinian tradition. This is also the judgment of the
majority of scholars. Whether the homily was actually composed by Valentinus
himself, as some believe, cannot be confidently known.> However, the quality of
the composition and the authority of the voice that speaks in it do point in the
direction of the heresiarch himself, rather than some minor and unknown figure.
Moreover, we know that Valentinus wrote homilies (Clement of Alexandria
quotes from some of them), whereas it is doubtful whether he ever composed a
systematic treatise. The lack of allusions to themes from the Valentinian systems
is also suggestive of an early phase in the history of the movement. If the
identification of the tractate with the writing known to Irenaeus is accepted, a



date before 180 must in any case be assumed. In conclusion, the attribution to
Valentinus is an attractive hypothesis, though it must inevitably be accompanied
by a question mark.

In addition to the complete copy of the Gospel of Truth in Codex I, some
fragments of a different Coptic translation of the writing are preserved in Codex
XII. Unfortunately, the fragments are too small to contribute substantially to
textual criticism and to the study of the history of the text.
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The Gospel of Truth!

The Gospel of Truth (16, 31-17, 4)

The gospel of truth is joy for people who have received grace from the Father of
truth, that they might know him through the power of the Word.2 The Word? has
come from the fullness? in the Father’s thought and mind. The Word is called
“Savior,” a term that refers to the work he is to do to redeem those who had not
known [17] the Father. And the term “gospel” refers to the revelation of hope,
since it is the means of discovery for those who seek him.

Ignorance Brings Error (17, 4-18, 11)

All have sought for the one from whom they have come forth. All have been
within him, the illimitable, the inconceivable, who is beyond all thought. But
ignorance of the Father brought terror and fear, and terror grew dense like a fog,
so that no one could see. Thus Error grew powerful. She worked on her material
substance in vain.? Since she did not know the truth, she assumed a fashioned
figure and prepared, with power and in beauty, a substitute for truth.

This was not humiliating for the illimitable, inconceivable one. For this
terror and forgetfulness and this deceptive figure were as nothing, whereas
established truth is unchanging, unperturbed, and beyond beauty.

For this reason despise Error.

Error® had no root; she was in a fog regarding the Father. She was there
preparing works and deeds of forgetfulness and fear in order, by them, to attract
those of the middle? and take them captive.

The forgetfulness of Error was not apparent. It is not [18]...from the Father.
Forgetfulness did not come into being from the Father, but if it did come into
being, it is because of him.? What comes into being within him is knowledge,
which appeared so that forgetfulness might be destroyed and the Father might be
known. Forgetfulness came into being because the Father was not known, so as
soon as the Father comes to be known, forgetfulness will cease to be.

Jesus as Fruit of Knowledge (18, 11-19, 17)



This is the gospel of him whom they seek, revealed to the perfect through the
Father’s mercy. Through the hidden mystery Jesus Christ enlightened those who
were in darkness because of forgetfulness. He enlightened them and showed the
way, and that way is the truth he taught them.?

For this reason Error was angry with him and persecuted him, but she was
restrained by him and made powerless. He was nailed to a tree, and he became
fruit of the knowledge of the Father. This fruit of the tree, however, did not bring
destruction when it was eaten, but rather it caused those who ate of it to come
into being. They were joyful in this discovery, and he found them within himself
and they found him within themselves.

And as for the illimitable, inconceivable perfect Father who made all, the All
is within him and needs him. Although he kept within himself their perfection,
which he had not given to all, the Father was not jealous. What jealousy could
there be between himself and his own members? For even if [19] the members of
the eternal realm! had [received] their [perfection], they could not have
approached...the Father. He kept their perfection within himself, giving it to
them as a means to return to him with complete, single-minded knowledge. He is
the one who set the All in order, and the All is within him. The All was in need
of him, just as a person who is not known to other people wants them to know
him and love him. For what did the All need if not the knowledge of the Father?

Jesus as Guide and Teacher (19, 17-34)

He became a guide, a person of rest who was busy in places of instruction. He
came forward and spoke the word as a teacher. Those wise in their own eyes
came to test him, but he refuted them, for they were foolish, and they hated him
because they were not really wise.

After them came the little children, who have knowledge of the Father. When
they gained strength and learned about the expressions of the Father, they knew,
they were known, they were glorified, they gave glory.

The Living Book Is Revealed (19, 34-21, 25)

In their hearts the living book of the living was revealed, the book that was
written in the Father’s thought and mind and was, [20] since the foundation of
the All, in his incomprehensible nature. No one had been able to take up this
book, since it was ordained that the one who would take it up would be slain.
And nothing could appear among those who believed in salvation unless that
book had come out.



For this reason the merciful, faithful Jesus was patient and accepted his
sufferings to the point of taking up that book, since he knew that his death would
be life for many.%

As in the case of a will that has not been opened, the fortune of the deceased
owner of the house is hidden, so also in the case of all that had been hidden
while the Father of the All was invisible but that issues from him from whom
every realm comes.

Jesus appeared,

put on that book,

was nailed to a tree,

and published the Father’s edict on the cross.
Oh, what a great teaching!

He humbled himself even unto death,
though clothed in eternal life.

He stripped off the perishable rags

and clothed himself in incorruptibility,
which no one can take from him.22

When he entered the empty ways of fear, he passed by those stripped by
forgetfulness. For he encompasses knowledge and perfection, and he proclaims
what is in the heart [21].... [He] teaches those who will learn. And those who
will learn are the living who are inscribed in the book of the living. They learn
about themselves, receiving instruction from the Father, returning to him.

Since the perfection of the All is in the Father, all must go up to him. When
all have received knowledge, they receive what is theirs and draw it to
themselves. For those who are ignorant are in need, and their need is great,
because they need what would make them perfect. Since the perfection of the All
is in the Father, all must go up to him and receive what is theirs. He inscribed
these things first, having prepared them to be given to those who came from him.

The Father Utters the Names of People Who Know
(21, 25-23,17)

Those whose names he knew at the beginning were called at the end, as it is with
every person who has knowledge. Such names the Father has uttered. One whose
name has not been spoken is ignorant, for how could a person hear if that
person’s name had not been pronounced? Whoever remains ignorant until the
end is a creature of forgetfulness and will perish with it. Otherwise why do these



wretches have no [22] name, why no voice?

So whoever has knowledge is from above. If called, that person hears,
replies, turns to the one who is calling, and goes up to him. He knows how he is
called. That person has knowledge and does the will of him who called. That
person wishes to please him, finds rest, and has the appropriate name. Those
who have knowledge in this way know where they come from and where they
are going. They know as one who, having become intoxicated, has turned from
his drunkenness and, having come to his senses, has gotten control of himself.

He!* has brought many back from Error. He went before them to the places
from which they had turned when they followed Error, because of the depth of
him who surrounds every place, though nothing surrounds him. Indeed, it is
amazing that they were in the Father without knowing him and that they could
leave on their own, since they were not able to contemplate or know the one in
whom they were.

For if his will had not come from him...he revealed it as knowledge that is in
harmony with the expressions of his will—that is, knowledge of the living book,
which he revealed to the eternal realms at the end [23] as his [letters]. He
showed that they are not merely vowels or consonants, so that one may read
them and think them devoid of meaning. Rather, they are letters of truth; they
speak and know themselves. Each letter is a perfect truth!® like a perfect book,
for they are letters written in unity, written by the Father for the eternal realms,
so that by means of his letters they might come to know the Father.

The Word of the Father Appears (23, 17-25, 25)

As for the Word,

his wisdom?® meditates on it,
his teaching utters it,

his knowledge has revealed it,
his patience is a crown upon it,
his joy is in harmony with it,
his glory has exalted it,

his character has revealed it,
his rest has received it,

his love has incarnated it,

his faith has embraced it.

Thus the Father’s Word goes out in the All as the fruition [24] of his heart
and expression of his will. It supports all and chooses all. It also takes the



expression of all and purifies it, bringing it back to the Father, to the Mother,
Jesus of infinite sweetness.t

The Father opens his bosom, and his bosom is the Holy Spirit. He reveals his
hidden self, and his hidden self is his Son, so that through the Father’s mercy the
eternal realms may know him, end their wearying search for the Father, and rest
in him, knowing that he is rest. For he has filled what was deficient and has done
away with its appearance. The mere appearance of what was deficient is the
world, and mere appearance serves in the world.

For where there is envy and strife there is deficiency, but where there is unity
there is completeness. Since deficiency came about because the Father was not
known, from the moment when the Father is known, deficiency will cease to be.
As one’s ignorance about another vanishes when one gains knowledge, and as
darkness departs when light comes, [25] so also deficiency disappears in
completeness. From then on the world of appearance will no longer be evident,
but rather it will disappear in the harmony of unity.

Now the works of all lie scattered. In time unity will make the heavenly
places complete, and in unity all individually will come to themselves. By means
of knowledge they will purify themselves from multiplicity into unity, devouring
matter within themselves like fire, darkness by light, death by life.

Since these things have happened to each of us, it is right for us to see to it
above all that this house be holy and silent for the sake of unity.

Parable of the Broken Jars (25, 25-26, 27)

This is like people who moved from one house to another. They had jars around
that were not good, and they broke, but the owner suffered no loss. Rather, the
owner® was glad because instead of these defective jars there were full jars that
were perfect.

This is the judgment that has come [26] from above and has judged every
person, a drawn two-edged sword cutting on this side and that, since the Word
that is in the heart of those who speak the Word appeared.2 It is not merely a
sound but it was embodied.

A great disturbance occurred among the jars, for some were empty and
others were filled, some were ample and others were depleted, some were
purified and others were broken.

All the realms were shaken and disturbed, for they had no order or stability.
Error was agitated, and she did not know what to do. She was troubled, she
lamented, she attacked herself, because she knew nothing.® For knowledge,
which leads to the destruction of Error? and all her expressions, approached.



Error is empty; there is nothing within her.

The Appearance of Truth and the Emanations of the Father
(26, 27-28, 32)

Truth appeared, and all its expressions recognized it. They greeted the Father in
truth and power that is complete and joins them with the Father.

Whoever loves truth, whoever touches [27] truth, touches the Father’s
mouth, because truth is the Father’s mouth. His tongue is the Holy Spirit, and
from his tongue one will receive the Holy Spirit. This is the manifestation of the
Father and his revelation to his eternal realms. He revealed his hidden self and
explained it. For who has anything within if not? the Father alone?

All the realms are from him. They know that they have come from him as
children who were within a mature person but who knew that they had not yet
received form or been given a name. The Father brings forth each of them when
they receive the essence of his knowledge. Otherwise, though they were in him,
they could not know him. The Father is perfect, and he knows every realm
within himself. If he wishes, what he wishes appears when he gives it form and a
name—and he does give it a name. He brings into being those who before
coming into being were ignorant of the one who made them.

I am not saying that those who have not yet come to be are nothing.2 They
are [28] within one who may wish that they come into being if at some future
point he so wishes. On the one hand, he knows, before anything appears, what he
will produce. On the other hand, the fruit that has not yet appeared knows
nothing and does nothing. Thus each realm in the Father comes from what is, but
what has set itself up is from what is not. For whatever has no root has no fruit,
and although thinking, “I have come into being,” it will perish by itself. So
whatever does not exist will never exist.

What, then, does he want such a one to think? It is this: “I have come into
being like shadows and phantoms of the night.” When the light shines, the
person knows the terror that had been experienced was nothing.

Ignorance Is a Nightmare (28, 32-30, 23)

Thus they were ignorant of the Father, for they did not see him. [29] Since there
had been terror and confusion and uncertainty and doubt and division, there were
many illusions among them, and inane ignorance—as if they were fast asleep
and found themselves a prey to nightmares.? In these dreams they are fleeing
somewhere, or they cannot get away when chased, or they are in a fight, or they



themselves are beaten, or they are falling from on high, or they fly through the
air with no wings. Or it seems people are trying to kill them, though there is no
one chasing them, or they are killing their neighbors and are covered with their
blood. This continues until those experiencing all these dreams wake up. Those
caught in the middle of all these confusing things see nothing because the
dreams are nothing.

So it is with those who cast off ignorance from themselves like sleep. They
do not consider it to be anything, nor do they regard its [30] features as real, but
they put them aside like a dream in the night and understand the knowledge of
the Father to be the dawn. This is how each person acts while in ignorance, as if
asleep, and this is how a person comes to knowledge, as if awakened. Good for
one who comes to himself and awakens. And blessed is one who has opened the
eyes of the blind.®

The spirit came to this person in haste when the person awakened. Having
given its hand to the one lying prone on the ground, the spirit placed him firmly
on his feet, for he had not yet risen.

The Beloved Son Reveals What Is New (30, 23-31, 35)

Knowledge of the Father and the revelation of his Son gave them the means of
knowing. For when they saw and heard him, he let them taste him and smell him
and touch the beloved Son. He appeared, informing them of the Father, the
illimitable, and he inspired them with what is in the thought,®® doing his will.
Many received the light and turned [31] to him. But material people were
strangers to him and did not discern his appearance or recognize him. For he
came in the likeness of flesh, and nothing blocked his way, for incorruptibility
cannot be grasped. Moreover, while saying new things and speaking about what
is in the Father’s heart, he produced the faultless Word. Light spoke through his
mouth and his voice brought forth life. He gave them thought and understanding
and mercy and salvation and the spirit of strength from the Father’s infinity and
sweetness. He made punishments and afflictions cease, for they caused those in
need of mercy to stray from him in error and bondage. He destroyed them with
might and confounded them with knowledge.

He became a way for those who strayed,
knowledge for those who were ignorant,
discovery for those who sought,

support for those who tremble,

purity for those who were defiled.#



Parables of Sheep (31, 35-32, 37)

He is the shepherd who left behind the ninety-nine [32] sheep that had not
strayed and went in search of the one that was lost.22 He rejoiced when he found
it. For ninety-nine is a number expressed with the left hand, but when another
one is found, the numerical sum is transferred to the right hand. In this way what
needs one more—that is, the whole right hand—attracts what it needs, takes it
from the left and brings it to the right, and so the number becomes one
hundred.® This is the meaning of the pronunciation of these numbers.

The Father is like that. He labored even on the Sabbath for the sheep that he
found fallen into the pit. He saved the life of the sheep and brought it up from
the pit.2

Understand the inner meaning, for you are children of inner meaning. What
is the Sabbath? It is a day on which salvation should not be idle. Speak of the
heavenly day that has no night and of the light® that does not set because it is
perfect. Speak from the heart, for you are the perfect day and within you dwells
the light that does not fail. Speak of truth with those who seek it and of
knowledge with those who have sinned in their error. [33]

Do the Father’s Will (33, 1-32)

Steady the feet of those who stumble and extend your hands to the sick. Feed the
hungry and give rest to the weary. Awaken those who wish to arise and rouse
those who sleep, for you embody vigorous understanding. If what is strong acts
like this, it becomes even stronger.

Focus your attention upon yourselves. Do not focus your attention upon
other things—that is, what you have cast away from yourselves. Do not return to
eat what you have vomited. Do not be moth-eaten, do not be worm-eaten, for
you have already gotten rid of that. Do not be a place for the devil, for you have
already destroyed him. Do not strengthen what stands in your way, what is
collapsing, to support it. One who is lawless is nothing. Treat the lawless one
more harshly than the just one, for the lawless does what he does because he is
lawless, but the just does what he does with people because he is righteous. Do
the Father’s will, then, for you are from him.

The Sweetness of the Father (33, 33-34, 34)

For the Father is sweet, and goodness is in his will. He knows what is yours, in
which you find rest. By the fruit one knows what is yours.2? For the Father’s
children [34] are his fragrance; they are from the beauty of his face. The Father



loves his fragrance and disperses it everywhere, and when it mixes with matter,
it gives his fragrance to the light. Through his quietness he makes his fragrance
superior in every way to every sound. For it is not ears that smell the fragrance,
but it is the spirit®? that possesses the sense of smell, draws the fragrance to itself,
and immerses itself in the Father’s fragrance. Thus it* cares for it and takes it to
where it came from, the original fragrance, which has grown cold in psychical
form.® It is like cold water that has sunk into soft soil, and those who see it think
there is only soil. Later the water evaporates when the wind draws it up, and it
becomes warm. So cold fragrances are from division.

For this reason faith came, did away with division, and brought the warm
fullness of love, so that what is cold may not return, but the unity of perfect
thought may prevail.

The Father Restores Fullness (34, 34-36, 35)

This <is> the Word=*® of the gospel about the discovery of fullness, for those who
await [35] salvation coming from above. Their hope, for which they are waiting,
is in waiting, and this is their image, the light in which there is no shadow. At
this time the fullness is about to come. Deficiency of matter is not from the
infinity of the Father, who came to give time to deficiency. In fact, it is not right
to say that the incorruptible would actually come in this manner. The Father’s
depth is profound, and the thought of error is not with him. It is something that
has fallen, and something that can readily be set upright through the discovery of
the one who has come to what he would restore.

This restoration is called repentance. The reason that the incorruptible
breathed out and followed after the one who sinned was so that the sinner might
find rest. Forgiveness is what remains for the light in deficiency, the Word of
fullness. For a doctor rushes to where there is sickness, since that is the doctor’s
wish. The person in need does not hide it, because the doctor has what the
patient needs. Thus fullness, which has no deficiency but fills up deficiency, [36]
is provided to fill a person’s need, so that the person may receive grace. While
deficient, the person had no grace, and because of this a diminishing took place
where there was no grace. When the diminished part was restored, the person in
need was revealed as fullness. This is what it means to discover the light of truth
that has shone toward a person: it is unchangeable.

Because of the coming of Christ¥’ it was said openly, “Seek, and the troubled
will be restored, and he will anoint them with ointment.” The ointment is the
mercy of the Father, who will have mercy on them, and those anointed are the
perfect. For filled jars are usually sealed with wax. But when the seal of a jar is



broken, it may leak, and the cause of its defect is the lack of a seal. For then a
breath of wind and the power that it has can make it evaporate. But on the jar
that is without defect the seal is not broken, nor does it leak, and the perfect
Father fills again what it lacks.

The Father Knows His Plants in Paradise (36, 35-38, 6)

He is good. He knows his plants because he planted them in his paradise. And
his paradise is his place of rest. Paradise [37] is the perfection within the Father’s
thought, and the plants are the words of his meditation. Each of his words is the
product of his will and the revelation of his speech. Since they were the depth of
his thought, the Word that came forth caused them to appear, along with mind
that speaks the Word, and silent grace. It¥ was called thought, because they
dwelled in silent grace® before being revealed. So it happened that the Word%
came forth when it was pleasing to the will of him who willed it.

The Father is at rest in will. Nothing happens without his pleasure; nothing
happens without the Father’s will. And his will is incomprehensible. His will is
his footprint, but none can understand him, nor does he exist so that they might
study him* in order to grasp him. Rather, when he wills, what he wills is this,
even if the view does not please people before God: it is the Father’s will. For he
knows the beginning and the end of all, and at their end he will greet them. The
end is the recognition of him who is hidden, and he is the Father, [38] from
whom the beginning has come and to whom all will return who have come from
him. They have appeared for the glory and joy of his name.

The Father’s Name Is Revealed (38, 641, 3)

The Name of the Father is the Son. In the beginning he gave a name to the one
who came from him, while he remained the same, and he conceived him as a
Son. He gave him his Name, which belonged to him. All that exists with the
Father belongs to him. He has the Name; he has the Son. The Son* can be seen,
but the Name is invisible, for it alone is the mystery of the invisible, which
comes to ears completely filled with it through his agency. Yet the Father’s
Name is not pronounced; it is revealed through a Son, and the Name is great.
Who then can utter his Name, the great Name, except him alone to whom the
Name belongs, and the children of the Name, on whom the Father’s Name rests,
and who themselves rest on his Name? Since the Father has no beginning, he
alone conceived it for himself as a name before he created the eternal realms,
that the Father’s Name might be supreme over them. This is the [39] true Name,



which is confirmed by his authority in perfect power. This Name does not derive
from ordinary words or name giving, for it is invisible.

He alone gave him a name,* because he alone saw him and he alone could
name him. One who does not exist has no name, for what name would someone
give to one who does not exist? One who exists exists with his name. He alone
knows it, and to him alone he has given a name.** This is the Father, and his
Name is the Son. He did not hide it within, but it was in existence, and the Son
himself disclosed the Name. The Name, then, belongs to the Father, just as the
Father’s Name is the beloved Son. Otherwise where would he find a name
except from the Father?

But someone may say to an acquaintance, “Who could give a name to
someone who existed before himself? Do not children receive their names [40]
from their parents?” First, we should consider this point: what is a name? This is
the true Name, the Name from the Father, and this is the proper Name. He® did
not receive the Name on loan, as is the case with others, who receive names that
are made up. This is the proper Name, and there is no one else who gave it to
him. He is unnamable, indescribable, until the time when the perfect one* spoke
of him, for the perfect one alone is able to pronounce his Name and see him.

When it was pleasing to him that his Son should be his pronounced Name,
and when he who came from the depth# disclosed this Name, he divulged what
was hidden, for he knew that the Father is free of evil. That is why he brought
him forth, so that he might speak about the place from which he had come and
his place of rest, [41] and that he might glorify the fullness, the majesty of his
Name, and the Father’s sweetness.

The Place of Rest (41, 3-43, 24)

All will speak individually about where they have come from and how they were
established in the place of rest. They will hasten to return and receive from that
place, the place where they stood once before, and they will taste of that place,
be nourished, and grow.

Their own place of rest is their fullness. All the emanations from the Father
are fullnesses, and all his emanations find their root in the one who caused them
all to grow from himself. He assigned their destinies. They all appear so that
through their own thought [they might be perfected].?® For the place to which
they extend their thought is their root, which lifts them up through all the heights
to the Father.

They embrace his head, which is rest for them, and they hold him close so
that, in a manner of speaking, they have caressed his face with kisses. But they



do not make [42] this obvious. For they neither exalt themselves nor diminish
the Father’s glory. And they do not think of him as insignificant or bitter or
angry, but as free of evil, unperturbed, sweet, knowing all the heavenly places
before they came into being, and having no need of instruction.

Such are those who possess something of this immeasurable majesty from
above, as they await that unique and perfect One who is a Mother to them.*? And
they do not go down to the underworld, nor do they have envy or groaning, nor
is death with them. They rest in one who rests, and they are not weary or
confused about truth.

They are truth. The Father is in them and they are in the Father, perfect,
inseparable from him who is truly good. They lack nothing at all but are at rest,
fresh in spirit. They will hearken to their root and be involved with concerns in
which they may find their root and do no harm to their souls.

Such is the place of the blessed, such is their place. As for the others, let
them know, in their own places, that I should not [43] say more, for I have been
in the place of rest. There I shall dwell, to devote myself, constantly, to the
Father of the All and the true brothers and sisters,>® upon whom the Father’s love
is lavished, and in whose midst nothing of him is lacking. They appear in truth
dwelling in true and eternal life, and they speak of the perfect light filled with
the Father’s seed, which is in his heart and in the fullness. His spirit rejoices in
this and glorifies him in whom it was. For he is good, and his children are
perfect and worthy of his Name. Children like this the Father loves.



THE TREATISE ON
RESURRECTION

NHC 14

Introduced by Einar Thomassen

Translated by Marvin Meyer The title “The Treatise on Resurrection” is given to
this work at the end of the text in the codex, but it is clear from the text itself that
its literary form is that of a letter, addressed to a certain Rheginus—hence the
title “The Letter to Rheginus” often used for this tractate. It is possible, on the
other hand, that the epistolary genre is simply a literary device and that Rheginus
is a fictitious person. The form of discourse resembles the philosophical diatribe;
the topic under discussion is the doctrine of the resurrection.

The doctrine of the resurrection taught in this text takes its point of departure
from Christological and soteriological considerations. The Savior was divine and
human at one and the same time. This duality in the Savior’s nature was a
function of his redemptive task: in order to save humanity from its fallen
condition, the Savior himself had to assume human nature, but because of his
divinity he was also able to overcome the human fate of death (44, 21-33). In
this way, the Savior “swallowed death” (45, 14—15)—an expression taken over
from Paul.! This Christology of two natures and the understanding of redemption
as an act of substitution are clearly in line with mainstream Christian theology
(even anticipating later orthodox dogma), though this Christology also agrees
with basic tenets of Eastern Valentinian soteriology.

However, the soteriology of the Treatise on Resurrection differs notably from
later orthodox doctrine with regard to its views about the condition from which
the Savior saved humanity. The “death” that the Savior brought to naught is not
primarily a state of sin, but the condition of physical existence in a corruptible
material world. The Savior’s death and his incarnation are basically one and the
same redemptive act. The fact that he entered this world and assumed a human
body means that he accepted death. When the Savior later rose from the dead, he
also freed himself from the body he had put on when he descended into the
world and became once more a purely spiritual being. During this process, he
“swallowed” the entire visible world: it was revealed as nothing.



Because the Savior assumed the physical existence of humans, they on their
part acquired access to his spiritual form of being. This is their spiritual
resurrection. Access to the resurrection depends on faith (46, 3—22). The author
stresses that the resurrection cannot be proven by philosophical arguments. Faith
is a truth and a wisdom that has been received, and it cannot be understood by
everybody. One is chosen and predestined for this kind of knowledge (46, 25—
34). Faith in the Savior is not primarily an intellectual act; it is a substantive
relationship with the divine. Those who recognize the truth can do so because
they are of the same spiritual substance as the Savior himself. When they attain
knowledge, they are revealed: they come forth as the spiritual beings they really
are (45, 10-11.29-30; 48, 5-6).

This idea is related to another important theme in the text: spiritual existence
is fundamentally the only real form of existence. The world is in fact an illusion
(48, 14-15.22-28). This implies that the resurrection is thought of not just as the
return to and the restoration of an original spiritual existence, but also as an act
of knowledge in which one realizes that spiritual essence is something that one
already has, hidden within oneself as one’s true self. From this perspective, the
salvific act of the Savior takes on a new significance. On the one hand, it was an
event in history, in which the Savior put an end to corruptible existence by
himself assuming a human body and subsequently discarding it through his
resurrection (44, 13-33; 45, 14-23). On the other hand, the event of salvation is
also understood as an awakening, whereby the mission of the Savior was to
make the elect realize that they possess their spiritual nature already. From this
point of view, salvation is no longer primarily seen as the liberation from the
body and the attainment of spiritual existence in the sense of a redemptive event
taking place in time and space. Rather, resurrection in this case means the
realization that spiritual existence is something one already possesses and that
time and space as such are illusions (47, 24-30; 48, 10-28). Thus, a change of
focus is discernible in the text as it moves from the representation of salvation as
a narrative, with fall and return as its main themes, to a perspective in which
everything that takes place in time and space is regarded as unreal. This change
of focus is not arbitrary, but follows logically from the basic concept of salvation
in the Treatise on Resurrection: if salvation means the elimination of the
physical world, it also means the elimination of the categories of time and space
within which salvation as a narrative is represented.

In accordance with the view that the world and the body are no more than
illusions, a purely negative “deficiency,” while only spiritual reality, “fullness,”
is real, in the true sense of the word, those who realize that they belong to that
reality will already be “resurrected.” This means that the resurrection is a quality



the elect already possess rather than an event by which they are saved. Several
passages suggest that this is the view of the author (47, 24-30; 48, 3—6.30-33;
49, 15-16). At the same time, however, the text retains the salvation-historical
perspective according to which the incarnation and the resurrection of the Savior
are necessary preconditions for salvation, and the resurrection is imagined as a
return, made possible by the self-humiliation of the Savior, to the original form
of being in the aeon, or the Fullness (45, 19-40; 46, 12—17). In this perspective
there exists both an “already” and a “not yet.” On account of their faith the elect
already now share in the resurrection of the Savior; they share in him
substantially, just like the rays of sunlight are parts of the sun itself (45, 28-34;
48, 38-49, 5; 49, 13-16). But the text also states that there will take place a
resurrection after death, when one leaves one’s body (45, 35-39; 46, 7-8; 47, 1-
23; 47, 31-48, 3). Toward the end of the letter it is even suggested that it is
possible for the believer to go astray once more. Effort (gumnazein) and exercise
(askein) are necessary in order not to succumb to the temptations of the body
with its fragmented ways of existence and to realize the spiritual life, which is a
life governed by unity (49, 9-36). Judging from these statements, effort is
required in order to attain resurrection after death; the resurrection is not
automatically given by virtue of one’s innate spiritual nature.

It will be clear that the soteriology of the Treatise on Resurrection points in
different directions and is hardly consistent in all respects. Tension between
different soteriological theories can be observed in Valentinianism generally.
Eastern Valentinianism conceived of salvation according to a model of mutual
exchange, where the incarnation, passion, death, and resurrection of the Savior
was a precondition for the liberation of spiritual people from their passion-ridden
lives in a corruptible material body. Western Valentinians, on the other hand,
tended toward a doctrine that spiritual people were “saved by nature,” so that the
presence of the Savior in this world was purely symbolic and for the purpose of
instruction and did not involve real corporeality, death, and resurrection. The
Treatise on Resurrection clearly exemplifies the Eastern view, the soteriology of
mutual exchange, though there are, as we have seen, also elements in the text
that have affinities with the Western perspective on salvation as the
manifestation of a preestablished spiritual nature. On the other hand, the text
shows none of the characteristic Western Valentinian concern with the category
of the psychical and the salvation of psychical humans.

The time of composition for the Treatise on Resurrection is usually assumed
to be the second half of the second century. The author is unknown, and the
name of the addressee, Rheginus, is otherwise unattested. The end of the letter
shows that the author was a leader in the Valentinian movement. The suggestion



that Valentinus himself was the author of the Treatise on Resurrection has not
found favor with the majority of scholars, though the idea is not entirely
impossible.
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The Treatise on Resurrection!

The Letter to Rheginus (43, 25—44, 3)

Rheginus my son,? some people want to become intellectuals. That is their goal
when they try to explain unsolved problems, and if they are successful, they
have an exalted opinion of themselves. I do not think they are established on the
word of truth. Rather, they seek their own rest, which we have received from
Christ? our Savior and Lord. [44] We received rest?* when we came to know the
truth and rested on it.

Since you ask about the main issues on resurrection in such a pleasant way, I
am writing to you. Resurrection is essential. Many do not believe in it and few
find it, so let us discuss it in our treatise.

Christ as Son of God and Son of Humanity

(44, 3-39) How did the Lord live his life? While he was in flesh and after he
revealed himself as Son of God, he went about in this world where you live and
spoke about the law of nature, which I call death. Rheginus, the Son of God was
a son of humanity. He embraced both aspects, humanity and divinity, so that by

being a son of God he might conquer death, and by being a son of humanity

fullness® might be restored. For originally he was from above, a seed of truth,

before the structure of the world, with all its dominions and deities, came into

being.

The Resurrection of Christ (44, 39-45, 23)

I know I am presenting [45] this explanation in difficult terms, but there is
nothing in the word of truth that is difficult. Christ came to provide the
explanation, to leave nothing hidden, but to reveal everything clearly about
coming into being, the destruction of evil, and the revelation of the chosen.® This
means the emergence of truth and spirit, and grace belongs to truth.

The Savior swallowed death. You must know this. When he laid aside the
perishable world, he exchanged it for an incorruptible eternal realm.” He arose
and swallowed the visible through the invisible, and thus he granted us the way



to our immortality.

The Resurrection of the Believer (45, 23—46, 2) As the apostle? said of him, we
suffered with him, we arose with him, we ascended with him.?

Since we are visibly present in this world, we wear the garment of the world.
From the Savior we radiate like beams of light, and we are sustained by him
until our sunset, our death in this life. We are drawn upward by him, like rays by
the sun, and nothing holds us down. This is the resurrection of the spirit, [46]
which swallows the resurrection of the soul and the resurrection of the flesh.

Philosophers and Believers (46, 3—19)

If some do not believe, they cannot be persuaded. My son, the affirmation that
the dead will arise belongs to the realm of faith, not of argument.

Among the world’s philosophers is there one who believes? Certainly that
philosopher will arise. But that philosopher should not trust anyone who turns to
himself alone, even for our faith.X

We know the Son of Humanity, and we believe that he arose from the dead.
We say of him, “He became death’s destroyer.”

Thought and Mind Will Not Perish
(46, 19-47, 1) The object of belief is great and the believers are also great. The
thought of believers will not perish and the mind of those who know!! will not
perish. We are chosen for salvation and redemption, since from the beginning it
was determined that we would not fall into the folly of the ignorant, but we
would enter into the understanding of those who know the truth.

The truth they guard cannot be lost. Nor will it be. The system of the
Fullness is strong; what broke loose and became the world is insignificant. What
is held fast is the All. It did not [47] come into being. It was.

Flesh and Spirit (47, 1-30)

So never doubt the resurrection, Rheginus my son. Although once you did not
exist in flesh, you took on flesh when you entered this world. Why is it, then,
that you will not take your flesh with you when you ascend into the eternal
realm? What is better than flesh is what animates the flesh.l2 What came into
being because of you,X isn’t it yours? If it is yours, doesn’t it exist with you?

But while you are in the world, what are you missing? Is that what you have



attempted to learn about: the outflow!? of the body, which is old age? Are you
nothing but corruption?

Leaving this behind will profit you, for you will not give up the better part
when you leave. The inferior part will suffer loss, but there is grace for it.l2
Nothing redeems us from this world, but we are of the All, and we are saved. We
have been saved from start to finish. Let us think about it in this way; let us
accept it in this way.

What Is the Resurrection? (47, 30—48, 19)

Some inquire further and want to know whether one will be saved immediately,
if the body is left behind. Let there be no doubt about this. Surely the visible
parts of the body are dead [48] and will not be saved.X® Only the living parts that
are within will arise.

What is the resurrection? It is always the disclosure of those who have
arisen. If you remember reading in the gospel that Elijah and Moses appeared
with Jesus,* do not think that the resurrection is an illusion. It is no illusion. It is
truth. It is more appropriate to say that the world is illusion rather than the
resurrection that came into being through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

Reality and Illusion (48, 1949, 9)

What am I telling you?

All at once the living die.

How do they live in illusion?
The rich become poor,

kings are overthrown,
everything changes.

The world is illusion.

Let me not speak so negatively.
The resurrection is different.

It is real,

it stands firm.

It is revelation of what is,

a transformation of things,

a transition into newness.
Incorruptibility [49] [flows] over corruption, light flows over darkness,
swallowing it,

Fullness fills what it lacks.



These are symbols and images of resurrection.
This brings goodness.

Resurrection Is Already Here (49, 9-37)

Rheginus, do not get lost in details, nor live according to the flesh for the sake of
harmony. Flee from divisions and bonds, and then you already have
resurrection.!® If the mortal part knows itself,!2 knows that it will die even though
it has lived many years in this life, why not look at yourself and see that you
already have arisen and have been received in?

You have the resurrection but go on as if you are to die when it is that mortal
part that knows it is dead. Why am I so patient? Only because of your lack of
training. Everyone needs to practice ways to be released from this element so as
not to wander in error, but rather to recover what one was at the beginning.

Conclusion (49, 37-50, 18)

What I received through the generosity of my [50] Lord Jesus Christ I have
taught you and your brothers and sisters, who are my children, about them, and I
have left out nothing that may strengthen you. If anything in the explanation of
the treatise is too deep, ask and I shall clarify it.

Do not be worried about sharing this treatise with anyone among you, for it
can be helpful. Many are awaiting what I have written to you. I say, peace and
grace be with them.

I greet you and those who love you with the love of family.2

The Treatise on Resurrection



THE TRIPARTITE TRACTATE

NHC L5

Introduced and Translated by Einar Thomassen

No title is preserved in the manuscript for this massive treatise of Valentinian
theology, though it cannot be totally excluded that a title was provided at the
end, on the last, fragmentary page. The title by which the work is currently
known is, at any rate, an invention by modern scholars: it refers to the fact that
the scribe has divided the text into three parts by means of decorative lines on
pages 104 and 108. This partition roughly corresponds to a division of the
contents. The first and longest part (51-104) deals with the Father, the Son, and
the emanation of the Pleroma, or Fullness, the fall of the youngest aeon, and the
creation of the cosmos. The second, quite short part narrates the creation of the
first human and his transgression and expulsion from paradise. The last part
(108-138) describes the many confused opinions among people about the nature
of the cosmos, the advent of the Savior, the establishment of the church, and the
fates of the various categories of humans.

The importance of this tractate is above all that it contains a version of the
Valentinian system that is distinctly Valentinian at the same time that it differs on
many points from the well-known systems reported by the church fathers. For
this reason, it helps us understand better what are the constant and indispensable
features of the Valentinian systems and what are individual and local variations.
Thus, the system of Tripartite Tractate does not have a Pleroma of thirty aeons
and does not list the names of the aeons; its aeons are numberless and nameless.
Instead of presenting the Pleroma as being unfolded by means of arithmetical
and geometrical derivations, the Tripartite Tractate describes the emanation
process in embryological terms as a gradual formation of the Pleroma within the
Father that ends in the birth of the aeons as autonomous beings. Further, there
are not two Sophias, as in the systems reported by Irenaeus and Hippolytus, but
only one. In fact, the fallen aeon is not called Sophia at all, but simply a logos, or
word (logos being used as a generic name for the aeons). Finally, there is no
“psychical Christ” in the Tripartite Tractate—the figure that the Savior puts on
when he descends into the world and who suffers and is crucified while the



Savior himself remains passionless. Instead, the Savior is himself incarnated in a
human body, suffers, dies, and is redeemed. These differences between the
system of the Tripartite Tractate and those found in the church fathers
demonstrate that the latter, far from representing “the” Valentinian system (as the
church fathers claim), are merely local variants of it.

In its Christology and soteriology, the Tripartite Tractate in fact agrees with
the Eastern Valentinian Theodotus, who says that the Savior himself was in need
of redemption after having descended into the world of matter (Excerpts from
Theodotus 22.7; cf. Tripartite Tractate 124, 32—125, 4). The idea that the Savior
participated fully in the human condition in order for humans to share in his
spiritual being (cf. Tripartite Tractate 115, 3—-11) is a distinctive Eastern
Valentinian doctrinal feature. The Tripartite Tractate therefore seems to be the
only preserved example of a complete Eastern Valentinian systematic treatise.

The outline of the treatise follows a pattern familiar from the heresiological
presentations of the Valentinian system and whose main features can be found in
certain other Gnostic treatises as well, such as the Secret Book of John. The main
divisions are:

1. First principles: the Father, the Son, and the Church of aeons (51, 1-59,
38)
2. The projection of the aeons (60, 1-75, 17)

3. The passion of the youngest aeon and the origin of the material powers
(75, 17-80, 11)

4. The conversion of the aeon-logos and the origin of the psychical powers
(80, 11-85, 15)

5. The mission of the Savior and the origin of the spiritual kind (85, 11-95,
16)

6. The creation of the cosmos and the region of the Middle (95, 17-104, 3)

7. The creation of humanity and the expulsion from paradise (104, 4-108,
12)

8. The errors of humankind and the prophecies (108, 13-113, 5)
9. The advent and work of the Savior (113, 5-118, 14)
10. The destiny of the three kinds of humans (118, 14-138, 27)

In several respects, the system of the Tripartite Tractate is simpler than the



parallel accounts in the church fathers. Instead of the complex hierarchies of
aeons as found in Irenaeus and Hippolytus, the transcendent world is described
here as the relationships among three factors: the Father, the Son, and the
Church. The Son is eternally generated by the Father as his self-reflective and
self-admiring Thought, and the Church is the multiplicity of divine qualities that
inhere in this self-reflective activity, “in the same way as kisses, when two
people abundantly embrace one another in a good and insatiable thought—it is a
single embrace but consists of many kisses” (58, 22-29).2 It is clear that the
multitudinous aeons generated in this way are aspects or attributes of the Father
himself. However, they also evolve into a congregation of autonomous beings
through a process that brings them forth from the Thought, like children from a
womb. The successive phases of this divine gestation are the theme of Tripartite
Tractate 60, 1-75, 17.

“Church” is not a common name for the Pleroma in the extant (Western)
versions of the Valentinian system, but the idea it expresses is certainly
presupposed there as well. In the Tripartite Tractate the term serves to highlight
the correspondence between the Pleroma as a congregation of aeons and the
“Church in the flesh” (125, 4-5). The earthly church is an image of the Pleroma,
and this relationship is an essential element in the system as a whole. The origin
of the earthly church goes back to before the creation of the world. It is narrated
as an episode in the story of the fallen aeon, a story that tells how everything in
the lower world came into being. The fallen aeon—called the Logos, or Word, in
the Tripartite Tractate—first experienced a passion, which came alive as a
multitude of rebellious powers, the powers of materiality. The Logos’s second
emotion was repentance and prayer for help; this gave rise to a superior set of
powers having a psychical nature. In response to the prayer for help, the aeons
then collectively produced and sent out the Son-Savior, who manifested the
totality of the Pleroma to the Logos. Seeing him, the Logos experienced a third
emotion: joy. Expressing this emotion by jubilant thanksgiving, the Logos gave
birth to the third kind of beings, the spiritual seed. These beings form the
spiritual church, which is established as a special region below the Pleroma. This
church was an image of the Pleroma because it originated from the Logos’s
vision of the Son and Savior.

The account of the origin of matter, soul, and spirit closely parallels the story
of the lower Sophia in the Valentinian systems of Irenaeus and Hippolytus. It
explains how the building blocks of the cosmos came into being, and it is
followed, as in those systems, by a cosmogony and an anthropogony. The
cosmogonic myth explains how the cosmos was made from the substances of
matter and soul; the anthropogony narrates how the material and psychical



powers each contributed to the composition of the first human. In addition to
body and soul, however, the first human received an input of spiritual seed from
the region of the Logos and the spiritual church, a region now situated in the
middle between the cosmos and the Pleroma. In consequence, some humans
carry the spiritual seed from above inside them, but it is hidden in body and soul
and not fully conscious of itself. At best, it inspired prophecies about a Savior
and revealer coming in the future.

At a certain moment in time the Savior appeared on earth, assuming a human
body and soul. Coming down, however, he also brought with him, as his spiritual
body, the church of the spiritual seed from the intermediary region of the Logos.
This idea of a preexistent church and body of the Savior, which was incarnated
together with him, is an important and very characteristic Valentinian notion.
The descended church participates in the Savior’s work to redeem the spiritual
seed hidden in humans; in addition, however, it needs instruction and redemption
itself, since it still remains for it to be reunited with the Pleroma, its model. In
this way, the cosmos serves as a training ground and an arena of redemption for
the spiritual seed. To fulfill this purpose the church exists in the world, teaching,
performing baptism, and doing similar sorts of things. Eventually the whole
spiritual seed will have passed through the cosmos on its journey back to the
Pleroma. The existence of the cosmos is thus a necessary element in the Father’s
plan of salvation—the oikonomia—and has been willed by him from the
beginning.

The Tripartite Tractate also gives a great deal of attention to the category of
psychical beings (humans and cosmic powers). Psychical humans were made by
the demiurge-archon, the cosmic ruler. Thus, they do not possess the spiritual
seed, but ultimately derive, like all psychical substance, from the emotion of
repentance first experienced by the Logos. In consequence, psychical beings
have the capacity for recognizing the Savior, submitting to him, and being of
service to the church. Those who do so will be saved, the Tripartite Tractate
asserts, but, in spite of lengthy discussions of the topic, it finally remains unclear
what their salvation will consist in. Will they be admitted to the Pleroma as well,
or is there a lower level of redemption in store for them, as the main Valentinian
system of