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Cover page: Baptistery of a house church in Dura Europos. The town of Dura Europos at the eastern
border of the Roman Empire was destroyed by the Sassanids in 256 CE. Among its remains is a
Christian church, dating to ca. 240 CE, when a normal house was converted into a church through
the combination of two rooms into a meeting room, and the transformation of a storeroom into a
baptistery (White, ‘Architecture’, 2000, p. 713). Its restored rooms, including the baptisterium can be
visited in the Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven.

The Dura-Europos house church with:
A. entrance from the street
B. courtyard
E. baptistery
G. meeting room (originally two rooms)
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Dankwoord
Bij het verlaten van de lagere school ontvingen alle kinderen uit de klas een bijbel in
de vertaling naar hun keuze. Ik herinner mij dat mijn leraar verbaasd was toen ik de
Statenvertaling koos, waarvan hij wist dat wij die thuis en in onze kerk niet
gebruikten. Ik zei toen dat ik zo dicht mogelijk bij de oorspronkelijke tekst wilde
komen, - en ik nam aan dat latere vertalingen daar verder van verwijderd zouden zijn.
Als hij mij vandaag hier zou zien staan, zou hij wellicht moeten lachen om het feit dat
dit proefschrift een nieuwe vertaling bevat van het Evangelie van Filippus.
Zo’n 20 jaar geleden, toen ik studeerde aan de Technische Universiteit
Eindhoven, kocht ik bij de Slegte een afgeprijsde bundel Engelse vertalingen van de
Nag Hammadi geschriften. Hierin trof ik het Evangelie van Filippus aan. Hardop las
ik de mysterieuze zinnen, terwijl ik zomaar wat murmelde bij elke lacune die ik
tegenkwam in de tekst. Net zoals de kamerheer uit Ethiopië in Handelingen 8 begreep
ik niet echt wat ik las, maar de terugkerende beelden en woorden gaven me wel het
gevoel dat de tekst samenhang had.
Anders dan de kamerling, had ik geen Filippus om mij de betekenis uit te
leggen. Maar dankzij de hulp van velen onderweg durf ik vandaag toch de stelling te
verdedigen dat het Evangelie van Filippus wel degelijk te begrijpen valt, - als we het
mogen lezen als aantekeningen voor instructies aan Valentiniaanse dopelingen.
Hierbij moet ik allereerst Gert Bos noemen. Danzij hem werd, ruim drie jaar geleden,
mijn belangstelling voor het geschrift weer aangewakkerd. Volgend op zijn
presentatie over het begrip ‘pneuma’ in het Evangelie van Filippus, bespraken we de
studie van Martha Lee Turner, die concludeert dat het werk een verzameling is uit
uiteenlopende bronnen zonder veel samenhang. Na verdere correspondentie met Gert
en zijn vader, professor Bram Bos, mocht ik mijn visie presenteren in de Gnostiek
Werkgroep, geleid door de professoren Bos en Luttikhuizen. Aangemoedigd door
professor Bos vroeg ik professor Gerard Luttikhuizen me te begeleiden bij het
benodigde onderzoek om die visie uit te werken tot de nu voorliggende dissertatie.
Professor Luttikhuizen, die in 1986 een Nederlandse vertaling van het
Evangelie van Filippus had doen uitgeven en een specialist is in de vroeg-christelijke
gnostiek, deelde ruimhartig zijn kennis en kunde. Hij opende zijn huis om mij
Koptisch te leren en mijn voortgang door te nemen. Als ik een te rooskleurig beeld
heb van academische collegialiteit en passie, dan is dit vooral aan hem te wijten. Ik
wil hem en zijn vrouw Marleen bedanken voor de hartelijke ontvangsten en voor hun
vriendschap. Vorig jaar werd ons team versterkt met doctor Jacques van der Vliet,
koptoloog aan de universiteit van Leiden. Ondanks zijn drukke agenda ontving hij me
in alle rust en hartelijkheid om in detail mijn pogingen tot reconstructie en vertaling
van de Koptische tekst door te nemen. Zijn enthousiasme voor elke vondst die we
deden en zijn goedgehumeurde correcties zal ik niet vergeten.
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Professor Luttikhuizen introduceerde me niet alleen binnen de theologische faculteit
in Groningen, maar moedigde mij ook aan lid te worden van de Society of Biblical
Literature. De jaarlijkse SBL-conferenties in juli en november boden mij als
buitenpromovendus de ideale omgeving om mijn ideeën en vaardigheden te
ontwikkelen en te testen en wetenschappers uit de hele wereld persoonlijk te leren
kennen. Waar de SBL mij aansprak vanwege haar breedte, leerde ik diepgang van de
discussies in de Gnostiek Werkgroep meer waarderen. Ik ben de deelnemers dan ook
veel dank verschuldigd. Dit geldt uiteraard ook voor de leden van de
beoordelingscommissie, de professoren Bos, Van Kooten en Roukema. Doctor Julia
Harvey en doctoranda Karin Krikkink hebben hun best gedaan om mijn business
Engels meer in overeenstemming te brengen met het academisch taalgebruik, hoewel
ze me toch ook toestonden een eigen stijl te behouden. Voor de fouten die ik
sindsdien toch weer gemaakt heb bied ik alvast mijn verontschuldigingen aan.
Graag wil ik mijn familie, vrienden en collega’s bedanken voor hun steun en
belangstelling tijdens deze tijdrovende inspanning. Mijn geliefde Inge, en onze
kinderen Mirte, Aron, Tirza, Lucas en Steven lijken nog steeds van mij te houden,
ondanks dat er toch wel enige mate van verwaarlozing van mijn kant is geweest. Ook
wil ik Jeroen Kok en Roel Testroote, met wie ik het OV-chipkaartproject mocht
opzetten, speciaal bedanken. Ondanks hun werklast, hebben ze mij geholpen parttime
te gaan werken, zodat er meer tijd voor onderzoek vrijkwam. Tenslotte is het niet
zonder reden dat ik Caroline Breugem en Henk van der Linden gevraagd heb vandaag
naast mij te staan als paranimfen. In het licht van het onderwerp van dit proefschrift is
het welhaast symbolisch dat ook Valentinianen deze term gebruikten.1 Oorspronkelijk
waren de paranimfen de intimi die de bruid en bruidegom begeleidden naar de
bruidskamer, - in het Evangelie van Filippus het verborgene in de mens, waar de
Vader is.
Leusden/Groningen, 8 maart 2007

...gaat in uwe binnenkamer,
en uwe deur gesloten hebbende,
bidt uwen Vader, die in het verborgene is...
Matt 6:6 (geciteerd in §69 van het Evangelie van Filippus)
Statenvertaling

1

Zie Excerpta ex Theodoto 65,1.
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Samenvatting
Een vierde-eeuws afschrift van een Koptische tekst is het enige bewaard gebleven
handschrift van het Evangelie van Filippus. Het is aannemelijk het gaat om een
vertaling van een oorspronkelijk Grieks werk dat in de latere tweede of in de derde
eeuw geschreven is. Het Koptische afschrift kennen we uit één van de bundels
geschriften (Codex II) die in 1945 bij toeval in de buurt van de plaats Nag Hammadi
in Egypte gevonden zijn.
Over de betekenis en de achtergrond van het geschrift wordt heel verschillend
gedacht. Martha Lee Turner (1995 en 1996) wijt deze ‘interpretatieve impasse’ aan
onduidelijkheid over het literaire genre. Zij wijst de gedachte aan een bloemlezing uit
of aantekeningen voor catechetische instructie af, omdat alleen het middelste deel
veel rituele termen bevat. Zij meent dat het een collectie van excerpten is,
samengesteld uit uiteenlopende bronnen. Turner betoogt verder dat de stijl van het
laatste deel – dat een meer exhortatief karakter heeft - zodanig verschilt van de rest
van het document, dat het moet gaan om een samenvoeging van twee verschillende
verzamelingen. Het zou daarbij niet zinvol zijn te zoeken naar de theologie van het
Evangelie van Filippus of van de samensteller ervan. Haar conclusies zijn niet
algemeen aanvaard. Hoewel dit evangelie ook volgens Louis Painchaud (1996) een
composiet karakter heeft, herkent hij een bewuste retorische opbouw in het werk,
gemarkeerd door inclusies en concentrische patronen van trefwoorden. Hans-Martin
Schenke, die in een eerdere publicaties nog meende dat het evangelie is samengesteld
uit verschillende bronnen, verdedigt in zijn laatste uitvoerige commentaar (1997) de
hypothese dat alle passages afkomstig kunnen zijn uit één enkele catechetische
instructie van doopkandidaten.
Dit proefschrift wil laten zien dat Turner de hypothese dat het werk teruggaat
op sacramentele instructie te snel heeft verworpen. Vroegchristelijke doopinstructies
bestonden vaker uit drie delen, waarbij alleen het middelste deel, de mystagogie,
expliciet verwees naar de sacramenten en het derde deel een exhortatief karakter had.
Het verschil in stijl tussen de delen vinden we ook bij Cyrillus van Jeruzalem: zijn
mystagogische instructies zijn beknopter genoteerd dan zijn instructies voorafgaande
aan de doop. Het is niet onmogelijk dat het derde deel van het Evangelie van Filippus
bedoeld was om uitgesproken te worden tot de pasgedoopten in aanwezigheid van de
gehele gemeenschap. Dat zou de meer homiletische stijl van dit gedeelte kunnen
verklaren. Het proefschrift beoogt daarom de instructie-hypothese uit te werken en te
toetsen op haar houdbaarheid. Als het om aantekeningen voor de instructie van
doopkandidaten gaat, hoe zijn die dan gestructureerd? Is het mogelijk een
samenhangende retorische strategie te onderkennen? Kunnen we op basis van de tekst
een initiatieritueel reconstrueren? Zo ja, is het mogelijk meer te zeggen over de
theologische en sociale context van het werk en over de ontstaansgeschiedenis ervan?
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Uitwerking van de instructie-hypothese
Het startpunt voor mijn analyse is een onderzoek naar de structurerende technieken
die de auteur mogelijk gebruikt heeft om kleinere teksteenheden af te bakenen.
Sommige tekstgedeelten lijken een repeterend patroon te hebben. In de eerste twee
teksteenheden kan er sprake zijn van twee delen met dezelfde trefwoorden in
respectievelijk de aanvangs- en slotpassages:
• §1 en §6: ‘Hebreeër’, en §4b en §9: ‘Christus is gekomen’
• §11 en §13: ‘misleiding’ met ‘namen’, en §12c en §16b: ‘waarheid’.
De derde teksteenheid (§17-§24) bestaat uit een aantal disputen die telkens worden
ingeleid met de zinsnede ‘Sommigen zeggen: ..., ze dwalen’. Andere tekstgedeelten
worden gemarkeerd door trefwoorden waardoor we inclusies en concentrische
patronen kunnen herkennen. De vier meest in het oog springende inclusies zijn te
vinden in teksteenheden 6, 8. 10 en 11:
• ‘God is een verver’ in §43 en ‘Zo is inderdaad de Zoon van de Mens is
gekomen: [als] verver’ in §54
• ‘Het vuur is de zalving, het licht is het vuur’ in §66 en ‘Het licht is de
zalving’ in §75
• De uitdrukking ‘afdalen in het water’ in §89, §97, §101 en §109 omsluit
teksteenheid 10 en deelt deze op in drie sub-eenheden.
• ‘Wie kennis van de waarheid heeft is vrij’ in §110 en ‘Als jullie de waarheid
kennen, zal de waarheid jullie vrijmaken’ in §123
Niet alle teksteenheden zijn zo duidelijk gemarkeerd. Maar uitgaande van de eerder
geïdentificeerde teksteenheden is het mogelijk de resterende tekstgedeelten op te
delen in eenheden 4-5, 7, 9 en 12. Het is bemoedigend dat deze onderverdeling in
overeenstemming is met de driedeling die op andere gronden reeds door Turner werd
vastgesteld en door mij is geduid als instructies voorafgaande aan, gedurende en na
de initiatie.
Macrotekst:
Delen:
Eenheden:

1

Evangelie van Filippus
voorafgaande instructies
mystagogie
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

exhortatie
11
12

Deze opdeling kan dienen als basis voor een retorische analyse op verschillende
niveaus (het gehele werk, de drie hoofddelen, en de 12 kleinere eenheden). Het is
hierbij van belang ons te realiseren dat catechetische instructies verschillen van de
klassieke redevoering in de context van een rechtszaak of een politieke beraadslaging,
zoals die wordt beschreven door bijvoorbeeld Quintillianus. Clemens van Alexandrië,
Gregorius van Nyssa en Augustinus van Hippo geven adviezen aan christelijke
instructeurs en predikers die hier deels van afwijken. Mary Cunningham en Pauline
Allen (1998) stellen daarom voor om bij de beoordeling van christelijke retorica
rekening te houden met andere aspecten, zoals de verhouding tussen de gesproken en
de geschreven tekst, de bijzondere relatie tussen spreker en publiek en de liturgische
context. We kunnen uit het pelgrimsverslag van Egeria bijvoorbeeld afleiden dat de
instructies van Cyrillus van Jeruzalem slechts samenvattingen of aantekeningen zijn
van beduidend langere en meer interactieve gesprekken met doopkandidaten, ingebed
in een liturgie met gezang, gebed en lezingen.
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Uit de retorische analyse blijkt dat de eerste zeven teksteenheden gericht zijn op het
versterken van de overtuiging van de kandidaten dat zij de doop willen ondergaan in
deze gnostisch-christelijke setting omdat de ‘gewone’ christelijke doop niet effectief
is. De eerste teksteenheid functioneert hierbij als procatechesis, waarin uitvoeriger te
behandelen onderwerpen zoals transformatie en het verschil tussen heidenen,
‘gewone’ christenen (Hebreeën genoemd) en gnostische christenen slechts aangestipt
worden. De tweede teksteenheid fungeert als propositie: de andere christenen zijn
misleid door de kosmische machten die hen willen beheersen, zodat ze bij
geloofstermen als God en Vader niet denken aan de hoogste God, maar aan de lagere
schepper-God. De overige vijf teksteenheden van het eerste hoofddeel bevatten een
mix van instructie en polemiek. De drie teksteenheden van het middengedeelte zijn
gericht op de sacramenten. Uit bepaalde formuleringen krijgen we de indruk dat de
kandidaten op het punt staan in het water af te dalen en dat zij hun eigen spiegelbeeld
in het water kunnen zien bij het licht van olielampen. Het afsluitende deel bevat
aansporingen om zorgvuldig om te gaan met de verworven kennis en de ‘gewone’
christenen geen aanstoot te geven. Hierbij kan de laatste teksteenheid gezien worden
als een passende peroratie, waarin alle thema’s nog eenmaal worden aangeduid, maar
nu vanuit het perspectief van de pasgedoopten die een nieuwe status als ‘kinderen van
de bruidskamer’ verworven hebben.
Zoals uit de tabel hieronder blijkt, komt mijn analyse voor een belangrijk deel
overeen met die van Painchaud uit 1996. De verschillen worden voor een deel
veroorzaakt door Painchauds exclusieve focus op inclusies, en voor een ander deel
door het feit dat hij is uitgegaan van de min of meer klassieke indeling van juridische
en politieke betogen. Hierbij heeft hij de concentrische structuur van teksteenheid 8
over het hoofd gezien alsook de door Turner ontdekte cesuur tussen de eerste twee
hoofddelen. De door mij voorgestelde veranderingen leveren een retorische strategie
op die in overeenstemming is met de aanwijzingen die de eerder genoemde
kerkvaders geven.
Painchaud
§1-6
Exordium
7-16
Narratie/
Propositie
17-58
Bewijs,
deel 1

59-109

110-123
124-127

Bewijs,
deel 2

Exhortatie
Peroratie

Instructie-hypothese
1
§1-10
1e deel

2e deel

3e deel

2

11-16

Procatechesis
Propositie

3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

17-24
25-31
32-42
43-54
55-65
66-75
76-88
89-109
110-123
124-127

Polemisch bewijs
Instructief bewijs
Gemengd bewijs
Instructief bewijs
Polemisch bewijs
Mysterie van de binnenkamer
Mysterie van de bruidskamer
Mysterie van de doop
Homiletische exhortatie
Peroratie

Deze analyse is in eerste instantie uitgevoerd met behulp van de kritische Koptische
teksteditie van Bentley Layton met de bijbehorende Engelse vertaling door Wesley
Isenberg in de Coptic Gnostic Library (1986). Vervolgens heb ik een eigen vertaling
uit het Koptisch gemaakt conform bovenstaande indeling. De vraag is nu of we vanuit
deze indeling en vanuit de instructie-hypothese meer kunnen achterhalen over de
vorm van het initiatieritueel, over de sociale en theologische context van de
betreffende groep en over de herkomst van de gepostuleerde doopinstructie.
v

Het initiatie-ritueel
Toespelingen op initiatie en (daaruit voortvloeiend) transformatie zijn in de gehele
tekst te vinden. Echter, zoals Turner reeds vaststelde, het middendeel bevat de meest
expliciete verwijzingen naar de sacramenten. Teksteenheden 8, 9 en 10 moeten
daarom het startpunt zijn voor een reconstructie van de veronderstelde initiatierite.
Verschillende experts herkennen in §68 een programma van vijf rituelen, te weten
doop, zalving, eucharistie, verlossing en bruidskamer. Er is echter verschil van
mening over de vraag of alle vijf onderdeel zijn van de initiatie, zo is bijvoorbeeld
voorgesteld dat met ‘verlossing’ een stervensritueel wordt bedoeld. Andere auteurs
hebben geopperd dat verlossing en bruidskamer niet als aparte rituelen moeten
worden opgevat, maar als de mystieke aspecten van doop, zalving en eucharistie.
Uit de structuur van teksteenheid 8 blijkt dat §68 niet centraal staat, die
ereplaats komt toe aan een citaat van Jezus in §69: ‘Ga je (binnen)kamer in, sluit de
deur achter je, en bidt tot je Vader die in het verborgene is.’ Deze Waarheid wordt
door symbolen betreden (§67). Maar er worden hiervoor verschillende termen
gebruikt:
• In §67 gaat het om drie realiteiten en hun symbolen: wedergeboorte,
opstanding en bruidskamer.
• Teksteenheid 9 wordt gekenmerkt door een concentrische gelaagdheid: de
doop geeft toegang tot de verlossing, en de verlossing tot de bruidskamer.
Tegelijkertijd is de rituele bruidskamer slechts een afspiegeling van de
hemelse bruidskamer.
• In §81 en §82 is er sprake van wedergeboorte, zalving, verlossing en
bruidskamer.
• In teksteenheid 10 zien we een drietal sub-teksteenheden. In de eerste subteksteenheid is sprake van waterdoop en zalving, in de tweede van de
eucharistie en in de derde van de opstijging van de ziel en de vereniging in de
andere eon. Het is opvallend dat bij waterdoop, zalving en eucharistie concrete
rituele elementen worden benoemd, maar niet bij de ascent en de vereniging,
sterker nog: deze laatste twee worden gekoppeld aan eucharistie en waterdoop
(§108).
Wat is nu de samenhang tussen al deze verwijzingen naar rituelen en mysteriën? De
sleutel ligt misschien in teksteenheid 4 waar een alternatieve volgorde gehanteerd
wordt. Direct na waterdoop en zalving wordt gesproken wordt over de afdaling van
Jezus zelf om zijn leerlingen te verheffen uit hun lage staat. Antropologisch gezien
kan geargumenteerd worden dat deze elementen allen behoren tot de eerste fasen van
een initiatie, waarin afscheid genomen wordt van een vorige identiteit en status en een
liminale fase wordt ingegaan. In de passages daarna vinden we verwijzingen naar de
eucharistie en, daarin ingebed, naar de gemeenschap tussen de Volmaakten (in de
andere eon). Hierbij kan gedacht worden aan de laatste fase van een initiatie, waarin
de geïnitieerden een nieuwe identiteit en status ontvangen. De spreker maakt hierbij
duidelijk dat de eucharistische kus een aardse weergave is van de kus in de andere
eon. Dit pleit voor de interpretatie dat verlossing/ascent en bruidskamer/vereniging de
mystieke realiteiten zijn die door waterdoop, zalving en eucharistie worden verbeeld.
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Dit geeft het volgende gelaagde raamwerk:

Dopen in de bruidskamer bestaat uit:
Verlossing uit de kosmos

Vereniging in de eon

Zichtbare symbolen in de
aardse ‘bruidskamer’

1. waterdoop en 2. zalving
(wedergeboorte en opstanding)

3. eucharistie

Achterliggende
realiteiten

4. verlossing/ascent van de ziel

5. bruidskamer/vereniging

mystieke

Op basis van dit raamwerk kunnen alle toespelingen en verwijzingen in het Evangelie
van Filippus betrokken worden op één initiatieritueel. Bovendien kan een vergelijking
gemaakt worden met de dooprituelen van andere (gnostisch-)christelijke groepen.
Dan blijkt dat het ritueel goed past in de 2e- en 3e-eeuwse praktijk van veel
Valentinianen (maar niet van de volgelingen van Marcus Magus) en van veel nietgnostische christenen (maar niet van Syrische christenen). Bij de latere PseudoDionysius herkennen we de gedachte dat de fysieke rituelen van doop, eucharistie en
zalving leiden tot de opstijging tot en vereniging met het goddelijke.
Tentatief kan het ritueel als volgt worden gereconstrueerd:
• In de periode voorafgaande aan de doop kregen de kandidaten instructies (op
basis van teksteenheden 1-7); mogelijk ontvingen ze zout als symbool van de
Heilige Geest.
• Na een definitieve beslissing kwamen ze ’s nachts bijeen om de
mystagogische instructies (op basis van teksteenheden 8, 9 en 10) te
ontvangen en de initiatie te ondergaan.
• De dopelingen gingen ontkleed het water in, waar ze wellicht hun geloof in
Vader, Zoon en Heilige Geest beleden alvorens ondergedompeld te worden in
het water (of misschien met water overgoten te worden).
• Vervolgens ontvingen ze de zalving met geurende olijfolie en mogelijk een
kus. Het is niet onaannemelijk dat ze hierbij met witte kleren werden bekleed.
• Hierna werden ze toegelaten tot de gemeenschap van gelovigen en werd er een
eucharistische maaltijd gevierd, die later herhaald zou worden. De deelnemers
aan de maaltijd gebruikten een geurige zalfolie, brood en gemengde wijn.
Mogelijk werden hierbij liturgische formuleringen gebruikt waarin het offer
van het Lam en de vereniging met de engelen genoemd werden. Als teken van
hun gemeenschap kusten de ingewijden elkaar, waarschijnlijk op de mond. De
maaltijd werd afgesloten met de beker der dankzegging.
• In het bijzijn van de gehele gnostische gemeente werd een homilie
uitgesproken waarschijnlijk na lezing van één of meer passages uit ‘het
Woord’ (op basis van teksteenheid 11), mogelijk in een liturgische setting.
• Ter afsluiting volgde een peroratie (op basis van teksteenheid 12).

vii

Sociale context
In de procatechesis (teksteenheid 1) is sprake van drie categorieën mensen: heidenen,
Hebreeën en christenen. De idee is een dubbele transformatie: heidenen zijn ‘dood’,
maar komen tot leven als Hebreeën; Hebreeën zijn echter geen zonen maar slaven en
ze lopen het risico weer te sterven. Alleen christenen kennen de Vader en zullen
worden als hij. Uit §17 blijkt dat met het woord ‘Hebreeën’ de apostelen en de
volgelingen van de apostelen worden bedoeld. Met het woord ‘christenen’ worden
dan de gnostische christenen aangeduid, die niet langer de Hebreeuwse God en
schepper aanbidden, maar de hoogste Vader hebben leren kennen. De houding ten
opzichte van de apostelen is niet uitsluitend negatief: de zalving is van apostolische
herkomst (§95), evenals de namen die aan Jezus worden gegeven (§47).
Uit de propositie (teksteenheid 2) blijkt dat gnostische en ‘apostolische’
christenen wel dezelfde confessionele termen gebruiken, maar dat deze verwijzen
naar twee verschillende goden. Volgens de spreker hebben de kosmische machten de
mensen misleid, om hen zo in slavernij te houden. Dit wordt bewezen in drie (deels)
polemische teksteenheden. Teksteenheid 3 bevat enkele discussiepunten over de
hoogste Vader en Moeder van Jezus en over de opstanding van de Heer en die van de
christenen. De spreker probeert aan de hand van citaten uit de (later gecanoniseerde)
evangeliën en brieven aan te tonen dat de interpretatie van ‘apostolische’ christenen
onjuist is. In teksteenheid 5 wordt duidelijk gemaakt dat de geest zowel tot leven
brengt als doet sterven. Zo is er ook wijsheid en dodelijke wijsheid. Verderop, in
§109, blijkt dat de gnostische doopkandidaten de Heilige Geest ontvangen, terwijl
‘apostolische’ christenen die beweren dat zij gedoopt zijn in de dood van Christus, de
geest van de kosmos hebben ontvangen. In teksteenheid 7 tenslotte wordt in een
aantal scènes duidelijk gemaakt dat het verschil tussen beide groepen fundamenteel is.
Maria van Magdala staat hierbij model voor de gnostische christen. Zij is de bruid van
Christus en in spirituele zin ziende. De apostelen, die zich aan haar ergeren, zijn de
niet-gnostische christenen die blind zijn. Maar Christus nodigt hen uit te worden als
Maria. Alleen de gnostische christen ontvangt in de doop de Heilige Geest en wordt
niet langer belaagd door onreine geesten. Bij de ascent van de ziel, na de dood, heeft
de gnostische christen vrije toegang tot het goddelijke plêrôma, maar de volgelingen
van de apostelen worden onderweg omhoog vastgehouden door de machten van de
kosmos en onderworpen aan helse pijnen.
In de homilie die volgt op de initiatie (teksteenheid 11) worden de
pasgedoopten aangespoord niet arrogant te zijn vanwege hun nieuw verworven gnosis
en liefdevol en tactisch om te gaan met de niet-gnostische christenen in hun
omgeving. Kennis moet mondjesmaat gedeeld worden, in overeenstemming met de
zielsgesteldheid van ieder ander afzonderlijk. Gegeven het geringe aantal christenen
in de tijd van de spreker, wijst deze aandacht voor de relatie met andere christenen
erop dat de groep min of meer functioneerde als subgroep binnen een grotere
christelijke gemeenschap. Aan deze bredere gemeenschap, waaruit nieuwe leden
werden gerekruteerd, wilde men geen aanstoot geven. Dit is in overeenstemming met
het beeld dat Tertullianus schetst. Hij poogt Valentiniaanse mede-christenen te
ontmaskeren en uit te sluiten, maar stuit tot zijn frustratie op het feit dat de gnostici
dezelfde belijdenis kennen en dezelfde bijbelboeken gebruiken als kerkelijke
christenen en dat zij terughoudend zijn in het uitdragen van hun gedachtegoed.
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Tegelijkertijd is er mogelijk sprake van een meer radicale groep gnostische christenen
die de opstanding geheel geestelijk opvatten (§23b) - terwijl de spreker naast de geest
ook de nadruk legt op de waarde van de ziel (§22) - en die mogelijk het bloed van het
Lam in de eucharistie afwijzen (§27) evenals de lichamelijke doop in water (§108).
Nergens in de het Evangelie van Filippus wordt op vergelijkbare wijze ingegaan op
de verhouding met de pagane cultuur waarin de kandidaten leven. Toch is het
mogelijk dat de metaforen die de spreker gebruikt in zijn argumentatie iets verraden
van het sociaal-culturele referentiekader dat hij deelt met zijn gehoor. Uit een analyse
van passages met mogelijke verwijzingen naar de culturele omgeving vallen de
volgende conclusies te trekken:
• De spreker gebruikt met name voorbeelden uit de huishoudens van de vrije
burgerij met stadsvilla’s en landerijen. De spreker identificeert zich hierbij
meer met de vaders en de zonen dan met de vrouwen en de slaven.
Middenstandsberoepen, zoals timmerman en verver worden niet gebruikt in
verwijzingen naar de eigen groep, maar in verwijzingen naar de Hebreeuwse
God en schepper.
• Vrouwen worden steeds seksespecifiek en in relatie tot mannen gedefinieerd.
Nergens worden zij handelend of sprekend opgevoerd. Op het moment dat de
(vrouwelijke) Heilige Geest mannelijke taken op zich neemt, worden
mannelijke werkwoordsvormen gebruikt. Centraal staat de vereniging van het
vrouwelijke met het hogere mannelijke, waarbij alle gelovigen, zowel mannen
als vrouwen, als bruiden worden gezien van de engelen.
• Hoewel het aardse huwelijk ‘bevlekt’ is vanwege het lichamelijke element,
wordt het toch gerespecteerd. De norm daarbij is het huwelijk tussen een vrije
burger en een maagd. Na het huwelijk dient de vrouw in principe alleen in
huis zichtbaar te zijn voor intimi (iets wat voor slaven en vrouwen uit lagere
sociale klassen niet realiseerbaar was).
• Het is niet het doel van de spreker om de sociale conventies te veranderen,
want het wordt als niet passend beschouwd voor iets in deze wereld te bidden
(§7). In de andere eon is er echter sprake van gelijkheid en goddelijkheid voor
allen.
Wat deze sociaal-culturele opvattingen betreft, lijkt er weinig verschil tussen het
Evangelie van Filippus en bijvoorbeeld de laat-antieke romans. Daarom kunnen we
ons voorstellen dat de spreker en zijn gehoor in dezelfde strata van de samenleving te
zoeken zijn als de schrijvers en ‘lezers’ van deze romans: de voor die tijd goed
opgeleide Grieks-Romeinse burgerij. Dit komt overeen met de reconstructie van de
maatschappelijke positie van Valentiniaanse christenen in het Rome van die tijd door
Peter Lampe (1986/2003) en ook met wat Origenes schrijft over het ontstaan van
alternatieve christelijke ‘scholen’.
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Theologische context
De consensus onder geleerden is dat het Evangelie van Filippus van Valentiniaanse
herkomst is, hoewel sommige ook aanwijzingen vinden dat er uit niet specifiek
Valentiniaanse tradities geput is. Einar Thomassen (1995, 2005), die het werk als een
samenhangend geheel benadert, identificeert het gedachtegoed van dit geschrift als
behorend tot de zogenaamde Oosterse School van de Valentinianen. Volgens
Thomassen ging men er in deze school van uit dat Jezus een zuiver geestelijk wezen
was in een materieel menselijk lichaam. Hij is zich er van bewust dat dit niet in
overeenstemming is met het onderscheid dat Ireneüs, Tertullianus en Hippolytus
maken. De kerkvaders meenden dat de Oosterse School uitging van een geestelijk
wezen in een tastbaar maar pneumatisch lichaam dat niet gevormd was door de
inferieure Schepper.
Op basis waarvan zou men kunnen denken dat Jezus een materieel lichaam heeft
in het Evangelie van Filippus? Velen menen dat de spreker Jozef ziet als de
menselijke vader van Jezus op basis van §91, waar Jezus het ‘zaad’ van Jozef
genoemd lijkt te worden, wat zou duiden op een normale geboorte. Dit zou dan
strijdig zijn met de letterlijke interpretatie van §17 waar Maria een onblekte maagd
genoemd wordt. Uit een analyse van teksteenheid 10 blijkt echter dat het hier gaat om
een concentrische compositie, waarbij §91/92 en §94 samenhangen en een passage
over de kosmos omsluiten. Qua compositie zijn §91 en §94 afhankelijk van Genesis
2:8: Jozef en de Schepper planten beiden een ‘paradijs’. De boom waaraan Jezus
gekruisigd wordt is de boom van kennis van goed en kwaad, oftewel de Wet. De
verwijzing naar Jozef is derhalve een allegorische verwijzing naar de Schepper.
Verder wordt in §82 gezegd dat Jezus geboren is uit een maagd, niet Maria maar de
Heilige Geest. De opvatting dat Jezus geboren is uit de Schepper en de Heilige Geest,
is een doctrine die de kerkvaders toewijzen aan de zogenaamde Italiaanse School. De
gedachte was dat Jezus een geestelijk en psychisch wezen was in een tastbaar maar
psychisch lichaam. Het zou afkomstig zijn van de Schepper, een psychisch wezen.
Jezus was in Maria ‘geplant’ zonder dat hij haar vlees aannam, hij ‘kwam door haar
heen zoals water door een regenpijp.’
Ook een intertekstuele analyse van teksteenheid 3 wijst erop dat het Evangelie van
Filippus niet uitgaat van een materieel lichaam van Jezus. Dit komt naar voren uit een
vergelijking met het christologisch debat tussen Tertullianus en, onder meer, de
Valentinianen, zoals dat van de kant van de kerkvader vastgelegd in de traktaten De
Carne Christi en het daarop volgende De Resurrectione. De redenering loopt langs
deze lijnen: (1) Jezus nam wel of niet een vleselijk lichaam aan, (2) hij is daarom wel
of niet lichamelijk opgestaan, en (3) de opstanding van de mensen zal daarom wel of
niet een ‘opstanding des vlezes’ zijn. De Valentiniaanse kant van dit debat zien we
terug in het Evangelie van Filippus. In de propositie in teksteenheid 2 stelt de spreker
dat de apostolische christenen misleid zijn door kosmische krachten en een verkeerd
begrip van Vader, Zoon en Heilige Geest, alsook van de opstanding hebben.
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Deze stelling wil hij bewijzen in de derde teksteenheid, waar de drie twistpunten
dezelfde volgorde hebben als bij Tertullianus:
• In §17 neemt de spreker afstand van hen die zeggen dat Maria zwanger is
geworden door de Heilige Geest; die is in hun visie immers vrouwelijk. Net
als Jozef, moet Maria vooral allegorisch worden begrepen: de echte
onbevlekte maagd is de Heilige Geest zelf. Als Jozef Maria zou hebben
bevrucht zou zij immers bevlekt zijn geweest (§102). Vervolgens wordt in §18
duidelijk gemaakt dat de Schepper niet de enige vader van Jezus is, maar dat
hij ook de Vader van het Al als vader heeft (§82). Met §19 en §20 werkt de
spreker vervolgens de gelaagdheid van Jezus’ wezen uit.
• In §21 verwerpt de spreker de stelling dat de Heer eerst stierf en pas daarna
opstond. Uit §22 kan opgemaakt worden dat hij op de opstanding van de
waardevolle psyche doelt, - niet op het minderwaardige lichaam. Die
opstanding heeft hij eerst potentieel verworven bij zijn doop (§83) en
vervolgens actueel in de kruisiging (§72).
• In §23 tenslotte wordt de spot gedreven met gelovigen die bang zijn dat ze
naakt zullen opslaan. Evenals Tertullianus’ tegenstanders grijpt de spreker I
Korinthiërs 15:50 aan om te bewijzen dat het vlees het koninkrijk niet zal
beërven. De opstanding houdt in dat de ziel zich ontdoet van het lichaam en
overkleed wordt met het woord en de geest van Jezus (zijn ‘vlees en bloed’).
Dit gebeurt potentieel reeds in de doop (§101).
De christologische opvattingen van de spreker passen derhalve beter binnen de
Italiaanse School dan binnen de Oosterse School. Hierbij moet wel opgemerkt worden
dat er een groot verschillen bestaan binnen deze ‘School’. De kerkvaders
beschouwden Ptolemaeus en Heracleon als de belangrijkste vertegenwoordigers van
deze school, waarbij speculaties over de structuur van het plêrôma, met de door de
kerkvaders bespotte emanaties van talloze eonen, vooral afkomstig zijn van
volgelingen van Ptolemaeus. Hiervan is in de overgebleven fragmenten van
Heracleon, de andere belangrijke representant van de Italiaanse school, geen sprake,
evenmin als in het Evangelie van Filippus.
Herkomst
Vrij algemeen wordt een Syrische herkomst aangenomen, enerzijds vanwege de
veronderstelde aanwezigheid van ascetische tendensen en de veronderstelde
overeenkomsten met oosterse doop- en catechesepraktijken, anderzijds vanwege de
nadrukkelijke aanwezigheid van Syrische etymologieën. Uit de analyses van dit
proefschrift blijkt echter dat het huwelijk niet afgewezen wordt en dat er bij de
eucharistie wijn gebruikt wordt (§100). De dooppraktijk is niet oosters maar eerder
westers en er zijn belangrijke overeenkomsten aan te wijzen met de mystagogische
instructies van Ambrosius van Milaan en Cyrillus van Jeruzalem. Tenslotte blijkt uit
een studie van de etymologieën, dat de taal van de spreker en zijn publiek Grieks
moet zijn geweest en dat zij het Syrisch niet beheersten. Ook blijkt dat met de term
‘Syrisch’ in feite verwezen wordt naar de taal van de apostelen. Dit heeft een parallel
in het gebruik van (pseudo-) Hebreeuwse en Aramese uitdrukkingen in de liturgie van
de westelijke Valentinianen die Irenaeus beschrijft.
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Onderzoek van andere, minder specifieke aanwijzingen voor de geografische en
chronologische herkomst van het document bevestigt dat het is ontstaan in een tussen
A.D. 160 en 240 in een stedelijke omgeving waar deze Valentinianen, hoewel ze al
een eigen cultische groep hadden gevormd, nog deel uitmaakten van een bredere
christelijke gemeenschap. In de stad waren mogelijk ook andere gnostische christenen
aanwezig. Het lijkt erop dat de ‘apostolische’ en de Valentiniaanse christenen bekend
waren met een niet-Syrisch doopritueel. Op basis van de in het proefschrift
verdedigde instructie-hypothese kunnen we hieraan toevoegen dat de groep groot
genoeg moet zijn geweest voor gestructureerde doopinstructies. Mogelijk beschikte
men over een eigen baptisterium. Dit pleit ervoor te denken aan steden van grotere
omvang waarvan bekend is dat er in deze periode Valentinianen leefden. Als tevens
de suggestie wordt meegenomen dat het gaat om een groepering uit de Italiaanse
school, die niet in de traditie van Ptolemaeus stond maar eerder in die van Heracleon,
dan komen eerst Rome en dan vooral Alexandrië in aanmerking. Het is het mogelijk
dat de traditie zich in de loop van de tijd in Rome en/of Alexandrië mondeling
ontwikkeld heeft en later werd vastgelegd in de vorm van korte notities, bijvoorbeeld
ter ondersteuning van minder ervaren catecheten in deze of andere steden waarmee
men contact had.
Conclusie
Het blijkt mogelijk het Evangelie van Filippus te zien als een reeks aantekeningen ten
behoeve van de instructie van dopelingen. Dit kunnen we allereerst concluderen uit de
opbouw en de thematiek. Hiermee hebben we echter nog geen sluitend bewijs want de
collectie-hypothese, zoals deze is uitgewerkt door Martha Turner, geeft eveneens een
consistente verklaring voor het ontstaan van dit type tekst. Het is bovendien denkbaar
dat nog andere hypothesen worden geformuleerd. Wel blijkt de instructie-hypothese
de mogelijkheid te bieden verschillende teksteenheden in onderlinge samenhang te
bestuderen. Dit interpretatiekader maakt het ons mogelijk om een betrekkelijk
duidelijk beeld te vormen van de genoemde rituelen en van de sociale en theologische
context waarin de spreker en zijn gehoor hebben gefunctioneerd. Het resultaat past in
wat we weten van bepaalde Valentiniaanse groepen. De instructie-hypothese is vooral
vruchtbaar voor de reconstructie van de ontstaansgeschiedenis van het document in de
2e of 3e eeuw.
Dit ligt enigszins anders als we ons richten op de receptie van het Evangelie
van Filippus in de 4e eeuw en op de betekenis van dit document in Nag Hammadi
Codex II. Er is door de vertaler, de opdrachtgever en de kopiist geen aanwijsbare
poging gedaan de aantekeningen uit te werken tot een afgeronde en voor zichzelf
sprekende tekst, zoals wel gedaan is met de instructies van de eerder genoemde 4eeeuwse kerkvaders. De inhoud van Codex II was niet speciaal bedoeld voor
Valentiniaanse catecheten/doopinstructeurs, maar eerder voor een groep spirituele
christenen die geïnteresseerd waren in geschriften van diverse herkomst. Zij zullen
het Evangelie van Filippus niet anders hebben gelezen dan het Evangelie van Thomas
dat eraan voorafgaat, - een verzameling esoterische uitspraken met een mystieke
betekenis (zie Evangelie van Thomas, logia 1 en 2).
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1.

Introduction

The present study aims to develop and test the hypothesis that the GPhil originated as
a Valentinian baptismal instruction. It contains analyses of the text, the rituals, and the
theology of GPhil, and provides an assessment of these in the context of what can be
known of early Christian baptismal instructions and of Valentinian groups. I will first
introduce Valentinus and GPhil, and then present my approach to the subject.
1.1

Valentinus

In the first century, ‘Christianity’ originated as a marginal Jewish movement of a few
thousand Palestinian and Diaspora Jews. It became a multi-ethnic network of urban
communities throughout the Roman and Parthian empires and grew to perhaps some
200,000 followers by the end of the second century.2 Palestine was devastated in the
course of three wars between the Romans and the Jews. The Jerusalem church could
no longer exercise any kind of authority, as it probably had done in the days of James
the Just. Most Jews and Christians no longer regarded the movement as Jewish, and
Christianity assumed a distinct identity of its own.3 That process took place in similar
but not identical ways in leading communities such as Rome, Antioch, Jerusalem and
Ephesus.4
In Alexandria, early Christianity had first been part of the extensive Hellenistic
Jewish community.5 After the virtual annihilation of Alexandrian Jewry in the
messianic war of 115 CE, the decimated church had to reconfigure itself as a nonJewish movement.6 In or near Alexandria, around the time of this war or shortly
thereafter, a young intellectual named Valentinus became a Christian. Although little
of his biography can be determined with certainty, we can at least gain an
understanding of the environment in which he developed and taught his ideas.7
Valentinus was aware of the philosophical discourse in this period in Alexandria,
which combined Platonic, Aristotelian and Neo-Pythagorean concepts. Alexandria
pioneered the art of textual criticism and allegorical interpretation of Greek poetic
works and mythology. We know that in the first century Egyptian and Jewish
mythologies were studied from Grecian philosophical perspectives as well.8 Christian
intellectuals in Alexandria started to apply the same techniques to Christian
scriptures.9 As the Alexandrian church(es) in the 120s CE may have numbered less

2

Stark (1996), Rise of Christianity, p 7.
Marguerat (1996), Déchirement; Dunn (1999), Jews and Christians; Boyarin (2004), Border Lines.
4
Spence (2004), Parting of the Ways: Roman Church; Zetterholm (2003), Antioch; Pritz (1988), Nazarene Jewish
Christianity; Luomanen (2005), Nazarenes; Trebilco (2004), Ephesus.
5
Pearson (1999), Gnosticism and (2004), Roman Egypt.
6
According to Eusebius Church History the leader of the uprising was Lucuas, the king-Messiah who would
liberate the land of Israel. See Modrzejewski (1992), Juifs d’Egypte, p198-205; Pucci Ben Zeev(2005), Turmoil,
pp 123-142; more in general about the background and effects of the wars: Aberbach & Aberbach (2000), RomanJewish Wars.
7
Markschies (1992), Valentinus, p. 293.
8
E.g. Plutarch, Isis, and the works of Philo of Alexandria. George Kennedy (1992), Hellenistic Scholarship,
argues that Philo was influenced by Stoic allegorising. The history of Hellenistic allegorical interpretation in late
antiquity is traced by Peter Struck (2004), Birth of the Symbol; for Philo’s method, see H.A. Wolfson, Philo (1947)
and The Philosophy of the Church Fathers (1956).
9
For a comparison between pagan writers, Philo, Valentinus and Clement, see David Dawson (1992), Allegorical
Readers and Cultural Revision in Ancient Alexandria; for Origen’s own method see Elizabeth Ann Dively Lauro
(2005), The Soul and Spirit of Scripture within Origen’s Exegesis.
3

1

than one hundred adult members,10 Valentinus probably knew about Basilides, the
Alexandrian Christian teacher who believed that the Jewish creator was not the
highest Father revealed by Jesus.11 Basilides’ (later) followers declared the believers
‘no longer Jews, but not yet Christians’.12 Sometime in the 130s CE, Valentinus
travelled to Rome where he established a ‘school’, in the sense of a study group.
Tertullian acknowledged his intelligence and learning and, polemically, claimed that
Valentinus aimed at a position of bishop in the Roman church.13
Origen, the later Alexandrian church father, explained the rise of second-century
sects named after men like Basilides and Valentinus as the result of the attempts of
‘several learned men ... to understand the doctrines of Christianity’.14 From their
philosophical perspective and in the aftermath of the Jewish wars, these teachers
needed to solve several issues:
• First, the principal difference between the perfect, impassible (hence inactive)
One and this creation. Philosophers saw a huge gap between the true eternal
reality of the divine and this material, temporal and everchanging - hence
imaginary – existence. They posited intermediary levels to explain concepts like
creation and salvation.
• Secondly, the problem of evil. If the divine is good and the ultimate source of our
existence, how can this existence be so full of misery and ignorance of divine
things? Where in the chain of emanations did something perfect produce
something imperfect?
• Thirdly, the position of the anthropomorphic Jewish Creator. As the Creator, he
resembled Plato’s Demiurg and not the highest God, who – in Aristotle’s words,
was an umoved mover, a Father rather than a Creator. As the warrior-God of the
Jewish tribe, he was compared to the adulterous and interfering deities of the
Greeks and Egyptians,15 who became images of lower divinities in the
development of some sort of philosophical monotheism.16
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Book 1.24.4). Plutarch, Isis, reports the Egyptian idea that the mighty and destructive demon Seth/Typhon, the
eternal enemy of the good trinity of Isis, Osiris and Horus, is the ‘father of Hierosolymus and Judaeus’.
16
See Athanassiadi (1999), Pagan Monotheism.
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Christian intellectuals wanted to make clear how Jesus Christ brings salvation redemption from this world and ascension to the divine. Basilides focused on the
concept of ‘sonship’ as the principle of emanation, revelation and redemption. 17 If we
may take the shared opinion of his followers as an indication, it seems that Valentinus
emphasized another principle of salvation than Basilides had done. Valentinus seems
to have focused on the image of marriage. Evil and deficiency come from generation
without a male consort. The original ‘fall’ is described as an act of unilateral
generation by the lowest female aspect of divinity (Sophia) without her divine partner.
This act both preceded and led to coming-to-be of the corporeal world. As a result,
traces of divinity are trapped in creation. Marriage is a metaphor for reunification
with the divine. Through the mystery of the bridal chamber the true spiritual person
becomes one with his or her divine and immortal self.
For Valentinians, as we will see in this study, the bridal chamber became a
metaphor for many things: for the other aeon, for the afterlife, for the inner man, for
the cult room and even for the Valentinians themselves. It seems that the word
captures something of the essence of Valentinian theology, ritual and self-perception.
Peter Lampe18 reconstructed a Roman marble inscription from the mid-second
century, in Greek hexameter verse, as follows:
Co-brothers of the bridal chambers, celebrate with torches the baths for me;
They hunger for banquets in our rooms,
Lauding the Father, and praising the Son;
Oh, may there be flowing of the only spring and of the truth in that very place.

Lampe believes this inscription may have been attached to a Valentinian cult room or
house church. The use of the first person (‘me’), probably refers to the Valentinian
host, the owner of the villa in which the cult room was located. The cult room features
torches, a place for baptism and banquets. It is the place where the brothers and sisters
of the bridal chambers convene. One might say that it is an earthly bridal chamber, as
an image of the true bridal chamber. That true bridal chamber is the divine plerôma
referred to in the first part of a Roman tomb epitaph from the third century:19
Longing for the fatherly light, O sister bride, my Sophè,
in the ablutions of Christ anointed with imperishable holy balsam.
You have hastened to gaze upon the divine countenances of the aeons,
upon the great angel of the great counsel, the true Son.
You have gone to the bridal chamber
and ascended to the [...] fatherly and [...].

In 144 CE, while Valentinus was teaching in Rome, a ship-owner named Marcion
asked the Roman church leadership to adopt the idea that the Jewish Creator was a
lower divinity, and that Jesus (and Paul) had revealed the true and highest Father. But
Roman Christianity did not want to denounce the Creator of the Jews in favour of a
more ‘philosophically correct’ Father. Marcion then organized a church of his own,
with its own canon of scripture, which spread quickly through the harbours of the
Roman Empire.
17

Of Basilides’ teaching we have two very different accounts, one in Hippolytus and one in Irenaeus. In both
accounts we have a succession of fathers and sons. Most scholars take the version in Irenaeus as the more original.
Recently, however, Abraham P. Bos argued for an understanding of Basilides on the basis of Hippolytus’ report.
See Bos (2005), “Basilides”, pp 397-418.
18
Lampe, (2003; German original 1989), From Paul to Valentinus, p 299.
19
Lampe, (2003; German original 1989), From Paul to Valentinus, p 308.
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Valentinus shared his idea of a higher Father and lower Creator, but unlike Marcion,
he did not organize a new church. Rather, he tried to stay within the church with its
scriptures and rituals. He went on teaching and inspired a number of intellectual
pupils who continued the work of their teacher. His best-known pupils seem to be
Ptolemy, Marcus and Heracleon. 20 Valentinians shared a common outlook and
approach, but by its nature that approach stimulated further theological speculation.
Therefore there was no uniform teaching or movement. Valentinians were not
organized centrally, like the Marcionites, or ‘traditionally’, as mainstream
Christianity.21 The name ‘Valentinians’ was used by the church fathers. But this was
not a self-designation, as Tertullian observed.22
1.2

The Gospel of Philip

GPhil is the third document in a codex that was found at Nag Hammadi in 1945, later
designated as Codex II. The manuscript is written in Coptic and dated to the fourth
century. There is no other textual witness, but there are good reasons to believe that
there was a Greek original. The presumed Greek original is variously dated to the late
second, early third or late third century. Scholars like Hans-Martin Schenke (1959),
Robert Wilson (1962), Walter Till (1963) and Jacques Ménard (1964) translated
GPhil into German, English and French. Many would follow. At present, the
authoritative critical textual edition of the Coptic text is by Bentley Layton, with an
English translation by Wesley Isenberg. The most recent and exhaustive commentary
is by Hans-Martin Schenke (1997).
GPhil is unlike the gospels in the New Testament. Actually, it does not resemble
any of the gnostic Christian gospels that have been preserved either. Schenke has
conveniently divided the work into 127 so-called ‘paragraphs’, reminiscent of the 114
logia in the Gospel of Thomas. But only a few paragraphs can be read as sayings by
Jesus. The paragraphs concern wide-ranging topics such as sacraments, ethics,
creation, Christ, and disputes with ‘apostolic’ Christians. Most scholars call the
document a collection of excerpts, derived from various sources. Some scholars have
suggested that this collection may have been used as a kind of catechetic instruction,
possibly a baptismal instruction. Wesley Isenberg argues in his dissertation (1968)
and subsequent publications that all the excerpts may in fact come from a single
catechesis to prepare catechumens for initiation.
In articles and monographs about GPhil or aspects thereof, scholars refer to one or
more paragraphs as proof texts for supposed Valentinian opinions and rituals. But the
enigmatic character of the document has led to numerous disagreements among its
interpreters. Some argue for a ritual marriage, a hieros gamos, whereas others detect
an ascetic outlook. Most scholars now believe that there are references to five rituals,
but there is no consensus regarding their content. Some believe that GPhil is close to
Jewish Christian gospels, and assumes a human father of Jesus, - others do not. Most
20

Förster (1999), Marcus; Wucherpfennig (2002), Heracleon.
By ‘traditionally’ I do not mean that mainstream Christianity had already developed into a centralized hierarchy
like that of the present Catholic Church. No single mechanism of authority (synod, pope/patriarch, canon, creed, et
cetera) was as yet dominant or even fully developed. But there was certainly a sense of authority associated with
scripture, apostolic writers and apostolic succession. In all cases an appeal to ‘tradition’ was an essential element
in church disputes. The more credible that appeal was to the group that debated a question, the more likely they
were to accept the associated position.
22
Tertullian, Valentinians 4: ‘We know, I say, most fully their actual origin, and we are quite aware why we call
them Valentinians, although they affect to disavow the name. They have departed, it is true, from their founder, yet
is their origin by no means destroyed; and even if it chance to be changed, the very change bears testimony to the
fact [that they follow Valentinus]’.
21
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scholars believe the document to be largely Valentinian, but there is disagreement as
to how many currents come together in the document.
Martha Lee Turner (1996), Philip, has analyzed the work from a literary
perspective in the light of what she calls ‘the interpretative impasse’. She realizes that
studies about the meaning, role and context of GPhil presuppose an understanding of
the character of the work. She concludes that it is a collection of excerpts, connected
only through the distinctive interests of the compiler. Most of it ‘lacks rhetorical,
logical, and thematic continuity’ (page 10). Turner explicitly denies the idea of a
single perspective such as there would be if GPhil were a baptismal instruction. She
sees no grand composition and supposes that the document consists of two different
collections. She concludes on page 255:
The importance of these findings for the interpretation of the Gospel according to
Philip is obvious. If there was no one author, and if the materials derive from
multiple communities of faith, we cannot talk meaningfully of the document’s
position, its author’s beliefs, or its community’s practices...

1.3

The plan of this study

This study originated as a reaction to the work of Turner. In my opinion, she presents
a good case for reading GPhil as a ‘sourcebook for (gnostic) speculation’, but I could
(and can) not agree with her statement that it has little or no rhetorical, logical, and
thematic continuity. When I set out to test her claim, I observed markers in the text
that pointed to the composition of various textual units. I also noted that these textual
units had parallels in themes, language and structure with the catechetical instructions
of Cyril of Jerusalem. My preliminary conclusion was that Turner had not
convincingly disproved Isenberg’s thesis. It was necessary to further develop
Isenberg’s hypothesis, which for the purpose of this study I have restated without
Isenberg’s careful reservation.23 The baptismal instruction hypothesis to be tested in
this study, then, is as follows:
GPhil as a whole reflects the structure and themes of the Valentinian
baptismal instruction from which it originated.
With regard to the terms used, I note the following:
- Valentinian: The word ‘Valentinian’ is not a self-designation. The people who
produced the GPhil considered themselves true Christians, and called the others
‘the Hebrews, - that is the apostles and apostolics’ (§17). Both groups, it seems,
laid claim to the name ‘Christian’, while denying it to the other. In this study, I
use the term ‘gnostic Christians’ and ‘mainstream24 Christians’, with only the C
capitalized. Where Valentinians need to be distinguished from other gnostic

23

In his introduction in to the critical edition in Layton (1989), Nag Hammadi Codex II, 2-7 volume 1, Nag
Hammadi Studies XX, p 133, he writes: ‘If the genre of the GPh is a collection of excerpts, then the person
responsible is more aptly called a compiler-editor than an author.’ On page 134, he resumes: ‘Because of the
contents of the GPh and the literary types it displays, it is probable that the compiler-editor has taken his excerpts
chiefly, if not entirely from a Christian Gnostic sacramental catechesis.’
24
I chose the term mainstream Christianity for three reasons. (i) It avoids the inherent anachronism of terms like
‘proto-Catholic’ or proto-Orthodox’. (ii) The word ‘stream’ has the connotation of development and allows for
diversity within a sense of belonging together. (iii) The word ‘mainstream’ reflects the experience of gnostic
Christians that they were different in essence and marginal in numbers as compared to the non-gnostic majority of
the larger Christian movement (see chapter 7.2.4 below).
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Christian groups, I have retained the name Valentinians as both mainstream
Christians and also rival gnostic Christians did.25
Baptismal. With ‘baptism’ I refer to the entire initiation ritual, which, as we shall
see, consisted of baptism itself, anointing and partaking of the eucharist (and in a
mystical way of the resurrection and the bridal chamber).
Instruction. The word ‘instruction’ refers to the complex of oral instruction of
candidates for initiation, be it before, during or after initiation.

In order to develop the hypothesis, we need to assess whether GPhil reflects a
conscious composition, and also whether that composition shares some of the formal
characteristics of contemporary baptismal instructions: How can the present written
text relate to an oral instruction of baptism candidates? The following two chapters in
this study, on Composition and on Genre, develop an understanding of the format of
the original oral baptismal instruction if such instruction indeed underlies the present
Gospel of Philip. These two chapters conclude with an evaluation which hypothesis
provides the best explanation for the formal characteristics of the present text: the
collection hypothesis or the baptismal instruction hypothesis? Following these
chapters I provide a translation of the text, presented as notes for a series of baptismal
instructions.
If the present text reflects an oral baptismal instruction, then we need to test not
only the formal aspects of the text, but also its key messages. Chapters 4 and 5, on
Rhetoric and Ritual, address the following questions: (1) Is there a coherent rhetorical
strategy to persuade, instruct and encourage the baptism candidates? And (2), does a
single initiation ritual underlie the various ritual elements referred to in GPhil?
The context of the document must be evaluated in order to assess whether the
baptismal instruction may have functioned within a specific group. In chapters 6, 7
and 8, I assess the ritual context, the social setting and the theological position of
GPhil. In chapter 9, I consider whether the various indicators of time and place in
GPhil can be combined in a plausible scenario regarding the provenance of GPhil. In
the conclusion, chapter 10, I briefly summarize the main findings and suggest some
implications and opportunities for future research.

25

Cf the Testimony of Truth (NHC IX,56.1-5).
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2.

Composition

GPhil is preserved only in a Coptic version, written on pages 51-86 of Nag Hammadi
Codex II. Many pages are somewhat damaged at the outer corners.26 No other
manuscripts, translations or quotes from GPhil have been preserved. The text is
written in scriptio continua without subdivision or any other external indications of
structure. The question whether the work has a structure, and if so what this actually
is, must therefore be decided on the basis of content and textual markers of structure,
like catchwords and repeated phrases or style forms (e.g. metaphors or etymological
explanations). I note that the current division into paragraphs is based on theme and
unity of thought. In this study I will give specific attention to the repetition of
catchwords, phrases and styleforms.
The analysis involves three levels: micro-compositions on (and within) the level of
paragraphs; textual units consisting of several paragraphs; and the macro-text of
GPhil as a whole. On the macro-level, the issue of composition is very much
connected with the issue of genre, which is the subject of chapter 3. In the present
chapter, the focus is on paragraphs and textual units.
2.1

Current scholarship

2.1.1 Schenke’s division into paragraphs
In 1959 Hans-Martin Schenke presented a translation that divided the text into 127
‘paragraphs’, as he called them. His division was so successful that even scholars
holding different views on the character of GPhil began using the same enumeration.
In the introduction to his translation in Nag Hammadi Deutsch (2001), Schenke
explains that his division was related from the start to the idea that GPhil is a
collection of independent excerpts. In other words, the enumeration of the paragraphs
tells the reader that he is reading a series of independent text units. Although Schenke
recognizes that series of text units are often connected by a common theme or use of
common key words, his presentation does not acknowledge the reoccurrence of
strikingly similar units throughout the text.
In theory, one can argue that it is best to leave it to the reader to decide whether
certain sentences are connected, as is done by Layton and Isenberg in the Nag
Hammadi Library. But late-antique texts were consumed indirectly, as in a
performance; even in private they were read aloud. Harry Gamble observes:27
A text presented in scriptio continua is perplexing to the modern reader, but the
ancient reader was accustomed to it and had developed the skills to approach it. ...
good public reading required familiarity with the text. The initial reading of any text
was inevitably experimental because it had to be decided, partly in retrospect, which
of the possible construals of scriptio continua best rendered the sense. ... those
decoding judgments had to be made in advance through rehearsals of the text.

Reading was considered an art that required training and preparation. Pauses and
tonality gave structure to a text, to the benefit of the audience. Sometimes the text was
merely an aide-mémoire or a summary of a considerably longer oration. The work
26
27

Layton (1989), NHC II, p 2-5.
Gamble (2005), Books and Readers, pp 203-205
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could contain markers in the text itself for both orator and audience. Such markers
were appreciated for esthetical reasons, as a mnemonic device for the orator and as
structure markers for the audience.28 Readers today are not accustomed to the textual
markers demanded by the oral performances of antiquity. If a translator does not
allow for this by providing extra-textual structural markers familiar to modern
readers, the translator runs the risk that these readers will comprehend the text far less
clearly and coherently than ancient audiences would have. If the translator believes
that GPhil is a letter or a speech, he can divide the text accordingly into an
introduction, body text and conclusion. Schenke believes it is a florilegium or
collection, and therefore presents the text as a numbered series of excerpts, which
gives the reader the impression that GPhil is of the same genre as the Gospel of
Thomas.29
The division in paragraphs was quickly adopted by other scholars and has
remained fairly stable over time, since it provided a rather convenient system of
reference. But that does not mean that the division into exactly 127 paragraphs is
correct. In his 1997 commentary, Schenke himself divided many paragraphs into two
to five parts, through adding a, b, c, d, or e to the numbers. In total, he now discerns
208 segments. Layton, on the other hand, reduced the number to 107 ‘excerpts’.30 In
this study, I will use Schenke’s 127 paragraphs as a convenient and accepted system
of reference.
2.1.2 Turner’s analysis of sacramental language and style
Martha Lee Turner (1996) argues that a division of the text in ‘chapters’ is not
defendable:
The Gospel according to Philip, however, has frustrated most attempts to find any
coherent progression of themes, while even subtle structural markers are simply not
there to be found. (p 22)

Nevertheless, she does make some interesting observations regarding the use of
sacramental language and style, which may mark one or two major divisions in GPhil.
Turner analyzes the use of a number of key sacramental references, such as baptism,
anointing, eucharist, redemption and bridal chamber. She observes that the density of
such references is
...considerably greater between page 67 and page 74 than in the earlier pages of the
document, and after the middle of page 77, virtually all interest disappears... (p 177)

This means that in §1-65 there are few occurrences of these sacramental references, in
§66-109 far more, and in §110-127 virtually none at all. Furthermore, Turner also
28

Aune (2003), Dictionary, pp 427-428 (under the heading ‘Ring Composition’). For textual markers as aidesmémoire, see Quintillian Institutio Oratoria 11.27-33. He discusses one type (30-31), which he disapproves of, but
there were others including even visual markers on the notes themselves. Unfortunately, even though chiastic
structures of entire passages (more popular in Jewish and Christian works) were also used in literary texts and
sometimes in epideictic works, they are not discussed in the rhetorical handbooks, which—with the exception of
Menander—are more geared to the arrangement of the judicial and deliberative genre. Cf also Quintillian’s brief
remarks on the arrangements and style of the historical and ceremonial genres in 9.4.129-130.
29
In his 2003 popular translation, Jean-Yves Leloup acknowledges that this division has been disputed, but
accepted it nevertheless because of its usefulness for the purpose of his popular translation: ‘Cette classification ...
fait de l’Évangile de Philippe une sorte de florilège de paroles, non moins énigmatiques que celles de l’Évangile
de Thomas, ...’ (p 18).
30
Layton (1987), Gnostic Scriptures; his numbering is followed in the popular translation of Smith (2005), Philip.
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identifies the middle of page 77 as the major caesura or break between the first three
quarters and the last quarter of the document in, for example, the use of a number of
other terms, the length and rhetorical structure of the units and an interest in moral
exhortation. She suggests that the present GPhil may in fact consist of two collections
of excerpts.
I agree with Turner that there is a major caesura between §109 and §110. Likewise,
the increase in sacramental references also marks a caesura between §65 and §66. In
the remainder of this chapter I will demonstrate that these two breaks are also exactly
in line with the delineation of smaller textual units.
2.1.3 Painchaud’s rhetorical analysis
Louis Painchaud presented a paper at the 1996 annual conference of the Society of
Biblical Literature called La composition de l’Evangile selon Philippe. The first half
of his article concerns textual markers in the composition. The importance of this
approach lies in the fact that several attempts have been made to identify units on the
basis of thematic unity without gaining acceptance among other scholars.31
Firstly, Painchaud looks for compositions at the level of individual paragraphs. He
shows that some of these are built around repetitive patterns of keywords or
catchwords. Painchaud demonstrates that some sentences or paragraphs have
repetitive patterns like AB-AB or ABC-ABC or concentric patterns like ABCBA or
ABC-CBA. He finds these throughout the document, indicating that the work is more
than a compilation of unedited or lightly edited excerpts, as Turner would have it.
Secondly, he looks for sub-composition marked by inclusions. He uses two criteria
to identify such sub-compositions: (1) they have to be included by relatively rare
words, and (2) there must be a certain level of homogeneity of thought within the
longer unit. On the basis of these two criteria he discerns six words that mark
inclusions:
• Hebrew in §1 and §6;
• World and Aeon in §7 and §127, and within this large section:
− Sow and Harvest in §7 and §16 – and within this unit a concentric zABCCBAz pattern (with ‘z’ standing for the including term)
− [no inclusion between 17 and 58]
− Going down into the water in §59 and §109 – and within this unit a repetitive
zABCDEF-G-ABCDEFz pattern
− Knowledge of the truth and Free in §110 and §123
− Truth and Images in §124 and §127.
I have reviewed Painchaud’s arrangement and will propose a few modifications in the
next section, for three reasons. Firstly, Painchaud uses a division that largely
corresponds with the divisions of judicial and deliberative rhetoric, practised in the
courts and councils of the Graeco-Roman world. Such arrangements are, in their pure
form, seldom recognized in early Christian works, not even when we look specifically
at Christian oratory. Sometimes the function of exordium or peroration was fulfilled
by other elements of the Christian liturgy. If the document follows the structure of a
baptismal instruction, then there were specific, frequently used structures for a series
of instructions (see chapter 3 Genre). These instructions could be delivered over a

31

See for an overview Turner (1997), ‘Coherence’.
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period of various days or weeks, and each has its own rhetorical structure (see chapter
4, Rhetoric).
Secondly, I disagree with the implicit idea that inclusion is the only way of
marking textual units. True, in a chiastic or concentric pattern (ABC-D-CBA) the
outer inclusion acts as boundary marker. But in repetitive patterns (ABC-ABC) the
repetition of the first key word (A) is not used to conclude a section but to open the
second half. In progressive patterns (1,2,3) there may not even be a repeated textual
marker. An author could also start each new passage with the next letter of the
alphabet or of a certain name or phrase. Quintillian’s Institutio Oratoria describes in
some figures of speech that orators may use, and encourages the use of various
techniques to avoid monotony.32 Nevertheless, as George Kennedy observed, the use
of chiastic and other structures to organize larger sections is neglected in the ancient
rhetorical handbooks.33 It seems particularly popular in Hebrew poetry and prose, as
well as later Jewish and early Christian writing.34
Finally, I disagree with Painchaud when he defines inclusions solely by relatively
rare words. I understand that such a criterion yields fewer potential units than if one
looks for more frequently occurring words. But nowhere in the ancient works on
rhetoric have I found a rule stating that inclusion in units must be marked by rare
words. Painchaud’s argument that the words have to stand out is not confirmed by
evidence from late antiquity. Textual markers could be quite subtle, especially if their
prime role was to serve as mnemonic devices for the speaker.
2.2

Identification of textual units

In this section, I review Painchaud’s inclusions and assess whether also other
structuring techniques are discernible.
2.2.1 Seven units before Turner’s first caesura
Unit (i). Painchaud rightly takes the word Hebrew as a textual marker. This word is
the keyword in the first passage (mentioned twice) and one of the two keywords in
§6. But I do not believe it forms an inclusion with §16. I think a good case can be
made for a repetitive pattern (catchwords are in italics):
A. §1: A Hebrew man produces Hebrews...’
B. §3: Warning against ‘inheriting from the dead’.
C. §4b: ‘since the day that Christ came’.
A. §6: In the days that we were Hebrews, we were orphans...’
B. §7-8: Warning against ‘harvesting in the winter’.
C. §9: ‘Christ came’.

The question now is whether this proposed pattern is reflected in the contents of the
paragraphs. In an ABC-ABC pattern, the individual paragraphs not only function in a
sub-unit (ABC), they also have a relationship with their counterparts in the other
subunit (AA, BB, CC). Even in the middle paragraphs (BB), which have no

32

For variation in style, see Quintillian Institutio Oratoria 9.4.146, and specifically regarding figures of thought in
9.2.5. See also Augustine On Christian Doctrine 4.22(51)-23(52).
33
Kennedy (1984), New Testament
34
Meynet (1998), Biblical Rhetoric, chapter 6.
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catchword connection, this is the case: Inheriting in this cosmos is like harvesting in
winter.
Unit (ii). If the previous unit ends at §10, then the second unit should start at §11.
And indeed, even though not as tightly composed as the opening unit, §11-16 can be
identified as a second unit. The unit as a whole is clearly expanding on the first unit. It
clarifies the problem that Christ came to solve (in §12 and §15), and connects the
theme of the harvest to the divine truth in §16. It also adds a whole new element: the
powers use names like God and Father to mislead people. The unit is comparable in
size to the first unit and must be discerned from the series of disputes in §17-24. A
repetitive pattern can be identified:
A. §11: The names contain a great error.
B. §12: The son becomes Father if he ‘clothed himself with the name of the
Father’.
C. 12b: Truth brought forth many names to teach about the One.
A. §13: The powers wanted to mislead man through the names of those who are
good.
B. §15: Christ came to feed man with the ‘food of Man’.
C. §16b: Truth is sown in many places, but only few will see it harvested.

Again the middle paragraphs share no catchwords but contain two related metaphors:
to be clad with the name of the father and to be fed with the bread from heaven.
Unit (iii). Painchaud sees no inclusions until §59. But a different structuring
technique can be found in §17-24. This unit is organized as a series of disputes with
other Christians regarding names and associated doctrines. GPhil claims that the
names have deceived the others. Each dispute is introduced in a similar way:
§17:
§21:
§23:

‘Some say ... They are in error.’
‘The ones who say ... are in error.’
‘Some are afraid... They do not know...’
‘I find fault with the others who say... both are wrong.’

There is no repetition of catchwords or similar phrases between paragraphs §25-42.
Based on their content, however, I propose two units:
Unit (iv). In §25-31 there is an alternation between references to rituals (baptism and
eucharist), and passages about salvation (the incarnation and the regeneration).
Unit (v). The unit of §32-42 may have a repetitive structure: it provides an exegesis
on the basis of names (§32-33 and §38-39), shows how the Holy Spirit works through
the powers (§34 and §40), and discusses two types of offspring (§35-37 and §41-42).
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Unit (vi). This unit is enclosed by §43 and §54. It appears that other paragraphs can
be grouped in a concentric pattern as well:
A. §43: God is a dyer;
- remark about baptism.
B. §44: Seeing in the other aeon is becoming.
C. §45-46: Faith receives, love gives;
- receive the Lord.
D. 47: Names of Christ.
E. §48: A comparison of God’s children with a pearl that is anointed.
D. §49: Names of people;
- receive the name ‘Christian’.
C. §50-51: Men are sacrificed to God.
B. §52: Some people travel and search without ever seeing.
- Remark about eucharist (§53).
A. §54: The Son of Man came as a dyer.

The relationship between the other catchwords is less obvious than that between §43
and §54. It is possible that the two ways of seeing connect §44 and §52.35 There may
also be a link between the sacrifice of men in §50 and the ‘giving’ in §45, if the latter
text carries the same connotation as I Corinthians 13:3: ‘…if hand over my body so
that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing’.
Unit (vii). Finally, there may be a unit from §55 until the caesura between §65 and
§66, observed by Turner. I have not identified any textual markers to support this. But
there appear to be three sections on hidden differences between gnostic and
mainstream Christians:
• §55-58: The differences in love for the Lord, in truly seeing him and in position
between those with and without gnosis are not apparent in this world.
• §59-61a: The mystery of baptism looks the same in gnostic and mainstream
Christianity, but the hidden mystery of unification is completely different,
• §61b-65: The fate after death of mainstream and gnostic Christians is different.
2.2.2 Three units between the two caesuras
Painchaud identifies ‘going down into the water’ as the term enclosing §59-109. I
agree with him that ‘going down into the water’ is an important text element in §109,
which may well be a textual marker to close off a section. As we saw, Martha Lee
Turner identifies a caesura between §109 and §110. But §59 is not the only
occurrence of this phrase before §109. It is also used in §89, §97 and §101. The
question therefore is which occurrences are indeed textual markers, and in what type
of pattern they occur.
In support of his identification of §59-109 as a unit, Painchaud suggests a
repetitive zABCDEF-G-A(z)BCDEFz pattern. Yet there are several arguments against
this. Firstly, this section, almost one third of the entire document, would be
considerably longer than any of the units found so far. It is always possible to find
words repeated in a long section, but the great variation of the intervals between the
proposed textual markers does not support the idea that they position various
paragraphs into an overall structure. Secondly, §59 falls before the change in
35

A similar contrast is found in Enneads 1.6.8b-9 of Plotinus. He contrasted seeing with the mind (becoming One)
and seeing with mortal eyes (a pedestrian journey that does not lead to the One).
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sacramental language that Turner points out. This minor caesura would lose its
meaning if it is within a textual unit. The final reason not to take §59-109 as a unit,
lies in the fact that a unit with a more convincing pattern can be discerned in §66-75.
Unit (viii). This unit is enclosed by §66 and §75 (A). The central paragraphs, §69-71,
are organized concentrically (CDC). The remaining paragraphs (B) are less tightly
organized, but do share a number of catchwords, like rebirth, cross and bridal
chamber.
A. §66: Water, light and fire. The fire is the chrism, the light is the fire.
B. §67-68: Truth came in images; rebirth, the resurrection/cross and the bridal
chamber. Remark about Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
C. §69a: I came to make those from below like those from above
and those from outside like from inside.
- Perdition is outside, nothing else is there.
D. §69e: Go into the inner chamber.
- Inside is the plerôma, there is nothing else.
C. §70-71: Christ came and brought those inside out and those outside in.
B. §72-74: References to Jesus’ crucifixion and (re)birth, as well as to the bridal
chamber. Remark about the Holy Spirit and Christ.
A. §75: Baptism in light and water. The light is the chrism.

Unit (ix). There is no inclusion to mark §76-88 as a textual unit, but there is an
alternation between passages about the bridal chamber and about Adam:
A. §76: The temple as metaphor for the bridal chamber.
B. §78-80: Adam and Eve.
A. §81: Jesus revealed the bridal chamber, the plerôma.
A. §82. Jesus revealed the great bridal chamber.
B. §83-85: Adam and the virgin.
A. §86-88: The children of the bridal chamber.

Unit (x). The remaining four occurrences of ‘going down into the water’ are found in
§89, §97, §101 and §109. If all four occurrences concern textual markers, we would
have a three-part textual unit. I will first consider the upper part, enclosed by the first
two occurrences. It has a concentric pattern (ABC-D-CBA):
A. §89: Jesus went down into the water.
B. §90b: Baptism is great.
C. §91-92: Joseph planted a paradise. The Tree of Life gives the chrism.
D. §93: The world eats corpses; Jesus brought food from another place.
C. §94: God planted a paradise with the Tree of Knowledge.
B. §95: The chrism is lord over baptism.
A. §97: Someone went down into the water.
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The middle part is enclosed by the second and third occurrence. It is shorter, but
closely related to the upper part: Again it refers to a sacrament, in this case the
eucharist (B). There is also the comparative element we saw in the first part (baptism
is ‘big’, the chrism is something ‘above’ it): there is something ‘higher’ than the
eucharist. The central statement (D, like §93) is again about the world:
A. §97: Someone went down into the water.
B. §98: Bread, cup and oil. There is something higher.
D. §99-100: The world is an inferior creation.
B. §100: The cup contains wine and water.
A. §101: Someone goes down into the water.

The final part is enclosed by the last two occurrences. Apart from this inclusion, there
are no textual markers, but there are reference to union and ascent (the Bs).
A. §101: Someone goes down into the water.
B. §102-104: The union of the divine race.
D. §105: Only those who know the all that they have will enjoy them.
B. §106-107: The ascent of the perfect man.
A. §109: We go down into the water.

2.2.3 Two closing units after Turner’s major caesura
Unit (xi). I agree with Painchaud that knowledge of the truth in §110 is a textual
marker. These are practically the opening words after the caesura following §109 and
also occur in the end of §123. In inner inclusion is found in the opposition between
Truth and Ignorance as mothers. Thematically, there are three sections without any
kind of strict pattern:
• §110-116a concerns the function of love and its relationship with knowledge.
• §116b-122 discusses how the gnostic Christian can avoid grieving for another soul
by hiding his knowledge from those who cannot bear it.
• §123a explains what should not remain hidden: the root of evil must be exposed in
order to destroy evil. The example of Abraham may again refer to John 8
(Abraham saw).
Unit (xii). The final textual unit consists of §124-127. There are a few catchwords in
an ABABA-pattern:
A. §124: The mysteries of truth are revealed, though in type and image.
B. §125a: Eschatology: the collapse of the cosmos
A. §125b: We go in by means of lowly types.
B. §125c: Eschatology: the restoration of the plerôma
A. §127: The initiate has received the truth in images.
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2.3

Conclusion

Schenke’s enumeration of 127 paragraphs functions as a textual marker for modern
readers. It suggests that there is no structure above the level of paragraphs. But GPhil
is not an unstructured collection of paragraphs. My analysis of textual markers
suggests that there are twelve sub-compositions, and that this division is compatible
with a division into three parts on the basis of the two caesuras identified by Turner.
There are seven units before the first caesura, three units in the middle part, and two
units after the second caesura. This structure can be depicted as follows:
level 1 (3)

level 2 (12)

level 3 (127)
10 paragraphs
6 paragraphs
8 paragraphs
7 paragraphs
11 paragraphs
12 paragraphs
11 paragraphs
10 paragraphs
13 paragraphs
21 paragraphs
14 paragraphs
4 paragraphs

7 units
3 parts

3 units
2 units

The units are structured by various techniques. Six out of twelve units are marked by
an inclusion. There are three units with a repetitive pattern and three with a concentric
pattern. One unit contains a series of disputes; another unit contrasts two groups in
various settings. Three units apply some kind of alternation. The tenth unit is not only
longer than the preceding units, it also has the most sophisticated composition, with
three concentric subunits. The eleventh unit has three sections and an inclusor.
In some cases the structure would have been apparent to an attentive audience, like
the series of disputes or some of the more prominent inclusions. In many cases,
however, the textual markers are quite subtle and may have functioned only as a
mnemonic device.
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3.

Genre

In its present form, GPhil does not resemble any known genre.36 With its abrupt
changes of subject between paragraphs, it somewhat resembles a collection of
excerpts. Yet no one has been able to convincingly explain why some very similar
paragraphs are not grouped together but are spread across the text. Ménard regards
Schenke’s division into paragraphs as the source of what he thought to be a
misinterpretation of genre, but nevertheless he maintains this division for his own
translation.37 Some have suggested that it might be a homily or homiletic treatise
structured around certain themes.
Rewolinski (1978) and Tripp (1979) regard GPhil not as a collection of excerpts
but rather as a collection of notes for a preacher or teacher. Rewolinski investigated
works in three genres before deciding that none of them fit GPhil. He suggests that
the paragraphs might be notes ‘never to be used apart from the presence of the
teacher-mystagogue’.38 Tripp sees the work as a loose compilation of sermon notes,
mostly originating with the author, sometimes quoting others. Luttikhuizen, who
produced a Dutch translation in 1986, sees this possibility as well,39 as does Rudolph
in 1988.40
But Isenberg and Layton, who produced the 1989 standard text edition in the
Coptic Gnostic Library, assume the collection hypothesis. In 1990, Schenke
concludes the collection-hypothesis has become the general consensus among the
scholars in the field (see chapter 3.1.4 below). In the next section, I will review the
opinions of Isenberg, Layton, Schenke and Turner and highlight some of the
weaknesses of the collection hypothesis. Then I will develop the alternative, - that the
work consists of notes for a baptismal instruction. I will do so in two steps:
• What was the structure of early Christian baptismal instructions, and how can this
relate to the division of GPhil into parts and units, as distinguished in chapter 2?
• How did notes function in oral delivery, and can the concept of notes explain the
form and style of GPhil?

36

For a summary of the various proposals, I refer to the Forschungsgeschichte in Martha Lee Turner (1996),
Philip.
37
Ménard (1967), Philippe, p 6. ‘Comme on peut le constater, il serait mieux de ne pas trop insister sur les
divisions de Schenke et d’abandonner comme modèle de comparaison un ouvrage de type de l’Évangile selon
Thomas. D’autres ouvrages gnostiques comme les Extraits de Théodote, ou même, l’Apokryphon de Jean ou
l’Évangile de Vérité seraient mieux indiqués. Et l’on peut se demander alors s’il est tellement exact de parler, dans
le cas du nouvel Évangile, de collection de sentences ou de florilège.’
38
Rewolinski (1978), Sacramental Language, pp 51-53; quoted in Turner (1996), Philip, p 49.
39
Luttikhuizen (1986), Gnostische Geschriften I, p 62: ‘We kunnen het evangelie naar Filippus het beste
karakteriseren als een aaneenrijging van korte gedachten over mystieke onderwerpen. Daarbij kan men zich
afvragen of het de bedoeling van de auteur is geweest dat de tekst in één keer zou worden gelezen. Het ligt m.i.
meer voor de hand dat we te maken hebben met notities die bedoeld waren voor verdere meditatie of als
uitgangspunt voor onderricht (bijv. onderricht rond de toediening van sacramenten).’
40
Rudolph (1988), ‘Response’, p 229.
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3.1

Current scholarship

3.1.1 Isenberg’s excerpts from a baptismal instruction
Isenberg wrote a dissertation on GPhil in 1968. He has also written introductions to
GPhil in the various editions of The Nag Hammadi Library. In his introduction to the
revised edition of 1988, he gives the following characterization of GPhil:
The Gospel of Philip is a compilation of statements pertaining primarily to the
meaning and value of sacraments within the context of a Valentinian conception of the
human predicament and life after death.... The Gospel of Philip is not organized in a
way that can be conveniently outlined. Although some continuity is achieved through
an association of ideas ... a series of contrasts ... or by catchwords ... the line of
thought is rambling and disjointed.... It is possible that the compiler of this collection
purposely disjointed what were once whole paragraphs of thought and distributed the
pieces in various places in this work.

In his lengthier introduction in The Coptic Gnostic Library, Isenberg gives various
examples of the way in which the compiler disjointed his source material. He believes
an author, as opposed to a compiler, cannot have been responsible for such an action.
Though not impossible, it is certainly unnatural and unexpected for an author to
dismember the continuity of thought his literary work possesses and to distribute the
pieces variously, especially in such a way that an isolated segment of thought will
make little or no sense in the context in which it occurs.

This statement begs the question of what did motivate the compiler. In 1968 Isenberg
suggests that this may have been ‘to heighten the effect of the mysterious’,41 but he
does not discuss this question in the introductions, nor the question why an author –
as opposed to a compiler – could not have wanted to achieve such a mysterious effect.
He does, however, discuss the sources of the compiler:
Because of the contents of the GPh and the literary types it displays, it is probable that
the compiler-editor has taken his excerpts chiefly, if not entirely, from a Christian
Gnostic sacramental catechesis. The work offers explanations for sacramental rites of
initiation, discusses the meaning of sacred names, especially the names of Jesus, and
provides paraenetic material about the ideal life of the initiated. It gives exegesis of
biblical passages, makes use of typology, both historical and sacramental, and in
expected catechetical fashion argues often on the basis of analogy and parable. In
these and other ways the GPh resembles the orthodox Christian catecheses of the
second to fourth centuries, as exemplified in the writings of Irenaeus, Clement of
Alexandria, Tertullian, Ambrose, Gregory of Nyssa, Cyril of Jerusalem, John
Chrystostom, and Theodore of Mopsuestia.
It is possible that a small part of the work’s contents may have been excerpted from a
Gnostic gospel.... But material like this could also derive from a Gnostic catechesis ...

In Isenberg’s opinion the original author can still be heard:
Because the compiler-editor intervenes chiefly in the selection and arrangement of
material, the voice of the original author (as distinct from the later compiler) can still
be heard. He speaks as a catechist to catechumens preparing for the initiation rite. He
expounds for them the meaning of the scriptures, addresses them as members of a
41

Isenberg (1968), Philip, p 53; quoted by Turner (1996), Philip, p 33.
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closed community. Twice ... he uses the second person singular to describe the
experience of the individual initiate. He carries on a polemic against ‘some who say’
things he opposes ... but who are not present in his classroom to respond.

Curiously, he sees the nearest relation in a work of a completely different nature:
The genre of the GPh may thus be designated a collection of excerpts, a kind of
florilegium. It resembles most the Excerpta ex Theodoto, transmitted with the works
of Clement of Alexandria.

Certainly, the excerpts (henceforth ExcTh) have a superficial resemblance but that still
does not give them resemblance in genre. ExcTh is probably an unfinished product,
collected by Clement – sometimes with notes – as preparation for a future refutation.
Christoph Markschies remarks that this document only received its title (επιτοµη) in
an 11th century copy:42
The work is thus a fragmentary counter-commentary rather than an epitome.... The
contamination of perhaps four different Valentinian sources may best fit the genre
‘επιτοµη’, but the Excerpta are not a particularly characteristic specimen of the genre.

3.1.2 Layton’s isolated excerpts
Layton produced the critical text edition for Isenberg’s translation in The Coptic
Gnostic Library. But elsewhere, in the introduction to his own translation, Layton
takes a different approach to the source material than Isenberg:43
The work called The Gospel according to Philip is a Valentinian anthology containing
some one hundred short excerpts taken from various other works. None of the sources
of these excerpts have been identified, and they apparently do not survive. To judge
from their style and content, they were sermons, treatises, or philosophical epistles
(typical Valentinian genres), as well as collected aphorisms or short dialogues with
comments. Only some of the sources can be identified as definitely Valentinian.
Because probably more than one Valentinian theological perspective is represented in
GPh, it would be misleading to reconstruct a single theological system from the whole
anthology. Rather, individual groups of excerpts can profitably be studied in isolation,
with comparison of other works or fragments of Valentinianism or of classic
gnosticism.
Nevertheless, a certain number of keywords and themes … strikingly recur in many of
the excerpts. They indicate the particular interest of the ancient compiler, who was
especially concerned with theology of sacraments (possibly baptism most of all). With
due caution, they can be used to identify excerpts that belong together.

Because Layton assumes various sources, and only a few of them demonstrably
Valentinian, he consistently argues that one excerpt cannot be used to explain another,
unless the case can be made that they came from the same source. But the more
sources one assumes, the more surprising it is that none of them have survived. There
are no excerpts – as opposed to possible allusions – from other documents found at
Nag Hammadi. How is this possible? Were the Nag Hammadi documents later than
GPhil, were they unknown, or were they considered to be less authoritative than the
sources quoted by GPhil (which have since all disappeared)?
42
43

Markschies (1997), ‘Valentinian Gnosticism’, p 433.
Layton (1987), Gnostic Scriptures, p 325.
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Layton does not explain why these excerpts were brought together. If it were a
simple notebook, we would expect that a number of excerpts would come first from
one source, then another. But that is clearly not the case with GPhil, where very
similar texts are found in various parts of the work. Like Isenberg, Layton refers to
ExcTh as if they belonged to the same genre of ‘Valentinian anthology’.44 Published
anthologies were often rearranged in line with the purpose of the anthology, for
example to amuse, to instruct or to make the audience acquainted with a certain topic
or writer.45 A collection as such is therefore not yet a ‘genre’, in the sense that a
common set of conventions rules the interactions of author, text and reader. A
published collection of mystic sayings and a private notebook with excerpts from and
comments on rival theologians cannot be said to belong to the same genre.
3.1.3 Turner’s detailed collection hypothesis
Martha Lee Turner has to date produced the most detailed argument for GPhil as a
collection.46 In a summary presentation of her dissertation she explains why many
scholars have reached diverging and often opposing conclusions about GPhil or
elements thereof: 47
Many assessments have either stopped with a description of the features of the text, or
have postulated a compositional process on the basis of a few features, and then
moved on to whatever sort of interpretation that process would warrant. The problem
is not, however, that investigators have been too speculative, but that speculations
have neither been carefully (enough) framed nor carefully (enough) tested. A
satisfactory theory about the formation of The Gospel according to Philip should:
- be based on very carefully observed characteristics of the text
- hypothesize a process or processes by which such characteristics could have come
about
- explore the implications of that process, and test each implication against the
observed characteristics of the work and as many external factors as possible.

The following characteristics she sees as ‘reasonably non-controversial’:
• short units that seem capable of functioning independently
• seemingly random sequences of units without discernible connections
• sequences connected through catchword associations and analogous development
• irregularly recurring themes and metaphors
• sectarian terminology and conflicting or divergent usages of terms like Jew and
Hebrew
She describes how in Graeco-Roman culture many of the educated elite excerpted the
works they had read. Some of them reorganized and published these collections.
Turner analyzed another nine collections from antiquity (four with wisdom maxims,
two with poetry, two for educated ‘distraction’, and one private scholarly notebook).
She finds that some of their characteristics and organizing principles can also be
observed in GPhil. From her overview she draws the following conclusion:
44

‘GPh is not the only Valentinian anthology to survive, for among the works attributed to the late-second-century
intellectual St. Clement (Titus Flavius Clemens) of Alexandria is a collection of excerpts from writings of the
theologian Theodotus, known as Clement’s Excerpts from Theodotus’, p 325.
45
A purpose was often stated explicitly, cf. Proverbs 1:1-2 (to learn wisdom), Logion 1 of The Gospel of Thomas
(to find life), and the preface to Aulus Gellius’ Attic Nights (to entertain and teach his children).
46
Turner (1996), Philip.
47
Turner (1997), ‘Coherence’.
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The congruence of The Gospel according to Philip with the characteristics of this
continuum suggests that the work is a notebook which has been rearranged a little, to
conform to the aesthetic of an even texture without excessively large blocks of any
one author, source or subject...

But Turner’s evidence can also be interpreted in another way. According to her table
on page 254, GPhil shares only four out of 27 ‘characteristics and organizing
principles’ with ExcTh. The situation is not much better with the other collections that
she surveyed. 48 We should instead conclude that each collection shares only a limited
number of features with any other collection, unless they belong to the same culture
and genre, like Greek poetry anthologies or Egyptian instruction collections.
Secondly, there is no ‘control group’ in Turner’s study. Perhaps other types of
documents exhibit some of these features as well. The synoptic gospels, for example,
with their short pericopes from different sources, share more of her ‘characteristics
and organizing principles’ with GPhil than ExcTh.49 Her analysis, therefore, does not
prove that GPhil is any sort of notebook. On the contrary, her analysis helps us to
realize that a collection is not in itself a genre, and that the conventions that rule a
poetry anthology are not at all comparable to those of Pliny’s notebooks or a
document of wisdom maxims.
Turner realizes that there must be a purpose behind a collection to characterize
it. She suggests that the collector of GPhil wished to produce a ‘sourcebook for
speculation’. She argues on page 117:
… that the jostling and jarring of contradictory and divergent opinions within The
Gospel according to Philip is an aspect of the potential which its collector saw in its
diverse materials, and that an interest in such provocative juxtapositions as we find
there is intelligible within the religious and intellectual context of Gnostic speculation.

Turner means that the collection has been brought together in order to stimulate new
speculations and myths, as yet unknown to the compiler. She quotes Irenaeus to
demonstrate that gnostic Christians had relatively free use of various sources and
concepts to produce their own myths and teachings. But Irenaeus argues this
regarding gnostic Christian thinking in general, not because he knew of sourcebooks
for speculation. In fact, Turner presents no definitive proof that such notebooks ever
existed.50
Turner is correct in that there must be various sources behind GPhil, sometimes
deriving from different, even conflicting, traditions. But that does not only apply to
collections, but also instructions, homilies, and many other genres. In addition, the use
of words like Jew and Hebrew in different senses is not evidence in itself. We see this
usage occurring throughout early Christian literature. In chapter 2.2.2 above, I agreed
with Turner’s identification of a major caesura before §110. She believes that this
48

The total number of features is 27; 11 of these are found in GPhil. The overlap of these 11 features with the
other works is as follows: Pirqe Avoth 2, Plutarch 2, Garland of Philip 3, Excerpta ex Theodoto 4, Garland of
Meleager 6, Instruction of Ankhsheshonq 6, Instruction of P. Insinger 6, Sentences of Sextus 6, and Aulus Gellius’
Attic Nights 7. For reference: the number of shared features between the two Egyptian Instructions is 10 out of 12.
49
Like GPhil, the Gospel of Matthew can be said to have (1) a compiled intro, (2) attributions of origin removed
from source material, (3) relatively short units, (4) inclusions of some longer units, (5) variation in unit size, (6) a
few motif clusters, and (7) some thematic sequences.
50
Turner could have mentioned the Gospel of Thomas as a specimen of this genre. I suppose that she does not do
so, because that Thomas uses enigmatic sayings to bring the reader to a truth the author already knows, whereas
Turner believes that GPhil was also intended to stimulate speculation of a truth to be further discover also by the
compiler himself.
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indicates that two collections were joined together, but she does not explain why. If
the compiler added the second collection, it is difficult to see why he did not
rearrange this lengthy addition as he had supposedly done with the other sources. If
two independent collections were joined together later, we need to answer the
question why these two sections, although certainly different, resemble one another
more than they resemble any other piece of ancient literature.
The idea that here we have a collection derived from various sources brings
Turner to the same conclusion as Layton:
The importance of these findings for the interpretation of The Gospel according to
Philip is obvious. If there was no one author, and if the materials derive from multiple
communities of faith, we cannot talk meaningfully of the document’s position, its
author’s beliefs, or its community’s practices (although, of course these are all
possible approaches to material from any one source within it). Unless redactional
contributions can be clearly identified and isolated, we cannot talk of the ‘redactor’s
meaning’ either. (p 255)

But what if there was indeed a single author behind all this, who paraphrased and
quoted other sources and in addition wrote and rewrote material himself? Turner does
not devote much effort to disproving Isenberg’s idea that all of the material could
have come from one single baptismal instruction. She only demonstrates that
Isenberg’s arguments do not necessarily prove his position. She does not actually
explore how other genres, most notably that of a baptismal instruction, might have
produced these results.51
3.1.4 The development of Schenke’s position
Schenke introduced the division of GPhil into 127 paragraphs in 1959. From the outset
his enumeration was connected to the idea that the work is a florilegium. In 1990, in
his introduction (in Schneemelcher’s Neutestamentliche Apokryphen), he finds that
this has become the scholarly consensus:
Es sieht jetzt aber so aus, als habe sich im Laufe der weiteren Arbeit an der
Erschließung des EvPhil (besonders Isenberg, Layton) die Auffassung vom
Florilegiums- bzw Anthologiecharakter des Textes bestätigt und als sei sie bereits im
Begriff, sich algemein durchzusetzen. Isenberg und Layton verweisen dabei – wie vor
ihnen schon Wilson – auf die Excerpta ex Theodoto des Clemens von Alexandria als
die nächste formale Parallele.

He proceeds to describe the various types of paragraphs and agrees with Isenberg that
they seem to be disjointed and rearranged in the final product:
Was in diesem Florilegium gesammelt worden ist, sind teils kürzere, teils längere
theologische Aussagen zu Fragen der Sakramente und der Ethik. Sie stehen
unvermittelt, oder nur durch Ideenassoziation bzw. Stichwortanschluß verbunden,
nebeneinander, gelegentlich sogar ohne expliziten Bezugspunkt, und repräsentieren
ihrerseits ganz verschiedene Textsorten mit ihren unterschiedlichen Stilen:
Aphorismus, Logion, Vergleich, Bildwort, Gleichnis, Paränese, Polemik, Exegese,
Abhandlung.
Dabei
scheint nicht selten
ursprünglich
and sachlich

51

Only in an aside on p 178 does Turner (incorrectly) dismiss the idea of a baptismal instruction on the basis of the
distribution of sacramental references. I will return to this point at the end of chapter 3.2.3 below.
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Zusammengehöriges – aus welchen Gründen auch immer (Isenberg hält es für den
Absicht des Kompilators) – auseinandergerissen zu sein.

He notes that even if these excerpts had come from various sources, they nevertheless
were used by Valentinian communities. In other words, the excerpts are Valentinian or
at least inspiring for Valentinians:
Es ist ein gnostischer, und zwar ein valentinianischer Text: von einem Valentinianer
für Valentinianer kompiliert, geschöpft aus Werken, von denen viele, wenn nicht alle
(wie Layton voraussetzt) valentinianisch waren, als Evangelium benutzt zunächst von
valentinianischen Gemeinden. Gleichwohl ist er nur in dem Maße und Grade
valentinianisch, wie es bei einem Text solcher Sorte, also bei einer Anthologie,
möglich ist.

He allows for several trends within the source material, perhaps even from various
Valentinian and non-Valentinian schools:
Wiewohl also von valentinianischem Charakter, läßt sich das EvPhil aber (seiner
Natur gemäß) nicht auf eine bestimmte valentinianische Schule zurückführen und
festlegen. Seine valentinianischen Excerpte mögen aus Werken verschiedener Schulen
zusammengetragen sein. Auch müssen nicht alle gnostische Elemente, die sich in ihm
finden, valentinianisch sein. Man hat vielmehr von vornherein damit zu rechnen, daß
auch Gedankengut anderer gnostischer Richtungen mit in das EvPhil eingeflossen ist,
wie es ja sehr bald von nicht-valentinianischen Gnostikern gebraucht werden konnte.

At this stage, Schenke accepts Isenberg’s idea of a single baptismal instruction as the
source of these excerpts only as a ‘Grenzhypothese’:
Wie weit das literarische Feld war, auf dem diese Blüten gepflückt worden sind, ist
natürlich unbekannt. Aber es verdient als Grenzhypothese festgehalten zu werden, was
Isenberg zu dieser Frage erwägt, nämlich daß es durchaus möglich ist, daß fast alle
diese Exzerpte bloß aus einem einzigen Werk stammen, das dann eine umfangreiche
christlich-gnostische Sakramentskatechese gewesen sein müßte.

Although quite familiar with Turner’s work, in his 1997 commentary Schenke moves
in the opposite direction to Turner. 52 Isenberg’s standpoint is no longer sidelined in a
‘Grenzhypothese’ but has become the cornerstone of his exegesis:
Während der Beschäftigung mit dem EvPhil über die Jahre und während der
vorbereitenden Sondierungen für dieses Buch hat sich meine Auffassung vom Wesen
des EvPhil unter dem Einfluß von Isenberg (und Layton) in zwei wesentlichen
Punkten geändert bzw. konkretisiert.
Der erste ist, daß, wenn das EvPhil schon ein Florilegium bzw. eine Anthologie ist,
diese nicht notwendig aus vielen Schriften zusammengetragen worden sein muß,
sondern im wesentlichen aus einer einzigen stammen kann.
Der zweite Punkt ist praktisch nur die andere Seite von ein und derselben Idee
Isenbergs, nach dem diese Hauptquelle ein Text war, der dem Typ der späteren
Taufkatechesen entspricht, womit der Gedanke gegeben ist, daß alles, was im EvPhil
gesagt wird, einzig und allein um den Sachverhalt von Bekehrung und Initiation kreist
und also auch die Sakramente, von denen über Taufe und Salbung hinaus gehandelt
wird, auch Teile ein und desselben großen Initiationsrituals sein müßten.

52

In her preface Turner thanks Schenke for reading and annotating an early version of her text.
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... Und die andere Seite derselben Sache ist nun, daß ausgerechnet ich selbst, der ich
bei manchen in dem Ruf stehe, das EvPhil gegen seine Natur durch die
Paragrapheneinteilung ‘zerhackt’ zu haben, mich nun um die Erkenntnis des inneren
Zusammenhang all dieser Teile zu mühen habe.

In his detailed analysis and commentary, Schenke proves that the individual
paragraphs in GPhil can fruitfully be interpreted as belonging to a single baptismal
instruction. In this he agrees with Isenberg. But he does not discuss Isenberg’s
suggestion that the compiler rearranged the excerpts. In the next section, I will
consider an alternative scenario: is it possible that the excerpts or notes follow the
order of the original work?
3.2

The structure of baptismal instructions

The structure of gnostic or mainstream Christian baptismal instructions has developed
over time. Unfortunately, there is little information about the structure of such
instructions in the second and third centuries CE (the period in which GPhil
originated). But we can understand the scarce references better, if we take into
account the formative influences that resulted in the well-known instructions of the
fourth century.
3.2.1 Formative influences
In this section I will discuss four contibutaries to Christian baptism. John the Baptist
started with a ritual that marked a renewed dedication of Israelites to their God. As
Gentile believers came to join the early Church the ritual assumed characteristics of
the conversion ritual of Jewish proselytes. In the second and third centuries the
Christians in their Graeco-Roman context developed their initiation ritual along the
same lines as contemporary mystery religions and philosophical schools.
A Jewish baptismal ritual. Jesus and his followers were baptised by John the Baptist.
Jesus’ disciples continued this practice.53 John’s message seems to have been both
eschatological and ethical. 54 The required response was conversion (in lifestyle) and
confession of sins, upon which people were baptised in the Jordan or other streams
spilling forth from wells. Although John had pupils (like Jesus and Peter), his baptism
was open to any believing Jew. In this sense, we are talking about a movement and
not a sect. Jesus had a core group of followers who travelled with him and maintained
a communal purse. There was also a wider group of sympathizers and followers with
whom Jesus shared communal meals.
After Jesus’ death, his followers continued to baptise, perhaps even more so than
before his death. Some instruction preceded the baptism.55 The instruction seems to
have included information about the coming of God’s reign, about Christ, and about
his commandments.56 The status of Christ was apparently added to John’s
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eschatological and ethical teaching. As the later gloss in Acts 8:37 indicates, it
appears that after a while the confession of sins lost its central position to a confession
of faith:
36. ...and the eunuch said, ‘Look, here is water! What is to prevent me from being

baptized?’
37. And Philip said: ‘If you believe with all your heart, you may.’
And he replied: ‘I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.’

A number of Jesus’ followers in Jerusalem seem to have started out with some form
of community. Those who were admitted to the community submitted to baptism and
shared in the meals and prayers. People brought possessions for shared use by the
community.57 The model for this type of community may have been comparable to
that of the Essenes, who also shared communal property.58 The description by
Josephus shows affinities with the Rule of the Community found at Qumran in various
manuscripts.59 According to this document, a new member was admitted in three
phases. In the first year he had no access to communal immersions for purification nor
was he allowed to partake in the meals. In the second year he was allowed to attend
the purifications, but not the meals, and his possessions were put in the care of the
community.60 After the second year, he was permitted to attend the meals as well and
his property was integrated with that of the community. During those first two years,
the new member was both instructed and tested in his insights as well as his
adherence to the law and community rules (6:13-23). The ‘covenant’ was renewed
annually by all the members (2:19). The (frequent) purification through immersion
was held ineffective for ‘anyone who declines to enter’:61
He will not become clean ... nor shall he be purified by all the water of ablution....
For it is by the spirit of the true counsel of God that are atoned the paths of man, all
his iniquities, so that he can look at the light of life.... And by the compliance of his
soul with all the laws of God his flesh is cleansed by being sprinkled with cleansing
water and being made holy with the waters of repentance.

The gradually imparted information (9:12-19) included instruction on the nature of
the sons of man and their eschatological reward (3:13-15), when God will cleanse the
righteous, as with ‘lustral water’ (4:20-22). New recruits could ‘revert to the truth and
shun all injustice’, and they were taught ‘all the precepts of the Community’ (6:15).
Proselyte baptism. Several questions had to be dealt with when non-Jews were
admitted to the community of Jesus’ followers. Could they be admitted without first
becoming Jews? After some debate, it appears that they were not required to become
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Jews but could be saved as ‘resident aliens’.62 That means that they were supposed to
live as righteous Gentiles, more or less according to the rules for the gerim in
Leviticus, later known as the Noachide Commandments. What did they have to learn
upon admission? Huub van de Sandt and David Flusser argue that a Jewish ethical
instruction is used in the Didache (which may be early second century CE or even
late first century):63
The introductory clause of the instruction with regard to the proper wording and
correct practice for the ritual of baptism (‘Having said all this beforehand’) is likely
to indicate that the previous Two Way teaching was used as a catechetical instruction
64
preceding Christian baptism....
There is no doubt that pre-baptismal instruction was given to adults before the actual
rite of baptism and the same procedure applied to Jewish immersions of proselytes.
Perhaps it suffices to conclude that the later lines of demarcation between catechetical
instruction and liturgical celebration were not drawn so sharply in the first century.

In the first centuries CE, rabbinic Judaism developed a consensus regarding the
requirements of proselytes upon conversion. As Shaye Cohen rightly observes, this
proselyte baptism is not a mystical initiation.65 It is a legal regulation for the
admission of Gentiles into the community of Jews. In the Babylonian Talmud, tractate
Yevamot 47a-b, and in Gerim 1:1, can be found the following six elements, including
three instructions:
- presentation and examination
1. preliminary instruction:
a. commandments
b. punishment for neglect of the poor
c. punishment for eating forbidden foods and violating the sabbath
d. reward of the righteous in the world to come
- circumcision (males only)66
- immersion
2. instruction during immersion: some of the commandments67
3. exhortation after immersion: congratulations, hope and comfort
D.A. Fiensy and D.R. Darnell believe that second and third century CE Hellenist
synagogal prayers have been preserved in the Apostolic Constitutions.68 They
identify 7.39.2-4 as an outline for catechetical instruction,69 and 8.6.5-8 as a prayer
on behalf of catechumens. They translate the outline as follows:
Let the one who is to be instructed in piety be taught before baptism: knowledge
concerning the unbegotten God [...70]. Let him learn the order of a distinguished
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creation, the sequence of providence, the judgment seats of different legislation, why
the world came to be and why man was appointed a world citizen. Let him
understand his own nature, of what sort it is. Let him be educated in how God
punished the wicked by water and fire, and glorified the saints in each generation: I
mean Seth, Enos, Enoch, Noah, Abraham and his descendants, Melchisedek, Job,
Moses, both Joshua and Caleb, Phinehas the priest, and the holy ones in each
generation. And how God, though he foresaw, did not abandon the race of men, but
summoned them at various times from error and folly into the understanding of truth,
leading them from servitude and impiety to freedom and piety, from iniquity into
righteousness, from eternal death into everlasting life. Let the one who offers himself
learn during his instruction these things and those that are related to them.

Mysteries. In the second century, Christianity changed from a movement among Jews
and god-fearers into a separate Graeco-Roman cult dominated by non-Jews.71 As the
movement grew, it created permanent meeting rooms in dwellings, sometimes with an
additional room for baptism like the one found at Dura Europos (see the picture on the
cover page.72 Their communal meals and baptismal ceremonies reminded Greeks and
Romans of the mystery religions that were also gaining popularity around the
Mediterranean. In fact, the similarities were so striking that Justin Martyr claimed that
the mystery cults, such as Mithraism, had copied their rites from (prophesies about)
Christianity.73 As in Christianity the initiates had been ritually cleansed and
celebrated sacred meals. The model for many new cults was the cult of Demeter
enacted annually in Eleusis. 74 Because this cult was linked to that city and a particular
time of the year, it could not itself be exported. But it did provide the model for the
development of other cults, such as of Isis and Dionysus.75 Initiates first submitted to
a period of fasting and purification. Then the initiation rituals took place at night,
when the people were hungry and tired (which probably intensified the experience).
During enactment of the mysteries, a mystagogue retold the myth and explained the
rites. Prayers, rituals and simple representative objects were used to relive the myth.
The newly initiated had to keep everything secret so that the rituals would remain
mysterious for those to be initiated later on.
We can recognize the atmosphere of late-antique mysticism also in mainstream
Christianity. Around 200 CE, Tertullian favours Easter and Pentecost as the best dates
for baptism because of their symbolic value in the re-enactment of Jesus’ crucifixion
and resurrection.76 This is not unlike the re-enactment of the Demeter story in Eleusis
at the correct time of year. Later in the third century, the Apostolic Tradition specifies
that initiands should fast and spend the night before baptism awake, listening to the
final instructions (20:9). About then, the mystagogue also explained the mysteries
themselves (23:4).77
Philosophy. In that same period, the second century, Christianity began attracting
intellectuals familiar with the traditions of philosophical schools. In antiquity,
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philosophy and religion were not separate. Philosophy was all about learning to live
and think wisely, including the metaphysical aspects of life. Entering a school of
philosophy was often not unlike entering a religious order, with dietary rules and
communal meals. Neo-Pythagorism and Middle Platonism regarded knowledge of
God as the ultimate goal of life and thought. Pythagoreans demanded years of
preliminary study and the adoption of a particular lifestyle before initiating pupils into
the mysteries of this philosophy. Justin Martyr, in his Dialogue with Trypho, tells us
how he explored several philosophies from various schools of thought before finding
Christianity. He remained a philosopher but established a Christian school. The idea
of Christianity as a school of thought is also found in Galen (around 200 CE). But
Galen accused Christians of accepting everything on faith instead of (rational)
philosophical argument. Nevertheless, he acknowledged that Christianity was
surprisingly effective at inducing a philosophical lifestyle, something for which the
mystery cults were not renowned:78
Most people are unable to follow any demonstrative argument consecutively; hence
they need parables, and benefit from them ... just as now we see the people called
Christians drawing their faith from parables and miracles and yet sometimes acting in
the same way [as those who philosophize]. For they include not only men but also
women who refrain from cohabiting all through their lives; and they also number
individuals who, in self-discipline and self-control in matters of food and drink, and
in their keen pursuit of justice, have attained a pitch not inferior to that of genuine
philosophers.

Galen does not mean that philosophers disregarded the mysteries, but they were rather
seen as something appealing to pathos instead of logic. Philosophers did not expect
initiatory discourse to meet the requirements of logical proof. Aristotle is reported to
have said that those who are being initiated are not to learn anything but to experience
something and be put in a certain condition.79
3.2.2 The structure of Christian baptismal instructions
As we will see, each of these formative elements left its marks on early Christians
baptismal instruction. We can recognize ethical, mystical and metaphysical elements.
The question is now whether there developed a recognizable structure, with which we
can compare GPhil. Unfortunately however, like the hieros logos of the mystery cults,
baptismal instructions were not published in the second and third centuries, – at least
not their mystagogical parts.80 We only get a clear view on them in the fourth century.
When the church became favoured by the imperial authorities, an enormous influx of
new converts had to be accommodated. Younger and smaller churches, with
inexperienced priests and bishops, requested support from ancient Sees, in order to
give proper instruction to their candidates. As a result, churches in Antioch, Milan
78
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and Jerusalem set their instructions down in written form and had this material
duplicated for wider use. These publications reflect the state of baptismal instructions
as presented in the fourth century.
Cyril of Jerusalem has left us a condensed report of his baptismal instructions
given annually at Easter. From the pilgrim’s diary of Egeria we know that giving such
instructions in the Jerusalem church could take several hours. There was ample time
for prayer, exorcism, anointment, singing, bible-reading, instruction and discussion.
The structure of this series of instructions was as follows:
• After a short introductory Procatechesis came another seventeen Catechetical
Lectures, following to a great extent the order of the traditional Jerusalem credo.
• Five Mystagogical Catecheses were delivered81 in the days following baptism.
Only the initiated could attend.
• Although no sample text has been left to us, in 351 CE a final exhortation was
foreseen, as is announced in the last Catechesis programme summary:82
...and at the end of all, how for the time to come you must behave yourselves worthily
of this grace both in words and deeds, that you may all be enabled to enjoy the life
everlasting.

Gregory of Nyssa’s Great Catechism (about 385 CE) is not a baptismal instruction
itself but a written treatise for catechists, as explained in the prologue. Gregory
distinguishes three parts in a baptismal instruction:
• Books 1-32: Depending on the background of the candidates (pagan, gnostic
Christian, Manichaean, etc.) an appropriate set of instructions must be given to
persuade them of the apostolic truth. Gregory devotes half of his text to this part,
which is obviously the most difficult for inexperienced instructors. He offers
examples that the instructors might find useful for each group. The final outcome
of this instruction should be the candidate’s decision to be baptised.
• Books 33-39: Concerning the ceremonies themselves, mystagogical instructions
are needed to guide the candidate’s experience and understanding of the
mysterious rites (baptism, anointing and the eucharist). In this part, there is no
discussion of other religious groups.
• Finally in book 40, Gregory notes the need to repeat ethical instructions to the
newly baptised and to exhort them to practise their beliefs. He gives no examples,
probably because any priest or bishop would have been delivering sermons to this
effect on a regular basis.
From Ambrose of Milan we have only his mystagogical instruction (dated to around
387 CE). These include references to previous instructions given prior to baptism.
From John Chrystostom we used to know of only two, positively identified, baptismal
instructions. However in 1955 additional instructions were discovered that enabled
scholars to reconstruct his entire cycle as it was delivered in the years 386-390 CE.
Prior to baptism he spoke about faith, after baptism about the mysteries. His friend,
Theodore of Mopsuestia, left us two series (dated to around 392 CE), which were
discovered in 1932. The first series deals with the credo and announces a later series
on the mysteries. Then there is a series covering the Our Father, baptism (three
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instructions) and the eucharist (two instructions). It seems that this mystagogical
instruction was delivered just before baptism.
In the fourth century, therefore, it seems that baptismal instructions were delivered
in three parts. The first part led up to the candidate’s final decision. The middle part
was mystagogical in nature and concerned the mysteries themselves. The third part
was ethical in nature. Jean Daniélou called these parts explicatio, demonstratio, and
exhortatio.83 Can we, however, assume that such a division was in place even earlier?
The Instructor by Clement of Alexandria
Looking back to around 200 CE, there are indications that Clement of Alexandria
stood between the largely ethical instruction of the Didache and the instructions of the
fourth century CE. His three major works84 seem to address respectively (1) interested
Gentiles, (2) those who (have just) become Christians, and (3) those who are
Christians. The middle group is addressed in the Instructor (Paedagogus), as Eric
Osborn observes:85
In the Paedagogus, Clement sets out a Christian katêchêsis. His programme is
described in Stromateis 6.1.3. The work is clearly directed towards catechumens and
presents a picture of the whole Christian life (paed 2.1.1). In this work Clement
brings together the instruction which he has given to catechumens, pointing them on
the Christian way and offering a handbook to guide them.

The instruction somehow accompanies baptism:86
We are cleansed of all our sins, and are no longer entangled in evil. This is the one
grace of illumination, that our characters are not the same as before our cleansing.
And since knowledge springs up with illumination, shedding its beams around the
mind, the moment we hear, we who were untaught become disciples. Does this, I ask,
take place on the advent of this instruction? You cannot tell the time. For instruction
leads to faith, and faith with baptism is trained by the Holy Spirit.

In the final sections of the third book of the Instructor, it is clear that Clement’s
catechumens have received a new status. They have been ‘translated into the Church’
and have been ‘united’ with the Bridegroom. At that point the work of the
paedagogue is finished and the work of the teacher of adults begins.
We find various references to baptism in book 1, and the Eucharist is discussed in
book 2, but the main focus in Instructor, like in the Didache, is on ethical training.
This is set out in the introduction to book 1, and it is the main theme of the last two
books.
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Finally, there are notes of postbaptismal instruction preserved under the title To
the Newly Baptised, but its ascription to Clement is far from certain.87 The document
contains no sacramental language but summarizes moral instruction for the newly
initiated.
3.2.3 Comparison with the structure of the Gospel of Philip
In chapter 2.3 I concluded that GPhil can be divided into three parts. It seems that this
subdivision fits in well with the three-part structure of some mainstream Christian
baptismal instructions discussed above in chapter 3.2.2:
• Part 1. Prior to baptism the instructor spoke about faith. This part could be
tailored to the background of the candidates in order to correct specific
misconceptions. Discussion of the actual sacraments was limited; first the
candidate had to make his or her final decision.
Comparison: As Martha Lee Turner observes, the use of sacramental language
is restricted in the first part of GPhil, except for in the fourth unit where the rituals
of baptism, chrism and eucharist are mentioned. In line with Gregory’s Great
Catechism, the seven units seem focused on convincing a specific audience:
people with a Christian background who are to be persuaded of the superiority of
a gnostic Christian baptism (see chapter 4.3 below).
• Part 2. Shortly before, during or after the ceremonies, mystagogical instructions
were given to explain the meaning of the rites. They covered at least the
immersion, the anointment and the eucharist. These instructions were only for the
newly initiated or those who were to be initiated that very night.
Comparison: In the second part of GPhil we see that there is open dialogue
about the sacraments. In these three units there is little polemic against
mainstream Christians; instead, the sacraments are discussed at length.
• Part 3. A short exhortation might follow baptism. This exhortation might take
place after the eucharist was celebrated. Other people could be present; therefore
the sacraments were not discussed.
Comparison: As Turner observes, almost all the exhortation in GPhil is
located in the last part of the text, following a major stylistic caesura. This part
seems more like a homily, as the paragraphs are longer and easier to comprehend.
Let me now return to Martha Lee Turner’s rebuttal of Isenberg’s idea of excerpts
from a baptismal instruction. In her discussion of a table on page 179, ‘The
Distribution of Sacramental References in The Gospel according to Philip’, Turner
states:
A glance at this table should put to rest any claims that the majority of the material in
The Gospel according to Philip is sacramental in nature, or that the work as whole –
as distinct from some of its sources – is some kind of sacramental catechesis. (p 178)

On the contrary, however, the distribution of sacramental references follows precisely
and in detail the distribution pattern of other series of baptismal instructions. All of
these concentrate the sacramental references in the mystagogical part. And even the
preliminary discussion of the sacraments in the fourth unit of GPhil, finds a parallel in
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the third lecture of Cyril of Jerusalem. Contrary to Turner’s own interpretation, her
table actually presents a strong argument in favour of the thesis that GPhil is
structured like a baptismal instruction.
3.2.4

Other Gnostic Christian baptismal instructions

Baptismal instruction in gnostic Christian circles developed in the same setting as
mainstream Christian baptismal instruction. Valentinus started out with a Christian
study group, as a teacher with pupils. At some point in time, followers of Valentinus
started to celebrate their own mysteries. According to Tertullian, they took
considerable time to persuade and instruct new recruits prior to baptism.88 During the
ritual itself they, like all other mystagogues, must have used initiatory discourse to put
their initiates in a certain state and give them the gnosis that would change their
religious identity. This is well expressed in ExcTh 78,2:
It is not only the bathing that liberates, but also the gnosis: Who were we, what have
we become? Where were we, where were we thrown into? Whereto do we hasten?
From where were we stolen? What is birth? What is rebirth?

The 11th codex found at Nag Hammadi contains an untitled, badly damaged text now
known as A Valentinian Exposition. In her introduction in the Coptic Gnostic Library,
Elaine Pagels suggests it is ‘a catechism for initiates “into gnosis,” and concludes
with prayers related to rites of initiation, baptism and eucharist.’ The speaker explains
the mystery (22.15) to people who have been initiated or will soon be initiated
(22.18). He discusses the Son (23.18 and 24.18) and the revelation that the candidates
will enter (23.34). The only-begotten son is the high priest who may enter the Holy of
Holies (25.35). He also discusses the crucifixion (33.19). Then follows a lengthy
discussion of the problem of creation. The unification of Sophia and Jesus, and that of
the angels with the ‘seeds’, restores the plerôma or fullness of God (page 39). Next,
there are five supplementary texts regarding the anointing, the water of baptism and
the eucharist. Some parts are clearly prayers, others contain explanations. Their close
connection to the preceding exposition supports the idea that here we are dealing with
fragments of texts actually spoken in preparation for and during rites that included
exorcism, anointment, baptism and the eucharist.
Sethian Gnosticism, if this term is to be used, developed a different baptismal
practice. Sevrin found the Gospel of the Egyptians to be most useful in reconstructing
this practice (see 6.4.2 below).89 The title of the work is listed in the colophon (69.6),
which might be a later addition. In the incipit and several other places the work is
called the ‘hiera biblos of the Egyptians’. This reminds of the term‘hieros logos’,
which is the technical term used by King Ptolemy Philopator when he obliged the
initiation priests of Dionysus to hand over a sealed copy of their mystagogical
teaching to the authorities. It was sealed in order to preserve its sacred character but
the authorities could break the seal in the event of a judicial inquiry.90 Such a book
was not necessarily the (oral) mystagogical instruction but its written basis at least,
which included a summary of myth and ritual. Likewise, the Gospel of the Egyptians
contains the essential elements of Sethian teaching on the origin of the world,
salvation and baptism. It also includes several baptismal hymns. John Turner (2000)
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suggests ‘it may be that the Gospel of the Egyptians was read aloud during the
administration of each phase of the ritual’.91
In both cases, it seems that, as in the case of Ambrose (chapter 3.2.2 above) only
the mystagogical instruction has been preserved that was spoken prior or during the
initiation rite.
3.3

Notes for instruction

If GPhil is to be understood as a baptismal instruction we need to explain (1) why the
paragraphs are so condensed and separated, (2) why the often very subtle textual
markers reveal sophisticated sub-compositions, and (3) why there is a stylistic
difference between the first two parts and the third part. Can Rewolinski’s suggestion,
that the paragraphs of GPhil are teacher’s notes, or Tripp’s idea that they are a
preacher’s sermon notes, explain these features?
3.3.1 Unedited notes
Basically, there are two types of notes. Teachers made notes as aides-mémoires and
students made notes of what they heard so that they could write up the subject
afterwards. Quintillian said that one of the reasons for writing the Institutio oratoria
was the fact that two books on rhetoric were already circulating under his name. He
deplored their quality, as they had been made on the basis of student notes ‘in as
much as their pen could follow’ what was spoken. The point is of course that, like
many other teachers, Quintillian often did not write down his own lessons (10.7.30) in
full but preferred to rely on short loose-leaf memoranda or notebooks. These
speaker’s notes might be published later, sometimes in summary, like those of Cicero
by his freedman Tiro, sometimes in a well-polished version, like those by Sulpicius.
The situation was no different among early Christians. Although preachers had
different working methods, it is clear that speaking from memory was encouraged and
that several teachers used memoranda. Structuring techniques like those distinguished
in chapter 2 above are highly useful when committing a lengthy text like GPhil to
memory, even more so when one has to learn a text composed by someone else, as in
this situation described by Augustine:
There are, indeed, some men who have a good delivery, but cannot compose anything
to deliver. Now if such men take what has been written with wisdom and eloquence
by others, and commit it to memory, and deliver it to the people, they cannot be
blamed, - on the assumption that they do this without deception.92

When a fellow teacher asks Augustine to give him a model for instructing new
recruits (On the Catechising of the Uninstructed), Augustine takes pains to explain
that every case is different. He favours good preparation, but the delivery should
always be interactive and responsive to the listeners. If a moment calls for
acceleration, digression or a different order of presentation, the teacher must always
be prepared to do so.
One reason for not writing down the text in full might be the secrecy attached to
the mysteries. The text was meant for teachers only and hence there was no need for
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untrained people to be able to read it. Around 300 CE, Iamblichus describes a similar
situation in On the Pythagorean Way of Life:93
And their dialogues and talks with one another, their memoranda and notes,94 and
further their treatises and all their publications, of which the greater number are
preserved until our own times, they did not make readily intelligible to their
audience.... But in accord with the ‘silence’ legislated for them by Pythagoras, they
engaged in divine mysteries and methods of instruction forbidden to the uninitiated,
and through symbols,95 they protected their talks with one another and their treatises.
And if someone, after singling out the actual symbols, does not explicate them and
comprehend them with an interpretation free from mockery, the things said will
appear laughable and trivial to ordinary persons, full of nonsense and rambling.
When, however, these utterances are explicated in accord with the manner of these
symbols, they become splendid and sacred instead of obscure to the many.... And
they reveal marvellous thought, and produce divine inspiration in those scholars who
have grasped their meaning.96

3.3.2 The difference in style between Cyril’s instructions and mystagogy
One example of distinct stylistic differences between parts of a baptismal instruction
can be found in Cyril’s baptismal instructions. Alexis Doval97 concludes that the
process of publication was different for each part:
• Cyril delivered his Catechetical Instructions in the year 351 CE, ex tempore.
Others took notes and wrote the published version, as is clearly stated at the end
of the 18th lecture. Elements of oral delivery are still recognizable, and it should
be taken into account that these are summaries of the extensive and interactive
instruction that had taken place.
• These five Mystagogical Instructions were delivered in 385 CE. Nevertheless,
because of the consistency of the teaching they fit in very well with the series
delivered more than thirty years before. They no longer show signs of oral
delivery and they are shorter than the previous set. It seems likely that they are a
polished version of speaker notes.
• An exhortation was never published. Whereas a moral exhortation is preserved in
the Didache and in Clement’s writings, we find no example in the fourth century
instructions aimed at training other teachers. It was perhaps not considered
necessary, as exhortation would have been a weekly routine of the addressees.
Teachers primarily needed help with the Mystagogy, the most secret part, and in
the second place with the explication of the creed, which in the fourth century
seems to have become more important as the basis for instruction.
When in pp 50-57 Doval compares the style of Cyril’s Catechetical Instructions (C)
with his Mystagogical Instructions (M), he first observes a difference in length and
suggests:
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One factor that would affect the length of M concerns the form of the received text as
compared to its original oratorical form.... M is more probably in the form of
‘preacher’s notes’ than a transcription of the delivered sermons ... in light of the
influence of the disciplina arcani, which would have prevented M from being
recorded when it was delivered or even published in any form for some time....The
mystagogue no doubt had some form of written text for his preparation. The text of M
is too developed to be mere memoranda; it seems to fit best the description of notes
or a notebook that was studied closely and served as an outline for an expanded and
elaborated final delivery....We must realize that the bishop is not, strictly speaking,
delivering an oration but conducting a course of instruction during which a certain
amount of improvisation could be expected, depending on how receptive the audience
is or whether they have questions.... M is a basic text of prepared points to deliver,
whereas the actual preaching involved handling and improvising as needed (in this
sense, the text would be better described as teacher’s, rather than preacher’s notes).

Doval’s second observation concerns the different contents of C and M, which also
have their effect on style:
The rites themselves, then, are the basic content of the sermon in contrast to what
could be called the Christian doctrines found in C. The interest of the mystagogue is
now to draw attention to the rites in a more contemplative than discursive way....The
mystagogue stays very close to the actions and images of the rites and enhances the
experiential dimension by the regular use of typology and imaginative examples. The
apologetic approach found in C, which seeks to strengthen the faith of the candidates
against Jewish and heretical adversaries, is noticeably missing. Further, the hortatory
approach, where Cyril seeks to deepen and reinforce the conviction of listeners by the
sheer repetition of examples ... is sharply minimized in M so as not to detract from
the force of unparalleled experience of the rites themselves.

There are both differences and similarities between C and M. Doval acknowledges
that ‘similarities in content, style or pedagogy may result from the fact that the
content of the sermons represents an established annual catechetical syllabus and not
just the individual catechist.’ But, on the basis of various additional analyses, Doval
concludes that Cyril authored both C and M; although they were delivered several
decades apart and were preserved in different forms. Their common authorship
explains their similarities, whereas the variations in time and form explain their
differences.
3.3.3 Comparison with the Gospel of Philip
The suggestion that the GPhil consists of notes may explain the enigmatic character
and style of the paragraphs, especially if the notes – as with Iamblichus’
Pythagoraeans - were left unedited in order to shield them from the uninitiated.
The stylistic differences observed between Cyril’s instructions and mystagogical
lectures can similarly be applied to GPhil, where the third part has longer paragraphs
and fewer textual markers. Its final part is not tightly structured in terms of repetitive,
concentric or progressive patterns. Apart from some inclusions and a recurring
agricultural metaphor, its style is looser, possibly homiletic. At the same time, its
continuity with the previous parts in terms of imagery and some of the subject matter
is undeniable. There is not as much evidence for oral delivery, but that can be
explained if the final part is indeed a homily for the entire community rather than an
interactive instruction for the candidates for baptism. The first two parts of GPhil are
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structurally more developed but less developed textually. This suggests that both parts
are based on preparatory notes, whereas the third part may consist of notes taken by a
listener. It is also possible that a different teacher delivered the third part, or that it
was delivered at a different time.
3.4

Analysis and conclusions

As I discussed in my review of Turner’s study, a collection as such is not a genre. We
have to move beyond this designation if we are to discover what the author and the
early audiences understood GPhil to be. In view of the scholarly discussion to date, I
will confine my comparative analysis to the collection hypothesis and the baptismal
instruction hypothesis. The question is which genre best explains the origins of GPhil
and its inclusion in the Nag Hammadi Codex II.
3.4.1 The original genre of the Gospel of Philip
Can the collection hypothesis explain how GPhil was composed? Turner proposes
that we should assume a collector who, over time, jotted down excerpts from various
authors and lightly rearranged them. In reading them he (or she) and others were
stimulated to speculate about creation, cosmology and salvation. I believe this idea
should be abandoned. The existence of such a genre is entirely speculative as we have
no other example of it. Secondly, if the collection was drawn from many sources, it is
highly problematic that not one of these sources has happened to survive. That the
collector decided not to excerpt any of the gnostic Christian works that have survived
is equally problematic. Thirdly with this option it makes no sense that the sacramental
language is concentrated in the middle part. And finally, Turner believes that the third
part was a different collection entirely, but she does not explain why the two
collections were linked, or why they resemble each other far more than any other
gnostic Christian document.
It is possible to regard the compiler not merely as a collator but as a composer who
purposely brought together and rearranged a number of statements for gnostic
Christian meditation. This is how most commentators, explicitly or implicitly, have
approached the document to date, including those who assume that most of the
paragraphs were taken from a baptismal instruction. The composer knows a truth that
he wants his audience to discover through (self-)search rather than by spoon-feeding.
In that case the composer would have had the same intentions as the one who
composed the Gospel of Thomas, which opens with the words:
These are the secret sayings which the living Jesus has spoken and which Didymos
Judas Thomas has written down. And he said, ‘He who finds the interpretation of
these sayings will not taste death. (NHC II 32.10-14)

This option is not as beset by problems as the first. The excerpts and statements may
come from a limited number of sources as Isenberg and later Schenke also believed.
Some may be from composer’s own hand. The collection can have been structured
into the units observed in chapter 2.2 above. Its enigmatic composition heightens the
mysterious effects of the paragraphs as Isenberg suggested. As in the case of the
Gospel of Thomas, this may have been the composer’s objective. But the following
questions remain: why does our document have no introduction like the Gospel of
Thomas, why is the sacramental language concentrated in its middle part, and why
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does the last part have such a different style. The collection hypothesis explains none
of these features.
In the alternative hypothesis, the document consists of notes for baptismal
instruction. Schenke has demonstrated in his commentary that all the paragraphs can
be understood as coming from a single baptismal instruction. The structure of GPhil
fits in generally with the order of baptismal instructions from the fourth century. The
textual markers reveal tightly structured sub-compositions that, even if their actual
delivery was more flexible, greatly assisted new teachers in committing the material
to memory. The sacramental language of a three-part baptismal instruction is
concentrated in the middle part, as is typical of the genre. The mystagogical language,
even if less mysterious than in the actual oral delivery, is in line with the development
of baptism as an initiation into the mysteries. The style of the paragraphs is
explainable as the style of preparatory notes. The different style of the third part might
be because it was delivered as a homily to the entire community; it may also have
been recorded differently.
I conclude that the hypothesis of baptismal instruction explains better and in more
detail the present form of GPhil.
3.4.2 The genre of the Gospel of Philip in the context of Codex II
If GPhil is a baptismal instruction, we can understand why it was not made ready for
publication. In the second and third century baptismal instructions were secret. But
when baptismal instructions were published in the fourth century, the notes were
written out to the extent that the text became more readily understandable. No other
baptismal instruction has come down to us in the form of unedited preparatory notes.
So how would readers of the second codex of Hag Hammadi have perceived this
work?
Unlike today, the publication, or more precisely the duplication of a document,
was not driven by publisher or bookshop but by the interested reader who arranged
for a personal copy to be made from a previous copy of the work.98 In the case of
GPhil, the person(s) who collected the writings for this specific codex chose to retain
the form of preparatory notes. No indicators of genre were added. What can be the
explanation?
In order to understand the perspective of this person or group, we need to look at
the entire codex, as Michael Allen Williams observes:99
Tractates seem chosen and placed not simply for their esoteric quality, but for
specific functions that they serve within codices. Rather than coming to us as a
jumbled hodgepodge of traditions, the tractates come to us ordered. If we stand any
chance at all of understanding the motivations for the collection(s) in the Nag
Hammadi library, we will have to take these arrangements into account, for they offer
us the most direct clues about how the writings in these volumes were understood by
their fourth-century owners.

The first question, then, is who was responsible for the selection. The dedication at
the end of the codex reads, ‘Remember me also, my brethren, in your prayers: Peace
be to the saints and those who are spiritual (pneumatikos).’ As the scribe had to
correct the dedication several times in the manuscript, this does not seem a routine
98
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dedication of a religious copyist, but rather one that was composed on the spot, at the
time of writing, for someone without too much experinece, quite possibly the donor of
the codex. It was not uncommon for Christians to take upon themselves the
preparation of a copy as a gift to a church or monastery in exchange for blessings and
prayers.100 In this case a donor may have selected a number of works and had them
translated for the benefit of a group of people he considered ‘pneumatikoi’.
The donor had the following documents copied for his gift: the Apocryphon of
John, the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Philip, the Hypostasis of the Archons, On
the Origin of the World, the Exegesis on the Soul and the Book of Thomas the
Contender. The books contain the same mix that we find in GPhil: cosmology,
salvation history, redemption of the soul and polemics with other Christians. The
subjects are dealt with in treatises, dialogues and sayings. All the writings stimulate
the reader to meditate on the Divine, the evil in the created world and the redemption
of the soul. Layton (1989) is of the opinion that all the works in Codex II fit the
Valentinian outlook. Valentinians used Sethian myths to produce their own and could
be quite comfortable with the Sethian documents in the collection, and also with the
Gospel of Thomas. But given the divergent nature of the writings, which we also find
in other codices,101 and the late date of collection, it is probably not useful to think of
one particular branch of Valentinans. In the past, it has been suggested on the basis of
the cartonnage in some of the codices, that the users of the codices were Pachomian
monks. A detailed review of the cartonnage by Barns, Browne and Shelton, however,
pointed out that this conclusion cannot be drawn from them. Shelton suggests that
other religious communites may also have existed in the area.102 Williams concludes
in 1996:103
Considering the evidence available at this time – the cartonnage, the scribal notes,
and colophons, the selection and arrangement of tractates – everything, it seems to
me, points to fourth-century Egyptian Christian monks. The only issue is whether we
also want to add a label such as “gnostic”, or “heterodox,” or “syncretistic,” or
“preorthodox.”
...
In a fourth-century context, one way to think of the texts that were still being
gathered together in collections like the Nag Hammadi books is as shards from what
were, in relative terms, failed religious movements of earlier generations, debris from
religious experiments that never really created truly successful new religions.
Nevertheless, the shards were still being reused, assembled in new combinations and
designs, the debris scavenged for presious enduring truths.

The fact that some person(s) carefully hid this literary treasure, indicates that at that
time the person(s) who appreciated these writings did not form a separate sect or
community, but were part of a larger mainstream Christian community whose
leadership was defining and enforcing its boundaries to the point of excluding of these
writings from the community’s library.104
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In any case, it seems that the collector and readers of Codex II did not need GPhil
as a Valentinian baptismal instruction. More probably, they appreciated the various
writings in Codex II in a spiritual sense without the need to adapt them to their own
sacramental practices.
What kind of manuscript was used to produce this copy of the GPhil?
According to Layton’s introduction in the Coptic Gnostic Library, Codex II is largely
written in one hand. A similar hand, probably originating from the same scriptorium,
copied the documents in what is left of Codex XIII. Both codices are beautiful
specimens; Codex II is actually the most carefully made of all the codices found at
Nag Hammadi. This suggests that the people who had these documents copied, had
the funds and the will to present them as valuable documents. The dimensions of both
codices are comparable as is their number of lines. The handwriting seems typical of
the fourth century, probably its first half. Both codices contain the work On the
Origin of the World, which suggests that the two codices were not produced at the
same time for the same readers. The language of the two versions of this text is
slightly different, in line with the overall characteristics of the texts in these codices;
Codex XIII is standard Sahidic, whereas the language of Codex II shows, according to
Layton, ‘the characteristics of a text written or translated by a native speaker of
Subachmimic in which he attempts (without total success) to correct his own speech
habits in conformity with another dialect – Sahidic in the case of Codex II ...’ (page
7). Some Sahidic texts may be transpositions from texts previously translated from the
Greek into other Coptic dialects. This is seen throughout the documents of Codex II.
Perhaps we should assume that Codex II is older than Codex XIII, and that the
workshop had been able to improve the Coptic of its master copies. By the time that
Codex XIII was produced, the Sahidic text of the master copy of On the Origin of the
World was improved. Wolfgang-Peter Funk (1995) analyzed the influence of dialect
in Codex II, showing that it is stronger in GPhil than in all other documents.105 This
implies that the master copy of GPhil was not yet available in standard Sahidic but
only in a non-standard version or in another Coptic dialect.106
Another observation regards the title, which, according to Isenberg (1989) seems
to have been added only after the scribe had started on the next document in the
codex:
The title of this work is not based on its incipit; rather, it appears as the last line of the
text (86:18-19). Since the title is not set off as a true subscript title in the manner of
other works in this codex, it is possible that the title was not originally copied in the
manuscript, and was only added by the copyist as an afterthought or correction. (page
131)

Schenke (1997) sees the same discrepancy, but considers the idea that the copyist
himself had named the document to be the least likely explanation. I agree with
Schenke that our document may well have received its name before it entered the
codex; it is a very good name for a baptismal instruction. But what is then the
explanation for the ‘scribal oddity’? I suggest that, given the unpolished state of
105
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GPhil, it is possible that the document did not have a title written in the text itself.107
But it may have had one on the outside. If a notebook or scroll of our work was first
preserved and archived in a private or church library, any competent house slave or
church lector would have stored it by title, often written on a tag attached to the
outside to enable easy retrieval from the cupboard.108 The copyist of GPhil might
have started writing the next document before he realized that he still had to add the
title, which was not in his text, in the little space he had left between the two.
I conclude that it is likely that the scribe of Codex II was given a rough translation
of a Greek document into non-standard Sahidic Coptic or another dialect comprising
condensed notes for a baptismal instruction, no longer in use and no longer secret, but
previously never published.
As several Greek fragments of the Gospel of Thomas have been preserved, we may
assume that this was the more familiar document. It is quite likely, therefore, that it
served as a model for GPhil. Since the Gospel of Thomas consists of a series of
enigmatic sayings, there was no need to edit GPhil. In its existing form, it could serve
the same purpose as the Gospel of Thomas. Thus, in the context of Codex II, the genre
of GPhil is the same as that of the Gospel of Thomas: as a collection of sayings for
meditation.
3.5

Excursus: Philip, evangelist and baptist

The word gospel can apply to a multitude of genres, and also to a baptismal
instruction. Another baptismal instruction in the Nag Hammadi Library, the ‘hiera
biblos of the Egyptians’, was renamed the Gospel of the Egyptians in its colophon.
Most commentators believe that the attribution to Philip is related to the fact that
Philip and Mary Magdalene are the only followers of Jesus mentioned by name in the
document, and of these Philip is the only one who acts as transmitter of a Jesus story.
That does not mean that Philip was believed to have written the document, otherwise
the text of §91 would not read: ‘The apostle Philip said...’.109
But there may be more that can explain the attribution: Philip was known
especially as an evangelist and a baptiser. In his person, gospel and baptismal
instruction come together. The story of Philip instructing and baptizing the Ethiopian
seems to have connected him forever with baptismal discourse. In the year 381,
Gregory Nazianzen calls people to baptism with the words ‘I am Philip; do you be
Candace’s Eunuch’.110
With his Greek name and (according to John) coming from the largely Greek
capital of Gaulanitis, Bethsaida Julias, the historical Philip may very well have been
fluent in Greek. And indeed, the Gospel of John mentions Philip as the one addressed
by ‘Greeks’ in Jerusalem who are interested in Jesus.111 In the mid-30s CE, the
Jerusalem church attracted Greek-speaking Jews and proselytes in Jerusalem. Acts 2:5
states that these men from many nations were living in Jerusalem. It is not unlikely
that many of them belonged to a synagogue in Jerusalem where they could pray,
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worship and socialize in their own language. 112 Acts 6:9 mentions an argument in the
‘Synagogue of the Freedmen’, possibly a congregation of to Jews whose ancestors
had been enslaved by Pompey in 63 BCE and who had since been emancipated. The
Theodotus inscription confirms that such Greek synagogues did function in
Jerusalem.113 In the Synagogue of the Freedmen we find people from Cyrene,
Alexandria, Cilicia and Asia. Once the church in Jerusalem grew to a certain size a
Greek-language house group was also created. Elsewhere in the New Testament we
encounter Christians who conceivably may have been part of this synagogue and part
of the Greek-language house group.114
Acts 6:5 gives the names of seven prominent people in that group. The second one
mentioned is a certain Philip. Acts seemingly speaks of two Philips: one an apostle
and the other an evangelist. But Christopher Matthews persuasively argues that the
stories about Philip are best read as deriving from traditions about one and the same
historical person.115 If we assume that Stephen is mentioned first on the grounds of his
martyrdom, then Philip may have been their apostolic leader, as evidenced by his
prominent role in Acts 6-8.
Paul, who came from Tarsus in Cilicia, may also have been part of the Synagogue
of the Freedmen. The young Paul seems to have been a witness against the Greekspeaking Christians, many of whom may have been members of that same synagogue.
I suggest that an argument in this particular synagogue could have led to a formal
charge against Greek-speaking Christians only.116 As a result, many of them fled to
their families and friends in the Diaspora. This scenario would explain how the new
cult spread so quickly into neighbouring countries and perhaps even to Rome.
According to Acts, Philip travelled through Judaea and Samaria and took up residence
in Caesarea (Acts 8:40 and 21:8). But some of the refugees went to Damascus. Paul
was part of an arrest team sent to that city – in light of his tender age more likely as an
informer than as a leader of the temple police. Near his destination he breaks down
and experiences a conversion. Acts 9:26-30 and Galatians 1:18 state that some time

112

Note that the word ‘synagogue’ does not have to denote a formal building, but can also describe the coming
together of a group.
113
See Fitzmyer (1998), Acts, pp 356-358; see also Barret (1994), Acts, pp 323-324. The Theodotus inscription is
catalogued as Corpus Inscriptionum Judaicarum 2.332-35 §1404. A minority of scholars, however, dates the
inscription after 70 CE.
114
The group may have included people like Simon of Cyrene, the father of Alexander and Rufus (Mark 15:21 and
perhaps Romans 16:13); Stephen, Philip, Procurus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, Nicholas – a proselyte from
Antioch (Acts 6:5); plausibly also Simeon Niger, Lucius of Cyrene and Manaen – connected to the Herodians
(Acts 13:1), Mnason from Cyprus (Acts 21:16), Andronicus and Junias (Romans 16:7), and – less likely – Apollos
from Alexandria (Acts 18:24 and I Corinthians 1:12). Josef Barnabas from Cyprus (Acts 4:36), the family of John
Mark (Acts 12:12), Judas Barsabbas and Silas (Acts 15:22) seem to have functioned as links between the Aramaic
and the Greek believers.
115
Matthews (2002), Philip, pp 64-70. See also the Acts of Philip III, 2 (31), where his work is that of an apostle
and a deacon.
116
An important factor to consider is that the Aramaic church of Jerusalem was somewhat separate from Greekspeaking believers. The account in Acts 8 implicitly says that the city authorities, which seem well aware of the
Aramaic-speaking group, did not charge them as they did the Greek-speaking group. I suggest that there was
something that Acts does not tell us, namely that the Aramaics had distanced themselves from certain conclusions
and activities of the Greek-speaking group. As we have to imagine something punishable by Jewish law, this
might be a threat against the temple (Acts 6:14) and the idea that the law no longer applied to distinguish between
Christian Jews and Christian proselytes or uncircumcised God-fearers (cf. Acts 6:13-14). The possibility that they
celebrated their love meals together with non-Jews may be the historical kernel behind Acts 6:1. And if the
suspicion in Acts 21:28,29 is based on a precedent, it might be that they even invited uncircumcised worshippers
in the synagogue to join them on a visit to the Temple, something to which the death penalty applied. The Aramaic
speakers may well have disagreed with the Greek-speaking believers, and regarding the communion at table,
Galatians 2 tells us that they did.

41

thereafter Paul returns to Jerusalem. He is not admitted to the house groups.117 In his
Greek synagogue he disputes unsuccessfully with his former non-Christian friends,
who turn against him (Acts 9:29). Barnabas, who came from Cyprus and may also
have had relationships among the Greek-speaking Jews, knows about Paul’s conflict
in that synagogue. Barnabas introduces him to some of the apostles and shortly
thereafter they send him to Caesarea, where Philip had taken up residence. From there
Paul goes home to Tarsus.
Acts also pictures Philip as the first evangelist to non-Jews: the finance minister
from Ethiopia and the Samaritans.118 The Jerusalem church sends representatives to
Samaria and, it seems, to other Judaean towns that Philip had visited. Most of the
converts seem to accept the authority of Jerusalem. Simultaneously, however, it is
interesting to note how the baptism of Samaritans was judged to be inadequate.119
There are several traditions that indicate that Philip and his family moved to
Hierapolis in Asia, near Laodicea and Colosse. Quite possibly they did so around the
start of the Jewish War in 66 CE. It is estimated that in those years up to one third of
the Jews from Palestine may have fled the country. Philip’s daughters, or at least
some of them, are said to have lived in celibacy and to have prophesied (Acts 21:9).
In the second century the local ‘bishop’ Papias names Philip and occasionally his
daughters as authorities in the transmission of knowledge about Jesus.120
Whereas mainstream Christians claimed Peter as their authority, various dissenting
groups claimed the authority of other followers of Jesus, like Philip, Thomas and
Mary Magdalene, as the sources of their teaching about Jesus. And indeed, these
people play prominent roles in the farewell discourses of Jesus in both the Gospel of
John and gnostic Christian resurrection dialogues. It seems that the fourth century
Acts of Philip were collected and edited in Asia by encratic Christians. In 35-36, 63
and 85-86, Philip consistently catechizes and then baptizes the new converts.
Christopher Matthews believes that a certain passage may even come from a
Valentinian source.121 I suggest that such groups could sympathize with Philip
because of his association with the ‘Hellenists’, the Hellenists’ critical attitude
towards the Jewish Law, the prophetic role of Philip’s daughters and their celibacy.
Two patristic sources tell us that Manichaeans used a Gospel of Philip. Epiphanius
says that libertine gnostic Christians also used a gospel by that name.122 He quotes a
passage wherein Jesus is said to have revealed how the soul can ascend unto heaven.
But this passage is not part of our Coptic GPhil, which is not libertine at all.
117

This role as informer against the Greek Christians in his synagogue can explain his statements in Galatians
1:22-23, that he on the one hand persecuted the Christians in Judaea, but that on the other hand most of the
Christians left in Judaea, namely the Aramaic speakers, did not know him personally.
118
Scott Spencer (1992), Philip in Acts, pp 186-187, believes the author uses Philip as a forerunner for Peter’s
mission to the Gentiles.
119
Could it be that the Hellenists baptised Samaritans and god-fearers as if they were Jews, whereas others were
still debating whether believers should not first become Jews? See chapter 3.2.1 above, and also the discussion
about Peter’s baptism of the Gentile Cornelius in Acts 10. Or is there a discussion about the form of baptism?
Some 15 years later in Ephesus, the baptismal practice of another Greek-speaking Jew, Apollos - according to the
version of Acts in codex Beza instructed in the faith in Alexandria - has to be corrected as well. Apollos’
knowledge of baptism is judged inadequate because ‘he knew only the baptism of John’ (Acts 18:25). This
suggests that the Aramaic believers reached certain conclusions about the correct form of baptism (perhaps
regarding the use of the names of Jesus and the Holy Spirit) that the Greek-speaking Jewish followers had not yet
adopted while still in Jerusalem. A tradition of disagreement between Philip and the other apostles also surfaces in
the Letter of Peter to Philip (NHC VIII,2).
120
Eusebius, The Ecclestical History III.39.
121
p 160, quoting Bovon’s translation of APh.Mart. 29: ‘Here, the wedding chamber is ready, blessed is the guest
of the spouse, for rich is the harvest of the fields, and blessed is the worker who is able.’
122
Epiphanius, Panarion 26.13.2-3, NHMS vols 35 and 36.
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Nonetheless, there still may be a connection: secret information about the ascent of
the soul to the Father can easily be imagined in the context of initiatory discourse.
Philip’s discussion with Jesus in John 14 about going to and seeing the Father made
him particularly suited for esoteric initiatory discourse.123

123

Schenke (1997), Philippus, suggests that the fragment of Epiphanius, which clearly does not belong to our text,
is part of a different version of our text. ‘Unser EvPhil hat einen so ausgeprägten eigenen Charakter und ist von
solcher Faszination, daß man sich schwer vorstellen kann, wie sich daneben eine andere Schrift mit dem gleichen
Titel hätte behaupten sollen’ (p 2). If, however, we see the title as one that is very fitting for a gnostic Christian
baptismal instruction, we can see both texts as standing in the same tradition and genre, but without having to
assume a direct relationship between the two texts.
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Presentation of the Text
Introduction
On the following pages, I provide my own translation of GPhil, interpreted and
presented as notes for a baptismal instruction.
The Coptic text used is that of Schenke’s 1997 commentary. He stayed close to
Layton’s critical text edition in the Coptic Gnostic Library, but suggested
reconstructions in line with his conclusion that all passages could in fact somehow be
related to sacramental catecheses. I have reviewed his suggestions and translation
choices on the basis of the interpretative framework provided by the baptismal
instruction hypothesis. Where I deviate from Schenke’s Coptic text, this is noted in
the footnotes. Where I adopt his or other corrections of the text, these are all noted
explicitly.
In the context of this study, the source language is more important for analysis of
textual markers and sub-compositions than the English translation. For this reason the
translation will be somewhat concordant and maintain the original word order as
much possible. Some exegetically important words have not been translated and are
given in italics, for example cosmos and psyche, except when they are used as names
(Messiah, Christ, Sophia). As gender is an important concept in GPhil, I have often
retained the feminine, even for words that would be referred to with ‘it’ in English,
like psyche, Truth and Love.
The three parts are preceded by a header, as is each of the twelve textual units. Each
textual unit starts on a new page. The structure of each unit is reflected in the partition
of the text. For reference purposes, I use the page and line numbering of Layton’s text
in the Coptic Gnostic Library, as well as Schenke’s paragraph numbers. Apart from
the headings, the following editorial signs are used:
[...]
[text]
{text}
‹text›
(text)

Lacuna in the Coptic text
Proposed reconstruction of a lacuna
Apparently duplicated in the Coptic text
Proposed correction of the Coptic text (additions and modifications)
Normal font: normal use to indicate a side-remark in a longer passage
(text)
Small font: Words added in English to smoothen or clarify the text
italics Original word in the text retained in translation, like psyche; or for emphasis
abc-abc Right hand upper corner: proposed structure of a text unit
§1
Small font: Schenke’s paragraph number
51.29
Superscript: page and line numbers in Layton’s critical text edition
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Outlines for Pre-baptismal Instructions
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1. Procatechesis

abc-abc

A Hebrew man produces Hebrews 30and such [peop]le are then called 31proselytes. But a
p[rose]lyte does not 32produce proselytes. [For some indeed] 33are as they [came into be]ing
34
and produce oth[ers. For the others,] 52.1[however, it o]nly befits them that they will 2come
into being.
3
4
§2 The [sl]ave only seeks to be free and does not seek for the domain of his lord. The son,
however, is not only 5son, to the contrary: he claims the inheritance of the 6father.
§1

51.29

Those who inherit 7from the dead ones, they too are dead, 8and they are heirs from the
dead. Those 9who inherit from the living one, they are alive; 10and they inherit from the
living one and from the 11dead ones. Those who are dead do heirs 12of no-one. For how shall
one who is dead inherit? 13If the dead one inherits from 14the living one, he shall not die, to
the contrary: the dead one 15 will rather come alive.
§3

A gentile man 16does not die, because he never came alive so that 17he would die. The
one who believed the truth came 18alive, and this one runs the risk to die, because he lives
19
since the day that Christ came.
§4

§5

‘Created is 20the cosmos,
cosmeticised the cities,
21
carried out the one who’s dead.’

In the days that we 22were Hebrews, we were orphans, 23having our mother. But when we
became 24Christians we received father and mother.
§6

Those who sow in the winter, harvest in the summer. 26The winter is the cosmos; the
summer is the other aeon. 27Let us sow in the cosmos, so that 28we shall harvest in the
summer. Therefore it is necessary 29for us not to pray in the winter. Out 30of the winter the
summer (comes forth). And if someone harvests 31in the winter, he will not harvest but he will
32
pluck out, §8 like that sort that will not yield 33fruit [to him]. Not only does it come 34out [in
the winter], but in the other sabbath, 35[his field] is without fruit.
§7

25

Christ came, 53.1for some indeed to buy them, but for others 2to save them, others to
ransom 3them:
- Those who are alien he bought. He 4made them his own.
- And he set apart 5his own, whom he had given as a deposit 6according to his will.
(Not only ‘when he 7appeared he laid down the psyche 8willingly’, but since the day that
the cosmos is, 9he laid down the psyche at the moment that he wanted. 10Then he came
first, in order ‘to take her back’ because 11she was given as a deposit. She found herself
among robbers 12and was taken captive, but he saved 13her.)
- Both the good ones in the cosmos, 14as well as the evil ones, he ransomed.
§9

Light and darkness. 15Life and death. Those on the right and left 16are each other’s
brothers, it is impossible that are separated 17from each other. Therefore, neither are the
good ones 18good, nor the evil ones evil; 19neither is life alive, nor death dead. 20Because of
all this everyone will dissolve 21into his first principle; but those above 22the cosmos are
indissoluble, 23they are eternal.
§10

52.33 Layton: [naF]
52.34 ebo/[l HN tprw]
52.35 Isenberg: [teFswve o]uÖatkarpos
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2. Proposition

abc-abc

The names which are given to the 53.24cosmic ones contain a great 25error, for they divert
their hearts 26from those who are stable to those that are unstable. 27And the one who hears
‘God’ does not think 28of the one who are stable, but he thinks of 29the one who is unstable.
Likewise with ‘Father, 30Son and Holy Spirit’, 31‘the life’, ‘the light’, and ‘the resurrection’,
32
‘the church’ and all the others, - 33they do not think of the ones who are stable, but they
34
think of the unstable ones, unless they have learned about 35the ones who are stable. The
names that are heard 36are in the cosmos. [Let no one be] 54.1misled: if they were in the aeon
they would 2not be mentioned in the cosmos at any 3time, nor have been set among the
4
cosmic things. They have an end in 5the aeon.
§11

One name is not proclaimed 6in the cosmos: the name that the Father gave 7to the Son. It
is above everyone, as this is 8the name of the Father. (For the son 9would not become father,
unless he clothed himself with 10the name of the father.) This name, - 11those who have it
indeed think of it, but they 12do not pronounce it. And those who do not have it 13do not
think of it.
§12

But Truth brought forth 14names in the cosmos because of us, who are not able 15to learn
about her without the names. A single One 16is Truth, - she is also manifold because of us,
who 17learn about this One, lovingly, through 18many.
The rulers wished to mislead 19Man, since they saw that he has 20a kinship with those who
are 21truly good. They took the name of those who are 22good. They gave it to those who are
not good 23so that through the names they will mislead 24him and bind them to those who are
25
not good and after that - as if they 26did them a favour – remove them 27from those who are
‘not good’ and 28place them among those who are ‘good’ that they 29‘knew’. For they wished
to 30take the free one and make him their 31slave forever.
32
33
§14 There are powers who give [food] to Man - not wishing that he be saved -, so that they
34
[have their fill]. For if Man is 35saved, there are no sacrifices 36[to the powers]. And animals
were offered up 55.1to the powers, for were animals 2who offered up to [them]. Indeed, they
offered 3them up alive, but when they were offered 4up, they died. As for Man, he was offered
5
up dead to God, and he came alive.
§13

Before Christ had come, there was no bread 7in the cosmos, as in paradise, the place
8
were Adam was: it had many trees 9to feed the animals (but) there was no grain 10to feed of
Man; Man ate 11like the animals. But when Christ 12came, the perfect man, he brought bread
13
from the heaven, so that Man would be 14fed with the food of Man.
15
16
§16 The rulers thought that according to their power and their wish they did what they
17
18
did. But the Holy Spirit secretly worked everything through them 19as he wished.
§15

6

Truth is sown 20in every place, – she who is from the first. 21And many see her being sown,
but 22few are they who see her being reaped.

54.32 Schenke (mentioned in Layton): H[re µ]
54.36 Layton (‘also possible’): [Ndunamis]
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3. Proof: The debate about the Son and the resurrection

i, ii, iii

Some say that Mary conceived by 24the Holy Spirit. They are in error. 25They do not
know what they say:
- When did 26a woman ever conceive from a woman? 27Mary is ‘the virgin that no 28power
defiled’. It is a 29big anathema for the Hebrews (that is the 30apostles and the apostolics):
31
this virgin that no power 32defiled is [spiritual]; the powers 33defiled themselves.
- And the Lord would not have said, 34‘My Father who is in the heavens’, 35unless he had
another Father; 36but he (would have) said simply: [‘my Father’].
- §18 37The Lord said to the disciples, [‘Take] 56.1out of every house’ (and) ‘bring into the house
2
of the Father’, but on the contrary, ‘Do not carry them in the house 3of the Father’ (and) ‘Do
not take out’.
§17

55.23

‘Jesus’ is a name 4that is hidden; ‘Christ’ is a name that is revealed - 5therefore, indeed,
Jesus does not exist not 6in any language, but his name is ‘Jesus’, 7just as he was called.
Also ‘Christ’ is 8his name: in The Syrian language it is ‘Messiah’, 9but in Greek it is
‘Christ’. 10Surely all the others have it 11according to everyone’s own language. 12The
‘Nazarene’ is the revealed 13of the hidden one. §20 Christ has everything 14within him, be it
man or angel, 15or mystery, and the Father.
§19

The ones who say, that 16the Lord died first and (then) 17rose, are in error. For he rose 18first
and (then) he died. If someone does not acquire 19the resurrection first, will he not die? 20As
(true as) God lives, this one would ...
§21

Nobody 21will hide a great object that is precious 22in something great. But many times,
one has cast innumerable myriads 24into a thing worth an assarion. This is how it is with
25
the psyche, which is a precious thing: she came to be 26in a despicable body.
§22
23

Some are 27afraid, lest they rise naked. 28This is why they wish to rise 29in the flesh! And
[they] do not know that those who 30wear the [flesh] are naked. 31It is those who [are able to]
strip 32[themselves] that are not naked.
‘Flesh 33[and blood will] not inherit the kingdom 34[of God]’. Which (flesh) is this that will
57.1
not inherit? That which is upon us. And which (flesh), 2moreover, is this that will inherit? It
is that of Jesus 3and his blood. For this reason, he said, 4‘He who does not eat my flesh and
drink 5my blood does not have life within him’. What 6is it? His flesh is the logos, and his
blood 7is the Holy Spirit. He who has received these has 8food and he has drink, and clothing.
9
I find fault with the others who say 10that it will not rise; or, rather, both 11are wrong. You say
it: 12‘The flesh will not rise’, - but tell me 13what will rise, so that we may pay respect to you.
14
You say, ‘The spirit in the flesh’. 15And even this is a light ‘in the flesh’! 16Even a logos is
something which is ‘in the flesh’. Whatever you will say, 17you say nothing outside the flesh.
18
It is necessary to rise in this flesh, as 19everything is within it.
§23

In this cosmos, 20those who clothe themselves are better than the clothes.
kingdom of heavens, the clothes are 22better than those who have put them on.
§24

55.32 ou[pn·a te a]ndunamis
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In the

4. Proof: Baptism and salvation, eucharist and communion

ab-ab

Through 57.23water and fire the whole place is cleansed: 24the revealed ones through the
revealed ones, 25the hidden ones through the hidden ones. There are some 26who are hidden
through the revealed ones. 27There is water in water, there is fire 28in chrism.
§25

Jesus took them all up by stealth. 29For he did not appear as 30he was, but he appeared
31
in the way that they would be able to see 32him. [And all of these] he appeared 33to. He
[appeared] to the 34great ones as great. He appeared to the 35small ones as small. He
[appeared 58.1to the] angels as an angel, and 2to men as a man. Therefore, his 3logos was
hidden from everyone. Some, 4indeed, saw him, thinking they saw 5themselves! But when
he appeared 6to his disciples in glory 7on the mount, he was not small. He 8became great, but
he (also) made his disciples 9great, so that they would be able to see 10him in his greatness.
§26

He said on that day 11in the eucharist, ‘You, who have united 12the perfect light with the Holy
Spirit, 13unite the angels with us also, 14the images’.
15
§27 Do not look down upon the lamb. For without it, it is not possible to see the king; no one
16
17
will be able to approach the king, while naked.
The Man from heaven has many more children 18than the Man from the earth. If the
children of Adam 19are numerous, even though they die, 20how much more the children of
the perfect Man. 21These do not die, but are being born 22every time.
23
24
§29 The father produces children, but the child is not able to produce children. For
25
someone who has been born is not able to give birth, but the child acquires 26siblings, not
children.
27
28
29
§30 Those who are born in the cosmos are all born in the physis. And in [the place]
30
31
where they were born the others [eat]. Man [receives] food from the 32promise about the
place above. 33If he [were born] from the mouth [34of God] – where the logos comes from -,
59.1
he would eat from the mouth and 2he would become perfect.
3
4
§31 For the perfect conceive through a kiss and give birth. Therefore, we too kiss one
5
6
another, receiving conception from the grace that is within one another.
§28

58.33-34 [eneujpo] µ/moF~ ebol Hnt~tapro [µpnoute] e/plogos ei ebol µmau
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5. The spirit

abc-abc

There were three who walked with 59.7the Lord all the time: Mary his mother, 8and her
sister, and Magdalena, 9 who is called ‘his partner’. 10For Mary is his sister, and she is his
mother, 11and she is his partner.
12
13
§33 The ‘Father’ and the ‘Son’ are single names. The ‘Holy Spirit’ is a double name, for
14
15
they are everywhere. They are above, they are below. They are in what is hidden, they are
in those who are visible. 16(So too) the Holy Spirit: he is in the one who is visible, - 17he is in
the one below. He is in the one who is hidden, - 18he is in the one above.
§32

The holy ones are served 19by the evil powers. 20For they are blinded by the Holy Spirit,
so that they would think that they are serving 22their people whenever they do it for the
holy ones. 23Therefore, - (when) a disciple 24asked the Lord one day for a 25thing of the
cosmos, he said to him ‘26Ask your mother and she will give you’, - 27from another one’s
(goods).
§34
21

The apostles said 28to the disciples: ‘May our entire offering 29acquire salt’. 30They
called Sophia ‘salt’, without her 31no offering is acceptable. §36 And Sophia 32is ‘barren’,
‘[without] children’. Therefore 33she is called [‘deserted’], inasmuch as ‹she is› 34salt.
Where they will [become children] 35alike, the Holy Spirit [will give birth to them], 60.1and
‘many are her children’.
2
3
§37 That which belongs to the father, belongs to the son. But regarding him, the son: as
4
5
long as he is small he is not entrusted with his possessions. When he becomes a man, his
father gives him 6all his possessions.
§35

O wanderers! Those who are 7born of the spirit, wander off again 8because of him.
Therefore: by one and the same wind (=spirit), 9the fire is kindled and extinguished.
10
11
12
§39 Echamoth and Echmoth are two different (things). Echamoth is simply Sophia. But
13
14
15
Echmoth is the Sophia {of death, which is the one} who knows death, who is called ‘little
Sophia’.
§38

There are animals 16that obey the man, like the bull 17and the donkey and others of this
sort. 18There are others that do not obey, 19living solitary in the deserts. Man plows 20the
field with the animals that obey, 21and from this he feeds himself and the 22animals, be it the
ones that obey or the ones that 23do not obey. Likewise the perfect 24Man: with powers that
obey 25he plows, preparing everyone to come into existence. 26For because of this the whole
place stands, 27be it the good ones or the evil ones, 28indeed the right ones as well as the left
ones. The Holy Spirit 29shepherds every one, and he rules 30over [all] the powers, the ones
who obey 31and the ones that do not [obey], as well as the ones who stand solitary. 32For
even [them he watches. He] shuts them in, 33so that, [if they] wish, they cannot 34[go away].
§40

[The one who] is created ‘was [35very good.’] Would you find his children to be
creations of noble descent? If he had not been 2created but was begotten, you would find
3
his seed to be of noble descent. 4But now he was created (and then) he begat. What 5sort of
noble descent is this?
6
7
§42 First adultery came, afterwards murder. And he was begotten in adultery, for he was
8
the son of the snake. For that reason he became 9a manslayer, like his father, and 10he
killed his brother. And every partnership, 11which has occurred between those who are not
like one 12another, is adultery.
§41
61.1

59.33 ero[s je erhmo]s epei ‹so› NHmou; cf Gal. 4:27.
59.34 pma etounavëÄ[wpe µmau] n\vë[hre]
59.35 [najpoou]
60.32 kai gar FCwvï[t erou] F/wtp~ µmoou eHÖoun~
60.35 ne[nanouF mate n]; or Schenke: ne[swF alla n] (translate: ‘…is beautiful, but…’).
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6. Proof: Baptism with or without transformation

abcdefedcba

God 61.13is a dyer. As with the good dyes 14that are called the true, - they 15die with those
that are dyed -, 16so it is with those who are dyed by God. Inasmuch as 17his dyes are
immortal, 18they become immortal through his pharmacy.
- 19But God baptizes the ones that he baptizes 20in water.
§43

It is not possible 21for someone to see anything of those who stand, 22unless this he
becomes like 23them. Unlike Man 24in the cosmos: he sees the sun, without being a sun.
25
And he sees the heaven and the earth and all the 26other things, but he is not these. 27Is this
how it is in the Truth? To the contrary, you 28saw something of that place and you became
29
those. You saw the Spirit and you 30became spirit. You saw Christ and you became
31
christ. You saw the [Father and you] will become father. 32Therefore [in these places],
indeed, you see 33everything, and only yourself you do not [see]. 34But in that [place] you do
see yourself. For what 35you see is what you will [become].
62.1
§45 Faith receives, love gives. [Nobody will be able to
receive] without faith. Nobody
2
will be able to give without love. §46 Therefore, indeed, in order to receive 3we believe. But
in order to truly give...
- For 4if someone gives without love, he has no benefit 5from what he has given. He who has
not received 6the Lord is still a Hebrew.
7
8
9
§47 The apostles before us called out this way: ‘Jesus, the Nazoraean, Messiah’, which is
10
‘Jesus, the Nazoraean, Christ’. The last name is ‘Christ’; the first is ‘Jesus’. The one in
11
the middle is ‘the Nazarene’. ‘Messiah’ 12has two meanings: both ‘the christ (=the anointed)’
13
and ‘the measured one’. ‘Jesus’ in Hebrew is ‘14Salvation’, ‘Nazara’ is ‘Truth’, 15The
Nazarene, then is (the one from) the Truth. It is Christ 16who was measured. The Nazarene and
Jesus 17are the ones who were measured.
§44

The pearl, when 18thrown in the dung, 19{does} not {become} greatly despised.
Neither when anointed with balsam oil, 21will it become valued. But it has 22value with its
lord 23always. This is how it is with the children of 24God in the (situations) that they may get
into: 25they still have value with their father.
§48
20

If you say, ‘I am a Jew’, 27no one will be shaken. If you say, ‘I am a 28Roman, no one
will be upset. If 29you say ‘I am a Greek’, ‘a barbarian’, ‘30a slave’, ‘[a] free man’, no one
31
will be troubled. [If] you [say], ‘I am a Christian’, 32the [one over there] will tremble.
- May it be, 33that I [receive one] like that, 34whose name [the one over there] will not be
able to endure [35hearing].
63.1
§50. God is a man-eater.
That is why Man is sacrificed 2to him. Before, when Man was
sacrificed, 3they sacrificed animals. For they were 4not gods to whom they sacrificed.
5
6
7
§51 Glass vessels and earthenware vessels come into being through fire. But when glass
8
9
vessels break, they are made over; for they came into being through a wind (=spirit).
Earthenware vessels, 10however, when they break are destroyed; 11for they came into being
without breath.
12
13
§52 A donkey going around (tied) to a millstone, went a hundred miles walking. When he
was released, 14he found that he was still in the same place. 15There are people who go
walking at length, 16and they never make progress to 17any place. When evening falls on
them, 18they have seen neither city nor 19village, neither structure nor nature, nor 20power,
nor angel. For nothing did the wretches 21toil.
§49

26

The eucharist is Jesus, for he is 22called in the Syrian language ‘Pharisatha’, 23which is
‘the one spread out’. 24For Jesus came to be crucified to the cosmos.
25
26
27
§54 The Lord went into the dye-works of Levi. He took seventy-two colours (and) threw
28
29
them in the cauldron. He took them out all white and said, ‘This is how the Son of Man
came to her: 30as a dyer’.
- §53
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7. Proof: The difference between gnostic and mainstream Christians

i, ii, iii

The hidden difference
Sophia 63.31who is called ‘the barren’, she 32is the mother of the angels and the partner 33of
the saviour. As for Maria Magdalena: 34the [saviour loved] her 35more than the disciples. [As
she saw him, he] 36greeted her (with kisses) on her [mouth, many] 37times. The other [disciples
were 64.1angry] with [her. They questioned,] they said to him, ‘2Why do you love her more
than all of us?’ 3 The saviour answered, {he said 4to them}, ‘Why do I not love you 5like her?’.
6
§56 A blind (person) and one who sees, while they are both in the dark, are not different from
7
one another. When the light comes, then 8the one who sees, shall see the light, - and 9the one
who is blind shall remain in the dark.
10
11
12
§57 The Lord said, ‘Blessed is he who is before he had yet become’, for he who is was
13
14
and shall be. §58 The superiority of Man is not visible, but it is hidden. Therefore he is lord
15
over the animals that are stronger than he, that are big, 16according to what is visible. And
what is hidden... 17And this one gives them continuation! But if 18Man separates from them,
they kill 19one another and devour one another. 20And they ate one another because they had
not found 21food. But now they have found food, because 22Man worked the earth.
§55

The difference in baptism
If someone 23goes down into the water, and comes up without having 24received anything,
and says ‘I am a Christian, (then) 25he received the name at interest. But if he 26receives the
Holy Spirit, he has 27the name as a gift. From him who received a 28gift, it is not taken (back).
But he who borrowed 29at interest, is charged.
This is how 30it is with us, §60 if someone comes into being in 31a mystery. The mystery of
marriage 32is great, for [without] it the cosmos 33would [not be]. For the composition of 34the
cosmos are people, and the composition [35of people] is marriage. Think about the 36undefiled
partnership, - 37how much power it has! Its image 65.1exists in defilement.
2
3
§61 The appearances of unclean spirits are as males and females. The males indeed partner
4
5
with souls that inhabit a female appearance. And the females 6are those who are mingled
with the (souls) in a male appearance, 7promiscuously. And nobody 8 will be able to escape
these when they seize him 9unless he receives a male power and 10a female: the bridegroom
and the 11bride. But one receives (them) from the 12imaginary bridal chamber.
Whenever the 13foolish women see a male sitting 14alone, they jump on him, they 15tease him
16
17
18
(and) defile him. This way, too, if foolish men see a woman sitting alone, beautiful: They
19
20
persuade here and violate her as they wish, defiling her. But if they see a man with his wife
sitting 21together, the women are not able to go down 22on the man, neither are the men 23able
to go down on the woman. This is how it is 24if the image and the angel unite with one
another: 25neither will anybody be able to (even) dare 26to go down on the man or the woman.
§59

63.31-33 Punctuation follows Sophia’s titles in Hippolytus’ Refutation VI,34.3.
63.35-36 aµmaqht[hs esnau eroF aF]aspaze µmos atesää[tapro NHaH] Nsop~
63.37-64.1 apkeseepe µä[maqhths Cont+] erosä [au]r+Ö[aith]ma; the last word is an earlier suggestion by
Schenke, listed by Layton.
65.07 Layton’s translation of the rare ebol HitN ouat €twt €.
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The difference after death
27

He who comes out of the cosmos 28cannot be seized anymore because he was in 29the
cosmos. It is manifest that he is above 30the lust of [death]. He [is free] from fear. 31He is lord
over [creation]. He is better than 32envy.
If [anybody else] comes, they seize 33him (and) strangle [him]. And how will he 34be able to get
away from the [great seizing powers]? 35How will he be able to [hide himself from them?
Often] 36there are some who [say], ‘37We are believers’. How is it (then) that [they fear]
66.1
[unclean spirits] and demons? 2For if they had the Holy Spirit, 3no unclean spirit would
cleave 4to them.
5
6
§62 Do not fear the flesh and do not love it. If you fear it, it will be lord over you, - if you
love it, it will swallow and strangle you.
7
8
§63 Either he lives in this cosmos, or in the resurrection, or in the places that are in the
9
10
middle. May it not happen that they find me there! This cosmos, - there is good in it (and)
11
there is evil. Its good things 12are not good, and its evil things 13are not evil. But there is evil
after 14this cosmos that is truly evil, 15which is called ‘the Middle’. It 16is death. As long as we
are in this cosmos 17it is necessary for us to acquire the resurrection, 18so that when we strip
naked of the flesh 19we are found in the Rest, and do not 20walk in the Middle, for many go
astray 21on the way. For it is good to come out 22of the cosmos before Man has 23sinned.
24
25
§64 There are indeed some who neither wish nor are able (to come out). But others, if they
26
27
wish, do not benefit because they did not act. Does then wishing make them sinners? But
28
29
(also) if they wish not: righteousness will hide from the two of them: both from the ‘wishnot’ [and] from the ‘act-not’.
30
31
32
§65 An apostolic (man) saw in a vision some (people) shut up in a house of fire, and bound
33
34
with [chains] of fire, lying on fire[wood], [scourged] with [scourges] of [fire]. And they
said to them, ‘[35These were] able to save [36their psyches], but they did not wish (it). They
received [3this place of] punishment, that which is called 67.1‘the [outer] darkness’, for it [is
there].

65.30 Fjose atepiqumia µ/p/[mou] F/[o bol] N//q/®te
65.31 Fo Njoeis at/k[ti]s/[ i]s, following the quote from Valentinus in Clement’s Stromateis IV,89.3: ‘For if
indeed you dissolve the cosmos, you are not dissolved yourself: you are lord over creation and all corruption’
(emphasis added).
65.31 Isenberg: evje/ [kelaa]uÄ ei
65.37 Hopw[s seHote]
66.33 [eCl;]m;ü NkwHt
66.33-34 [eumasti]gÄou µmoou HN [Henma]sti[x] N/[kwHt]; the last part is suggested by Schenke in his
commentary
67.01 Schenke (in commentary): je Fµ/[mau]
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Outlines for Mystagogical Instructions

57
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8. The mystery of turning inside

abcdcba

From water and fire the soul 3and the spirit came into being; from water and 4fire and
light the son of 5the bridal chamber ‹came into being›. The fire is the chrism. The light 6is the
fire, - I do not speak of that fire 7that has no form, but of the other whose 8form is white,
which lights beautifully 9and which gives beauty.
§66

67.2

Truth did not come 10into the cosmos naked, but she came in 11types and images. He will
not receive her in another manner. 12There is being born again and an 13image of being born
again. It is truly necessary 14to be born again through the image. What 15is the resurrection
and the image? Through the image 16it is necessary to rise. The bridal chamber and the
image: 17through the image it is necessary to come into 18Truth, that is the restoration. 19It is
necessary for those who do not only receive the name of ‘20Father, Son and Holy Spirit’.
21
But they themselves are acquired by you. If one does not acquire them, 22even the name
shall be taken from him. 23 And one receives them in the chrism with the [resin] 24of the
power of the cross (this (power) the apostles 25called ‘the right and the left’). 26For this one is
no longer a Christian but 27he is a christ. §68 The Lord [did] everything through mystery:
28
baptism and chrism 29and eucharist and redemption 30and bridal chamber.
§67

[Therefore he said], ‘31I came to make [those from below] like 32those from above, [and
those from the] outside 33like those from the [inside]’. And to join them 34there, [he works]
here 35through types [and images].
36
Those who say, ‘[There is an earthly man and] 37there is one above [him]’ are wrong.
38
[For] the one who is visible [to them] 68.1is the one there who is called ‘2the one who is
below’. And the one to whom the hidden one 3belongs, is the one there who is above him.
4
For it is better that they say, ‘The inner, 5the outer, and the one outside 6the outside’.
- Because of this, the Lord 7called the destruction ‘the darkness on the outside’. 8There is
nothing else beyond it.
He said, ‘9My Father who is in the hidden one’. He said, ‘10Go into your chamber and
close 11your door behind you, and pray to your Father 12who is in the hidden one’, which
is the one who is within 13all of them.
- And that which is within 14all of them is the plerôma. After 15that, there is nothing else on
its inside. Of this 16it is said that it is ‘the one above 17them’.
18
19
§70 Before Christ, some came out from where they could no longer go into, and they
20
went to where they could no longer come out. But Christ came. Those who 21had gone in,
he brought out. And those who 22had gone out, he brought in. §71 When 23Eve was [in]
Adam, death did not exist. 24When she separated from him, death came into being. 25Yet
again: if he goes in and if he receives himself, there 26will be no death.
§69

‘My God, my God! Why, 27o Lord, have you left me behind?’ He spoke 28these (words) on
the cross, for he separated in that place. [29The Lord] was born from 30the one who [was
born] by God. 31The [Lord rose] from the dead. [32He did not go as he] was, but [33his body
became completely] perfect. [34It has] flesh, but this [35flesh, indeed, is a] true flesh. [36 Our
flesh, however,] is not true, but 37a [fleshly] image of the true. §73 69.1There is no bridal room
for the animals, neither 2is it for the slaves or defiled wom‹e›n; 3but it is for free men 4and
virgins. §74 Out 5of the Holy Spirit we, indeed, are born 6again, but we were begotten by
Christ 7twofold. We are anointed by the 8Spirit. When we were born, we were united.
§72

Nobody 9will be able to see himself, neither in water nor in 10a mirror without light.
Neither, again, will you be able to you 11see (yourself) in light without water or mirror. 12For
this reason, it is necessary to baptise twofold, 13in the light and the water. And the light is 14the
chrism.
§75

67.38 g[ar ebol eroou]
68.23 Layton: [H]n\
68.29-30 [p]jö[oeic] ... pet[aujpo µmoF e]b/oäl
69.03 NsHime e‹u›joHm

67.05 Schenke (in Layton) adds ‹vwpe›
67.34 I follow Schenke but use eF®Hwb not eei®Hwb.
67.37 [ouN oueiµpkaH auw]; cf §28.
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9. The mystery of the bridal chamber

aba-aba

There were three houses where 69.15to offer sacrifice in Jerusalem. The one 16opening to the
west was called 17the ‘Holy’. The other one, opening to the south, 18was called the ‘Holy of
19
the Holy’. The third one, opening to 20the east, was called the ‘Holy 21of the Holies’, the
place where only the high priest 22goes into. Baptism 23is the Holy house. Redemption is the
Holy 24of the Holy. The Holy of the Holies 25is the bridal chamber. Baptism has 26the
resurrection in the redemption, being the redemption 27in the bridal chamber, and the bridal
chamber 28in that which is above [it, to which we belong]. 29You will find nothing like it.
[Those who receive it] 30are those who pray [in spirit and truth. They do not pray in]
31
Jerusalem. [There are some in] Jerusalem [indeed praying in] Jerusalem, 32[but] waiting [for
the mysteries] 33that are called the Holy 34of the Holies. [This is that (house) whose] veil 35was
rented. [Our] 36bridal room [is nothing else] but the image [of the bridal chamber that is]
70.1
above. Because of this, its veil 2was rent from above to 3below. For it was necessary for
some 4from below to go to the above.
5
6
7
§77 Those who are clothed with the perfect light, the powers do not see, and they are not
8
9
able to seize them. One will clothe himself in this light in the mystery in the union.
§76

Had not the 10woman separated from the man, she would not die 11with the man. His
separation 12became the beginning of death. Therefore 13Christ came, so that the separation
that 14existed from the first will be ended 15and to unite them both again, and to give life to
those who 16have died in the separation, 17and to unite them.
18
19
§79 And the woman unites with her husband in the bridal room. And those who have
20
united in the bridal room will no longer be separated. That is why Eve 21separated from
Adam, because she had not united with him 22in the bridal room.
23
24
§80 The psyche of Adam came into being from a breath. Her partner is the spirit; that
25
which was given to him is his mother. They took his psyche (and) they gave 26him their
[spirits] in her place, for when 27he was united he spoke words that are superior 28to the
powers. They envied him. 29[They separated once again his] spiritual partner 30[from psychic
flesh]. They [clothed] the hidden (flesh) [31in skin].
§78

Then came [32Christ to save them and restore them] to themselves. [33 He revealed to them the]
bridal room, so that [34men would be saved.]
35
36
§81 Jesus revealed [ in the] Jordan the plerôma of the kingdom of heavens:
37
71.1
- He who [ was born] before the all, was born again.
- He who was anointed at first, 2 was anointed again.
- He who was redeemed, 3redeemed again.

69.28 ero[F et]n\[v]oop/ n/[aF]
69.29 eteäF[He netvwäp/ µmoF]
70.26 Layton: Nnou[pn+a+ e]pesma, but I do not adopt his proposal to read it as a singular.
70.29-30 [aupo]rj on NteFH[wt® µpneuma[tikh e]uÖs/a/[rx µyuci]kh
70.30-31 teqhp au[T Hûwws Nvaar...;
70.31-32 ... a]F/e i Ce NCi pe[c±s+ eFnaHmou NFnto]uÖ nau ouaau
70.33-34 [aFouwnH ebol nau µp]a/stos vina [nrwme eunanaH]mäou.
70.35 Schenke finds in the double p of pplhrwma an assimilated N, which allows this translation.
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How necessary it is to speak of a 4 mystery! The Father of the all united 5with the virgin
who had come down and 6a fire enlightened him on that day. 7He revealed the great bridal
room. 8 Therefore his body came into being 9on that day. It came from the bridal room 10as one
who came into being 11from the bridegroom and bride. This 12is how Jesus established the all
13
in himself through these. And 14it is necessary that every one of the disciples 15walks into his
Rest.
§82

Adam came into being from two virgins, 17from the Spirit and from 18the virgin earth.
That is why 19Christ was born from a virgin, 20so that the Fall that was 21in the beginning
will be corrected by him.
22
23
§84 There are two trees growing [in] paradise. The one begets [animals], one begets
24
25
people. Adam [ate] from the tree that begets animals. [He] became an animal (and) 26he
begets animals. For this reason 27the children of Adam worship [animals]. 28The tree,
[whose] 29fruit [he ate], is [the Tree of Knowledge. For] 30this reason [sins] became
numerous. [If he had] 31eaten the [fruit of the other tree, the] 32fruit of the [Tree of Life,
which] 33begets people, [the animals would worship] 34 Man.
35
72.1
§85 [As in the beginning] God created Man [as to have] Man
‹worship› God, - likewise
2
3
in the cosmos, men create [gods] and worship their creations: it was necessary to have the
gods 4worship men.
§83

16

As it is 5the Truth: the works of Man 6come forth out of his power. 7Therefore they are
called ‘powers’; 8they are his works. His children 9come forth out of Rest. Therefore 10his
power is active in 11his works, but Rest 12is manifest in the children. And 13you will find that it
applies to the image - 14and that is the man who is an image: 15he does his works out of his
strength 16and out of Rest he begets his children.
17
18
19
§87 In this cosmos the slaves serve the free. In the kingdom of heavens the free will
20
21
minister to the slaves: the children of the bridal chamber will minister to the children 22of
marriage.
23
24
§88 [The] children of the bridal chamber have [one single] name: Rest. [When] together,
25
26
they do not need [to acquire forms. They have] the contemplation [ of the wisdom of]
perception. They are more than [27… church?] in those who are in the [28 … …] the glories of
the glories [29… ...] them not.
§86

71.34 n\[qe HN teHoeite a]
72.01 Schenke corrects ‹tameie› to read ‹ouwvt›
72.26 [Ntsofia Naisq]hsis
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10. The mystery of going down into the water

a – bcdcb – a – bdb – a – bdb - a

[It was necessary that Jesus] went down into the water [31to fulfil it] and to cleanse it.
[ Likewise have been] fulfilled, those who have [33received baptism] in his name. For he
said, ‘[34This is the way] we shall fulfil all righteousness’.
§89

72.30

32

Those who say that they will die 2first and (then) will rise 3are in error. If they do not
first receive the resurrection, 4while they live, they will receive nothing when they die.
5
This way too when they speak about 6baptism, saying ‘Baptism is great,’ 7as if they who
receive it will live.
§90

73.1

Philip the apostle said, ‘9Joseph the woodworker planted 10a paradise, because he
needed 11wood for his craft’. He is the one who 12made the cross from the 13trees that he
planted! And its seed 14hung from what he had planted. Its seed was 15Jesus, and the
plant was the cross.
16
17
§92 But the Tree of Life is in the middle of the paradise and (it is) the olive tree from
18
which the chrism came forth, (and) through (the chrism) the resurrection.
19
20
21
§93 This cosmos is a corpse-eater. All things that are eaten in it, they die as well.
22
23
Truth is a life-eater. Therefore, nobody of the ones who eat of Truth will die. Jesus
24
came out from that place, and he brought 25food from there. And to those who
26
wished, he gave [to eat], so that 27they do not die.
28
29
§94 God [planted] a paradise. Man [lived in the] paradise. There are [… …] exist
30
31
with [... …] of God.
In the [… …] truth(?). 32Those in it [I will eat as] 33I wish. This paradise [is the place]
where it 34will be said to me, ‘[O, man, eat] 35this or do not eat [that, as you] 74.1wish’.
That is the place where I will eat everything 2as the Tree of 3 Knowledge is there. That
one there killed Adam, but here, 4the Tree of Knowledge made Man alive.
5
The law was the tree. It can 6give the knowledge of good 7and evil. It neither removed
him from 8 what is evil, nor set him in what is good, 9but it produced death for those
who ate 10from it. For by saying, ‘11Eat this, do not eat this’, it became 12the beginning
of death.
§91

8

The chrism is lord 13over baptism. For because of the chrism 14we are called
‘Christians’, not because of 15baptism. Also Christ was called (thus) 16because of the chrism.
For the Father anointed 17the Son, and the Son anointed the apostles, 18and the apostles
anointed us. He who 19is anointed has the all. He has20 the resurrection, the light, the cross.
21
22
§96 As to the Holy Spirit, the Father gave him this in the bridal chamber (and) he
received (him). The Father came to be 23in the Son, and the Son in the Father. 24This is the
kingdom of heavens.
§95

Inclusion: §89 with §97 on next page

72.30-32 Restoration suggested by Schenke in commentary: ne[vve etre i·h·s b]wk epitN epmo[ou
eFnajokF] ebol eFnasotF . NteeiHe aujw]k ebol NCi nentaH[ji baptisma] Hµ peFran.
73.29-35 The partition of the passage assumes two paradises (one cosmic paradise and one sphere of Truth) with
two trees of knowledge, cf. On the Origin of the World NHC II,110.2-111.8.
73.32 Kasser (in Layton): netNHht[F Tnaouomou Nqe e]Touwv
73.34 Isenberg: j[e prwme ouom]
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Well 25said the Lord, ‘Some went into the kingdom 26of heavens laughing, and came out
laughing’. [And another one, ‘He is] a Christian’. 28[Furthermore, he now said], ‘And at
once, 29[when this one went down] into the water, he came 30[up as lord] over the all’. Not
because 31[redemption is a] farce, but 32[because he despised] this old cloth, 33[he came into]
the kingdom of 34[heavens laughing]. When he despises 35[the body] and despises it as a farce,
36
[he will come out] (of it) laughing.
§97
27

This way too it is 75.1with the bread and the cup and the oil, 2even though there is
something else superior to these.
§98

The 3cosmos came into being from a transgression. 4For he who made it wished to
make it 5incorruptible and immortal. 6He failed and did not realise his hope. 7For
incorruptibility did not belong to 8the cosmos, neither did 9incorruptibility belong to
the one who made the cosmos. 10For incorruptibility does not belong to 11works, but
to children. And no work 12will be able to receive incorruptibility, if it does not
13
become a child. He who is unable 14to receive, - how much more will he be unable
to give!
§99

The cup 15of prayer contains wine (and) it contains 16water, for it serves instituted as
the type of 17his blood, over which eucharist is said, and 18which fills up with the Holy
Spirit, 19and it is that of the wholly perfect Man. When we 20drink it we receive the perfect
21
man.
§100

living water is a body. 22It is necessary that we clothe ourselves with the living man.
23
Therefore, if one is about to go down into the water, 24he strips himself so that he will clothe
himself with this one.
§101 The
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Inclusion: §109 with §101 on previous page

A horse begets a horse. A 26man begets men. A god 27begets god. This is the way
bridegrooms 28and also brides come forth 29from the [bridegroom and the bride]. 30No Jew
[was born] 31from [Greeks since the cosmos] exists, 32And [we too did not come forth]
33
from the Jews, [but we were born] 34as Christians.
A [different race came into existence], and 35these [blessed ones] are called ‘36the elected
[spiritual] race’, 76.1and ‘the true Man’, and ‘the Son 2of Man’, and ‘the Seed of the Son of
Man’. 3This true race is named (thus) 4in the cosmos. (But) these are (of) 5the place where the
children of the bridal chamber are.
6
7
§103 The union in this cosmos exists as man and woman, the place of strength and
weakness. 8In the aeon the likeness of the union is different, §104 9although we call them
by these names. But they 10are different things, they are superior to every name 11that is
named (in the cosmos). And they 12are superior to the strong one. For where there is violence,
13
there are the mighty elect. 14 The ones over there are not this one and the other 15one,
rather they are both one 16single thing. This is what not will ‘come up 17in the heart of
flesh’.
§102

25

Does not everyone who has 18the all, need to know 19all of them? Some, indeed,
when they do not come to know 20them, will not enjoy the things that 21they have. But
the ones who have learned them will enjoy 22them.
§105

Not only 23will it be impossible that the perfect man is seized, 24but (also) that they see
him; for if they see 25him, they will seize them. In no other manner 26will one be able to
acquire this grace, but 27that he clothes himself in the perfect light, 28[and] that he himself
becomes perfect light. 29[The one who has clothed] himself with it shall go [30into the
light].
This is the perfect [31light] §107 [and it is necessary for us] that we become [32perfect light
completely], before we come [33out of the cosmos]. One who has [not] received the all
[34through images] from these places, will [not] be able to [35take part in] that place. But he
will [36go to the Middle] as imperfect. 77.1Only Jesus knows the end of this one.
§106

The holy man is completely holy, even 3in his body. For when he has received the bread,
he blesses it as holy, - or the cup, 5or all the rest that he receives. 6 As he cleanses them, how
then will he not cleanse 7the body too?
8
9
§109 As Jesus fulfilled the water of baptism, so he has poured out death. Therefore, we
10
11
indeed go down into the water, but we do not go down into death, so that we are not
emptied 12in the spirit of the cosmos. When 13he blows, it becomes winter. 14When the Holy
Spirit blows, 15it becomes summer.
§108

2

4

75.29 Suggestion by Schenke in commentary: au[vw]pe ebol Hµ pn[numfios m]n\ [tnumfh], taking auvwpe as
a Praesens II.
75.30-31 ne mN ioudaioö[s eteujpo µmoF] ebol HNNHe[llhn jiµpkosmos] voop; the form ioudaios (cf
NHC II,40.24) is inconsistent with the other occurrences in GPhil, but strongly suggested by the oö that follows.
75.32-33 auw anö[on Hwwn anvwpe] ebol HNNioud[ai an alla aujpon] Ncristianos
76.30-31 Ménard in Layton: [eHoun epouoein] ... [Nouoein auw vve]
76.32 N[teleios ouein pant]ws
76.34 petaji pterF [an HitN NHikwn] aneeima
76.35 Schenke in Layton: Fnav®[metece an a]pma etµmau
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Outlines for the Exhortation
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11. Homily on ‘you shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free’

(John 8:30-36)
ab - i,ii,iii - ba

He who has 77.16Knowledge of Truth is free. 17And the free one does not sin, 18for ‘he who
sins is the slave of sin’.
§110

19

Truth is the mother but Knowledge is 20the ‹father›.

Knowledge of the Truth needs to go together with undivided spiritual Love

Those who are not allowed to sin, - 21the cosmos calls them ‘free’, 22these who are not allowed
to sin! ‘23Knowledge of Truth makes high-hearted…’, 24that is: ‘she sets them free’ 25and she
makes them superior to the whole place -, ‘...but Love 26builds up’. And he who has become
free through 27Knowledge is a slave because of Love 28to those who have not yet been able to
bear the 29freedom of Knowledge. But Knowledge 30makes them capable, [causing them] 31to
become free. Love [does not say of] 32anything that it is hers, [even though the All] 33is hers.
She does not [say, ‘this is mine’,] 34or ‘that is mine’, [but (she says:) ‘all things mine] 35are
yours’.
36
78.1
§111 Spiritual Love is wine and fragrance. They enjoy
it all, those who will anoint
2
3
themselves with her. They too enjoy it who stand on their outside, as (long as) the anointed
ones are standing (there). 4 When those anointed with ointment leave them 5and go away, these
who are not anointed, 6merely standing at their outside, 7remain again in their (own) evil smell.
The Samaritan 8gave nothing to him who was struck down but 9 wine and oil, - it is nothing
else but 10the ointment. And it healed the wounds, 11for ‘Love covers a multitude of sins’.
As to him whom the woman loves, - the ones that she will 13give birth to, look like him.
If he is her 14husband, they look like her husband. If he is an adulterer, 15they look like the
adulterer. Often 16when a woman sleeps with her 17husband out of necessity while her heart is
with the adulterer 18with whom she has intercourse, - the one whom 19she bears, she bears him
looking like the adulterer. 20But you, who are with the Son 21of God, do not love the cosmos,
22
but love the Lord so that those that you will 23give birth to will not be looking like the
cosmos, 24but will be looking like the 25 Lord.
26
27
§113 Man mingles with man, the horse mingles with the horse, the donkey mingles with the
28
donkey. The members of a race have mingled with their fellow-members of (their) race. This
is the way that the 29spirit mingles with the spirit and the logos 30has partnership with the
logos, [31and the light] has partnership [32with the light. If you] come into being as man, it is
[33the man who will] love you. If you come into being [34as spirit], it is the spirit who will
unite with you. If you 35come into being as logos, it is the logos that 79.1will mingle with you.
If you come into being as light, 2it is the light that will have partnership 3with you. If you
come into being from as one from above, 4those from above will lie themselves to rest 5upon
you. If you come into being as horse, 6or donkey, or cattle, or dog, or sheep 7or another from
the animals who are outside 8and are below, 9neither the man, nor the spirit, nor 10the logos,
nor the light will be able to love you. Neither will those from 11above, nor those from the
inside 12be able to lie themselves to rest in you, 13and you have no part among them.
14
15
§114 He, who is a slave against his will, will be able to become free. He, who has been
16
17
made free by the grace of his lord and sells himself into slavery, will no longer be able to
become 18free.
§112

12

77.20 Schenke corrects the obviously corrupt ptwt to read p‹ei›wt
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Farming in the cosmos 19(is) through four forms. Harvest is gathered 20into the storehouse
through water, 21earth, wind and light. 22And, likewise, God’s farming is 23also through four:
through faith, 24hope, love and 25knowledge. Our earth is the faith in which we 26take root,
[and] the water 27is the hope through which [we] 28feed. The wind is the love [through] which
29
we grow, and the light [is] 30the knowledge [through] which we [ripen].
31
32
§116 Grace is [fourfold: it is] a man from earth, it is a [man from heaven, it is a spirit in]
33
the heaven of the heaven, and [it is] in [Truth].
§115

Knowledge is to be disclosed only according to each one’s level

[Blessed] 34is he who did not [grieve] 80.1a soul. This one is Jesus Christ. He was all around
2
the place and he did not burden anyone. 3Blessed, therefore, is this 4type (of man), because he
is a perfect man.
5
6
§117 For thát the logos asks us. How difficult it is to establish it! How shall we be able to
7
8
accomplish this great thing? How will he give rest to everyone?
9
10
§118 Before everything, it is not right to grieve anyone, neither great nor small, unbelieving
11
12
or believing, and then to give rest to those who are in comfortable means. Some (things)
are useful to give rest 13to him who is rich. He who does 14well cannot 15give rest to these, for
he ‹gives› not what pleases ‹them›. 16And he cannot grieve (them), as he 17does not cause them
to be distressed. But he who becomes 18rich sometimes grieves them. 19He is not like this, but
it is their evil 20that grieves them. He who has 21the nature gives pleasure to him who is good.
22
But some are grieved badly by this.
A householder had acquired 24everything, be it children or slaves or 25cattle, or dogs, or
pigs, or wheat, 26or barley, or chaff, or grass, or [27...], or meat and acorns. But he was wise
28
and he knew everyone’s (proper) food. 29Before the children, indeed, he placed [ready-made]
bread [30and meat]. But before the slaves he placed [31coarse bread and] grain. And before the
cattle [32he threw barley] and chaff and grass. 33Before the dogs he threw bones [34and to the
pigs] he threw acorns 81.1and mouldy bread.
This is how it is with the disciple 2of God. If he is wise and 3perceptive in discipleship, the
bodily forms 4will not mislead him, 5but he will observe the disposition 6of everyone’s soul
and speak 7to them (accordingly). There are many animals in the cosmos 8that are in the form of
man. If he 9recognizes these as pigs, indeed, he will throw acorns to them, 10but to the cattle
he will throw 11barley and chaff and grass. To the dogs 12he will throw bones. To the slaves
13
he will give the primary (things), to the children he will give 14the perfect (things).
§119

There is the Son of Man 15and there is the son of the Son 16of Man. The Lord is the Son
of Man, and the son of the Son of 18Man is he who creates through (the power of) the Son 19of
Man. The Son of Man received 20from God (the ability) to create. He (also) has (the ability) 21to
beget.
22
§121 He who has received (the ability) to create is a creature (himself); he who has received (the
23
24
ability) to beget is (himself) begotten as one who is born. He who creates cannot beget; (but) he
25
26
who begets can create. They say that he who creates begets, but his begotten one is a
creature, [because] 27the begotten ones are not his children, but [his works]. 28 He who creates
works [visibly] 29and he himself is [visible.] 30He who begets, begets [secretly] 31and he is
hidden [as he is superior to] 32the image. Again, the one who creates, [creates] 33visibly, but
the one who begets, [begets] 34children secretly.
§120
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79.32-33 so ®r[µµpe so µpn+a+ HN] tpe Ntpe auÖÖ[w s]Hn\ [tme...]
80.15 Correct the obviously corrupt Fi to FT and HnaF to Hnau
80.31 Jacques Van der Vliet suggested to me the following reading: ki[barion Harwou Hi e]bre
81.31 Isenberg (in Layton): [e]F/[o]ua[tbe para]
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will be able to] 35know [when the man] 82.1and the woman have partnership with
one another, except they alone. For mysterious 3is the cosmic marriage of those who have
taken 4a wife. If the marriage of defilement is hidden, 5how much more is the undefiled
marriage a 6true mystery! It is not fleshly, 7but it is pure. It does not belong to desire 8but to
will, it does not belong to the darkness 9or the night, but it belongs to the day and 10the light.
If a marriage is stripped naked 11it has become prostitution. And the bride, - 12not only when
she receives the seed of another man, 13but also when she leaves her bedroom 14and is seen -,
has prostituted herself. Let her only 15show herself to her father and her 16mother, and to the
friend of the bridegroom and the 17children of the bridegroom. These are allowed 18to enter
daily into the bridal chamber. 19But let the others desire just 20to hear her voice and have the
pleasure of (smelling) 21her ointment. And let them feed from the 22crumbs that fall from the
table, - like 23dogs. Bridegrooms and 24brides belong to the bridal chamber. No one will be
able to 25see the bridegroom with the bride unless 26[he becomes] this (himself).
§122 [Nobody

2

Evil must be rooted out

[And] when Abraham 27[received] (the ability) to see what he will see, 28[he circumcised]
the flesh of the foreskin, showing 29us that it is necessary to destroy the flesh. 30[Most (beings)]
of the cosmos, - for as long as their 31[inner parts] are covered, they stand firm and alive. [32If
they are exposed], they die, according to the 33[example] of the visible man: [34as long as] the
intestines of man are hidden, man lives. 83.1If his intestines are uncovered, 2and come out of
him, man will die. 3This is also the case with the tree, - as his root 4is covered he sprouts out
and gets strong. When his 5root is exposed, the tree withers. 6This is how it is with all who are
born in the cosmos, 7not only the visible 8but also the hidden ones. For as long as the root 9of
evil is hidden, it is strong. But if it is recognized, 10it is dissolved. And if it is revealed, 11it is
destroyed.
Therefore, the logos says, ‘12Already the axe is laid at the root 13of the trees.’ It will not cut
14
15
16
(as) what will be cut will sprout again. But the axe digs deep down, until it brings up the
root. And Jesus pulled out 17the root everywhere, but others (did so only) 18in part. As for
ourselves, let every 19one of us dig for the root 20of Evil, which is in him, and pull it 21out of
his heart to the root. And it will be pulled out 22if we recognize it. But if we 23are ignorant of
it, it takes root in 24us and it brings forth its fruits 25in our hearts. It is lord over us, (and) 26we
are slaves to it. It takes us captive 27in order that we ‘do what we do [not] want, 28and the
things we want, we do [not] do’. It 29has power because we have not recognized it. As (long as)
30
[it exists], it works indeed.
§123

---

[Ignorance] 31is the mother of [everything evil.] 32Ignorance will lead to [death, because]
33
those who are from [Ignorance,] 34neither were, nor [are,] 35nor will become. [But those
who belong to Truth] 84.1will be completed when the whole Truth 2will be revealed. For
Truth, in the (opposite) way of 3Ignorance, - when she is hidden, indeed, she is resting4 in
herself. But when she is revealed 5and is known she is given glory as 6she has power over
Ignorance and Error. 7She gives freedom.
The logos says, 8‘As you know the truth, 9the truth shall set you free.’ 10Ignorance is a slave.
Knowledge is 11freedom. Knowing Truth, 12we will find the fruits of Truth within 13us.
Uniting with her, she will receive our plerôma.

83.05 Jacques Van der Vliet made the suggestion to me that the unknown leHht may derive from nhüd to be
strong; cf Werner Vycichl Dictionaire Étymologique de la Langue Copte (Leuven 1983), pg 102.
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12. Peroration

ababa

Now we hold to the visible things 15of creation. We say, ‘16They are the strong, that
are honoured and the hidden things 17are weak, they are despised’. This is how it is with the
visible things 18of Truth: they are weak and 19despised and the hidden things are the strong
and the honoured. 20And the mysteries 21of Truth are visible as types and images.
22
23
§125 But the bedroom is hidden. It is the Holy in the Holy.
§124

84.14

The veil, indeed, 24 was closed at first. How (else) would God govern 25creation? But if the
veil is torn 26and the inner parts are revealed 27this house will be left behind, 28being
desolate. Even more, it will be destroyed. 29 And the whole godhead will flee 30from these
places (but) not in the Holies [31of the Holies]. For it will not be able to mingle with the
unmingled light 32and the plerôma without [33fault. But] it will be under the wings of the
cross [34and under] its arms. This ark will be [35their] salvation when the flood 85.1prevails
over them. If 2some are of the priestly tribe, 3these will be able to go 4inside of the veil, with
the high priest. 5For this reason, the veil was 6not torn at the upper side only (inasmuch as it
would 7only have opened up to the ones above), nor 8was it torn at the lower side only
(inasmuch as 9it would be reveal to the ones below alone). 10But it was torn from above to
below.
The ones 11above have opened up to us the ones from below, 12so that we will go into the
hidden one 13of Truth. This truly is the honoured one 14that is strong. But we will go into that
place 15through types that are despised and weaknesses. 16They are indeed despised compared
to the glory that is perfect. 17There is glory that is superior to glory; there is power that is
superior 18to power. Because of this the perfect ones have opened up 19to us, - and the hidden
ones of Truth. And the Holies 20of the Holies have been revealed, and 21the bedroom has
invited us in.
As long, 22indeed, as it is hidden, Evil is indeed idle. But she has not been taken out 23of the
midst of the seed of the Holy Spirit; 24they are slaves of Evil. But when 25it is uncovered
then the perfect light 26will flow upon every one 27and all those inside it will receive
chrismation. 28Then the slaves will be free and 29the captives will be redeemed.
30
31
§126 ‘Every plant that was not planted by my Father in the heavens, will be pulled out.’
32
The separated ones will be united, the [empty, ones] will be filled. Every one who will go
33
into the bedroom will light his [lamp,] 34for it is like weddings which are [hidden things;
they] 35take place at night. The fire [lights up at night (and)] 86.1is extinguished (again). But to
the contrary, the mysteries 2of this wedding are completed in 3the day and the light. That
day, 4or its light, does not set.
If one becomes a 5son of the Bridal Chamber, he will receive the light. 6(But) if one does
not receive it while he is in these places, he will not receive it 7in the other place. He who will
receive that light, - 8they will not see him, nor be able to seize 9him. And nobody will be able
to torture 10this sort of man, even if he inhabits 11the cosmos, - and also when he comes out
12
of the cosmos. Already he has received Truth in 13images. The cosmos has become aeon.
14
For the aeon is the plerôma to him. 15And it is this way. It is visible 16to him alone, it is not
hidden in darkness and night, 17but it is hidden in a perfect day 18and a holy light.
§127

The Gospel 19according to Philip

85.02 Literally: holy tribe
85.22 ‘it’ (masc) cannot refer to ‘Evil’ (fem), it refers either to ‘bedroom’ or to ‘seed’.
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4.

Rhetoric

In the previous chapters, I developed the hypothesis that GPhil originated as notes for
a series of baptismal instructions, consisting of twelve units. If this hypothesis is
correct, then these units together must reflect an appropriate rhetorical strategy. I will
test that idea in this chapter.
4.1

Classical rhetorical analysis and current scholarship

Past decades have seen an increasing awareness of rhetoric as an important aspect of
classical and late-antique literature. George Kennedy and Vernon Robbins have
advocated methodologies analyzing biblical and early Christian texts from a rhetorical
perspective.124 In this chapter I will focus on classical rhetorical analysis, as defined
by Kennedy. Robbins’s socio-rhetorical programme includes a number of additional
analyses, which to a significant extent are reflected in the whole of this study.125
4.1.1 Kennedy’s classical rhetorical analysis
Classical rhetorical criticism of biblical texts aims to bridge the gap between form and
redaction criticism on the one hand and literary criticism on the other. Unlike form
and redaction criticism, it interprets the text as it is. And unlike modern literary
criticism, it interprets the text from a classical point of view. The analytical
framework derives from works on rhetoric by Graeco-Roman authors.126 Kennedy
suggests four reiterative phases of analysis:127
1. Determination of the rhetorical unit. The unit must at least have a beginning
(proem), a middle (body) and an end (epilogue). This can be determined on
several levels, as various units may function as parts of a larger rhetorical unit.
2. Determination of the rhetorical situation. Who are the actors, what are their
situations and relationships, and what response does the speaker seek from the
audience? What problem(s) must be overcome to achieve this?
3. Determination of species and stasis. What species of rhetoric is dominant:
deliberative (advising a course of action), epideictic (suggesting a moral
evaluation) or judicial (pleading a judgment: punishment or acquittal)? The term
stasis refers to the point of dispute in judicial rhetoric but can also be applied to
deliberative rhetoric.128
4. Arrangement of material. What are the subdivisions, what are their persuasive
effects and how do they work together to execute the rhetorical strategy?

124

Kennedy (1984), New Testament, and (1980/1999), Classical Rhetoric; Robbins (1984), Jesus the Teacher,
(1996), Tapestry, and (1996), Texture.
125
Robbins (1996), Texture p 3, discusses five angles for socio-rhetorial analysis: inner texture, intertexture, social
and cultural texture, ideological texture and sacred texture. In my study I have moved from composition (inner
texture) to genre, rhetoric and ritual (intertexture). The chapters on context and provenance touch on intertexture as
well as social, cultural, ideological and theological textures.
126
Cf Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Rhetoric to Alexander (spurious), Cicero’s De Oratore and Ad Herennium
(spurious), and Quintillian’s Institutio Oratoria, Menander Rhetor’s two treatises On Epideictic and the corpus of
(pseudo-) Hermogenes (Invention, Method, Types of Style, and Issues).
127
Kennedy (1984), New Testament, p 74.
128
With regard to stasis, the question must be asked what the discussion is about. Quintillian groups all stases into
only three areas of dispute: fact (did he kill him?), definition (yes he killed him, but was that self-defence or
murder?), and quality (yes, legally it was murder, but need it be punished as such as the ‘victim’ had terrorized the
defendant’s family?). In complex cases more than one stasis can be in dispute.
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It is important to note that various ancient writers concentrated on judicial rhetoric;
this was the most developed type of rhetoric. The trial context was clear and
understood by all, and the result was immediately measurable by the judgment and
verdict. The handbooks advised a five to sevenfold division (not counting possible
digressions). One might start with an exordium to secure the goodwill of the audience,
and then follow with a narration to set out the situation. After this, the speaker could
state the proposition (e.g. ‘my friend is not guilty’) and proceed further with a
partition in which the order of the arguments is announced, then continue with the
various proofs, and a refutation of the arguments of the opposition. A closing
peroration should secure the consent of the audience.
The situation of the city council politician is a standard example of deliberative
rhetoric, where the benefits of a proposed policy or action were to be demonstrated. It
is often restricted to the foursome exordium, proposition, proof and epilogue. The
epideictic speech was typically delivered at a funeral, inauguration or festival. It did
not require a proposition, although additional descriptions or comparisons might be
added. One could choose from a great variety of arrangements for standard publicspeaking situations.
4.1.2 Painchaud’s rhetorical analysis of the Gospel of Philip
Painchaud analyzes the arrangement of the text in the second part his article, using the
six textual units he has identified on the basis of textual markers.129 He characterizes
these sections as follows:
Section
51.29-52.35
52.35-55.23
55.20-23
55.24-77.15

Function
exordium
narration
proposition
proof

77.15-84.13
84.13-86.17
Table 4.1

exhortation
peroration

Description
short series of enigmatic antitheses
the truth is hidden from the world and is difficult to recognize
only a few can gain access to the truth
part 1: refutations, aphorisms, etymologies, parables
part 2: the hidden sense of sacraments
stay with the truth, do not love the world, root out evil
summary, metaphor of the veil and eschatological conclusion

Painchaud notes that the characteristics of the various parts and the transitions from
one part to another are relatively vague, but notes that the same applies to several
other writings that scholars have analyzed under these headings. In closing he
discusses the type of rhetoric employed and concludes this is epideictic rhetoric,
‘comme toute la prédication chrétienne’ (p. 64).130
Painchaud does not follow Kennedy’s steps. Firstly, he does not provide a
comprehensive rhetorical analysis, nor does he discuss the rhetorical unit or the
rhetorical situation. His analysis begins with his identification of inclusions. But, as I
demonstrated in chapter 2.2 above, some improvements can be made to Painchaud’s
identification of textual units. Prior to discussing the species of rhetoric employed he
has classified the arrangement of units. This leads to the odd situation that he uses a
judicial arrangement, whilst classifying the overall rhetoric as ‘epideictic’. He then
goes on to qualify one unit as an ‘exhortation’. I agree with him that this particular
129

Painchaud (1996), ‘Composition’; the first part concerns textual markers and is discussed above in chapter
2.1.3.
130
For a similar generic statement, see Kennedy (1997), ‘Genres’, p. 47.
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section might be characterized as an exhortation, but according to the rhetorical
handbooks an exhortation is not a part of an arrangement, but a complete work in its
own right.
It is not clear how Painchaud believes his proposition (‘only a few can gain access
to the truth’) would work in epideictic rhetoric, which typically is concerned with
assigning praise and blame. Here we see why the convention that all Christian
preaching is epideictic is not a useful statement. Christian homilies, with the
exception of panegyrical sermons for festivals like Passover and Epiphany, almost
never resemble what Aristotle or Quintillian wrote about epideictic rhetoric. It seems
as if epideictic rhetoric has become the catch-all name for the category ‘other’, and
has thereby lost its specific meaning.131 One of the few surviving handbooks on
epideictic rhetoric, by Menander Rhetor, was written as late as circa 300 CE.
Menander does not provide a general structure for epideictic rhetoric, but discusses a
wide range of literary genres, each with their own particulars.132 As a pagan writer, he
does not include sermons or baptismal instructions.
Whether a Christian sermon is epideictic should follow on from the text, not from
convention. Kennedy categorizes Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount in Matthew
deliberative ‘as a whole’.133 He also notes that sermons can be either judicial or
deliberative ‘if [the preacher] is seeking to persuade a group to receive baptism or to
give up drinking, for example’.134 As Alexander Olivar puts it, ‘One and the same
homily may well belong to various branches of rhetoric, or to none of the
acknowledged types’.135
4.2

Early Christian instruction and preaching

Ancient works on rhetoric focus on public speaking in the polis, which is quite
different from the focus of the texts that biblical scholars work with. There is
considerable doubt whether early Christians received enough rhetorical training to
warrant a division of their work into classical rhetorical structures. Moreover,
Christian instruction and preaching represented a new development in classical
rhetoric, as Kennedy also observes.136
Folkert Siegert discusses the rhetoric of the homily and panegyrical sermon in the
context of rhetoric in Hellenistic world.137 He shows that they are distinct from
‘standard’ panegyric and diatribe. In the synagogue or church a homily was used to
explain a sacred doctrine or text. But in the pagan world the interpretation of sacred
texts was not a subject of public speaking. Therefore the homily form was of no
concern to pagan teachers of rhetoric. Siegert uses the word homily for a speech in
private or in the setting of a small group. In Greek, the word homily means
conversation and indeed the homily developed from an interactive exposition in the
setting of a small household church. Even when churches had outgrown the domestic
setting to become the size of basilica, the style of the homily retained some
131

Interestingly, Plato seems to have had such a category in mind in his Sophist; quite correctly, then, he uses the
designation colloquial (pros-homiletic) instead of epideictic (222c). He does not give a structure for such speeches
(as cannot be expected for such a undefined category).
132
Some have likened the homily to Menander Rhetor's λαλια (II.4, p 388b-394). But the talk does not have a
fixed structure. Menander only gives a structure for a talk on the occasion of marriage, and this structure does not
resemble the judicial structure.
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Kennedy (1984), New Testament, p 45.
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Kennedy (1984), New Testament, p 74, emphasis added.
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Olivar (1998), ‘Preaching’, p 23.
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Kennedy (1980/1999), Classical Rhetoric, pp 155-182.
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conversational features, through which the speaker converses with his audience. A
sense of familiarity remained between the audience and speaker, their pastor. The
rhetoric of the early homily cannot be characterized as purely epideictic, in the sense
of attributing praise or blame. Nor can it be deemed purely deliberative, as it does not
concern a single point of persuasion. There is instead a pastoral concern that the
audience should understand the meaning of a scriptural passage or a certain ritual, and
apply its moral teaching in their lives.
The colloquial style, however, is not particularly suited to mastering the acoustic
challenges of open air theatres and market places. When educated orators like the
Hellenistic Jewish preachers in the great synagogue of Alexandria or the Christian
bishop Melito of Sardes employed their skills in huge synagogues and churches,
Siegert uses the term ‘panegyrical sermon’ to describe their orations. In Christianity,
panegyrical sermons became very popular in the fourth century and especially on
festive occasions when the bishop addressed a larger crowd. When such a sermon
actually did adhere to the principles of rhetoric we can speak of a religious panegyric,
in which epideictic rhetoric often was dominant.
During the second to fourth centuries, increasing numbers of better educated
people joined the church. According to Steven Oberhelman, many of them claimed to
have denounced rhetoric, yet they kept using their considerable rhetorical skills.
Tertullian used prose rhythm. Ambrose delivered sermons in a plain style but added
embellishments before publication. Yet now, they applied these more to style than
structure:138
The formal characteristics of rhetoric were minimized; instead, vivid imagination,
sound play, parenthesis and antithesis, vignettes, rhyme, paratactic cola and all other
elements typical of colloquial speech and the popular novel were used.

The relationship between Christian oratory and classical rhetoric is ambivalent.
Christian orators both denounced and used elements of classical rhetoric. The various
formal divisions of classical rhetoric may still be useful in analyzing Christian texts,
but they should not be imposed on them; their applicability should follow from the
analysis of the texts themselves and should be adapted where necessary. Mary
Cunningham and Pauline Allen (1998), History, discuss in their introduction the
topics concerned in a recent collection of studies on early Christian homilies. These
concern:
- text: which stage is represented by the extant text: preparation, delivery,
redaction/transmission?
- context: the identity of the speaker, the composition of the audience, the type of
location, and the liturgical circumstances
- literary aspects: genre, style and means of persuasion
- content: subject matter and interpretation/exegesis.139
In the following sections, I will assess the available means to analyze the rhetoric of
early Christian instruction. As a structure for this assessment, I will follow the
division that Quintillian uses in his Institutio oratoria. As he states in 3.3, every
theory of rhetoric addresses five topics: inventio (what is the situation, what is the
dispute/question and what can be said about it), dispositio (the order in which things
138

Oberhelman (1991), Rhetoric, pp 124-125.
For comparison: In the present study, chapter 2 deals with the text of GPhil, and chapter 3 with the genre. This
fourth chapter is concerned with style and the means of persuasion. Chapters 5 to 9 discuss various aspects of
context and content.
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will be said), elocutio (the style in which things will be said), memoria (how the
speaker commits the speech to memory), and actio (how the speaker best delivers the
speech). What, for each of these topics, are specific features of early Christian
instruction and preaching?
4.2.1 Inventio.
Aristotle says the public determines the kind of rhetoric at hand. If people came
together to be advised, they wanted a deliberative speech. If they came to pass
judgment on someone, they wanted a judicial speech. If they gathered for pleasure or
commemoration, they wanted an epideictic speech. In early Christianity, people came
together to be encouraged and instructed. The aim was to understand a portion of
scripture or a ritual and apply its moral lessons. Various subgenres developed that
were geared more towards specific situations, for example, initial catechesis,
baptismal instruction, exposition of scripture, thematic homilies, sermons on the
occasion of a particular festival, or for the commemoration of certain martyrs.
Given the need of the audience, the next important thing in the rhetorical
handbooks was to determine the dispute or question at hand. In instruction and
preaching, however, not the dispute but the text or ritual is prominent. The listeners
had already accepted the preacher’s authority. Now, as Augustine says, the preacher
should be aware of how interesting the subject matter is, whether it raises doubts, and
whether it is difficult to live up to. What is the appropriate mix of pleasing, teaching
and persuading for a particular situation?140
Another aspect concerns the means of persuasion. Logic, ethos (authority) and
pathos (sentiment) were used both in Hellenistic and early Christian rhetoric. But
early Christian persuasion often relied heavily on the authority of the sacred text. As
Kennedy puts it, ‘What dialectics is to rhetoric in Aristotelian rhetoric, hermeneutics
is to homiletics in Christian rhetoric.’141 Other things to be considered included the
relationship between audience, speaker and subject matter. Except in the case of
epideictic rhetoric, ancient orators were in competition with other orators for the
judgment of their audience. In contrast, the Christian preacher had a relationship of
trust and authority with his audience. This reduced the need to establish a favourable
relationship in the exordium, although an introduction to the subject matter was
nonetheless required. Furthermore, a Christian homily was embedded in liturgy,
including rituals, readings, singing and prayer. Sometimes the function of exordium or
peroratio was fulfilled by other elements of the liturgy.
4.2.2 Dispositio
In section 4.1.1 above, I discussed typical ways how judicial and deliberative speech
could be organized. But ancient orators could and did intentionally adapt the standard
organization. Quintillian advises orators to occasionally skip the exordium or
narration.142 A separate proposition was not always required, nor a partition
(especially if the element of surprise was important in a speech). Digressions could
also be added. In non-standard situations and in other genres of speech and literature
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we find arrangements quite different from the five or six-part speeches usually given
in a court of law.
The typical arrangements are not recognized in the rather different setting of early
Christian homilies. That does not mean, however, that a Christian preacher never
introduced his subject, or failed to emphasize, illustrate or prove his point, or never
summarized the matter in a conclusion. But it does mean that the overall structure was
governed by different conventions and influenced by the liturgical setting. With
regard to baptismal instructions, a three-part structure became popular, as seen in
chapter 3.2.2 above.
The ideas, examples and arguments had to be ordered within the specific parts and
units. They could be treated in various orders, including chronological, natural,
progressive, inverted, chiastic or concentric, or in alternations of two or more orders.
Such arrangement facilitated memorization.143 But some degree of apparent
spontaneity was necessary as well and therefore orators were advised to use a mix of
structures and sometimes to diverge expressly from a chosen order. This was no
different in early Christianity. Often the underlying text, ritual, prayer or creed
already suggested a natural order, which could guide the exposition. Also, early
Christianity inherited a certain predilection for chiasms from Judaism.144
4.2.3 Elocutio
The use of correct, clear, eloquent and fitting language was necessary for effective
public speaking. The educated audiences of the Graeco-Roman world developed a
delicate appreciation for each of these ‘virtues’. Augustine, employed as a teacher of
rhetoric in the fourth century, acknowledged that early Christian literature did not
meet the high standards of contemporary literary conventions. However, he does not
consider this a disadvantage, but claims that Christianity had a distinctive approach to
rhetoric and style. As Paul, with a fine taste in rhetoric, puts it in I Corinthians 2:1-5:
When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come proclaiming the mystery of
God to you in lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you
except Jesus Christ, and him crucified. And I came to you in weakness and in fear
and in much trembling. My speech and my proclamation were not with plausible
words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your
faith might rest not on human wisdom but on the power of God.

Augustine reflected on this in the fourth book of his fundamental work On Christian
Doctrine. He regards rhetoric as a tool used to convey both truth and falsehood. He
believed the study of rhetoric to be useful, but it was not as important as the study of
true wisdom. Both eloquence and wisdom can be learned simultaneously by listening
to Christian preachers and memorizing scripture. In this way, the appreciation of
biblical styles changed for those who became educated in its idiom. According to
Augustine, the duty of a Christian orator was to teach through narrative, overcome
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doubts through reasoning and rouse emotions through entreaty, exhortation and
castigation. He notes that teaching can take place without persuasion, if the audience
is already willing to accept the teaching. At the same time, however, consent is
absolutely necessary for teaching to be effective. Following Cicero, Augustine
believes the orator ‘must not only teach so as to give instruction, and please so as to
maintain attention, but he must also sway the mind so as to subdue the will’ (4.29). To
this end, the orator should choose a combination of the three varying styles as
required by the situation:
• he should instruct in a plain style,
• he should please in an agreeable or middle style, and
• he should win the hearts and minds of his audience in a grand or vigorous style.
While Cicero wrote about rhetoric in a civic setting, Augustine wished to confine
himself to ecclesiastical questions. Note also that he did not use or recognize the
divisions of forensic speech in Christian literature or oratory. Augustine does analyze
the style of various biblical passages and, appropriate to our subject, the sacramental
instructions by Cyprian and Ambrose. The latter two use the plain style when
instructing those who are already willing to accept their teaching. When, on the other
hand, such writers exhort their flocks to a more holy lifestyle they employ both plain
and grand styles. Augustine advises not to overuse the grand style; variation is
required in order for the style to remain effective. The introduction should be
presented in an agreeable style in order to obtain a willing ear. Complicated things
should be explained in the plain style. Elsewhere, Augustine advises that the contents
and style of the instruction should vary according to the social background, religious
history, sex and age of the audience.145
4.2.4 Memoria and Actio
Classical rhetoric lays great emphasis on the natural delivery of a great speech. While
being highly polished, speeches should avoid artificiality. The speech was committed
to memory using the mnemonics provided in the dispositio. In fact, speeches had to
be memorized in such a way that the delivery sounded natural. Voice, posture and
other aspects of non-verbal communication were also attended to closely.
In early Christian preaching and instruction, it was likewise deemed important to
speak naturally, and not to read from a written text. Mnemonics were used as memory
aids. But because of the more colloquial style of early homilies, speeches were often
prepared in bare outline form. There was more interaction between audience and
preacher, especially in the case of instructions, probably far more than found in public
speaking. For instance, the instructions given by Cyril of Alexandria could often last
hours, whereas the transcript would only take about forty minutes to read out loud.
4.2.5 Clement on the rhetoric of instruction
When Augustine speaks of instruction, he uses the term neutrally. But instruction of
baptismal candidates is a specific type of teaching that must contribute to the
transformation of the initiate. One of the first to comment on this type of Christian
rhetoric is Clement of Alexandria (around 200 CE). In the opening chapters of his
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Instructor, he discusses the paedagogia of the divine word. Clement distinguishes
three types of discourse that form the ‘children of faith’:146
• Hortatory discourse is aimed at forming good habits, a practical piety which, ‘like
the ship’s keel, is laid beneath as the foundation for building up faith’. We can
consider this a form of epideictic rhetoric.
• Preceptive discourse is aimed at defining the specific actions the audience should
undertake. With this objective, it is a form of deliberative rhetoric.
• Persuasive discourse aims at soothing the passions. This type of discourse is also
more than epideictic. If someone must be convinced of his (past) sinfulness
persuasive discourse may borrow elements from judicial rhetoric; when someone
is being urged to (emotionally) trust in God it is akin to deliberative rhetoric.
According to Clement, Christian paedagogia is not cognitive instruction; it is
‘practical, not theoretical’. Its objective is to ‘improve the soul, not to teach; and to
provide training for a virtuous, not an intellectual life’. That does not mean that
Clement disregards the (spiritual) intellect. On the contrary, he identifies a fourth type
of discourse:
• Didactic discourse is aimed at ‘explaining and revealing matters of doctrine’. This
has a spiritual quality. Clement does not reduce the intellect to what is called ratio
in modern discourse, but sees it as a human faculty to perceive the divine.
Didactic discourse is therefore ‘powerful and spiritual, observing with precision,
occupied in the contemplation of the mysteries’.147 Such discourse is not for new
recruits (‘let it stand for the present’); it follows later on in the mystagogy, and
continues after the candidates have been enlightened by that ritual.
This type of instruction for initiates clearly needs more than Augustine’s plain style, it
needs transformative language. As Stevan Davies argues in the case of the healings of
Jesus, metaphorical language may help to create a state of altered consciousness,
which is conducive to the transformative experience.148
4.3

Analysis

For my analysis I will make use of the four steps proposed by Kennedy. I will not
only look at deliberative, epideictic and judicial rhetoric, but will include Clement’s
categories of hortatory, preceptive, persuasive and didactic discourse. I will also use
Augustine’s distinction between the plain, the agreeable and the grand style. Under
the assumption that GPhil consists of notes, we cannot observe all aspects of style,
but it is possible to look at the use of metaphors and compositional techniques as
indicators. When evaluating these, we should take into account that a typical
instruction would last considerably longer than reading out these notes would require.
With the added text in the delivery and the interplay of questions and answers, the
real style may well have been more plain than the resulting text suggests.
Step 1: Determination of the rhetorical unit(s)
In chapter 2.3, I concluded that GPhil is divided into three main parts with
respectively seven, three and two textual units. Some units are organized in
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subsections, for instance in two similar sections (abc-abc). If GPhil is a baptismal
instruction, than the three main parts will have been spoken at different times, before,
during and after the initiation. Within a main part, the units may have functioned as
individual instructions that were possibly also be separated in time. We can therefore
analyze the rhetoric of GPhil on three levels:
Macro-text
Main Part
Unit
table 4.2

1

Gospel of Philip
pre-baptismal instructions
mystagogy
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

exhortation
11
12

Step 2: Determination of the rhetorical situation
If GPhil consists of a series of notes pertaining to baptismal instructions, then these
instructions are to be situated as part of an initiation ritual. As anthropologists have
indicated, these rituals serve to initiate a person into a new phase of life or into a new
group of people.149 Thereby the initiate assumes a new identity. In order to do so the
initiate must pass through at least three phases. In the first phase the person is
‘disoriented’, which is often achieved with the help of fasting, loss of sleep,
subjection to the unknown, and so forth. In the second phase the person is given a
new identity, which process is assisted by undergoing intense experiences often
shared with other initiates. In the last phase the initiate is awarded the attributes of his
new status together with the concomitant responsibilities. The three-part structure of
baptismal instructions correlates with the phases of the transformation process. The
instructions were delivered before, during and after the baptism rite itself. The
speaker is a person of authority in the group, assigned to instruct the baptism
candidates.150 The initiates had already been instructed in certain beliefs and concepts,
if not the instructions would have been incomprehensible to them.151
The other side of the rhetorical situation concerns not the baptismal setting, but the
background of the audience. In the prologue of his Great Catechism, Gregory of
Nyssa makes this point more explicit:152
A system of instruction is indeed necessary for the presiding ministers of the mystery
of piety, ...
Not that the same method of instruction will be suitable in the case of all who
approach the word. The catechism must be adapted to the diversities of their religious
worship; with an eye to the one aim and end of the system, but not using the same
method of preparation in each individual case. The Judaizer has been preoccupied
with one set of notions, one conversant with Hellenism, with others; while the
Anomoean and the Manichee, with the followers of Marcion, Valentinus, and
Basilides, and the rest on the list of those who have wandered into heresy, each of
them being prepossessed with their peculiar notions, require different tactics with
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each of their several opinions. The method of recovery must be adapted to the form of
the disease...
It is necessary, therefore, as I have said, to regard the opinions which the persons
have taken up, and to frame your argument in accordance with the error into which
each has fallen, by advancing in each discussion certain principles and reasonable
propositions; that thus, through what is agreed upon on both sides, the truth may
conclusively be brought to light.

In GPhil, as we will see in the analysis of the first part (the first seven units), the
audience consists of recruits from mainstream Christianity. Apart from the general
injunction to receive baptism, many of them need to be persuaded that gnostic
Christian baptism is superior to mainstream Christian baptism, - indeed, that
mainstream Christian baptism does not lead to salvation. But the other extreme, that
baptism of the body is superfluous, must be avoided too. In addition, as we will see in
the middle part (units eight, nine and ten), the candidates needed some kind of
mystagogy to have the appropriate experience of the force of the rites. In the third
part, likely spoken to a wider audience, the newly baptised and the community were
to be reaffirmed and encouraged in their gnostic Christian lifestyle.
Step 3: Determination of species and stasis
Each of the three parts has a distinct combination of rhetorical species. In the first
part, the rhetoric is mostly deliberative. The candidates have already expressed their
interest in baptism but have not yet been informed as to what it entails. The first main
part is therefore aimed at providing them with sufficient information (instruction) and
argument (persuasion) to make their final decision. There is quite a bit of polemical
discourse in these units directed at mainstream Christians. In the middle part, the
instructive element is dominant and there is little or no polemic. We could
characterize the rhetoric as epideictic but that category does not work well here: there
is little praise or blame. It is more useful to apply the categories mentioned by
Clement. In his system, the first part contains persuasive discourse (with elements of
prescriptive and didactic discourse), whereas the middle part consists mainly of
didactic discourse. The final part is homiletic rather than instructive. There is an
agreeable style throughout suggesting that the proclaimed values are already shared
by the audience. The rhetoric in this part is mostly epideictic. In Clement’s terms it is
dominated by hortatory discourse.
The issue of stasis is only relevant in the deliberative part. As there is no real
discussion between opponents, we can only look at the implied or suggested dispute.
The main, but imaginary, opponents implied in part one seem to be mainstream
Christians. According to unit two, the evil powers have deceived many by means of
incorrect and harmful interpretations of a number of key Christian doctrinal concepts.
Some examples are given in unit three. But the main question is not so much whether
one should be baptised, nor what defines or constitutes baptism (GPhil seems to use
the same ‘apostolic’ ritual, as we will see in chapter 5), it is rather the question which
baptism is effective. Without inner gnosis, mainstream Christian baptism is harmful.
The primary stasis is therefore one of quality.
A minor dispute seems to be with other gnostic Christians who have denounced the
physical ritual of baptism (see the discussion of §23, 27, 107-108 in chapter 5.4.1
below). They may have practised a less physical rite (in which case the stasis is that of
definition: what is baptism?) or even no baptism at all. In this secondary dispute, the
stasis is one of fact: is physical baptism required for resurrection or salvation?
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Step 4: Arrangement of material
There is nothing to indicate that the macro-text is arranged in the classical parts of
either judicial or deliberative rhetoric. It is rather divided into three parts, as dictated
by the conventions of the genre and the liturgical setting (prior to, during and after
baptism). Each part has its own function, as in Daniélou’s division of baptismal
instructions: Explicatio, Demonstratio, and Exhortatio.153 It seems that the first unit
functions more or less as the introduction to the macro-text, and the last unit as its
conclusion.
Part I. Explicatio
Part I can be characterized as deliberative rhetoric, which suggests the fourfold
division of exordium (unit 1), proposition (unit 2), proofs (units 3 to 7) and epilogue
(partly reflected in unit 7).
1. Procatechesis. Unit one functions as the introduction to both the macro-text as
well as to Part I, like the procatechesis in the instructions of Cyril of Jerusalem.
Consistent with Augustine’s advice, the introduction is crafted carefully to
please the audience. The speaker seems to use the agreeable style: Painchaud
has defined some microstructures, and the overall structure is ruled by an abcabc pattern. The introduction does not have to be a formal exordium, which
would be superfluous given the rhetorical setting. The relationship between
preacher and audience was already established and quite likely some liturgical
elements had already prepared the audience for the instruction. But unit 1
nevertheless functions as an agreeable introduction to the series. In line with its
repetitive patter, it proposes three main points which will be the subject of the
entire text of GPhil:
a) Mainstream Christians are merely Hebrews, and slaves. Gnostic Christians
are true Christians and legitimate sons.
b) Mainstream Christians will only inherit and harvest in this cosmos, which
means that they will inherit nothing real. One should want to inherit and
harvest in the other aeon, as gnostic Christians.
c) Christ came to transform people to the state of gnostic Christians.
This message is presented in coded language, that is somewhat familiar to the
audience but sufficiently ambiguous to keep them guessing: ‘Is the preacher
saying what I think he is?’ This makes the audience eager to hear more. Its
repetitive structure enables the preacher to state his message twice, albeit in
different metaphors. This impresses the proposition in the minds of the hearers
more firmly for a longer period of time, which is sensible considering they had
to listen to the remaining instructions over a number of days.
2. Proposition to part I. The second unit introduces the theme of the first part
proper. Again the agreeable style is used in a carefully crafted abc-abc structure.
The proposition announces polemic, transformation and instruction in the truth:
a) The evil powers use names like God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and
concepts like ‘resurrection’, to deceive mainstream Christians.
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b) Gnostic Christian transformation is to clothe oneself with the name of the
Father and to be nourished by the ‘food’ of Christ; he was killed by the evil
powers, but they were secretly led to this by the Holy Spirit and – contrary
to their plans – he lives.
c) Truth is to be learned through many symbols, but only those who are
initiated will see it harvested in the other aeon.
3. The Son and the resurrection. This unit proves the first polemical point of the
proposition: mainstream Christianity has been deceived by the evil powers in
their understanding of God - ‘Father, Son and Holy Spirit’ - and of the
resurrection. The style is plain and the structure follows the line of a familiar
argument (see chapter 8.2.3 below), which consists of three disputes, all of them
introduced by a simple statement about people who ‘say’ something but who are
in error. It is clear that the logic employed here is for internal use only. There is
no real debate going on, the preacher is repeating arguments that he and his
audience share in their rejection of mainstream Christianity. The argument about
the true nature of the resurrection is based on the premise that the body is
despised, hardly a premise shared by his opponents. ‘Logic’ is therefore not the
primary means of persuasion but is used here at the start to establish ‘ethos’, or
the superiority of the gnostic Christian teacher over his mainstream opponents.
Henceforth he will be able to state with authority various points contradicting
mainstream Christianity without applying formal logic to prove them. In the end
he turns to the more personal ‘you say’, and addresses gnostic Christians who
conclude from the previous point that physical baptism is unnecessary. Here he
uses real logic, on the basis of shared premises with his opponents. They assert
that they will be resurrected spiritually, which seems to be linked implicitly with
the understanding that baptism of the body would not be required. Although the
‘you’ may refer to another group of gnostic Christians, it is clear that the
thought could well resonate within the audience of baptismal candidates whom
the preacher genuinely wants to convince.
4. The sacraments and salvation. The mostly instructive fourth unit is
appropriately in a plain style. The structure is simple. The sacraments of
initiation are discussed and alternated with some related soteriological points. It
builds on the previous unit. Most points are made on the basis of ethos but some
points are supported by logic. There is even a bit of pathos in the warning that
other gnostic Christians who despise the physical sacrifice of the Lamb will not
be able to see the king.
5. The spirit(s). The fifth unit combines instruction and polemic. It proves both the
point about the deceptive use of the name Holy Spirit, as well as the point that
the Holy Spirit secretly works through the powers. There is something of a
repetitive structure, but the structure has no clear textual markers and it seems
that the speaker uses the plain style. There is not a strict repetition of the
message, but rather a progression of thought along the same exegetical
framework (exegesis from names, reference to the powers, offspring of the two
spirits). The final metaphor contains some nasty polemics. A gnostic Christian
interpretation of the story of Cain and Abel, already known to the audience,
underlies the argument. Cain (mainstream Christianity) is the issue of the
adultery between Eve and the Serpent. The polemics of Jesus against the
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Pharisees in John 8 are here applied to mainstream Christians. Ethos is the
dominant means of persuasion.
6. Sacraments with and without benefit. The sixth unit is again more instructive
and sets out to prove the point in the proposition about being clothed with the
name of the Father. It has a carefully crafted concentric composition (abcde-fedcba), which suggests that the speaker has returned to the agreeable style,
possibly intended to give the audience a breather between the vigorous polemics
of the previous unit and the one to follow. In a concentric structure, the
inclusion and centre are often especially important. Here the enclosing
paragraphs compare baptism and eucharist to the transformative work of God
(the Demiurge) and of Jesus, so the whole unit should be read in that light. The
central section reveals that the highest God sees his children (gnostic Christians)
in this world as precious. Mainstream Christian Christians have not received the
Lord and will perish when they give up their body. Gnostic Christians, however,
have believed the truth and have received the Lord, so that they can give up their
body in baptism. Apart from the pervasive ethos, there is more logic in this unit,
including etymological proofs and even a little pathos, when the preacher
exclaims in §49 that he hopes to receive a name as Christian that the Demiurge
will not be able to endure hearing.
7. Differences. The seventh unit proves the point in the proposition that despite the
invitation of Christ, few will see the Truth being reaped. This unit displays none
of the pleasant literary structures that this speaker uses for an agreeable style. It
seems the speaker has switched to what Augustine would call a grand or
‘vigorous’ style, aimed at swaying the minds of the audience. The vigour lies in
the strength of the metaphors, which are strung together as an escalating series
of polemical situations. The first two are in line with the previous units, which
establishes credibility. But the last one goes far beyond the level of polemics
seen so far; the element of surprise heightens the pathos, which is the main
means of persuasion in this unit:
i. Mary Magdalene is the only one, who has responded to Jesus’ invitation,
the other disciples are blind like the Pharisees in Matthew 15:14 and,
perhaps, John 9:39-41. Mainstream Christians are animals. GPhil claims
that only the presence of the gnostic Christian ‘man’ among them prevents
them from eating each other (cf Paul’s warning in Galatians 5:15).
ii. Mainstream Christians do not receive the Holy Spirit in baptism, but are
defiled by unclean spirits.154 Gnostic Christians, however, cannot be
approached by unclean spirits, because they are united with their angel in
baptism.
iii. A gnostic Christian has come out of the cosmos and has entered the
resurrection. Mainstream Christians also ascend, but are seized in the
Middle by the evil powers, that will torture them.
Although the climax in pathos in unit seven constitutes something of a conclusion, it
is nevertheless not enough in terms of an epilogue of a deliberative speech. But in the
case of baptismal instruction in a liturgical setting, this is understandable. After this
instruction, the candidates were asked whether they are definitely sure they want to be
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baptised. Given the fact that they were already interested in baptism and the
effectiveness of the rhetoric employed to convince them (witnessed by the fact that
the notes for this speech were transcribed apparently for the use of other instructors),
most if not all the candidates did consent. That liturgical and festive moment is the
conclusion of part I.
Part II: Demonstratio
Just before actual baptism, the candidates received the last instructions. As noted
earlier, the character of this part is different: there is a concentration of explicit
sacramental language and polemic is almost absent. There is nevertheless continuity
with part I in the use of structuring techniques and in the continuation of metaphorical
language. But now these metaphors are not intended to ‘rouse the passions’ but to
‘elevate the mind and soul’, and bring them to contemplate the divine; - Clement
would characterize this as didactic discourse (see chapter 4.2.5 above). The rhetoric of
part II is neither deliberative nor judicial, which means that the arrangements of these
genres should not be forced upon Part II. It is better to approach these three units
without a predefined arrangement in mind.
8. The mystery of turning inside. The unit is carefully set out in a concentric abc-dcba structure, using various minor embellishments indicative of the agreeable
style. This is an appropriate opening of a new part. The image of a mirror is
used and we can imagine that the candidates can see their faces reflected in the
baptismal water in the light of the candles. The inclusor is clearly recognisable
for the audience and functions as the proposition and conclusion of this unit. Its
key point is that baptism and chrismation are necessary for transformation. This
is then proven through demonstration of the parallel between the ritual and the
transformation: both imply a journey from the visible symbol to the hidden
reality. The central section is a mini-chiasm itself and its key sentence is a
command of the Lord himself: ‘Go into the inner chamber’ (quoted from
Matthew 6:6). This inner chamber is the subject of the next unit.
9. The mystery of the bridal chamber. In an alternating ababa structure, there are
three discussions about the bridal chamber and two about Adam and Eve. The
style is plain. The bridal chamber is the plerôma, the cult room of the group
(‘our bridal chamber’) is an image of the plerôma. The idea is that the bridal
chamber repairs the separation that occurred when Eve was taken out of Adam,
and that every disciple should follow Jesus’ example and submit to baptism.
10. Final preparation. The third unit is double the length and contains a mystagogy
for the mysteries (a first section is about baptism and anointing, a second about
the eucharist, and a third about the bridal chamber and the ascent. Each of these
sections displays an agreeable style; in their combination something of a grand
style is developed: Each section seems to outdo the one before, while the
mystagogue returns four times to his mantra, ‘when we go down into the water’.
Whereas the first section re-affirms the correctness of their decision vis-á-vis
mainstream Christianity, the third section does so with regard to those other
gnostic Christians who seem not to submit to baptism. At the time of speaking
the candidates were very possibly standing before the actual baptismal water
(they are ‘about to go down’, says §101). This colourful unit was intended to
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best prepare their minds for the transformative experience. The repeated key
phrase heightens expectations: it confirms that the candidates had made the right
decision, that they will indeed turn to the Father, and that they now should ‘go
down into the water.’
There is no conclusion to this part, - the rite of baptism itself fulfils this role.
Part III: Exhortatio
Following baptism, the newly initiated were received into the community, and a
eucharist was celebrated together. The exhortatio would have been spoken to both the
newly initiated as well as to the members of the group who had been initiated on
previous occasions. The division between the end of part II and the start of part III is
indicated by a marked difference in style, as Turner has observed (see chapter 2.1.2
above). The passages are longer and the structure less tight. Explicit sacramental
language is no longer present. The two units build on the teachings and metaphors of
the previous parts, but can also be understood in their own right, which is appropriate
in case of a larger audience.
11. Homily on ‘You shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free’. The
lengthy first unit is enclosed by allusions to John 8:32, which act as the
proposition and conclusion: ‘the truth shall set you free’. As there are more
references to a limited number of passages from ‘the Word’, it may well be that
some passages were actually read out prior to the delivery of this homiletic text.
In fact, all references to ‘the Word’ as scripture occur in this unit (see chapter
7.2.3). Three main sections can be discerned:
i. knowledge of the truth must be combined with spiritual love,
ii. knowledge should not be disclosed to those who cannot handle it, and
iii. the audience must continue to fight ignorance in themselves, as it is the
root of evil.
No new course of action is urged. This is clearly an exhortation to live up to the
values that the speaker and the audience share, but quite appropriately reminded
of in the presence of the newly initiated. The style is conversational, alternating
between the agreeable style and the plain instructive style. The means of
persuasion are ethos, related several times to the authority of New Testament
quotes, and logic.
12. Peroration. The second unit is brief and an appropriate conclusion to the homily
as well as to the baptismal instruction as a whole. It is in the agreeable style,
with several grand highlights. It connects eschatological teaching (the actual
restoration of the plerôma) with the mysteries. It both looks back on the
mysteries and forward, which would fit subsequent celebration(s) of the
eucharist. Through weak images, the initiates have entered the truth.
4.4

Conclusion

Painchaud uses a division that corresponds largely with the divisions of judicial and
deliberative rhetoric practised in the courts and councils of the Graeco-Roman world.
Such arrangements are, in their pure form, seldom found in early Christian works, not
even when we look specifically at Christian oratory. A Christian homily was
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embedded in a liturgy, including rituals, readings, singing and prayer. Sometimes the
function of exordium or peroration was fulfilled by other elements of the liturgy. I
have therefore presented an analysis in this chapter that takes into account something
of the specific conventions that would apply to baptismal instructions.
In the table below I compare the arrangement proposed by Painchaud (see chapter
4.1.2 above) with the results of analyzing GPhil as a baptismal instruction:
Painchaud
1-6
Exordium
7-16
Narration/
proposition
17-58
Proof, part 1

59-109

Baptismal instruction
1
1-10
Part I

Proof, part 2
Part II

110-123
124-127

Exhortation
Peroration

Part III

2

11-16

Procatechesis
Proposition

3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12

17-24
25-31
32-42
43-54
55-65
66-75
76-88
89-109
110-123
124-127

Polemical proof
Instructive proof
Mixed proof
Instructive proof
Polemical proof
Mystery of turning inside
Mystery of the bridal chamber
Mystery of the sacraments
Homiletic exhortation
Peroration

table 4.3

The three parts of the GPhil have each a distinct combination of rhetorical types:
• In the first part, the rhetoric is mostly deliberative. The candidates have already
expressed their interest in baptism, but have not yet been informed as to what it
entails. The first series of instructions is therefore aimed at providing them with
sufficient information (instruction) and argument (persuasion) to make their final
decision.
• The instructive element is dominant in the second series. We could characterize
the rhetoric as epideictic, but that does not tell us much; there is little praise or
blame. More informative is Clement’s term ‘didactic discourse’: it is powerful and
spiritual. It aims to enhance the experience of the initiands.
• The final part is homiletic rather than instructive. The values proclaimed are
already shared by the audience and the rhetoric in this part is mostly epideictic. In
Clement’s terminology, it is dominated by hortatory discourse.
There are no beginners among the audience. The speaker has only to allude to
concepts to bring them to mind. Only what is useful for final persuasion, for
experiencing the mystery and for exhortation is briefly touched upon. The instructions
are connected well. The arrangement is consistent with the hypothesis that we are
dealing here with a baptismal instruction. The rhetoric employed is effective in a
context of instructing candidates who come from – and to a large extent still live in –
a larger mainstream Christian environment.
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5.

Ritual

Another test of the hypothesis put forward in this study deals with the sacramental
elements referred to in GPhil. If the document actually does consist of notes for
baptismal instruction, then a single initiation ritual must lie behind the various
sacramental references. In this chapter, I test whether GPhil can be read in this sense,
and if so, which ritual elements belong to the initiation.
5.1

Current scholarship

Many scholars subscribe to the idea that there are five sacraments referred to in
GPhil. This idea was proposed as early as 1960 by Eric Segelberg.155 He translates
§68 as follows:
The Lord gave (did, worked) all in one mystery, one baptism, one chrism, one
eucharist, one redemption, one bride-chamber.

Segelberg finds support for the number of five in the ‘five trees’ in paradise in the
Gospel of Thomas (logion 19).156 But Segelberg also expressed some doubts,
wondering why, in §76, there are only three ‘holies’ if indeed there are five
sacraments. In the 1960s the damaged text of §76 was taken to read baptism, chrism
and bridal chamber. Segelberg therefore suggests that these three might refer to an
initiation rite, whereas the other two (eucharist and redemption) would be sacraments
regularly celebrated by the believers. In line with this, he suggests that the redemption
resembled the anointing of the sick and the dying, like the ‘euchelaion’ in the much
later Byzantine rite.157 Subsequent analysis of the text has convinced modern
translators to reconstruct this paragraph differently: baptism, redemption (not chrism),
and bridal chamber. Nevertheless, the idea that there are five mysteries in total has
become so ‘canonical’ that some scholars unconsciously seem to have forgotten that
§68 simply mentions ‘one’ or ‘a’ mystery (see chapter 5.2.3 below). Marvin Meyer,
for example, writes:158
Throughout the Gospel of Philip sacraments play a major role, and five sacraments,
or ‘mysteries’, are enumerated: baptism, chrism, eucharist, redemption and bridal
chamber.

In 1991, after a 30-year debate regarding the bridal chamber in GPhil in which Pagels
advocated her own views, she concluded that scholars on the opposing sides were
155

Segelberg corrected a previous textual reconstruction by Schenke (1959): ‘[Das] Mysterium der Hochzeit [ist]
groß. [Die sieben] sind es nämlich.’ Subsequent scholarship abandoned this reading. In their commentaries on this
passage, Wilson (1962) and Till (1963) either left out this conjecture or added a question mark after ‘sieben’. As
Wilson noted, the number seven was difficult to reconcile with the five elements mentioned in §68 ‘but,’ he wrote,
‘there may have been others not mentioned here’.
156
In the Gospel of Thomas, Pistis Sophia and the Books of Jeu the five trees seem related to the five senses. In the
sensate world, the senses of the person baptised can be sealed in order to preserve the spiritual within and to avoid
contamination with this world. The Manichaeans too knew the concept of ‘the five trees in Paradise’ but had only
‘three seals’, possibly the anointing of mouth, hands and heart. Their ‘five signs/mysteries’ are not related to the
trees or the seals (they are: the peace, the right hand, the kiss, the salute and the laying on of hands). See Gardner
and Lieu, Texts, pp 232-237.
157
Van Eijk (1971), ‘Philip’.
158
Meyer (2005), Gnostic Discoveries, p 131, emphasis added.
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both equally wrong.159 Instead of identifying the peculiarities of Valentinians and
carrying that debate over into the reading of GPhil, Pagels is now more concerned
with placing ‘Valentinian gnosticism in the context of the social history of secondcentury Christianity’, wherein the question of marriage had become a topic that
concerned all Christian groups.
In 1995, Pagels adds, ‘After 50 years of Nag Hammadi study we are finally
learning ... to drop generalizations ... and speak instead about specific texts.’160 It is
with these two trends in mind (reading the text for itself, and placing it in the larger
context of Christian initiation), that she comes to a different assessment of the aspect
of ritual in GPhil:
As we look again at the sacraments in the Gospel of Philip, let us remind ourselves
that it is also misleading to generalize about what is ‘Valentinian’. Doing so has often
led us to read into whatever text we are investigating generalizations based on other
sources.
I suggest too, that we leave aside certain questions raised by those scholars who
pioneered this discussion, including Hans-Martin Schenke and Eric Segelberg, such
as how many sacraments Philip presupposes, and what is the function of each.
...
When Philip speaks of baptism, he seems to have in mind no separate ritual, but, so
far as we can tell, the kind of rite generally referred to in sources as diverse as the
Didache, Justin’s Apology, and Hippolytus’ Apostolic Constitutions. On the basis of
the sparse and varied evidence available we cannot, of course, assume uniform
baptismal practice among second and third-century Christians. And although we
cannot say what precise ritual form Philip may have in mind, he does mention
divestiture of clothing (75.20-26), descent into water (64.24; 72.30-73.1; 77.10-15),
and immersion as the threefold name (‘father, son, and Holy Spirit’) is pronounced
over the candidate (67.20-22) apparently followed by chrismation (69.5-14; 67.4-9),
and the kiss of peace (59.1-6), and concluded by participation in the eucharist.
...
Philip offers, then, a view of the Christian community presently divided between
those who have gnosis, and those entangled in erroneous beliefs...

Although Pagels does not want to discuss the total number of mysteries, she implicitly
seems to side with scholars like Jean-Marie Sevrin and Gerard Luttikhuizen who
suggested that the words ‘redemption’ and ‘bridal chamber’ may not refer to separate
rituals.161
In 1998, April DeConick concluded from Pagels’ article that scholarship on the
rituals in GPhil was at an impasse. In her paper Entering God’s Presence, DeConick
proposed to reconstruct the mystery ‘by seeing these traditions as reflective of similar
traditions developing simultaneously in early Jewish mystical circles, circles which
were advocating mystical ascent through the heavenly Temple and a transforming
vision of God.’162 Subsequently, in a 2001 article, she adds: ‘... then “redemption” and
159

Pagels (1991/1995), ‘Mystery of Marriage’.
Pagels (1997), ‘Ritual’, pp 281-282, 291.
161
Sevrin: ‘...non seulement il n’est rien dit d’un rite de “rédemption”, mais pour la “chambre nuptiale” ellemême, ordinairement considérée comme le sacrement par excellence de l’Ev. Phil., aucun rite spécifique se laisse
cerner...’ ‘Les Rites et la Gnose’ (1982), p 447. Luttikhuizen: ‘Op basis van par. 68 zou men kunnen
veronderstellen dat de auteur vijf sacramenten kende: doopsel, zalving, eucharistie, verlossing en bruidsvertrek.
Maar het is minstens evens waarschijnlijk dat de termen ‘verlossing’ en ‘bruidsvertrek’ niet verwijzen naar
sacramenten, maar naar respectievelijk de hemelreis van de ziel en de heropneming van de ziel in de goddelijke
lichtwereld.’ Gnostische Geschriften 1 (1986), p 67.
162
See also her work on the Gospel of Thomas as a work of ‘Ascent and Vision Mysticism’; DeConick (1996),
Seek to see Him.
160
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the “bridal chamber” might not be actual rituals, but instead holy “mysteries” which,
in some way, allow the human to connect to the divine source of life.’163
Einar Thomassen does not see the redemption and the bridal chamber ‘as separate
ritual events, but rather as stages in a process of salvation’. He reconstructs the
initiation ritual of GPhil as follows:164
(1. Catechesis and preparatory discipline.)
2. Baptism: Undressing, descent into the water, immersion while invoking the
threefold Name, ascent from the water.
3. Anointing, by pouring scented oil over the initiand. Dressing.
4. Carrying lamps (?).
5. A kiss (?).
6. Eucharist, with bread and wine mixed with water.

Although he includes the eucharist in his overview, he believes it is ‘not presented as
a part of the initiatory process’. He concludes, ‘The eucharist cannot therefore be
understood to add anything that was not already given in anointing.’
I suggest that the divergence of opinion among scholars is to a large extent caused
by the absence of an interpretative framework. For those who read GPhil as an
anthology, each paragraph can be interpreted in its own right and there is little that
can provide the context.
5.2

Ritual instruction in the key textual units

The hypothesis of this study provides an interpretative lens through which the
references can be studied. In the rhetorical analysis (chapter 4.3 above), I
demonstrated that the fourth textual unit can be read as a preliminary discussion of the
initiation, but in veiled language as the candidates have not yet been asked to make a
final decision. The sixth unit also mentions baptism, chrism and the eucharist. The
mystagogical part, units eight to ten, can be taken as a more explicit discussion of the
sacraments. I will first assess whether these five units outline an initiation ritual. The
next step is to consider other possible references in GPhil and assess whether they can
be understood as sacramental, and as part of the same ritual. As these secondary
references are often only allusive, the assessment requires an intertextual approach.
5.2.1 Preliminary overview in unit four
The final dispute with mainstream Christians in the preceding third unit regards the
resurrection. According to the speaker, physical flesh and blood will not inherit the
kingdom of God. To prove his point, he refers to I Corinthians 15:50. Believers
should instead divest themselves of the garment that is their flesh, and clad
themselves in Jesus’ flesh and blood, a likely allusion to the change of garment in
baptism. Here the speaker uses John 6:53-54, which early Christians often understood
as a reference to the eucharist. The speaker sees Jesus’ flesh and blood as his logos
and Holy Spirit, both the clothing and food of the initiated. The unit ends by making
the point that whereas here the person seems more important than his garment, his
new garment is actually more important. Subsequently in unit four, the speaker gives
a first and relatively allusive discussion of baptism:
163
164

DeConick (2001), ‘True Mysteries’.
Thomassen (2005), Spiritual Seed, pp 341-350
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Through water and fire the whole place is cleansed: the revealed ones through the
revealed ones, the hidden ones through the hidden ones. There are some who are
hidden through the revealed ones. There is water in water, there is fire in chrism.
§25

Jesus took them all up by stealth.165 For he did not appear as he was, but he
appeared in the way that they would be able to see him. [And all of these] he
appeared to. He [appeared] to the great ones as great. He appeared to the small ones
as small. He [appeared to the] angels as an angel, and to men as a man. Therefore,
his logos was hidden from everyone. Some, indeed, saw him, thinking they saw
themselves! But when he appeared to his disciples in glory on the mount, he was not
small. He became great, but he (also) made his disciples great, so that they would be
able to see him in his greatness.
§26

Baptism and chrism are taken together as the first act. Together they cleanse body and
soul. The next passage explains how the divine logos, or Jesus, assumed lower bodies
during his descent; first an angelic or spiritual body, then – when Christ was baptized
– a small body, that is, the earthly Jesus. After that, on the mount he assumed a ‘great’
body again. His aim was to make his disciples ‘great’ as well, so they can see him in
his glory. The same theme is also found in the martyrium of the Acts of Philip 35
(141).166 The speaker proceeds with the eucharist:
He said on that day in the eucharist, ‘You, who have united the perfect light with the
Holy Spirit, unite the angels with us also, the images’.
§27 Do not look down upon the lamb. For without it, it is not possible to see the king;
no one will be able to approach the king, while naked.
The Man from heaven has many more children than the Man from the earth. If
the children of Adam are numerous, even though they die, how much more the
children of the perfect Man. These do not die, but are being born every time.
§29 The father produces children, but the child is not able to produce children. For
someone who has been born is not able to give birth, but the child acquires siblings,
not children.
§30 Those who are born in the cosmos are all born in the physis. And in [the place]
where they were born the others [eat]. Man [receives] food from the promise about
the place above. If he [were born] from the mouth [of God] – where the logos comes
from -, he would eat from the mouth and he would become perfect.
§31 For the perfect conceive through a kiss and give birth. Therefore, we too kiss
one another, receiving conception from the grace that is within one another.
§28

The eucharistic prayer refers to the union of the believer with his or her angel in the
heavenly bridal chamber. The lamb is a reference to the flesh and blood of Jesus in
unit three: it is both spiritual food and clothing. The next passage also concerns these
two themes. The believer is born from the mouth of God; he speaks his logos and a
new person is born. The believer is also fed by the words issued from God’s mouth
and by what comes through his own mouth. This is reflected not only by the
consumption of the eucharist, but also by the kiss on the mouth shared by believers,
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The element of stealth in Jesus’ descent to the cosmos is also found in the Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah
chapters 10 and 11 in Charlesworth ed. (1985), Pseudepigrapha vol 2, pp 172-176.
166
Amsler translates: ‘Il était incorporel et il a revêtu un corps saint, réfutant ainsi le corps du péché; il était grand,
et il s’est fait petit à la mesure des hommes, en attendant de faire grandir les petits et de les amener à sa grandeur.’
in: Bovon & Geoltrain eds, Écrits Apocryphes Chrétiens (1997), p 1314.
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which in turn refers to heavenly kisses.167 There are two possible references to
liturgical formulae in the discussion of the eucharist:
• ‘He said on that day...’ This sentence need not refer only to Jesus but may also
include the celebrant. This makes sense in view of the ‘us’ in the following
sentence. The prayer to ‘unite the angels with us’ may be a Valentinian version of
contemporary eucharistic prayer, such as the one found in the Apostolic
Constitutions: ‘You who have separated us from the community of the godless,
unite us with those that are consecrated to you’ (8.15.3).
• ‘Do not look down on the lamb.’ The speaker pre-empts possible criticism of a
liturgical element involving a ‘lamb’, the symbol of Jesus’ sacrifice.168 As nothing
in GPhil suggests the presence of an actual lamb, it is quite possible that the lamb
metaphor was mentioned in the eucharistic liturgy. This may have been a
Valentinian version of the words with which the bread could be presented: ‘The
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29).169
The order of the discussion in unit four is the following:
• baptism and chrism
• descent and ascent
• eucharist
• heavenly bridal chamber.170
Can this order be reconciled with the series of five elements in §68? My hypothesis,
which I will test in the remainder of this section, is that the same conceptual
framework underlies both orders. §68 first describes the rituals in the world today
(baptism, chrism and eucharist), and then their hidden realities (redemption and bridal
chamber). This is illustrated in the table below:
visible image

1. baptism and 2. chrism

3. eucharist

hidden reality

4. redemption

5. bridal chamber

Table 5.1

167

As in the Gospel of Truth (NHC I, 41.30-34), the divine emanations keep close to the Father ‘as though to say
that they have participated in his face by means of kisses’. This heavenly kiss fits in with the theme of begetting in
the heavenly bridal chamber.
168
The Valentinian teacher Heracleon provided a gnostic interpretation that is preserved in Origen’s commentary
on John. It concerns the words in John 1:29 ‘Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.’
Heracleon comments: ‘ “Lamb of God” is said by John as a prophet. The first thing is said about his body, the
second about the one who was in the body; for as the lamb is imperfect among the genus of sheep, so also is the
body in comparison with him who dwells in it. If he had wanted to indicate by the body what is perfect he would
have said “the ram, which was going to be sacrificed” ’. Translation by Robert Grant (2003), Second Century. In
other words, it is through leaving the imperfect body that we are saved, and our saviour is not the body that is
sacrificed but the one who dwells in it.
169
Cf I Cor. 5:7 and the Liturgy of James 41; ANF vol 7, p 548. Gero (1979), ‘Lamb’, denies a link between the
sacrificial lamb in John 1:29 and the lamb in §27, because he sees no ritual function for the garments needed to
meet the king. He proposes to see here only a reference to Matthew 22 and 18, in which case the lamb would not
refer to the eucharist but to ‘the little ones’ that should not be ‘despised’. But Gero fails to note that §23 already
provides the link with the garments and that the eucharist follows upon baptism (with the candidates still in their
baptismal garments).
170
One could argue that the kiss is an additional element, but note that in the last passage ‘heavenly kiss’ is the
subject. Only secondarily does the speaker return to the earthly kiss. ‘For this reason we also kiss one another’. It
is quite possible that this simply is the kiss forming part of the eucharist. I come back to this point in chapter 5.3.3
below.
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The fourth textual unit has a different order from §68. It first describes the rituals of
baptism and chrism, through which the believer divests himself of his physical body
and receives a new spiritual body. The mystical counterpart of this is the
transformation of the disciples (their redemption). Next, it describes the ritual of
communion and unification, which is the eucharist. Its mystical counterpart is the
entry of the believer into the divine plerôma, the heavenly bridal chamber. The
illustration below shows that the order of unit four can be derived from the same
conceptual framework:
separation

unification

visible image

1. baptism and
2. chrism

4. eucharist

hidden reality

3. redemption

5. bridal chamber

Table 5.2

5.2.2 The references in unit six
The composition of unit six is concentric, which often means that special attention
should be paid to the inclusion and centre. Unit six is enclosed by the roles of God
(§43) and Jesus (§54) as a dyer.
God is a dyer. As with the good dyes that are called the true, - they die with those
that are dyed -, so it is with those who are dyed by God. Inasmuch as his dyes are
immortal, they become immortal through his pharmacy.
- But God baptizes the ones that he baptizes in water.
§43

...
§48

The pearl, when thrown in the dung, {does} not {become} greatly
despised. Neither when anointed with balsam oil, will it become valued. But
it has value with its lord always. This is how it is with the children of God in
the (situations) that they may get into: they still have value with their father.
...

The eucharist is Jesus, for he is called in the Syrian language ‘Pharisatha’, which
is ‘the one spread out’. For Jesus came to be crucified to the cosmos.
§54 The Lord went into the dye-works of Levi. He took seventy-two colours (and)
threw them in the cauldron. He took them out all white and said, ‘This is how the Son
of Man came to her: as a dyer’.
- §53

Looking only at the ritual aspect, I note that this paragraph ends with the notion that
God baptises in water, whereas §54 is preceded by a passage that says that Jesus is the
eucharist.171 The central text is about the anointing of a pearl with oil. Indirectly, then,
it seems that these three references refer to a ritual consisting of baptism, chrismation
and the eucharist.

171

The identity of God in §43 is discussed in chapter 8.2.3 below.
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5.2.3 The mystagogy in unit eight
In units eight to ten, the speaker becomes increasingly explicit about the rituals the
candidates are about to experience. Unit eight contains the often cited passage §68.
But, contrary to its prominence in scholarly works, it plays only a minor role in the
composition of this unit. Its function is to explain that Jesus did everything in a
hidden way. The composition of the unit is again concentric and the key sentence is a
command of the Lord himself: ‘Go into the inner chamber’ (quoted from Matthew
6:6). The inclusion sets this unit in the context of baptism and chrismation, and the
next ‘layer’, relates these physical rituals with mystical realities:
From water and fire the soul and the spirit came into being; from water and fire
and light the son of the bridal chamber ‹came into being›. The fire is the chrism. The
light is the fire, - I do not speak of that fire that has no form, but of the other whose
form is white, which lights beautifully and which gives beauty.
§66

Truth did not come into the cosmos naked, but she came in types and images. He
will not receive her in another manner.
- There is being born again and an image of being born again. It is truly necessary to
be born again through the image.
- What is the resurrection and the image? Through the image it is necessary to rise.
- The bridal chamber and the image: through the image it is necessary to come into
Truth, that is the restoration.
It is necessary for those who do not only receive the name of ‘Father, Son and Holy
Spirit’. But they themselves are acquired by you. If one does not acquire them, even
the name shall be taken from him. And one receives them in the chrism with the
[resin] of the power of the cross (this (power) the apostles called ‘the right and the
left’). For this one is no longer a Christian but he is a christ.
§68 The Lord [did] everything through mystery: baptism and chrism and eucharist
and redemption and bridal chamber.
§67

[The central section is about transformation, - see 8.2.5]
§72 ‘My God, my God! Why, o Lord, have you
(words) on the cross, for he separated in that place.

left me behind?’ He spoke these

- [The Lord] was born from the one who [was born] by God.
- The [Lord rose] from the dead. [He did not go as he] was, but [his body became
completely] perfect. [It has] flesh, but this [flesh, indeed, is a] true flesh. [Our flesh,
however,] is not true, but a [fleshly] image of the true.
- §73 There is no bridal room for the animals, neither is it for the slaves or defiled
wom‹e›n; but it is for free men and virgins.
§74 Out of the Holy Spirit we, indeed, are born again, but we were begotten by
Christ twofold. We are anointed by the Spirit. When we were born, we were united.
Nobody will be able to see himself, neither in water nor in a mirror without light.
Neither, again, will you be able to you see (yourself) in light without water or mirror.
For this reason, it is necessary to baptise twofold, in the light and the water. And the
light is the chrism.
§75

The opening statement (§66) and the conclusion (§75) is that both baptismal water
and chrismation are necessary to be saved. Baptism and chrismation result in
regeneration, resurrection and unification in the bridal chamber. The eucharist is only
mentioned in §68 and is perhaps not so much the entry into the bridal chamber as it is
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its celebration. As the following table shows, the divine truth is entered through
baptism, chrismation and eucharist, the visible images and steps of regeneration,
resurrection (which together may constitute ‘redemption’ in §68) and bridal chamber:
visible
image

baptism

chrism

eucharist

hidden
reality

regeneration

resurrection

bridal chamber

Table 5.3

In the remainder of §67, there is a reference to mainstream Christian baptismal
candidates who receive the name of ‘Father, Son and Holy Spirit’. It seems that the
gnostic Christian candidates do the same. The chrism is associated with the cross, the
symbol of the Lord’s separation from his earthly body (§72). His spiritual or
resurrected form is not his reanimated earthly body but a true flesh. Resurrection is
achieved ‘potentially’ in the chrism (§95), the oil of the cross, but in actuality upon
death of the body – and not afterwards (§21). Jesus received the resurrection
(potentially) in his baptism and was resurrected and redeemed (actually) when he died
on the cross, not on Easter Sunday.
5.2.4 The mystagogy in unit nine
The theme of three of the five sections of unit nine is the bridal chamber. The
relationship between baptism, redemption and bridal chamber is set out in §76:
Baptism has the resurrection in the redemption, being the redemption in the bridal
chamber, and the bridal chamber in that which is above [it, to which we belong].
You will find nothing like it.
...
[Our] bridal room [is nothing else] but the image [of the bridal chamber that is]
.
above.

In these opening paragraphs we encounter a single yet multi-layered mystery.
Baptism leads to the resurrection and redemption of the believer. Neither chrismation
nor eucharist is mentioned in §76, and we may assume that the word baptism is used
here as a reference to the entire initiation ritual, which leads to redemption and into
the bridal chamber. The word bridal chamber refers to several things. Here ‘our bridal
room’ is the earthly cult-room and/or the inmost being of the believer, it is an image
of the heavenly bridal chamber, the plerôma. This is confirmed in §80b-82:
Then came [Christ to save them and restore them] to themselves. [He revealed to
them the] bridal room, so that [men would be saved.] §81 Jesus revealed [in the]
Jordan the plerôma of the kingdom of heavens:
- He who [was born] before the all, was born again.
- He who was anointed at first, was anointed again.
- He who was redeemed, redeemed again.
How necessary it is to speak of a mystery! The Father of the all united with the
virgin who had come down and a fire enlightened him on that day. He revealed the
great bridal room. Therefore his body came into being on that day. It came from the
§82
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bridal room as one who came into being from the bridegroom and bride. This is how
Jesus established the all in himself through these. And it is necessary that every one
of the disciples walks into his Rest.

This single rite of Jesus’ baptism here contains his regeneration, chrismation and
redemption, and unification in the bridal chamber.
5.2.5 Going down into the water
The tenth unit is enclosed and divided by four occurrences of the words ‘going down
into the water’. The common theme is therefore again baptism. One of these four
occurrences suggests that, as in mainstream Christian practice, people were baptised
naked:
§101 The

living water is a body. It is necessary that we clothe ourselves with the living
man. Therefore, if one is about to go down into the water, he strips himself so that he
will clothe himself with this one.

The next layer within the three sections, concerns the mysteries of chrismation, the
eucharist, the bridal chamber, and the ascent. The first section shows again that
baptism and chrismation lead to resurrection, which is received in the bridal chamber.
Everything is collapsed into one ritual. But there is also a hierarchy: baptism is only
the first step, chrismation is needed to make baptism effective:
Those who say that they will die first and (then) will rise are in error. If they do not
first receive the resurrection, while they live, they will receive nothing when they die.
This way too when they speak about baptism, saying ‘Baptism is great,’ as if they
who receive it will live.
§90

...
§95

The chrism is lord over baptism. For because of the chrism we are called
‘Christians’, not because of baptism. Also Christ was called (thus) because of the
chrism. For the Father anointed the Son, and the Son anointed the apostles, and the
apostles anointed us. He who is anointed has the all. He has the resurrection, the light,
the cross.
§96 As to the Holy Spirit, the Father gave him this in the bridal chamber (and) he
received (him). The Father came to be in the Son, and the Son in the Father. This is the
kingdom of heavens.

This element of hierarchy is continued in the second part, which discusses the
eucharist:
This way too it is with the bread and the cup and the oil, even though there is
something else superior to these.
§98

...
§100

The cup of prayer contains wine (and) it contains water, for it serves instituted as
the type of his blood, over which eucharist is said, and which fills up with the Holy
Spirit, and it is that of the wholly perfect Man. When we drink it we receive the
perfect man.

The eucharist is merely an image of the reality hidden behind it. The same point is
made in §125. We ‘go in there by means of lowly types and forms of weakness. They
are lowly indeed when compared with the perfect glory.’ Superior to everything else
are the divine realities (§103).
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Interestingly, there are two references to the cup. In the first reference bread, wine
and oil are presented. In the second reference we only see a ‘cup of prayer’, filled
with water and wine.172 The two eucharistic prayers attached to A Valentinian
Exposition (NHC XI,2) suggest that these Valentinians also had two prayers around a
communal meal or ‘banquet’ as the inscription in Rome reads (see chapter 1.1). This
may reflect early Christian practice when the eucharist was still celebrated as part of a
communal meal. Also, in Luke 22:17-20 and I Corinthians 10:16/11:25 a meal with
bread and wine precedes a cup. 173 Didache 9 and 10 consist of two prayers, one at the
start of the meal for both wine and bread, and one after the meal – ‘when you have
had your fill’ – only for the cup.174
The ‘oil’ in the combination of cup, bread and oil is probably an ointment
belonging to the eucharistic meal itself.175 We find the same three elements in Psalm
23, and also in Joseph and Aseneth, where they are called the ‘bread of life’, the ‘cup
of immortality’, and the ‘ointment of incorruptibility’ (8:5 and 16:16). In the seventh
book of the Apostolic Constitutions, which used the Didache, we see a eucharistic
prayer before the meal (25), after the meal (16), and one for the ointment (17).
Likewise, Cyril of Jerusalem first discusses baptism and chrismation and then the
bread and wine of the eucharist in combination with another anointing (22.7).
The last part again concerns the meaning of the sacraments. No ritual act is added to
the trio of baptism, chrism and eucharist. The discussion in this third section is about
the bridal chamber and the ascent of the soul. But in order to receive these one has to
be baptised (‘clothed in perfect light’, or with the ‘living man’ in §101 above). The
speaker feels the need to emphasize that only those who submit to the physical rituals,
including bodily immersion, will be saved from the powers that wish to seize the
ascending souls:
Not only will it be impossible that the perfect man is seized, but (also) that they
see him; for if they see him, they will seize them. In no other manner will one be able
to acquire this grace, but that he clothes himself in the perfect light, [and] that he
himself becomes perfect light. [The one who has clothed] himself with it shall go
[into the light].
This is the perfect [light] §107 [and it is necessary for us] that we become [perfect
light completely], before we come [out of the cosmos]. One who has [not] received
the all [through images] from these places, will [not] be able to [take part in] that
place. But he will [go to the Middle] as imperfect. Only Jesus knows the end of this
one.
§106
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We find the same blend of water and wine, for example, in the eucharist of Clement of Alexandria, Instructor
2.2, and Ambrose, Sacraments 5.2.
173
Mark and Matthew do not mention this element. The compression of the two liturgical interventions in the
paschal meal has led to a Christian eucharist in which the bread and the (postprandial) cup are blessed and
consumed almost simultaneously.
174
John Dominic Crossan (1998), Birth, p 437, assumed that one of the prayers is a later interpolation. But Van de
Sandt and Flusser (2002), Didache, pp 296-329, showed that both prayers concern one meal and follow Jewish
models. Huub van de Sandt recently argued that the ointment in Joseph and Aseneth ‘refers to a Greek version of
the Jewish table prayers used in Hellenistic Egypt.’ He concludes, ‘In the formative stage of Christianity in first
century Egypt, Jewish “converts” to Christian faith brought with them their rituals, worldview, and lifestyle.... The
original Didache text was modified, amended, and updated to fit the version of the table prayers with which the
Jewish Christian community in Egypt was familiar.’ See Van de Sandt (2005), ‘Egyptian background’, pp 241243.
175
Based on this §98, Schenke linked redemption to an ointment ritual at the eucharist. But §76 clearly states that
redemption is included in baptism.
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§108 The

holy man is completely holy, even in his body. For when he has received the
bread, he blesses it as holy, - or the cup, or all the rest that he receives. As he cleanses
them, how then will he not cleanse the body too?

The question is why the order of the last two elements in the tenth instruction is
different from earlier orders: §102-104 is about the bridal chamber and §106-108
about the ascent, even ending with the eucharist? Again, the distinction between the
visible rituals and their heavenly realities helps to understand the order in which they
are treated. This time the order seems circular and designed to bring us back to our
starting point, the visible rituals:
separation

communion

visible image

1. baptism and 2. chrism

3. eucharist

hidden reality

5. redemption/ascent

4. bridal chamber

Table 5.4

The mystagogue will have wanted to come back to the point of baptism, if this
instruction was spoken just prior to baptism. Very appropriately, then, the inclusion
after this section restates that theme:
As Jesus fulfilled the water of baptism, so he has poured out death. Therefore,
we indeed go down into the water, but we do not go down into death, so that we are
not emptied in the spirit of the cosmos. When he blows, it becomes winter. When the
Holy Spirit blows, it becomes summer.
§109

5.2.6 Synthesis
We have seen that the mystery in GPhil consisted of both tangible and hidden
elements. The visible baptism ritual consisted of the following elements: undressing,
going down into the water, possibly a formula with regard to Father, Son and Holy
Spirit, and anointing with olive oil. The eucharist consisted of a meal, with bread and
mixed wine, and possibly another anointing. It seems there was a final cup and
possible traces of two liturgical formulae have been identified. The redemption and
the bridal chamber, together with the regeneration, resurrection, the ascent, and the
mystery of the union, are not additional tangible rituals but hidden realities.176
5.3

Ritual references in other passages

Thus far, I have looked at paragraphs in the context of entire textual units, and
especially at those units featuring rituals as part of their subject matter. This provides
us with a basic outline and understanding of the ritual, with which we can now turn to
more isolated and allusive references.
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NB: The analysis here deals only with the initiation ritual. The heavenly mysteries of redemption and the bridal
chamber, however, were not over after baptism. The initiated would regularly participate in the eucharist, which
included a fragrant ointment. The ointment (chrism) may have been associated with redemption, the eucharist
certainly with the bridal feast. And, finally, dying itself remained associated with redemption of the soul of the
believer. Cf. Irenaeus, Heresies 5.5.1.
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5.3.1 Salt
In §35 a remark about salt seems to claim an apostolic origin to a ritual element:
The apostles said to the disciples: ‘May our entire offering acquire salt’. They called
Sophia ‘salt’, without her no offering is acceptable.

Valentinians explained that Jesus’ words about the role of believers as the ‘salt of the
earth’ and ‘the light of the world’ (Matthew 5:13,14), refer to the spiritual substance
in people.177 But is the language here merely metaphorical or does it refer to an actual
ritual? In Mark 9:49, Jesus says that people are salted by fire, and one could argue
that the ritual cited is the chrism (according to §66 and §75-76 the chrism is some sort
of baptism with fire in which we receive the spirit). But this does not explain the
keyword ‘offering’. According to §14 the believer is sacrificed to God during baptism
(§76). If he receives the Holy Spirit he will not die when he gives up the body but live
free of this world. Some scholars have correctly noted that, in Jewish tradition, the
sacrificial meat had to be salted (e.g. Leviticus 2:13) in order to preserve it for human
consumption after the ritual.178 How would this idea express itself in the initiation of
people? Given its suggested apostolic origin we need to find a mainstream Christian
ritual that may or may not have been shared by gnostic Christians. There is a song by
Ephrem Syrus that suggests that salt was thrown into the water for baptism.179
Ambrose hints at a rite mentioned by Augustine that is closer to this passage in GPhil.
In this preparatory rite, a catechumen was signed with the cross and received salt as a
symbol of purification and preservation unto the day of his or her baptism.180 Its full
description by John the Deacon is late (6th century CE, Rome), but – with the
expression ‘salt of wisdom’ (Sophia) – very to the point:181
Now that he is a catechumen he will receive blessed salt, with which he is signed,
because just as all flesh is seasoned and preserved by salt, so too the mind, sodden
and soft as it is from the waves of the world, is seasoned by the salt of wisdom and of
the preaching of the word of God.

Because of the ambiguity of the speaker when referring to the apostles, it remains
uncertain whether the speaker refers here only to a mainstream Christian practice or
also to one practised by his own group.
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‘Spiritual substance, again, they describe as having been sent forth for this end, that, being here united with that
which is animal, it might assume shape, the two elements being simultaneously subjected to the same discipline.
And this they declare to be “the salt” and “the light of the world”.’ Irenaeus, Heresies, 1.6.1; cf. also Pistis Sophia
chapter 120 (p 308) where the same sayings are explained as something that is given in the mysteries.
178
Ménard suggests that the initiates were given bread and salt as a sort of eucharistic meal. But his references to
the Acts of Thomas are not to the point. Eating only salt and bread is not the concern of initiation ritual but points
to an ascetic lifestyle. In the Hebrew Bible salt – sometimes in combination with bread – is used to signify an
enduring ‘salt covenant’ (Num. 18:19 and 2 Chr. 13:5), but that is far removed from an initiation ritual and bread
is not mentioned in our text. More related to initiation is the washing and salting of a newborn child (Ez. 16:4), but
no salting of adult proselytes is attested to in Jewish literature.
179
Epiphany, 8.13: ‘[the] fountains... in the mystery of Jesus have been blessed. There was cast into them salt –
and they were healed and sweetened: a mystery of this salt, the sweet salt that came from Mary, that was mingled
in the water, whereby was healed the noisomeness of our plagues.’
180
Yarnold (1994), Awe-Inspiring Rites, pp 3-5, quoting Expos.Ev.Luc. (10.48) and Confessiones (1.11.17).
181
Ad Senarium 3, in Yarnold, Awe-Inspiring Rites, p 5. A similar rite with ‘salt of wisdom’ is also described in
the 7th century Galician Sacramentary (chapters 31 and 32).
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5.3.2 Fragrant oil
It seems that fragrant oil was used for anointments. In §111 the relationship between
gnostic and other Christians is described with the following images:
Spiritual Love is wine and fragrance. They enjoy .it all, those who will anoint
themselves with her. They too enjoy it who stand on their outside, as (long as) the
anointed ones are standing (there). When those anointed with ointment leave them and
go away, these who are not anointed, merely standing at their outside, remain again in
their (own) evil smell. The Samaritan gave nothing to him who was struck down but
wine and oil, - it is nothing else but the ointment. And it healed the wounds, for ‘Love
covers a multitude of sins’.

The anointment here is a fragrant chrismation, that is associated with wine. This likely
refers to eucharistic anointing, as oil was used in combination with bread and wine in
§98 (see chapter 5.2.5 above). That a fragrant oil was also used for the baptismal
chrismation is suggested by the prescription for the bride (a metaphor for the newly
initiated) in §122:
Let her only show herself to her father and her mother, and to the friend of the
bridegroom and the children of the bridegroom. These are allowed to enter daily into
the bridal chamber. But let the others desire just to hear her voice and have the
pleasure of (smelling) her ointment. And let them feed from the crumbs that fall from
the table, - like dogs. Bridegrooms and brides belong to the bridal chamber. No one
will be able to see the bridegroom with the bride unless [he becomes] this (himself).

It seems the ointment is a combination of olive oil (§95) and fragrant substances (§48
and §67).
5.3.3 Jesus’ kisses
In §31, discussed in chapter 5.2.1 above, there is a reference to the kiss of believers,
possibly in the context of the eucharist:
For the perfect conceive through a kiss and give birth. Therefore, we too kiss one
another, receiving conception from the grace that is within one another.

This is somewhat comparable to what Cyril of Jerusalem told his initiates, ‘This kiss
blends souls with one another’182. A similar idea is found in the discussion of the kiss
by John Chrystostom, in his third Baptismal Homily of the year 388 CE, paragraph
10:183
Just before we partake of the holy table, we are called to love one another and to greet
each other with a holy kiss. This is why: Since we are in separate bodies, we connect
each other’s souls in this moment through the kiss, so that our mental communion
becomes like the apostolic was: that all believers were of one heart and mind (Acts
4:32).
...

182

Catechetical Lectures 23.4, or Mystagogical Cathecheses 5.3.
My translation from the 1992 text edition given in Fontes Christiani, Johannes Chrystostomus, Taufkatechesen
I, p 250-253.
183
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There is also another mystical explanation for this kiss. The Holy Spirit has made us a
temple of Christ. So when we kiss each other on the mouth, we kiss the entrance to
the temple.

Likewise, the Tripartite Tractate speaks of a kissing one another with a ‘good,
insatiable thought’, which is a kiss of unity between the many that form the ekklesia
(NHC I, 58.20-35). As with the eucharist, it is quite likely that the candidates were
only permitted the communion kiss after their initiation.184
But there is another kiss in §55, where Jesus kissed Mary Magdalene on her
mouth (assuming ‘mouth’ is indeed the correct reconstruction of the lacuna here). Is
this a reference to the same ritual? The story of Mary is known from other sources as
well. In John 20, on Easter Sunday Mary is looking for Jesus, finds him and – but
now the text becomes ambiguous – embraces or tries to embrace him. For Cyril of
Jerusalem (14th Catechetical Lecture 12-13) it is clear that she did and that his
baptism candidates should want to do the same. He puts quotations from Solomon’s
Song of Songs in the mind and on the lips of Mary Magdalene. She came looking for
her soul-beloved (3:1), held him, and would not let him go (3:3,4). In this way, Mary
becomes the archetypal bride of Christ.185
Other stories could be read in the same way. In Luke 7:36-50 the prostitute
washes Jesus’ feet with her tears, dries them with her hair, kisses them and anoints
them with myrrh. Ambrose discusses this story and likens her to the Church, the bride
in the Song of Songs, as well as to the individual believer:186
‘Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His mouth.’187 For by His kisses she wished
gradually to quench the burning of that desire, which had grown with looking for the
coming of the Lord, and to satisfy her thirst by this gift...
And the same Scripture teaches you concerning the infusion of special grace, that he
kisses Christ who receives the Spirit, where the holy prophet says, ‘I opened my
mouth and drew in the Spirit.’188

In Repentance, Ambrose speaks again about the same story of the prostitute. But here
he changes the voice in the quote from the Song of Songs:189
In a kiss is the sign of love, and therefore the Lord Jesus says, ‘Let her kiss Me with
the kisses of her mouth.’

So now Jesus kisses the woman on her mouth and she kisses Jesus on his mouth.
Through the Song of Songs we no longer talk about kissing his feet. In the kiss on the
mouth, the bride shares in Jesus’ breath, in his spirit.190
184

For a discussion of the kiss as a boundary marker of the initiated, see Penn (2005), Kissing Christians.
Mary Magdalene is a composite figure in early Christian discourse. Originally, she was the woman exorcised
by Jesus from the seven demons. She was also one of four relatively well-to-do women who financed the mission
(Luke 8:4), which in those days would have been done with the consent of her husband or independently if she
was older and without a husband (e.g. a widow). This ‘matron’ became identified with another Mary, Mary of
Bethany who chose to become a disciple of Jesus (Luke 10:38-42) and anointed him for his burial (John 12). She
again was identified with an unnamed prostitute who anointed Jesus on a previous occasion in Bethany (Luke 7).
This conflation of three characters was not introduced by pope Gregory, as many scholars have maintained, but is
already explicit in Porphyry’s Against the Christians preserved in Macarius Magnes’ Apocriticus: ‘Instead he
appeared to Mary Magdalene, a prostitute from some horrible little village and had been possessed by seven
demons,’ translation: Hoffman (1994), Porphyry, p 34. I note that Porphyry’s was well acquainted with gnostic
Christians.
186
Letter 41.10-22, the quotes are from 41.14 and 15; NPNF II vol 10, p 448.
187
Song of Songs 1:2
188
Psalm 119:131, LXX
189
Repentance 2.8(69); NPNF II vol 10, p 352.
185
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Although many have interpreted the reference in GPhil as an apocryphal reference
to Jesus and Mary, it seems that GPhil itself uses the story in a different way. In the
remainder of §55, Jesus invites his disciples to have the same relationship with him.
We also find the kiss in the First Apocalypse of James (NHC V,3), where the risen or
spiritual Lord appears to his brother James. James embraces and kisses him (31.1-5).
A kiss on the lips follows in the Second Apocalypse of James (NHC V,4), where Jesus
kisses his brother at the moment of his illumination:
And he kissed my mouth. He took hold of me, saying, ‘My beloved! Behold, I shall
reveal to you those (things) that (neither) [the] heavens nor their archons have
known.’ (56.14-20)

These passages reveal the shared interest of these gnostic Christians, Cyril of
Jerusalem and Ambrose: ‘koinônia’ with the divine Jesus. Mary was his first
‘koinônos’, because she was the first to truly see and embrace the resurrected or
spiritual Jesus. The kiss is not only the kiss of unity, but also a kiss of illumination
from the revealer to his beloved.
Could this mystical kiss from the saviour have been represented in a baptismal
ritual? There is, indeed, a possibility that should be discussed here. According to the
Apostolic Tradition 22, the bishop laid his hands on each newly baptised person,
prayed that he or she be filled with the Holy Spirit, anointed the forehead, and kissed
him or her. Then they prayed together with the community and exchanged the kiss of
peace in anticipation of the eucharist. The kiss is also known from a letter of Cyprian
(58) to a certain Fidus. Fidus did not like kissing newly born babies at baptism. He
proposed delaying their baptism to at least a week after their birth. Cyprian
encourages him with the thought that kissing a newborn is just like kissing the hand of
God who made the infant. The one and only kiss of the bishop after initiation matches
well with the reference to the kiss between Jesus and James. It is unclear, however,
how widespread this custom was. John Chrystostom does not specify a sole kiss from
the bishop:191
As soon as they come up from those holy floods, all those present embrace them,
greet them, kiss them, congratulate and rejoice with them, because the former slaves
and captives have all at once become free men and sons, and invited at the royal
table.

The question is whether a post-baptismal kiss applies to §55. Ambrose gives us an
opportunity to understand the kiss from the perspective of the eucharist. He uses the
words from the Song of Songs in his baptismal instructions, most explicitly when he
talks about the eucharist. In Sacraments 5.5.5-8, Ambrose likens the bride not only to
the Church, but also to the soul of the newly baptised person:192
You have come to the altar; the Lord Jesus calls you, or your soul, or the Church, and
says, ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his lips’.... He sees that you are cleared of all
sin, because your trespasses are brushed away. Therefore he finds you worthy of the
heavenly sacraments, and therefore he invites you to the heavenly dish. ‘Let him kiss
me with the kisses of his lips’ ... that is, ‘Let Christ give me a kiss’. Why? ‘Because
190

To symbolize baptism in the spirit, Jesus breathes on his disciples in John 20:22.
This is taken from §27 of the second Baptismal Homily of series dated to a year between 389 and 397 CE; my
translation from the 1992 text edition given in Fontes Christiani, Johannes Chrystostomus, Taufkatechesen II, p
354-355.
192
My translation.
191
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your breasts are better than wine’. ... Now then, therefore Solomon refers to bridal
feasts of Christ and the Church, or of the spirit and the flesh, or of the spirit and the
soul.

When Ambrose compares the soul to both prostitute and bride, he is quite in line with
gnostic Christian Exegesis on the Soul (NHC II,131.13-19, 132.2,7-13):
As long as the soul keeps running around about everywhere copulating with
whomever she meets and defiling herself, she is suffering her just deserts. But when
she perceives the straits she is in and weeps before the father and repents, then the
father will have mercy on her ....
That is her baptism.... From heaven the father sent her man, who is her brother, the
firstborn. Then the bridegroom came down to the bride. She gave up her former
prostitution and cleansed herself of the pollutions of the adulterers, and she was
renewed so as to be a bride. She cleansed herself in the bridal chamber; she filled it
with perfume...

The ex-prostitute therefore symbolizes, in this context, the soul that fell astray into
prostitution, returned to herself, received the spirit, and became a bride.193 In baptism,
she was cleansed and accepted in marriage. After cleansing, Ambrose says, she
becomes worthy of receiving the kisses of Jesus, the sacraments of bread and wine.
The eucharist is the wedding feast, and eating and drinking symbolize the kiss of
Jesus on the mouth.
This is exactly what we find in GPhil. The logos and the pneuma are represented
by bread and wine (§23). The kiss by Jesus on Mary’s mouth may be represented by
the eating and drinking of the eucharist. The earthly kiss §31 between believers, as
part of the eucharistic rite, is for GPhil an additional expression of the kisses in the
heavenly bridal chamber. There are therefore two explanations for the kiss; it deals
both with the communion between one another and the communion with Jesus.
5.3.4 Pharisatha
In §53, a Syriac word for the eucharistic bread is used:
The eucharist is Jesus, for he is called in the Syrian language ‘Pharisatha’, which is
‘the one spread out’. For Jesus came to be crucified to the cosmos.

Ménard (1988), in his comments on this passage, has suggested that this text may
refer to a practice known from the later Jacobite rite, in which the eucharistic bread
was broken in the shape of a cross. Unfortunately we have no evidence that this was
already done in the second or third century. But that does not necessarily mean that
the community behind GPhil also used this term for eucharistic bread, especially
given the fact that the speaker seems unaware of the fact that the Aramaic ‘perisata’ is
a plural. Schenke believes that a liturgical formula may stand behind the tradition:
These pieces are the flesh of Jesus, who was crucified to the cosmos.’ The speaker
has, however, learned about the double meaning of word, as it apply is applied to
Jesus: because he was spread in crucifiction, he is called ‘Pharisatha’.194 If the
193

In the context of §32 and the entire fifth unit Mary represents the various roles of the Holy Spirit / Sophia. The
fall of the soul, and its redemption through marriage with her brother, is an image of the fall and restoration of
Sophia, see chapter 8.2.4 below.
194
Fot the etymology of the word ‘Pharisata’ see chapter 9.2.1 below.
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community did not use the Syrian formula itself, there is no reason to assume that
they broke the eucharist in a cruciform shape.
In the translation of the last sentence I follow Schenke, and note a passage in
Cyril’s Catechetical Lectures (13.28) which uses the same imagery to make another
point: ‘He stretched out his hands on the cross, that he might embrace the ends of the
world.’
5.3.5 Circumstances
A number of references do not relate to the rituals themselves but to the
circumstances in which they took place.
Time of day. It seems that the ritual itself played with the transition from darkness
to light. The pupils could see their reflections in the water when the oil lamps were
brought near (§75). This is in line with the Valentinian inscriptions discussed by
Lampe (see chapter 1.1 above) where baptism is ‘celebrated with torches’.195
Seemingly contradictory, however, is the reference in §122, which says that the
spiritual marriage takes place in the light and during the day. But §126 and §127 seem
to imply that this should be taken as metaphor: that light and day have an eternal
quality, that light is ‘received’ in the bridal chamber.
Time of year. In §7 and more clearly in §109, baptism is associated with the
transition from winter to summer. We see the same metaphors used in Christian
baptismal instructions given around Easter (spring).196 There are many references to
the crucifixion and the cross, and even one to the (paschal) lamb, which is remarkable
for a gnostic Christian writing. This does not force us to conclude that baptism in
GPhil always took place around the time of Easter, but it would fit the discourse
better than another time of year.
Preparation time. In the second-century Didache, a final pre-baptismal instruction
is given just prior to immersion; in the case of the fourth-century Cyril of Jerusalem
there were 21 pre-baptismal instructions in the forty days before Eastern. Between
these extremes stands GPhil: we see seven pre-baptismal textual units. Each textual
unit can stand in its own right, and can be understood within a consistent rhetorical
strategy (see chapter 4.3). Although we cannot draw a firm conclusion here, the
number seven would fit well with a preparation period of a week. The three
mystagogical instructions, on the other hand, were probably all delivered on the night
of baptism.
Place. In unit ten, discussed in chapter 5.2.5 above, we saw that the group
celebrated a cult meal, appropriate to a small community. We also saw that the
mystagogue can instruct his pupils in both baptism and the eucharist at the same
location. This suggests a community small enough to have a common meal and at the
same time large, or at least rich, enough to build an in-house baptistery. Such
requirements could be met by urban villas, with running water fed by aqueducts, and
which had adjoining rooms that could be converted into a baptistery. In third-century
Dura Europos, both the synagogue and the church were converted houses with water
available.197 The church had a baptistery in one room, while two other spaces were
joined together as the main room of worship. This too is in line with the third-century
195

Cf. Cyril of Jerusalem Catecheses 1.1 and 4.
E.g. Cyril of Jerusalem Catecheses 14.10, quoting Song of Songs: ‘ “The winter is past...” ...it is already spring.
And this is the season, the first month with the Hebrews, in which occurs the festival of the Passover...’
197
See Seagar (1992), ‘Synagogues’, p 93; and White (2000), ‘Architecture’, pp 711-717. See also the cover page
of this study.
196

105

inscriptions reconstructed by Lampe (see chapter 1.1 above), where the ‘baths are
celebrated’ by the ‘joint-brothers of the bridal chambers’.
5.4

Rituals of other groups

5.4.1 Other gnostic Christians
The third unit consists of three debates with mainstream Christians. In the last dispute,
§23, GPhil positions itself between mainstream Christianity and another group of
gnostic Christians:
Some are afraid, lest they rise naked. This is why they wish to rise in the flesh!
And [they] do not know that those who wear the [flesh] are naked. It is those who
[are able to] strip [themselves] that are not naked.
‘Flesh [and blood will] not inherit the kingdom [of God]’. Which (flesh) is this that
will .not inherit? That which is upon us. And which (flesh), moreover, is this that will
inherit? It is that of Jesus and his blood. For this reason, he said, ‘He who does not eat
my flesh and drink my blood does not have life within him’. What is it? His flesh is
the logos, and his blood is the Holy Spirit. He who has received these has food and he
has drink, and clothing.
I find fault with the others who say that it will not rise; or, rather, both are wrong.
You say it: ‘The flesh will not rise’, - but tell me what will rise, so that we may pay
respect to you. You say, ‘The spirit in the flesh’. And even this is a light ‘in the
flesh’! Even a logos is something which is ‘in the flesh’. Whatever you will say, you
say nothing outside the flesh. It is necessary to rise in this flesh, as everything is
within it.
§23

The ‘others’ seem to share GPhil’s criticism of mainstream Christianity, but they go
one step further: the flesh has no function whatsoever in the redemption of the
believer; only the spirit is relevant. The speaker rejects this as shortsighted. The spirit
(breath) is still a material element. In addition, the word is still spoken in this world.
The speaker seems to refer again to this group in §26b-27; refusing the lamb in the
eucharist means that they will not see the divine:
He said on that day in the eucharist, ‘You, who have united the perfect light with the
Holy Spirit, unite the angels with us also, the images’.
§27 Do not look down upon the lamb. For without it, it is not possible to see the king;
no one will be able to approach the king, while naked.

This does not mean that the other group does not celebrate some sort of eucharistic
meal. It could be that they simply do not believe that the sacrifice of Jesus’ body as a
paschal lamb can have any relevance. They do not want to associate the spiritual
Christ with the material Jesus any more than necessary. They do not want to be clad
in Jesus’ flesh and blood, but it cannot be excluded that they found a different
meaning in this ritual. This could be the case if §108 also contains a response to this
type of gnostic Christianity:
The holy man is completely holy, even in his body. For when he has received the
bread, he blesses it as holy, - or the cup, or all the rest that he receives. As he cleanses
them, how then will he not cleanse the body too?
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In this passage the eucharist is mentioned before baptism. This reverse order would be
appropriate if it refers to other gnostic Christians, who did celebrate a cup but not
baptism of the body. Again, this does not have to mean that there was no baptism at
all; it may be the case that the other group practised baptism through sprinkling either
water or a prepared ointment.198
5.4.2 Mainstream Christians
In §6, the speaker presents himself and his audience as formerly mainstream
Christians. In my rhetorical analysis (see chapter 4.3 above), I demonstrated that the
speaker, through a combination of instruction and polemics in units two to seven,
aims to show that their understanding of the divine is fundamentally wrong. Nowhere,
however, does he attack the form of their rituals. Instead he identifies them as
followers of the apostles as their leaders (§17 and 65), from whom the gnostic
Christians also received their names and rituals (§47, 67 and 95).
Mainstream and gnostic Christians would then share a ritual of baptism,
chrismation and the eucharist. The essential difference is not its form, but its
interpretation. As we saw earlier, it may be that the reference to salt in §35 (probably
given to catechumens) was only practised by mainstream Christians.
5.5

Conclusion

If we approach GPhil as a baptismal instruction, it is indeed possible to distinguish a
single initiation ritual. After undergoing the pre-baptismal instructions (the first seven
textual units) and taking their final decisions, the group gathered for the initiation. In
the mystagogical instructions, the candidates may have been shown how their images
reflected in the water, as the lights were brought closer. The candidates then
undressed and entered the water. They may have spoken a formula with reference to
the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, before receiving an outpouring of water or dipping
themselves underwater. After this, they were anointed with a chrism made of olive
oil. If, as in mainstream Christianity, the candidates received white garments and
candles, this would fit with the allusion in the text to the garment of light. Baptism
and chrism gave the initiates access to the community that celebrated the eucharist.
Possibly after receiving a kiss on the lips, the group members celebrated a ceremonial
meal with bread, mixed wine, and fragrant oil.

198

Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.21, discerned between (1) those who retained baptism of the body, (2) those who
replaced it by a ritual that did not focus on the whole body, e.g. chrismation, and (3) those who rejected material
sacraments all together. See chapter 6.5.1 below.

107

108

6.

The context of the initiation rite

In the previous chapters, GPhil was analyzed in its own right: how is the text
structured, what is its genre, does it have a rhetorical strategy, and do its various
passages refer to a single initiation ritual? I concluded that GPhil can indeed be
interpreted as notes for a baptismal instruction. From that startingpoint onward, the
next three chapters assess the context of the rite, the social location, and the
theological position of GPhil.
6.1

Current scholarship

Paul Bradshaw notes a number of pitfalls in the study of early Christian liturgy.199
First there is the New Testament; it is often unclear whether the practices described
reflect the practice at the time of the event described (or what the author believed it
had been), or the practice at the time that the work was written (or what the author
believed should be the rule). We do not know whether the practice was local, or
incidental, or general. References are often selective and emphasize points relevant
for the author. Then there is the problem of Jewish origins. We are only starting to
appreciate the geographical variety and complexity of Jewish worship. Scholars may
try finding the origins of the eucharist in temple sacrifice, Diaspora Pesach meals,
Sabbath meals, evening meals, and sectarian practice. Baptismal rites may have been
influenced by regular ablutions, Jewish baptismal sects or by proselyte initiation. We
often do not know precisely how each of these functioned. Our sources are scarce,
and mostly late and biased. They have often been amended, sometimes even under the
influence of Christian practices.
If the study of mainstream Christian ritual has its pitfalls, this is even more the
case in the study of gnostic Christian ritual, where diversity seems wider and sources
scarcer. Previously, we relied mostly on the testimony of Church fathers who
denounced these groups. Irenaeus wrote chiefly against the Valentinians and seems to
have had little personal knowledge of the other groups he uses primarily to taint the
Valentinians by association. Hippolytus is to a large extent dependent on Irenaeus, but
has some additional information from other sources. His main aim is to show that
these groups practised paganism in Christian disguise, for example he claims that
Sethian Gnostics practised Orphic rituals. Epiphanius’ ambition is to name and
demolish as many sects as possible and he assumes any negative story about them is
credible enough to be presented as true, often without any personal knowledge. It
seems that some of his sects never existed or appear several times under different
names. In other words, these documents need to be read with great care if we are to
find anything that both passes the test of historical criticism and at the same time
allows for a sensible interpretation.
But now, after the publication of the Nag Hammadi writings, we are in a better
position to compare outsider and insider accounts of ‘Valentinian’ and ‘Sethian’
gnostic Christians. The problem with these documents, however, is that it is often
unclear which sacramental allusions are intended as metaphors and which refer to
rituals. If rituals are meant, it is not always clear whether these represent theory or
practice, and if the latter, how widespread and representative this practice was.
Scholars have only recently begun to address these questions in a historically and
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literary critical way.200 John Turner (2000) presents a list of rituals and separately
discusses Valentinians, Sethians and ‘others’ on the basis of the Nag Hammadi
documents. This is certainly an improvement, and Turner’s treatment is indeed
careful. However, within these categories there is still a tendency to find the evidence
to match the headings. The information in GPhil about the bridal chamber is taken as
a Valentinian ritual under this general heading, but the assumption that it is a ritual is
not proven by Turner. A better method is to first approach each source in its own
right. A good example is Le Dossier Baptismal Séthien by Jean-Marie Sevrin (1986),
in which he assesses baptismal references in the Nag Hammadi texts commonly
designated as Sethian, without forcing the information into a generic structure across
diverse gnostic Christian groups. Likewise, Einar Thomassen (2005) first analyzes
individual Valentinian sources before drawing conclusions about Valentinian
initiation in general.201
Given these methodological concerns, my purpose here is merely to position the ritual
of GPhil in the context of pagan, Christian and gnostic Christian ritual in the second
and third centuries. For the purpose of this study, which does not concern precise
ritual details and liturgical formulae, some remarkable constants in late antique
descriptions of core rituals are important. In the very concept of ritual there is the
need to ‘do things properly’. This means that people were looking for an authoritative
source, as in the apostolic era, even if that meant that that era had to be constructed
retrospectively. Innovations could spread and rituals could be somewhat aligned
through the interaction between churches, provided these could claim some kind of
authority. The larger social developments also affected both pagan and early Christian
ritual in similar ways in various places.
I will first point to some relevant issues regarding late antique initiations in the
mystery cults, then give an overview of mainstream and gnostic Christian baptismal
rituals and, finally, re-evaluate the testimony of church fathers like Irenaeus and
Tertullian.
6.2

Initiations into the Mysteries

Mystery cults and Christianity have a complicated relationship. Already in antiquity
the debate was focused on which was the original and which the counterfeit rite.202 A
number of scholars have tried to explain Christianity from the perspective of these
cults.203 Others have made insightful comparisons between them.204 However, Bouyer
emphasized some essential differences and demonstrated that the Christian mystery
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should not be considered just another variant.205 At the same time Burkert emphasized
that ancient mystery cults should also be studied in their own right:206
The constant use of Christianity as a reference system when dealing with the socalled mystery religions leads to a distortion as well as partial clarification, obscuring
the radical differences between the two.
Ernest Renan once said, ‘If the growth of Christianity had been halted by some
mortal illness, the world today would have become Mithraic’. Most scholars today
agree that there never was a chance for that, since Mithraism was not even a religion
in the full sense of the word.

With due caution, therefore, I would like to use insights from those who studied these
cults to clarify both the background of and the interaction with Christian and gnostic
Christian ritual. In order to limit the scope, I will focus on the following questions that
are relevant for understanding the ritual context of GPhil: What were the social and
religious needs that were answered by late antique mystery cults? Why did so many
devotees opt for foreign cults over innovation within their existing religion? What
type of reactions did they evoke from the outsiders? How did initiation rituals satisfy
the needs of their adherents?
6.2.1 Demand and development
Throughout antiquity, the peoples around the Mediterranean have known gods,
festivals and rituals.207 Apparently, before the conquests of the Macedonians and
Romans these were predominantly local phenomena. When the Mediterranean world
opened up, people noticed differences and similarities that started a process of crossfertilization and competition. With the ‘globalization’ of the antique world, people
could no longer take local (divine) tradition for granted. Certain ‘centres of
excellence’ became to be recognized. The worship of Artemis was most powerful in
Ephesus. The Oracle in Delphi was the best place to consult that most knowledgeable
of gods, Apollo. And, to come back to our subject, of all the various harvest festivals
the most mysterious was that of Eleusis, reaching into the afterlife. In the words of
Tripolitis:208
By the 7th century [BCE], although the celebration of the mysteries retained its
relation to the annual cycle of the grain, the mysteries had assumed a different aspect.
Demeter not only had power over the fertility of the soil, but also over the human
soul.... By the Hellenistic-Roman period, participation in the mysteries was
understood as a personal religious experience that had the power to bestow happiness
on an individual and assistance through this life and after death.... Individuals from
all over the known world sought initiation into the mysteries.

Eleusis was first adopted as such by nearby Athens; its fame expanded as Athens
came to dominate the Greek world, and as Hellenism came to dominate the world of
late antiquity. While local ritual lost some of its esteem, Eleusis’ prestige persuaded
the individual of its effectiveness in matters of happiness and life after death.
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At the same time, however, Eleusis became to be affordable only for the happy
few, like Cicero, who could bear the costs of initiation and the journey. It could not be
performed elsewhere without losing its prestige because the ritual was based on the
myth of Demeter and inextricably linked to the locale of Eleusis. But the model of
Eleusis could travel and was used by other cults, like those of Dionysus/Orpheus, Isis,
Cybele and Mithras.209 What these other cults lacked in prestige, they made up for in
another way: community. In the Roman Empire, cities were unhygienic and therefore
unhealthy places to live in for most of the population. High mortality rates went hand
in hand with a constant influx of new people, detached from their previous social
setting.210 The worshippers of the new cults in a city could form a new group not
dominated by the powerful families of old, which often supplied the city with officials
and priests for the established religions. Through the cults, they secured, in their
difficult circumstances, the help of a sympathetic deity and people in similar
circumstances.
We see these cults gain in popularity when the empire becomes more of a unity in
the days of Augustus, after religion has become detached from the polis and
differentiated, in the sense that there were more sceptics and devotees at the same
time.211 Although they never involved a significantly large part of the population, by
the turn of the second century the mystery cults were visible in most cities. They
represented the ‘new mood’ characterized by a manifold monotheism, the emergence
of philosophical ‘moral religion’, and the idea of the divine origin of the human soul,
which could be in communion with the divine.212 This lasted until the fourth century
CE. After major expansions of the sanctuary in Eleusis in the second century CE, the
site fell into disuse towards the end of the fourth century CE.213 The old cult of
Dionysius seems to have assumed Eleusian characteristics relatively early. It
expanded rapidly in the third and second century BCE and remained popular until the
fourth century CE. The popularity of the ancient cult of Cybele reached its height in
the second century, despite its far earlier (official) arrival in Rome as Magna Mater.
Isis was worshipped throughout the Mediterranean after Egypt had become part of the
Hellenistic world and the Ptolemies started to promote their mix of Hellenism and
Egyptian religion. She became especially popular in the West, most notably in Italy.
Her popularity started to decline in the East in the first century, in the West however,
she peaked in the second century. Mithraism came relatively late and flourished from
the first until the fourth century. This warrior god provided the opportunity for male
bonding and an alternative hierarchy, whereas the Church had trouble allowing
soldiers into its ranks.214 But the men-only character of Mithras is an exceptional case.
We should not suppose cult members formed close-knit religious communities
like a church or synagogue. People could participate in cults as friends and
consumers. If they could afford it they could undergo more initiations from several
cults. Cults made no claim for absolute religious truth, and there was no teaching for
the sake of understanding one’s religious and moral precepts. The hieros logos of the
mystery cults was not comparable to the Holy Scriptures of Jews and Christians.
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6.2.2 Foreign rites
One of the most striking features of the situation in the second and third century is
that, even in the case of Eleusis, most cults attracted people from an origin different
from the cult itself. The foreignness of the cult made it possible to associate it with the
idea of deeper knowledge and a more ancient, more effective rite than those of local
public religions. The Egyptian religion seems especially to have offered a connection
with knowledge of the divine more ancient than Greek civilization itself. Herodotus
already thought the origin of the Eleusian rites was found in Egypt.215
A similar interest in foreignness is found in contemporary literature. We see a host
of histories and bioi, often about people like Alexander, Cyrus or Apollonius who
travelled through various countries, and monographs on other cultures and religions
(e.g. Germania, Isis and Osiris). A new genre, the novel, gained considerable
popularity and to an extent involved an initiation into the unknown. Many titles either
contain the names of the main characters or of the main foreign locales, for example
Ephesus, Fenicia, Assyria (if that was in the original title of the Ninos), Ethiopia,
Babylon, and Thule. All these trends come together in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses,
which includes the Platonic allegory Amor and Psyche. Some understand the work as
a literary initiation into the cult of Isis, although Burkert believes this is an
overstatement.216 Many novelistic Acts of various apostles in the second and third
century fit in the same literary and social trend. According to Niklas Holzberg, the
rise of the novel testifies to a new mood of ‘escapism’ in Greek culture.217 The main
aim of the novel is to satisfy the emerging need of ancient audiences to forget their
problems and limitations by taking an imaginary journey.
6.2.3 Outsider reactions
While for some people the exotic aspect of a cult was attractive, others perceived it as
threatening to the established fabric of the polis and the state. Often cults were
temporarily banned or restricted, or at least subjected to regulation as in the case of
Dionysus’ cult by Ptolemy Philopator. Tacitus records in his Annals how in 19 CE,
the Roman senate tried to expel Egyptian and Jewish rites from the capital. To avoid
the political risk of secret gatherings, a general ban on clubs and associations could be
announced in certain unruly regions, like in Pliny’s Bithynia.218
In general, the established temple-based cults like the ones of Magna Mater in
Rome and of Demeter in Eleusis were accepted as part of Graeco-Roman culture.
Younger cults were often criticized and ridiculed, especially when their followers
were predominantly immigrants or from other marginal groups. There is beautiful
satire in contemporary literature (e.g. in the Satyricon and the Metamorphoses). A
particularly apt example is the picture that Lucian paints of the initiation rite of
Alexander, ‘the false prophet’:219
He established a celebration of mysteries, with torchlight ceremonies and priestly
offices, which was to be held annually, for three days in succession, in perpetuity. On
the first day, as at Athens, there was a proclamation, worded as follows: ‘If any
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atheist or Christian or Epicurean has come to spy upon the rites, let him be off, and
let those who believe in the god perform the mysteries, under the blessing of
Heaven’. Then, at the very outset, there was an ‘expulsion’, in which he took the lead,
saying: ‘Out with the Christians’, and the whole multitude chanted in response, ‘Out
with the Epicureans!’ Then there was the childbed of Leto, the birth of Apollo, his
marriage to Coronis, and the birth of Asclepius. On the second day came the
manifestation of Glycon, including the birth of the god. On the third day there was
the union of Podaleirius and the mother of Alexander—it was called the Day of
Torches, and torches were burned. In conclusion there was the amour of Selene and
Alexander, and the birth of Rutilianus’ wife. The torchbearer and hierophant was our
Endymion, Alexander. While he lay in full view, pretending to be asleep, there came
down to him from the roof, as if from heaven, not Selene but Rutilia, a very pretty
woman, married to one of the Emperor’s stewards. She was genuinely in love with
Alexander and he with her; and before the eyes of her worthless husband there were
kisses and embraces in public. If the torches had not been numerous, perhaps the
thing would have been carried even further. After a short time Alexander entered
again, robed as a priest, amid profound silence, and said in a loud voice, over and
over again, ‘Hail, Glycon’, while, following in his train, a number of would-be
Eumolpids and Ceryces from Paphlagonia, with brogans on their feet and breaths that
reeked of garlic, shouted in response, ‘Hail, Alexander!’
...
Although he cautioned all to abstain from intercourse with boys on the ground that it
was impious, for his own part this pattern of propriety made a clever arrangement. He
commanded the cities in Pontus and Paphlagonia to send choirboys for three years’
service, to sing hymns to the god in his household; they were required to examine,
select, and send the noblest, youngest, and most handsome. These he kept under ward
and treated like bought slaves, sleeping with them and affronting them in every way.
He made it a rule, too, not to greet anyone over eighteen years with his lips, or to
embrace and kiss him; he kissed only the young, extending his hand to the others to
be kissed by them. They were called ‘those within the kiss’.
He duped the simpletons in this way from first to last, ruining women right and left as
well as living with favourites. Indeed, it was a great thing that everyone coveted if he
simply cast his eyes upon a man’s wife; if, however, he deemed her worthy of a kiss,
each husband thought that good fortune would flood his house. Many women even
boasted that they had had children by Alexander, and their husbands bore witness that
they spoke the truth!

I have quoted the passage at length because it is a perfect illustration of outsider
testimony such as that of Christian church fathers when speaking of gnostic Christian
baptism. Lucian emphasizes the sexual immorality of new cults and prophets not
because immorality was practised in their rituals but because the priests supposedly
took advantage of the faithful against their own teaching. Alexander did celebrate and
enact a divine marriage but did not dare to go beyond kissing in public. Behind the
scenes, however, boys and women were supposedly seduced. Sex, infanticide, and the
drinking of menstrual blood are the standard topoi for outsider slander of secret cults.
This may be both because of the feminine aspect of the cults (the world of taboo), and
because of late antiquity’s preoccupation with all things sexual in general. Christians
suffered the same criticism, and in their turn levelled the same charges against the
‘heretics’. Some, like Clement of Alexandria in his Exhortation to the Greeks, also
ridiculed the established cults. But if we read carefully what he says, he mostly talks
about the immorality of what is represented; it seems he has no knowledge of actual
sexual acts during the established mysteries, like those of Eleusis. Some of these
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features of outsider testimony we will see again in the discussion of Irenaeus’
testimony (in chapter 6.5.1 below).
6.2.4 Initiation
It is important to note that initiation into the ancient mysteries was not the same as
initiation into a new religion; it was instead a personal experience within the context
of one’s existing syncretistic pagan outlook. It was not an initiation into a new and
exclusive social structure. People used cults, and often more than one, more as
consumers and in some cases as club members. The cult was not the primary carrier
of social identity. There were many ritual festivals, gatherings and temple rites in
which people could participate without initiation into the mysteries.
Since the pagan myths were often well-known, the only way to preserve the
experience of the mystery was to keep the rites themselves and the details secret.
Without secrecy, the gods would turn against the initiated. For a long time, therefore,
our knowledge was based solely on the biased testimony of outsiders. Burkert
concludes that there is very little substance in most of the more sensational slander.220
He rejects the allegations of humiliation and torture (some of it may be true for
initiations of soldiers in Mithraism), drugs (only attested for a sanctuary on Crete),
sexual immorality (quite a few incidents but hardly anything structural beyond
symbolic acts and objects), and cannibalism (only seen in polemics).
Now, with the help of archaeology, we have come to understand more about the
mysteries in Eleusis and similar cults.221 The experience of the initiates was
intensified by their journey, period of waiting and the cost. They shared their
excitement and anxiety with fellow initiates. Their minds were further prepared
through purifications and fasting. The initiations often took place in the context of
major spring festivals. The real experience took place at night, when a mystagogue
guided the blindfolded individual on lengthy walks and through a series of physical
sensations: taste, sound and touch. The mystagogue was a personal coach rather than
a catechist or priest. A hierophant acted as the master of ceremonies, but the initiate
underwent a considerably large part alone in the hands of his mystagogue. A myth
concerning the deity and the cult was the backbone of the ritual. In Eleusis a cave
served to re-enact the descent into Hades. The sensations became more intense and
awe-inspiring closer to the climax of light and bliss. Then the blindfolds were
removed and the initiate came to see the light, the divine representations and
celebrated them with the other initiates. Sometimes a divine wedding or birth was
represented. Altogether the various rituals created a profound impression of harmony
with the gods, as benefactors in this life and the hereafter. Initiations were repeatable
and could be partaken at lower and higher levels.
In the case of the cult of Isis, the archeological remains yield little information
about the initiates. Apuleius’ Metamorphoses is our main – but disputed – source of
information. In his account, there are some interesting differences with the mysteries
of the Eleusian type. Firstly, the time of the initiation is not linked to a festival but
rather to the summons of deity through a dream. The nightly initiation seems to have
been an almost completely individual experience. The next morning, Lucius, the main
character, is presented to the crowd of adherents and the day is celebrated as his new
birthday. During festivals other initiates, men, women and children, are recognizable
220
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by their white linen clothing. Lucius is initiated into the priesthood and shaves his
head in Egyptian fashion. Another two initiates follow.
The Mithras cult, with its seven ascending grades, seems to have functioned as a
male-only club whose members shared communal meals in a cave. In contrast to other
cults, no women or children were allowed.222 Advancing through the grades involved
other initiation rituals. Regrettably we have little information about these rites.223
6.3

Mainstream Christian baptism

At the same time as mystery cults were gaining popularity in Mediterranean cities,
Christianity was developing from a Jewish sect into a Christian cult. The process
advanced at different speeds in different areas sometimes because of the type of
Judaism present, the size of the Christian community, the presence of other cults or
because of specific local events and personalities. However, some inter-regional
alignment also took place, as the developing Christian communities kept in touch with
one another and defined their identity as from pagans, Jews and ‘heresies’ within
Christianity.
Initiation into Christianity was achieved through baptism. The key difference with
initiation into the mysteries is that baptism sealed entry into a different and exclusive
religion and social group. In times of (feared) persecution, the candidates met the full
group only after enrolment for baptism. They could only be admitted on the testimony
of sponsors and after a time of probation.
But not everything was different. These new converts approached Christianity
with similar demands as those that had given rise to the mystery cults: the need for
community with their Christian friends and family, the need for a new morality to
guide their personal lives, the need for divine assistance in this life and the hereafter,
and the need for a personal experience of harmony with the divine. We also see that
the exotic character of Christianity simultaneously attracted some people whilst
repelling others. Christianity attracted similar criticism from outsiders. If we had only
the outsider reports about early Christianity to go on, some of us might now be
arguing that Christians practised communal sex and ate human sacrifices.
Most of the information on Christian initiation derives from the baptismal instructions
of the fourth century (see chapter 3.2.2). Compared to the relatively unstructured
practice mentioned in the New Testament, we can see that a number of developments
had taken place during the second and third centuries. The location of baptism had
moved to baptisteries in church buildings. It took place at night and had become
related to festivals like Easter and Epiphany. Anointing had assumed symbolic
importance and the first celebration of the eucharist had become part of the initiation.
Additional elements had been added, including salt, candles, milk and honey. Most of
these changes make perfect sense in their own right. But it is not mere coincidence
that all these changes contributed to making the Christian initiation as ‘awe-inspiring’
as the pagan mysteries. It was the ‘mood of the times’.
We would like to understand how, when and where these developments took place
in the second and third centuries. Apart from occasional references, however, our
sources are few and consist of very different types of documents with complicated
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editorial histories. The table below gives an overview of our most important
sources.224
Table 6.1
Syria
c. 100

Didache

2nd century

Odes of
Solomon

Asia /
Gaul

Rome

Irenaeus*

Justin

c. 200
3rd century

Acts Thomas,
Didascalia

Apostolic
Tradition

North
Africa

Egypt

Tertullian

Clement

Cyprian*

* Irenaeus came from Asia Minor to the Rhone Valley, a Greek enclave in Gaul.
I will discuss his views and those of Cyprian in chapter 6.5 below.

6.3.1 Syrian sources
The Didache represents an early stage of development225. There is a brief section on
baptism with a preference for outdoor baptism, but if need be water may be sprinkled
three times over the head. Candidates prepared themselves by fasting and received
ethical instruction. The eucharist is discussed elsewhere, not as part of the initiation,
and seems to be regarded as a complete meal. There is no reference to chrism.
A more difficult document to handle is the Odes of Solomon.226 After a century of
scholarly debate, this work is regarded as Syrian odes stemming from the second
century, and more mainstream than gnostic Christian.227 The Odes frequently touch
on baptism, but always in an allusive way. Familiar elements include sprinkling with
water, immersion in running water, the seal, signing the name, the metaphor of
circumcision, filling up with the Holy Spirit, new garments, fragrance, a bridal crown
(an element not appreciated by Tertullian), milk and honey or a cup of mixed milk,
drinking living water, and the Lord as nourishment. But we cannot be sure that all of
theses were actual rituals and not sometimes just metaphors. And even if they all were
ritual elements, they were not necessarily all part of the initiation.
Another source from Syria is the third century Acts of Thomas. In several
instances, Thomas anoints and baptises people and celebrates the eucharist with them
privately. The problem with this document is that the narrative is set in the apostolic
age. We do not know to what extent its descriptions describe the actual or presumed
situation in the first century or the actual situation in the third century. Nor do we
know to what extent the rituals in the document, which shows encratic and gnostic
Christian tendencies, are representative for Syrian Christianity in general.228 Often the
household setting is taken to belong to the first century, while the pre-baptismal
anointing and the frequent link with the eucharist are assumed to reflect second and
third century Syrian practice. The emphasis on pre-baptismal anointing in Easter rites
is an important difference with Western rites.
224

For a convenient collection and additional sources, see Finn (1992), Baptism (2 volumes).
Milavec (2003), Didache; Van de Sandt and Flusser (2002), Didache.
226
Charlesworth (1985), ‘Odes’.
227
See the overview of scholarly opinions in Charlesworth (1998), Critical Reflections.
228
Johnson (1999), ‘Epicleses’, argues for a ‘magical’ background of the liturgical formulae.
225

117

Our last Syrian source is the Didascalia Apostolorum, also a ‘living document’
originating in the third century.229 At one point, it gives instructions for the
appointment of deaconesses. A prime task of these women is the anointing of the
bodies of the female baptismal candidates prior to immersion and afterwards. They
also instructed initiates during the ceremony. The male bishop, or the person whom he
had appointed to baptise, anointed the head of the female initiate by laying his hands
on her head.
6.3.2 Justin and Tertullian
Justin Martyr, who came from Palestine to Rome, describes the rite in a setting later
and more urban than that of the Didache. In his First Apology (written around 155
CE), a work addressed to outsiders, we read the following summary:230
61. Those who are convinced and believe what we teach is the truth, and pledge
themselves to be able to live accordingly, are taught in prayer and fasting to ask God
to forgive them their past sins, while we pray and and fast with them.
Then we lead them to a place where there is water, and they are regenerated in the
same manner in which we were ourselves regenerated. In the name of God, the Father
and Lord of all, and of our Savior Jesus Christ, and of the Holy Spirit, they then
receive the washing with water. ...
65. After thus baptizing the one who has believed and given his assent, we escort him
to the place where who assembled those whom we call brethren, to offer up sincere
prayers ... At the conclusion of prayers, we greet one another with a kiss.
Then bread and a chalice containing wine mixed with water are presented to the one
presiding over the brethren. He takes them and offers praise and glory to the Father of
all, through the name of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and he recites lengthy prayers
of thanksgiving to God in the name of those to whom he granted such favors. At the
end of these prayers and thanksgiving, all present express their approval by saying
“Amen.” This Hebrew word, “Amen,” means “So be it.” And when he who presides
has celebrated the Eucharist, they whom we call deacons permit each one present to
partake of the Eucharistic bread, and wine and water; and they carry it also to the
absentees.

Here we see the combination of baptism and eucharist, but there is not yet a specific
building for the initiation. Although Justin does not mention all the details, he is open
to outsiders about the essential elements.
Tertullian in On Shows 4.1 states that when entering the water, the candidate
professes his faith ‘in the words of its rule’, the creed, and gives public testimony that
he or she has renounced the devil. In On Crowns 3.2-3 he gives a brief summary of
baptism in North Africa around 200 CE:231
When we are going to enter the water, but a little before, in the presence of the
congregation and under the hand of the president, we solemnly profess that we
232
disown the devil, and his pomp, and his angels. Hereupon we are thrice immersed,
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making a somewhat ampler pledge than the Lord has appointed in the Gospel. Then
we are taken up as newborn children, we taste first of all a mixture of milk and
honey, and from that day we refrain from the daily bath for a whole week.
We take also, in congregations before daybreak, and from the hand of none but the
presidents, the sacrament of the eucharist, which the Lord both commanded to be
eaten at meal-times, and enjoined to be taken by all alike.

The sign of milk and honey is an element not found in Justin’s account. Neither
account contains a description of the chrism. In this treatise, the description of the
eucharist follows baptism, but only as one more tradition that everybody accepts and
not with the claim that it was also a part of the initiation as a whole.
In his treatise On Baptism 20, however, it becomes clear that the initiates did
partake in common worship with the other initiated members of the community after
baptism:233
They who are about to enter baptism ought to pray with repeated prayers, fasts, and
bendings of the knee and vigils all the night through, and with the confession of all
bygone sins...
when you ascend from that most sacred font of your new birth, and spread your hands
for the first time in the house of your mother, together with your brethren...

Here the initiates worship for the first time in the church with other brethren, after
ascending from the water. Up to this moment they had remained separate when the
community worshipped and celebrated the eucharist. If this first joint worship was
taken at the same time as the normal eucharist, then baptism would have taken place
before daybreak.
In On Baptism 7 and 8, Tertullian describes an unction. He does not call it ‘the
chrism’, but he does compare it with the chrismation of the Hebrew priests, given
before the hand is laid on to invoke the Holy Spirit:234
7. After this, when we have issued from the font, we are thoroughly anointed with a
blessed unction ... Whence Aaron is called ‘Christ’, from the ‘chrism’, ...
8. In the next place the hand is laid on us, invoking and inviting the Holy Spirit
through benediction.

In On the Resurrection of the Flesh 8, the order is washing, anointing, signing (with
the cross), imposition of hands and, without interruption, eucharist:235
The flesh, indeed, is washed, in order that the soul may be cleansed;
the flesh is anointed, that the soul may be consecrated;
the flesh is signed (with the cross), that the soul too may be fortified;
the flesh is shadowed with the imposition of hands, that the soul also may be
illuminated by the Spirit;
the flesh feeds on the body and blood of Christ, that the soul likewise may fatten
on God.

baptised person would climb out on the east side and enter into the community. Even in somewhat larger
baptisteries (in square meters), the water was still too shallow for full-body immersion (some baptisteries
contained only 40 centimetres of water). Here the entire group would descend to stand in the water, after which
water would be poured over their heads individually. Cf Luiks (1975), Baptisterium, pp165-166.
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Tertullian’s practice is already quite elaborate, but only the basic outline is fixed, and
even with respect to that outline Tertullian is quite aware of the fact that many
customs postdate the New Testament (On Crowns 3). Some people preferred fasting
after baptism (On Baptism 20). Tertullian speaks of a font, but all types of water are
acceptable (4). After the bishop, presbyters and deacons are the best persons to
baptise (provided the bishop consents), but if necessary all male believers are priests
(17) who can baptise. People may be baptised at any age, but Tertullian thinks it is
safer for children, who will be pardoned anyway, to preserve baptism for forgiveness
of sins committed in adolescence (18). The best time is Easter, but Pentecost or any
other day will do (19). In the fourth century we see that in Jerusalem baptism took
place at Easter, whereas Ephrem celebrated it at Epiphany.
6.3.3 Clement of Alexandria
As discussed in chapter 3.2.2, Clement speaks about baptism in the first book of the
Instructor, but he does not give a systematic account. Previously, scholars believed
that Egyptian initiation resembled western initiation, but Paul Bradshaw points to the
possibility that early Egyptian practice may have had some particular features, such as
the preferred season for baptism. He also doubts whether the references to anointing
refer to pre-baptismal or to post-baptismal chrismation.236
But his evidence is far from conclusive and I would like to point to two passages
that Bradshaw did not mention. In the Instructor 1.6 (25-52) Clement says that Jesus
was ‘perfected by the washing of baptism’ and ‘sanctified by the descent of the Spirit’
(25.3). Likewise, those who are baptized have the ‘eye of the spirit’ free and see ‘the
Holy Spirit flowing down on us from above’ (28.1). This suggests an order of first
baptism and then the gift of the Holy Spirit, which is often associated with the
unction, as Bradshaw himself states in his article on Alexandrian tradition (pp 96-97).
Clement quotes Paul that ‘we are all baptised into one body and we have all drunk
of one cup’, which may allude to the joint ritual of baptism and eucharist (31.2).
Clement has in mind a process of repentance, renouncing and purification in baptism
(32.1). Believers stripped off the garment of wickedness, and put on the immortality
of Christ (32.4).
Clement also speaks of milk and honey in the promised land and in the ‘rest’ (34.3
and 36.1). For Clement milk refers to the first lessons of the new-born child and
Jesus’ flesh and blood to the lessons that follow after baptism (38.1-3). Interestingly,
Clement explains the flesh and blood of Christ almost in the same way as §23 of
GPhil: his flesh is the Holy Spirit and his blood is his Logos (43.2). In GPhil it is the
same pair, but then his flesh is the Logos and his blood the Holy Spirit.
The order of baptism, chrismation and first eucharist may be alluded to in the
passage where the Logos is first a ‘fountain of life’, then a ‘river of olive oil’ and then
‘milk’ (45.3). It seems there is a cup of milk mixed with water and honey, after that
the milk mixes with wine (51.1). As we see in the second chapter of book 2, a cup of
wine mixed with water is used in the eucharist itself.
6.3.4 The Apostolic Tradition
The first critical edition of the Apostolic Tradition ascribed the work to Hippolytus
(Rome, around 215 CE).237 The authorship has since been challenged and opinion is
236
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currently divided.238 More importantly, however, is the consensus that it functioned as
a ‘living document’ that was updated by later users. This means that we cannot be
claim that it exactly describes the situation in the Roman church in the early third
century. Having said that, the document itself is refreshingly candid as it was for
internal use only. A new point is the claim of apostolic authority for the detailed rites.
This is markedly different from Tertullian’s careful and modest remarks. The
prologue explains why: the rise of heresies made it necessary to record and
communicate to other churches what the proper apostolic tradition is. The ritual
elements described in 17-23 are as follows:
• If someone wants to become a Christian, he first goes to the bishop, before the
community assembles. If accepted he or she receives catechetical instruction from
a teacher for three years, but this period may be shorter if the catechumen shows
earnest perseverance. When a group of catechumens is chosen for baptism their
past lifestyle as catechumens is examined. After admittance, they attend daily to
hear the gospel, receive the laying on of hands and be exorcised. The bishop has
to perform at least one of the exorcisms. On Thursday the candidates have to
cleanse themselves; if a woman is menstruating her baptism must be postponed.
From Friday onwards the candidates have to fast.
• On Saturday they assemble with the bishop for prayer, worship and exorcism.
After exorcism, the bishop breathes on them (a sign of the Spirit) and then ‘seals’
their foreheads, ears and noses.
• They spend the night preceding baptism together in vigil, reading scriptures and
listening to instructions. They cannot bring any food with them, except what they
have prepared for the communal meal of eucharist on Sunday morning.
• At cockcrow they come to the water, over which prayers are said. Likewise
prayers are said over the oil for exorcism and the oil for thanksgiving. Children
are baptised first, with parents answering for their little ones. To preserve
modesty, men and women are baptised separately. The candidates discard all their
clothes and ornaments, come forward, renounce the devil and are anointed for
exorcism. The candidates then enter the water naked, confess faith in Father, Son
and Holy Spirit (in answer to three portions of the creed) and are immersed after
each confession. Coming up from the water, the newly baptised are anointed with
the oil of thanksgiving, dry their bodies and put on their new clothes.
• Following baptism they come together in the assembly hall. The bishop lays his
hands on each of them, prays for the Holy Spirit to fill them and anoints them
solemnly: ‘I anoint thee with holy oil in God the Father Almighty and Christ Jesus
and the Holy Ghost.’ He seals their forehead and gives the kiss of peace.
• The newly baptised then join the faithful in prayer, and afterwards exchange the
kiss of peace. Then they celebrate their first eucharist. The rite starts with
thanksgiving over bread and the cup of wine mixed with water, milk mixed with
honey, and water. Each element is explained. When the bread is broken, the
bishop gives each a fragment with the words ‘The bread of heaven in Christ
Jesus.’ Then each of them walks up to the presbyters and deacons to drink from
the cups they offer: first water, then milk and lastly the wine.
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Interestingly, we see here how after years of ethical instruction there is about a shorter
period of instruction prior to baptism in which the candidatyes ‘hear the gospel’, and a
(mystagogical) instruction in the night before baptism and during the first eucharist.
In fourth century sources, we often see a period of several weeks of baptismal
instruction, and a series of mystagogical instruction in the days after baptism.
6.4

Gnostic Christian baptism

Because of the methodological concerns outlined in chapter 6.1 above, I will limit my
discussion here to the three documents that clearly deal with an initiation ritual: A
Valentinian Exposition (with its sacramental supplements), the Gospel of the
Egyptians (a hieros logos), and the Second Book of Jeu.
6.4.1 A Valentinian Exposition
The first part of A Valentinian Exposition and supplements (NHC XI,2) discloses the
gnostic Christian ‘mystery’ of the divine, creation and salvation, spoken ‘[to those
who are] mine and [to those who will be mine]’.
The first supplement, of which almost forty percent is missing, is a prayer for a
pre-baptismal anointment ‘so that we may able to trample [upon] the [snakes] and [the
heads] of the scorpions and [all] the power of the Devil.’ It is not called ‘the chrism’,
but this may be because ‘the chrism’ became a specific pre- or post-baptismal
anointment only in or towards the third century. Neither Irenaeus nor the second
century ExcTh uses the word ‘chrism’ for a specific Valentinian anointing. In
mainstream Christianity, the renunciation of the devil was a pre-baptismal rite. The
anointment was meant to exorcise, not to convey the Holy Spirit.
The next supplement, again badly damaged, speaks of a ‘first baptism’ for the
remission of sins, explicitly connected to the baptism of John. It is unclear, however,
whether first baptism was administered in the community of A Valentinian
Exposition, or that mainstream Christian was discussed in order to make clear how
second baptism is different from it.239 Neither is it clear whether second baptism
consisted of an immersion and/or a chrism, or an immaterial hidden baptism.
Unfortunately another lacuna of ten lines follows. This in turn is followed by a new
section on baptism, this time connected to the ‘[fellowship] of his Spirit’. The text
then seems to summarize what is conferred in first baptism and, but we can only
assume this, what is conferred in second baptism. Again 19 lines are missing and
therefore we can only speculate as to whether a chrism followed baptism. Finally,
there are two prayers for the eucharist. The second, although badly damaged, clearly
speaks of food and, as the lacuna is commonly restored, drink.
There is some additional information from Valentinian sources about initiation
rituals. The Tripartite Tractate sees only gnostic Christian baptism, or full baptism, as
a valid ritual. ‘There is no other baptism apart from this alone’ (127.25-30). A
confession of faith in ‘God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit’ seems present in 127.31;
the following lines also speak of ‘garments’ but in a metaphorical way. In the
Tripartite Tractate baptism is called ‘redemption’, ‘garment’, ‘confirmation’,
‘silence’, ‘bridal chamber’, ‘light’, ‘life’, ‘all that is’, ‘the Totalities’, and ‘is given
numberless names’ (127.25-128.34).
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The Eclogae Propheticae 14, following sections about baptism, speaks about
fasting and perhaps candidates fasted before the ceremony. In ExcTh 84, the existence
of pre-baptismal rites is confirmed, like fasts, supplications, prayers, imposition of
hands, and kneeling, not unlike mainstream Christianity. ExcTh confirm that the
initiate ‘has received the power to trample upon scorpions and snakes, [that is] the
evil powers’ (76.2, see also 85). Bread and oil are consecrated, as is the water of
baptism (82).240 People descend in the water (83). Baptism is dual: in water and in
spirit (81.2). Redemption is given in the name in which we are baptised, and the spirit
that descends upon us in baptism, in the imposition of hands (22.5,6). Baptism is in
the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit (76.3) as is the invocation
when they are sealed (80.3).
In summary, Valentinian sources speak of initiation as ‘redemption’ and ‘a
bridal chamber’.241 The ritual elements seem to be the following:
- in preparation, fasting, renouncing the devil and pre-baptismal anointment, also
consecration/exorcism of the water and – now or later – consecration of bread and
oil
- divestiture, confession in the divine names, baptism, and perhaps new garments
- receiving the Holy Spirit, perhaps through imposition of hands and/or anointing
and
- partaking of the eucharist.
This is compatible with the ritual elements found in GPhil, although the emphasis on
the chrism in GPhil is not found in these sources. The fact that GPhil does not
mention pre-baptismal rites in its mystagogy does not mean that there were no prebaptismal rites. It is possible that they had already been performed before the
mystagogy, and that the mystagogue is now preparing his candidates for what is to
come.
6.4.2 The Gospel of the Egyptians
Sevrin and Turner both see the Gospel of the Egyptians as the most important source
for reconstructing Sethian baptism.242 The document itself claims to be a biblos hiera,
a term that may refer to its use in initiations. This does indeed seem the best
interpretation of this rather ambiguous and damaged text. Sevrin also believes that the
same ritual is presupposed in the Apocryphon of John, Zostrianos, the Apocalypse of
Adam, Trimorphic Protennoia, Melchizedek and the Anonymous Text in the Bruce
Codex. All these texts, in their present form, are gnostic Christian texts. Christ is the
Son in a triad of Father, Mother and Son, he is the Son of the heavenly Adam (the
heavenly Seth, whose seed are the elect243), and the one who took the garment of the
Son of the Jewish God in which he descended on Jesus and appeared in the world as
240
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an earthly Son of Man.244 However the problem with these additional documents is
their genre. None is an actual baptism text or manual and we cannot tell whether ritual
references are metaphorical or actual.245 Methodologically, therefore, we should begin
with the Gospel of the Egyptians and use the other material only for clarification.
The text is preserved in two versions (NHC III,2 and IV,2). Just like A Valentinian
Exposition, it contains an account of the origins of the cosmos, the work of
Seth/Jesus, and a liturgical section with sacramental references. There are divine
emanations, including Jesus ‘who came and crucified what was subject to the law’
and Yoël ‘who presides over the name of the being who will be ordained to baptise’
(III,65.17-25). Next, in the version of NHC III,66.2-8, the author or speaker refers to
the baptismal candidates who are worthy of invocation, of the renunciation(s), of the
five seals. They are instructed about the heavenly beings that will receive them during
their ascent, and they will not taste death. A key issue here is the understanding of the
five seals. Sevrin concluded after lengthy considerations that Sethian sources speak of
a fivefold immersion. Turner remained undecided. Whatever form it took, I suggest
that it concerned first of all the authority of five names. In early Christian literature
the word seal is used in many senses, but the most relevant seems to be the connection
with the authority of names.246 If one received the seal or signet ring of a ruler (like
Joseph in Genesis 41:42) one assumed his authority. The ring carried the cartouche of
the pharaoh, the symbols of his name. In the gnostic Christian books of Jeu, we often
see how the believer who has the name, or the seal, of the supreme father or mother
has authority over the archons that would otherwise capture him or her during the
ascent, cf. also ExcTh 80.3. The names could be given in an anointing or in immersion
or without any ritual. In Hippolytus’ account of the Marcosians, the name was
whispered into the ear. Mainstream Christian baptism in the Trinity is often spoken of
as baptism in the name (singular) of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. The
divine Son of Man in the Trimorphic Protennoia says:
He who possesses the five seals of these particular names has stripped of the
garments of ignorance and put on a shining Light. ... And I proclaimed to them the
ineffable Five Seals in order that I might abide in them and they also might abide in
me. (XIII,1 50.9-12)
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The question is of course which particular names are intended. The Gospel of the
Egyptians seems repeatedly to praise not five but six divine persons:
- the Father: uninvoked, unnameable,
- the Mother: the male-female virgin Barbelo,
- the Son: the thrice-male (very male) Christ, Telmaël-Telmakhaël-Eli-Eli-MakharMakhar-Seth, the Autogenes,247
- the Virgin: the male-female virgin Youel, and
- the Child of the Child: Esephech (the messenger of God, the Son of the Father, the
Perfect Man).248
- The Doxomedon aeon(s), in the version of Codex IV sometimes replaced by the
Coptic expression ‘giver(s) of praise’ and once mentioned as the third in line.
The question now is which five names are referred to. Perhaps, the last term is not a
personal name, but rather a setting: the praise-giving aeon(s). The commentators in
the Coptic Gnostic Library, Alexander Böhlig and Frederik Wisse, see the number of
five made up from the thrice-male child plus Youel and Esephech. Whatever the
solution, with the generation of Youel and Esephech, who form the bridge between
the ultimate divine and the believers, it is explicitly stated (IV,2 56.20-27), that ‘it’
was completed.
It is possible that the first three steps describe the physical rituals of initiation. (1)
Grace was received through invocation, (2) the initiate was baptised through
immersion and (3) received the five seals, i.e. the names, at the same time, through
quintuple immersion or any other symbolic ritual. The names open the gates for the
soul in its ascent, either to the inner world or in the afterlife. The closing section is a
lengthy baptismal hymn, of which some parts may refer to the ceremony:
O living water, O child of the child, O glorious name...
This great name of thine is upon me, o Autogenes...
I have armed myself with an armour of light...
For the Mother was at that place...
I have stretched out my hands while they were folded.
I was shaped in the circle...
Yours, O Jesus! Behold, O eternally omega, O eternally five, O Jesus! ...
Therefore the incense of life is in me.
I mixed it with water...

The armour of light prior to baptism may refer to pre-baptismal anointing of the body,
shining in a candle-lit baptistery. The image of the Mother ‘at that place’ reminds one
of the Holy Spirit hovering over the waters. The person stretches out his hands,
perhaps in the shape of the cross, as already discussed in the Odes of Solomon, to
renounce and crucify the world, then brings his hands together in a circle above his
head and is immersed. The incense of life is the Holy Spirit, which may already have
been conferred in the pre-baptismal anointment. The oil mixes with the water.
Possibly consecrated oil was used to consecrate the water (as in Pseudo-Dionysius249),
but I doubt whether that is consistent with the idea that here it is the initiate who
mixes the oil and water. More likely, fragrant oil was used in pre-baptismal
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anointment to represent the fire and to invoke the Holy Spirit. Upon entering the
water the initiate mixed the oil with water, as is also related by Ephrem Syrus.250
Additional information from the third part of the Trimorphic Protennoia confirms
the idea of pre-baptismal anointment. The initiate, in a ritualistic or metaphorical
sense, (i) drank living water, was (ii) stripped, (iii) clothed in shining light (prebaptismal anointing?), after which he or she was (iv) covered with a robe, (v)
immersed, (vi) enthroned, and (vii) glorified. Zostrianos suggests that this was done
through crowning, an element known from the Odes of Solomon and Ephrem. The
eucharist is nowhere part of the initiation.
In summary, sources designated as Sethian seem to presuppose a baptismal ritual
that has some resemblance to early Syrian baptism. This baptism, however, was not
carried out in the names of the traditional trinity but in the fivefold divine names. The
initiation ritual as a whole is not compatible with the one forming the basis of GPhil.
6.4.3 The second Book of Jeu
The mysteries in the third-century Books of Jeu are much more elaborate than the
ones discussed above. They are similar to the rites in the Pistis Sophia, which
explicitly refers to the two Books of Jeu. Even more than in Zostrianos, we see
elaborate series of inner mysteries through which the soul can ascend to God. It is
Jesus who reveals this to his disciples. Before they can engage in these spiritual
exercises, they ‘should perform the mystery of the forgiveness of sins only once’.251 If
they have received this mystery, the watchers of the gates will let them through to
enter the heavenly mysteries. The mystery of forgiveness consists of three lower
mysteries: (1) baptism by water, (2) baptism by fire, (3) baptism by the Holy Spirit.252
After that come: (4) the removal of the evil of archons, and (5) the spiritual chrism.
The three baptisms and the ‘removal’ are described as elaborate rituals, but the last
mystery seems to be a spiritual journey, passing numerous aeons, watchers, each with
their own mysteries. All four rituals follow almost the same pattern, as does so much
else in the Books of Jeu.
(i)
Jesus makes an offering.
(ii)
All are clothed in linen garments (like traditional Egyptian priests).
(iii) A herb is placed in the mouth.
(iv)
Jesus gives them a cipher.
(v)
The disciples are placed before bread and wine, with their feet together.
(vi)
Jesus crowns them.
(vii) He seals them with a specific sign.
(viii) He turns them to four corners.
(ix)
Jesus prays and a miracle sign happens.
(x)
He baptises them.
(xi)
He gives them bread and wine.
(xii) He seals them with another sign. There is no chrism mentioned apart from
the final spiritual chrism, but oil may have been used for sealing.
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‘Oil in its love accompanies the baptised in his need, when, despising his life, he descends and buries himself in
the water; oil by nature does not sink, but it accompanies the body it has sunk its mark into.’ Hymns on Virginity
7.10.
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II Jeu 104.1-3
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II Jeu 102.6-11; cf. Pistis Sophia 246.
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In the baptism by water the offering is a pitcher full of wine.253 After Jesus’ prayer it
is turned into water, with which the disciples are baptised, probably without full
immersion. In the baptism by fire the offering is incense; the miracle is the sudden
appearance of the water for baptism. In the baptism by the Holy Spirit incense is
offered again, but the miracle remains unspecified. In the ‘removal’ the disciples have
to build an altar for the incense.
Although the descriptions are relatively clear, we should be careful. The genre of
these books is clearly not that of a manual. The seemingly tedious repetitions are
typical of certain types of mystical literature, such as for instance the Jewish Sefer
Yetsirah (3rd-6th century). Nevertheless, the general outline, steps (i) to (xii), may go
back to the format of an initiation ritual not unlike the rituals we have discussed so
far. If it is, then we see that for these later groups a type of eucharist follows upon
baptism. The Pistis Sophia even quotes from the New Testament the words of the
institution.
These later documents also show another interesting trend: there are far more
traditional Egyptian elements than in earlier Sethian or Valentinian documents.254 The
linen garments were required by Egyptian religion (and also in the Isis cult) for
reasons of purity. The ‘characters’ of the names of Jeu resemble pharaonic Egyptian
cartouches. Many seals are variants of the cross, as the Chi-Rho also is, with which
Christians used to sign the name of Jesus Christ. Some have resembled hieroglyphics.
The gates to the divine with their watchers look like the temple pylons that needed to
be passed in order to enter the divine presence in the holy of holies. The same image
is recognizable in the Egyptian Book of the Dead (which prefigured later HellenisticEgyptian ascent schemes). Egyptian deities, like Typhon (also seen in Sethian texts),
are included in the lists of Archons.
In summary, the initiation ritual has a Christian pattern, but combined with other
elements. It is not clear whether these rituals were enacted in practice or were only
intended for mystic contemplation. They are not compatible with the rite in GPhil.
6.5

Valentinian ritual and mainstream Christian polemics

When Marcion set up his own ‘church’ in the mid-second century, he did not do so
because he missed certain things in the larger church but because he wanted to purge
it of Judaism. Valentinus tried to stay within the church, with its scriptures and rituals,
but wanted to give them a different interpretation. The starting point for Marcionite
and Valentinian rites was the ritual of their church or a conscious adaptation thereof.
So far, our analysis of insider testimony has revealed no major deviations in
Valentinian ritual. How can this be reconciled with the many scholarly suggestions to
the contrary that I discussed in 6.1 above? I believe that this is at least partly due to
the fact that their reconstructions have been ‘conditioned’ by outsider testimony. Most
of that is based on the testimony of Irenaeus (some forty years after Valentinus).
Irenaeus’ mission was not to give an adequate representation of the various sects to
modern scholars, but rather to keep his flock from associating with these sects. To
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The first baptism is nearly repeated in Pistis Sophia §375-376, while the other two are only referred to.
This confirms David Frankfurter’s hypothesis that around this time traditional Egyptian priests adopted, or
adapted to, the fast-growing Christian religion: ‘... Jeu’s proximity to the ancient mortuary “guides” and the
apotropaic rites and symbols that tradition involved point to a scribe well-versed in the traditions of such mortuary
texts. The shift from a traditional priestly to a Christian Gnostic milieu is then no more radical than the shift from
temple to Hermetic conventicle ... Of course, one must take the concept of “shift” in the loosest sense, since the
mere fact of conserved tradition in texts like the Hermetica, the Books of Jeu, and the Coptic grimoires implies
more of a reassertion than a transformation of scribal self-definition.’ Frankfurter (1998), Religion, p 262.
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prove that the Valentinians were heretical he had to ascribe to them as many deviant
doctrines and rituals as possible.
6.5.1 The polemics of Irenaeus
Irenaeus deals with Valentinian ritual in the first book of Against Heresies. Its first
twelve chapters deal with the problems of Irenaeus’ time and place, the growth of
Valentinians and among these the followers of Marcus (chapters 13-21). He calls him
the Magus to connect him with Simon Magus who was rejected by Peter and John in
the New Testament. In chapters 22-24, he tries to paint a succession of heresies from
Simon to Menander to Saturninus and Basilides, implying that they were the spiritual
fathers of Valentinus. The description of various heresies in chapters 25-31 do not
suggest ‘succession’ but are rather a collection of older and newer heresies to taint
Valentinians by association. His main concern is to stop the advance of
Valentinianism, most notably Marcus’ version of it in his region, as is also clear from
his introductions to the other books. Apart from Valentinians and Marcionites,
Irenaeus displays no personal knowledge of the other groups.
Irenaeus, whose interest it would be to ascribe non-apostolic practices to his
enemies, only ascribes such innovations to one group of Valentinians: Marcus and his
followers.255 His account of Marcosian ritual (1.13) strongly resembles the outsider
criticism by Lucian that we saw in chapter 6.2.3 above. Irenaeus attacks Marcus in
three ways. First, he accuses him of tricks:256
13.2 Pretending to give thanks over cups with mixed wine, and extending to great
length the invocation, he makes them appear purple and red, so that Grace (who is
one of those above all, is thought to drop her own blood into that cup through his
invocation...

Secondly, Irenaeus claims that Marcus asked gullible women to consecrate the wine
in a small cup that he subsequently poured into a larger cup. However, in secret he
had already filled that second cup so that the additional wine from the smaller cup
made it flow over, and his female followers were led to believe that Grace had
‘multiplied the liquid’.257
Gullible women are also the topic of Irenaeus’ third attack:
13.3 ... For mostly he occupies himself with women, and then those that are noble and
antly attired, and of great wealth. ...
‘I want you to participate from my Grace ... We should become one.... Adorn
yourself as a bride ... establish the seed of light in your bridal chamber .... Receive
from me the bridegroom... See how Grace has descended upon you; open your mouth
and prophesy.’
But when the woman replies, ‘I have never prophesied, and I do not know how to
prophesy’, he makes new invocations, to stupify the one he seduces, saying to her,
‘Open your mouth, and just speak, and you will prophesy’.
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Förster (1999), Marcus, pp 389-390, reconstructs his career as follows: Marcus was a pupil of Valentinus
around 150 CE. In the 160s CE he travelled through Christian communities in Asia Minor, where he first was
criticized. His pupils were active in the Christian communities of Gaul in the 170s CE. As is also shown in the
case of Irenaeus himself, there was considerable interaction between Rome, Asia Minor and the Rhône Valley.
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My translation.
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Hippolytus, who seems largely dependent on Irenaeus, enlarges the ritual somewhat and suggests the use of
chemicals (Refutation 6.35).
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... Henceforth she sees herself as a prophetess... She does what is needed to reward
him, not only by giving him her possessions (which is where his very large fortune
comes from), but also by bodily communion and her desire to unite with him
completely, in order to descend with him in the One.

Like Lucian, we see that Irenaeus does not describe immoral acts in the ritual; the
alleged sexual seduction takes place behind the scenes. Irenaeus goes on to quote a
number of stories about Marcus and his followers to make his claim credible. He also
claims that they believe that the God of this world cannot judge them, as they have
already received ‘redemption’, which secures the protection of divine grace and
wisdom. Note that there is an initiatory element in the description of Grace both in
the eucharist and in the idea of the bride.
The initiation ritual, called redemption, is the subject of 1.21. According to
Irenaeus, the Marcosian redemption was an ‘incomprehensible and invisible’ mystery
that ‘each’ teacher represents differently, as ‘a denial of that baptism which is
regeneration to God’ and the Christian faith.258 According to Hippolytus, that denial
should be seen in the sense that they administered a second baptism to baptised
Christians, as if their first baptism had been invalid (or no more valid than the baptism
of John for remission of sins).259 Irenaeus describes various forms:260
21.3. For some of them prepare a bridal chamber, and perform a sort of mystic rite
(pronouncing certain expressions) with those who are being initiated, and affirm that
it is a spiritual marriage...
• Others, again, lead them to a place where water is and baptise them with the utterance
of these words,
i.
‘Into the name of the unknown Father of the universe; into Truth, the mother of
all things; into Him who descended upon Jesus; into union and redemption and
communion with the powers’.
ii.
Others still repeat certain Hebrew words, in order the more thoroughly to
bewilder those who are being initiated...
iii.
Others, again, set forth the redemption thus: ‘[Into] the name which is hidden
from every deity and dominion, and [into] Truth ... [and into the name] of
Christ...’
[the ‘restoration’:] ‘...psaua Jesus Nazaria...interpreted: ...may I enjoy your name, o
Saviour of Truth!’ Such are the words of the initiators; he who is initiated, replies, ‘I
am established, and I am redeemed; I redeem my soul from this Aeon...’ Then the
bystanders add these words, ‘Peace be to all on whom this name rests.’
After this they anoint the initiated person with balsam; for they assert that this
unguent is a type of that sweet odour which is above all things.
• 21.4 But there are some of them who assert that it is superfluous to bring persons to
the water, but mixing oil and water together, they place this mixture on the heads of
those who are to be initiated, with the use of some such expression as we have
already mentioned. And this they maintain to be the redemption! They, too, are
accustomed to anoint with balsam.
• Others, however, reject all these practices, and maintain that the mystery of the
unspeakable and invisible power ought not to be performed by visible and corruptible
creations... These hold that the knowledge of the unspeakable Greatness is itself
perfect redemption.
•
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Refutation 6.36
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•

21.5 Others redeem dying persons at the moment of death, by placing on their heads
oil and water, or the pre-mentioned ointment with water, using at the same time the
above-named invocations...

In all cases, except the last, redemption takes place during the initiation ceremony.
Some decorate the initiation room as a bridal chamber, a few reject all physical
rituals. The three variants listed under the second point all involve baptism in the
name of the ‘Trinity’.
The bias in Irenaeus’ description becomes clear when we look at his treatment of
the same subject in a different context. In 3.15.2 his problem is not that Valentinians
have different rituals, but that Valentinian rites resemble those of the church too
closely. People are deceived by that similarity. Likewise, when he discusses the
eucharist of the ‘heretics’ (presumably Valentinians and perhaps also the Marcionites)
in 4.17.4-5, he criticizes not their rituals but their inconsistency:
But how can they be consistent with themselves, [when they say] that the bread over
which thanks have been given is the body of their Lord, and the cup his blood...

The eucharistic prayer of these Valentinians resembles that of mainstream
Christianity.261 Irenaeus can only make this attack because many Valentinians, unlike
Marcus, continued to celebrate mainstream Christian sacraments, giving thanks for
the created bread and wine.
6.5.2 Tertullian on Valentinian and Marcionite baptism
Around 200 CE, Tertullian discusses Valentinian opinions in several treatises,
including one with the title Against the Valentinians. It is interesting to see how he
accuses them of imitating the Eleusian mysteries. But when he becomes more specific
there is nothing in the ritual that he compares to the ritual of Eleusis. His criticism
only regards the secrecy with which they guard the gnostic Christian interpretation of
their rituals from outsiders and mainstream Christians. ‘They have the knack of
persuading men before instructing them.’ (1). It seems that only after some time were
people ‘initiated into the entire fable’ (3). But in all his railings against their many
‘innovations’ (4), Tertullian never accuses the Valentinians of innovating rituals, not
even when he mocks the ‘fraternal nuptials’ of the divine syzygies in the plerôma (7
and at length in 32).
Also, when Tertullian speaks about Marcionite baptism, he essentially seems to
assume a baptism no different from his own: people are immersed, sealed and receive
the spirit.262 It seems that the Marcionites he knew used the same elements as
mainstream Christians: water to baptise, oil to anoint, milk and honey and bread.263
Only wine is not mentioned here as Marcion rejected the use of wine. This is in itself
a very important fact for the study of Christian liturgy, because it indicates that the
use of post-baptismal anointment and a cup of milk and honey may antedate the break
with Marcion (144 CE in Rome).
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In Matthew, Mark and in I Corinthians 10:16 the ‘giving of thanks’ is mentioned for the cup only. In Luke this
is over the bread as well. In the Didache there is the thanksgiving over the bread but not the formula ‘this is my
body’. A good early parallel is in the eucharistic prayer in the Apostolic Tradition 4.9: ‘[Jesus who] taking bread,
giving thanks to Thee [God] said: Take, eat, this is my body...’
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Against Marcion 1.14
263
Against Marcion 1.28
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6.5.3 The dispute between Cyprian and Rome on re-baptism
Further proof of similarity comes from a major dispute over re-baptising heretics
around 250 CE. The case is quite clear in the combination of Eusebius’ History of the
Church and the many letters to and from another North African, Cyprian.264 In the
preceding years, the Roman authorities had required Christians to sacrifice to the
Emperor or face martyrdom. Many, even bishops and presbyters, had sacrificed and
were therefore banned from office. Some of these refused to give up their positions
and broke with the church. After the persecutions, another problem arose when
Novatian, a Roman presbyter with allegedly the ambition to become a bishop,
advocated a complete ban of all believers who had sacrificed. A synod condemned his
harsh position. He then organized his own church and, as its bishop, won over many
clergy for various reasons. Over a number of years, these outside churches baptised
believers. In order to win them back, Stephen, the bishop of Rome, lowered the
threshold (72.24).265 He wrote a letter stating that people who had been baptised by
schismatics or heretics in the name of the Trinity and had rejoined the Catholic
Church did not have to be rebaptised (73.2). Upon admission, the bishop should lay
hands on them and invite the Holy Spirit. He based himself on the example of Acts 8,
which came to be interpreted as baptism by a deacon (Philip) without an order from
the bishop (Peter). Therefore, the Holy Spirit did not descend until the authorized
bishop laid his hands on the believers (72.9). Another argument he used was the
precedent that this procedure also applied to followers of Marcion, Apelles and
Valentinus (73.7) coming back to the church (72.4,23).266 He said that these sects also
accepted each other’s baptism (73.1,4).
A number of bishops believed that such rulings could only be made by a synod.
Cyprian convened such a synod in North Africa. It ruled that baptisms undergone
outside the Catholic Church are not baptisms (69.1). On both sides of the debate,
people seem to have assumed that in many cases the rites of baptism, chrism, and
eucharist were essentially the same (69.2). But – as Cyprian said – they cannot be
taken as baptism in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit if Marcionites
and others claim to worship a different Father (72.5). It seems that the rites of most
Marcionites and Valentinians fitted well within the range of mainstream Christian
practices. Also bishop Firmillian from Cappadocia, supported Cyprian’s position. In
his letter to Cyprian, Firmillian speaks of diversity (74.6):267
But that they who are in Rome do not observe those things in all cases which are
handed down from the beginning, and vainly pretend the authority of the apostles;
any one may know also from the fact, that concerning the celebration of Easter,268 and
concerning many other sacraments of divine matters, he may see that there are some
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In addition to Tertullian, Cyprian’s letters pass on a few items about North African baptism. He leaves us a
description of his personal experience with baptism (1.4). We learn how newborn babies are kissed as well when
they are baptised (58.4). The post-baptismal anointing is now simply called ‘the chrism’ (69.2). He warns against
the practice of some Christians who replace the cup of wine mixed with water with a cup with water only (62).
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See Epistles of Cyprian 71 (to Stephen) and 72 (with quotes from Stephen’s letter).
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In 72.4 Cyprian extends the lists with Patropassians (Sabellians), Anthropians and Ophites, but this seems
rhetorical exaggeration. In 73.7 Stephen mentions by name only Valentinians, Marcionites and Appeletians (a
branch of Marcionites). Later, Augustine also seems to assume that the conflict involved Marcionites and
Valentinians who supposedly baptised ‘In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost’ (On
Baptism, 3.15-20).
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ANF vol 5, p 391.
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The second century Roman bishop Victor attempted to impose dating by the Roman calendar on the churches in
Asia Minor, but ultimately the conflict was resolved through the mediation of Irenaeus; see Eusebius Church
History 5.24.
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diversities among them, and that all things are not observed by them alike, which are
observed at Jerusalem, just as in very many other provinces also many things are
varied because of the difference in places and ‹men›. And yet on this account there is
no departure at all from the peace and unity of the Catholic Church.

It is tempting to read in ‘handed down’ and the authority of the ‘apostles’ a critique
on some work from the Roman church like the Apostolic Tradition. But how big a
difference in ritual was there between Rome and Jerusalem? Firmillian is only explicit
about the date of Easter. It is important to note the prestige and presumed antiquity of
the Jerusalem rites. This prestige makes it unlikely that the Jerusalem rites in the
fourth century were radically changed. The fourth century ritual of Cyril of Jerusalem
differs from the Roman rite only in details not in structure; the biggest difference is
perhaps the cup of milk and honey, which seems lacking in Jerusalem.
6.6

Redemption and the bridal chamber

In chapter 5.2.6 above, I concluded that the visible mysteries in this world were only
baptism/chrism and eucharist, while redemption and bridal chamber should be seen as
mysteries of a different order. In the sections above, we have found that other
Valentinian sources agree with this. The remaining question regards the background
of the use of the terms ‘redemption’ and ‘bridal chamber’ as divine mysteries outside
Valentinian discourse.
6.6.1 Redemption
The Coptic sote translates the Greek apolutrosis, which means ransom or ransom
money. It can be used to pay the price in the case of a crime, or to redeem people who
were taken captive by robbers or foreign powers. It is not a typically religious term in
Hellenistic or Jewish thinking. There is one exception, the verb to ransom (lutro) is
used in relation to salvation by God in the Greek text of the apocryphal book Jesus
Sirach (48:20, 49:10, 50:24 and 51:2). This Greek translation was made in Alexandria
between 130 and 100 BCE. Philo (40 CE) applies the flight of Jacob, Leah and Rachel
from Laban (Genesis 31) categorically to the emancipation of the soul.269 In
mainstream Christianity, Christ ransoms sinners. In Valentinian interpretation, Christ
ransoms people from the evil powers who took them captive. This idea is present in
GPhil as well (§9).
According to Irenaeus, Valentinians practised a rite of redemption that in most
cases is to be associated with baptism, and sometimes with a rite for the dying. This is
in line with the use of the word in the New Testament. Apolutrosis is used ten times in
the New Testament, once in a general sense (Heb 11:35), five times referring back to
the redemption brought by Jesus (Ro 3:24, 1Co 1:30, Eph 1:7, Col 1:14, Heb 9:15),
and four times referring to future redemption (Lk 21:28, Ro 8:23, Eph 1:14, 4:30).
Believers obtain redemption (potentially) in baptism, when they are baptised by Jesus
and sealed by the Holy Spirit. Redemption becomes actual when they die and
becomes general upon the last day.270
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Legum Allegoriae, 3:21, see also the allegorical interpretation of the righteous in Sodom in De congressu
[quaerendae] eruditionis gratia 109.
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The difference between potential and actual is explicitly stated by Augustine: ‘Have we not been regenerated,
adopted, and redeemed by the holy washing? And yet there remains a regeneration, an adoption, a redemption,
which we ought now patiently to be waiting for as to come in the end, that we may then be in no degree any longer
children of this world.’ Against two letters of the Pelagians 3.5
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The word apolutrosis is phonetically easily associated with both applications:
apolouo (washing) is associated with baptism (Ac 22:16, 1Co 6:11); apolyo (letting
go) is used for releasing prisoners (like Barsabbas in the synoptic Gospels), which in
gnostic Christian interpretation could easily be associated with the release of the soul
from its bodily prison. There are many patristic writings in which redemption is
related to baptism. Around 200 CE, Clement describes baptism as ‘the seal and
redemption’.271 Basil calls it ‘the baptism of redemption’.272
6.6.2 The Bridal chamber
GPhil uses a number of words to refer to the mystery of the bridal chamber. Nymphôn
is the word used most frequently and also in some key passages (like §68).273 It is
often best translated as the room in which the marriage feast takes place. Gamos is
also used, which may refer to marriage in general, to the wedding feast or even to the
wedding banquet. The bedroom is sometimes referred to as koiton (sometimes it
simply means bed), and sometimes as pastos, a rare word derived from the curtain
that separated the room of a married couple from the rest of the house. The theme of a
marriage feast is well known in the Gospels, where the authors use the bridegroom as
an image of Jesus and the believers as his guests (e.g. Matthew 22 and 25). In the
Epistles (e.g. Eph 5:32) and especially the book of Revelation, we learn that the
church is to be seen as the bride of Christ. In patristic writings the soul of the
individual believer is often depicted as a bride of Christ (see the quotes from Cyril
and Ambrose in 5.3.3). In Cyril’s Mystagogical Catecheses, he contrasts the outer
chamber (the vestibule 1.11) to the inner chamber (the baptistery 2.1) and calls the
candidates the ‘sons of the nymphôn’ (4.2). In his Catechetical Lectures, he says that
Christ came forth from a bride-chamber (9.6 and 12.25) and that the initiands are
called to the bride-chamber (3.2 with reference to Song of Songs 1:4) where they may
sing the bridal song (1.1). Bridal imagery abounds in baptismal hymns from
Ephrem,274 and also in the Odes of Solomon.
There are many Hellenistic and Jewish parallels to bridal or marriage mysticism.
In the Hebrew bible, bridal imagery is used to describe the relationship between God
and Israel. More often, however, we see that ‘adultery’ with foreign gods and rites is
condemned and some of these rites could include sexually enacted rituals. This may
be the reason why bridal mysticism does not play a major role in Qumran literature,
nor in writings from Hellenistic Judaism literature pre-dating the destruction of the
temple.275 It becomes much more important, however, from the second century
onward, after rabbi Akiva interpreted the Song of Songs in a mystical way.276
A number of mystery cults started off as agricultural rites intended to improve the
fertility of land, livestock and people. Sexual symbols were present in many
mysteries, including presentations of sacred marriages (often between gods).
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Sometimes cults were accused of immoral acts in their mysteries. Mainstream and
gnostic Christians also suffered such allegations. In most cases these accusations are
biased outsider reports. The idea of a mystical union between the believer or the soul
with the divine came to underlie most mystery religions. In fact, a general trend can
be discerned in late-antique Hellenistic philosophy wherein myth and ritual was
interpreted from this perspective.
Are the roots of the term ‘bridal chamber’ in GPhil Hellenistic, Jewish or
Christian? I suggest that the answer lies in the expression ‘children of the bridal
chamber (nymphôn)’, a Semitism for ‘wedding guests’. GPhil uses it five times in this
sense, more than any other document. We find the expression used first in Mark 2:19,
and retained in Matthew 9:15 and Luke 5:34, perhaps as a technical term. In our
gospel texts, the expression ‘children of the bridal chamber’ is used for the followers
of Jesus. Cyril of Jerusalem uses the term once for his initiates, when he discusses the
eucharist.277 Understandably, this expression was linked to initiation: In Matthew 22
the guests are required to wear bridal clothes, in Revelation 7:14, we see that these are
white clothes, washed in the blood of the Lamb. In Matthew 25, the virgins need
burning oil lamps, which in baptismal instructions is taken as a reference to the
chrism with olive oil or to the lamps/candles that the newly initiated carried after
baptism. In both parables there is a banquet, which is easily associated with the
eucharist. Through repeatedly partaking of the eucharist, believers develop from newborn children into perfect adults.278 Likewise, the ‘co-brothers of the bridal chamber’
in the Valentinian inscription quoted in chapter 1.1 celebrate the baths, the lights, and
the banquet.279 Therefore, while mystical bridal imagery fits in with both Hellenistic
and Christian contexts, the term ‘children of the bridal chamber’ can best be regarded
as early Christian.
6.6.3 The relationship between the visible and the hidden mysteries
As we saw in chapter 5.2 above, redemption can be understood as the ascent of the
soul, and the bridal chamber as the unification with the divine. In the Tripartite
Tractate, redemption means the release of the soul out of its bodily imprisonment
(117.23), an escape from the evil powers and ‘an ascent to the degrees which are in
the plerôma’ (124). The idea of an ascent of the soul and unification with the divine is
well known in late antique Hellenistic philosophy. It can be the result of philosophical
contemplation (the route preferred by Plato and Plotinus), but it can also be the result
of ritual theurgy, as is implicit in Plutarch and explicit in Iamblichus. When people
perform certain rituals properly, Iamblichus sees the divine at work ‘calling their
souls upward into themselves, providing for the union to themselves...’ and ‘a safe
return of the soul ... and likewise a union with the divine first cause.’280 Both Plutarch
and Iamblichus explain Egyptian ritual from this perspective, which is arguably more
suited to this line of explanation than the original Graeco-Roman fertility rites. But
this Egyptian influence may also have led to an element of fear in the ascent. During
its ascent, the soul has to pass gates, give answers and passwords to pass safely past
the evil powers. This we see also in the ‘other’ Gospel of Philip quoted by
Epiphanius. Mainstream Christian writers first criticized gnostic Christians for
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accepting Hellenistic philosophy as a basis for interpreting scriptures. But this
changed after Christianity became a dominant religion in the fourth century and
received a large influx of Hellenistic intellectuals. In the fifth century, pseudoDionysius comes to a similar understanding when he writes in his Ecclesiastical
Hierarchy:
Every sacredly initiating operation draws our fragmented lives together into a onelike divinization. It forges a divine unity out of the divisions within us. It grants us
communion and union with the One. 424 C/D
From scripture it has been shown that the sacred divine birth is a purification and an
illuminating enlightenment; that the sacraments of the synaxis and of the myronointment provide a perfecting knowledge and understanding of the divine workings;
and that it is through this that there is effected both: the unifying uplifting toward the
divinity and the most blessed communion with it. 504B/C281

6.7

Conclusion

The initiation rite in GPhil is Valentinian and not Sethian. Within the range of
Valentinian practices, it belongs to those baptism rituals that were close to the western
rites of mainstream Christianity. While the initiation ceremonies of other gnostic
Christians may at times have been a fusion of elements from Christian baptism and
mystery cults, GPhil has taken no ritual elements from the mystery cults, or for that
matter from Jewish initiation, that were not also adopted by mainstream Christianity.
‘Redemption’ and the ‘bridal chamber’ are Christian terms for the late Hellenistic
concepts of the ascent of the soul and the unification with the divine.
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7.

Social setting

In this chapter I will assess the social setting of GPhil, how the group behind the text
defines itself and its relationship to others, and which social values are presumed by
the speaker of the text. These concepts are not, or only to a limited extent, consciously
articulated by the speaker. It is therefore necessary to read between the lines.
7.1

Current scholarship

In recent decades, social sciences have begun making an important contribution to the
study of the New Testament. These approaches are increasingly being applied to noncanonical writings as well. In 1988 a number of essays appeared under the title
Images of the Feminine in Gnosticism while 2006 saw the publication of A Feminist
Companion to the New Testament Apocrypha. The discussions include such topics as
‘the construction of Christian identity, the Christian martyr, heterodoxy and
orthodoxy, conjugal ethics and apostolic home wreckers, trials and temptations, the
rhetoric of the body, asceticism, and eroticism’.282 Over the years, several scholars
have touched upon social aspects of GPhil in articles and essays.
7.1.1 Ethnicity and group identity
Klaus Koschorke uses GPhil in his analysis of the relationship between gnostic
Christians and mainstream Christians.283 He calls it ‘einer der wichtigsten Texte zum
Verständnis gnostischer Polemik überhaupt.’ He gives a useful analysis of the
difference with ‘die Pseudochristen’. Unfortunately, he does not analyze whether the
polemics in GPhil are to be considered polemics within a group, or among several
groups. On the basis of his analysis of a number of texts, he concludes that GPhil
represents a Haupttypos of gnostic Christian polemic. He suggests that GPhil does not
fit a situation in which gnostic Christians were either envied or persecuted. It
bespeaks instead a setting in which mainstream Christians denounce gnostic Christian
views, without persecuting gnostic Christians. Henriëtte Davelaar provides an
interesting refinement of Koschorke’s model with regard to the community behind the
Apocalypse of Peter, analyzing the discourse in the context of group separation and
formation284.
In his article ‘Gnostic Views on Jews and Christians in the Gospel of Philip’,
Jeffrey Siker argues that some passages are evidence of interaction between
Valentinian Gnostics and Jews and Christians. He notes that the group calls itself
‘Christian’, and ‘probably’ uses the word ‘Hebrew’ for non-gnostic Christians, while
using the word ‘Jew’ for ethnic and religious Jews. Scholars have expressed different
opinions regarding the relationship between Judaism or Jewish Christianity and
GPhil. Siker notes, for example, how §102 is reconstructed differently by Wilson and
by Isenberg:
W. Isenberg advocates the following reconstruction of the fragmented text: ‘No Jew
[was ever born] to Greek parents [as long as the world] has existed. And, [as a]
Christian [people], we ourselves do not descend] from the Jews.’ Wilson and others
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reconstruct the text to read. ‘[we too had our origin] from the Jews [before we
became Christians].’ If Isenberg is correct, the Gospel of Philip severs any
genealogical ties between Christians and Jews. If Wilson is correct, it shows the
community of the Gospel of Philip to have Jewish, probably Jewish-Christian, roots.

From the start, attention has been focused on the use of the Hebrew Bible, the New
Testament, various apocrypha and agrapha in GPhil. In 1983, Eric Segelberg
summarized the progress made to date.285 Segelberg points out that GPhil ‘had access
to basic Old Testament teaching about the beginning of the world and of the elect
people of God in Abraham.’ He notes that numerous writings from the New
Testament are quoted: Matthew, Luke, John, I Corinthians, and 1 Peter. It seems that
a number of other writings like Romans and Galatians are paraphrased or alluded to.
The quotations are either certainly or possibly from the Greek. In some cases there
may be influences from Syriac versions, in other cases western variants. 286 On the
other hand, there are also agrapha that may ‘belong to a more Gnostic kind of
tradition’. From a social perspective, however, I am interested in the question whether
GPhil accepted the same traditions as mainstream Christians, and what kind of
authority was awarded to such texts. But the analyses that I have seen so far are
predominantly philological. Little attention has been paid to the question of how these
texts functioned within the rhetorical situation, both within the group and with respect
to debates with mainstream Christians.
7.1.2 Gender and marriage
A considerable amount of work has gone into the subject of gender and marriage in
GPhil, but current scholarship has thus far been unable to reach definite conclusions.
Michael Williams analyses gender imagery in three texts, including GPhil.287 He
concludes from §61 that GPhil stands out among the ancient texts he analyzed
because men and women are saved, as engendered men and women, through
unification with an angel of the opposite sex. He also believes that Valentinians
regarded earthly marriage as antithetical to spiritual marriage and opted for spiritual
marriage. The problem is, however, that §61 is not translated correctly. Williams uses
a translation that reads that one receives a male or a female power, but the Coptic
actually reads: a male and female power.
Peter Brown devotes a chapter to the attitudes of Valentinians with regard to
gender and sexuality.288 He refers to GPhil no less than twelve times to support his
reconstruction of Valentinian opinion. He sees the Valentinians as groups of male and
female students at the feet of a male spiritual guide, as the disciples had listened to
Christ. But it was not ‘a “holy” group, protected from the outside world by firm
boundaries, such as celibacy and abstention from certain foods’. Brown thinks that for
Valentinus ‘the female stood for all that was open, aimless, lacking in shape and
direction. It stood for all that needed to be formed by being made subject to the hard,
clear outlines of the male’. Redemption meant that ‘the female would be swallowed
up in the male. It would not simply be disciplined by the male; it would become the
male’. He believes that there were two types of Valentinians: pneumatikoi who could
abstain from sex, and psychikoi who were not yet able to live the life of spiritual
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people. The problem with his reconstruction, however, is that the analysis is not
rooted in an analysis of GPhil itself. It presupposes that GPhil fits within this
description of Valentinians and then, selectively, presents passages as ‘proof texts’.
Yorunn Buckley discusses the roles of the Holy Spirit, Mary and Sophia in
GPhil.289 Although her study concentrates more on the theological and sacramental
aspects, she also touches on social issues. She concludes that §122 ‘does not warrant a
totally negative view of earthly marriage’, as some previous scholars had asserted. In
response, Kurt Rudolph suggests, ‘Perhaps the bridal chamber ritual is the lifelong
practice of the “free men” and the “virgins” living together in a community but
without marrying’, as a sort of ‘spiritual marriage’.290
Elaine Pagels discusses the thirty years of differing interpretations of scholars
regarding the ‘mystery of marriage’ in GPhil.291 She concludes that both sides
(whether GPhil advocates celibacy or marriage) are ‘equally right – or equally
wrong’. She concludes:
‘There is, furthermore, no unambiguous evidence to prove that Valentinian Christians
in general or the author of Gos. Phil. in particular advocated either celibacy or
marriage’.

Pagels notices that the testimony of the church fathers is not clear. Irenaeus accuses
some Valentinians of teaching celibacy for psychic believers (mainstream Christians),
but behaving as libertines when among pneumatics (the opposite of what Peter
Bergen describes).292 This is, however, typical outsider testimony as we have seen in
chapter 6.2.3 and 6.5.1 above. A polemicist tends to use any information, from
whatever uncertain source, as long as it confirms his negative image of his opponents.
It may be that Irenaeus is generalizing isolated incidents among the Marcosians he
knew; he may also be mixing the opinions of various groups. Other writers with direct
knowledge of Valentinians, Clement, Tertullian and Hippolytus, did not repeat these
polemics. In fact, Clement is brief but positive about the marriage values of
Valentinians (see chapter 7.3.2 below).
7.1.3 Hierarchy and the position of women
The subject of hierarchy has not yet received systematic attention. Yorunn Buckley
and Deirdre Good discuss the subject of hierarchy in the context of ritual.293 They
argue that §108 is evidence of self-immersion by the baptism candidate. The text
reads as follows:
The holy man is completely holy, even in his body. For when he has received the
bread, he blesses it as holy, - or the cup, or all the rest that he receives. As he cleanses
them, how then will he not cleanse the body too?

Isenberg translates the opening words as ‘the priest’, but Buckley and Good correctly
note that the text simply reads ‘holy man’. In order to understand this passage in its
context, I would like to make the following observations: The argument of the
speaker comes from another gnostic Christian group that did not baptize by
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immersing the body into water. The teacher believes that this position is inconsistent
with the fact that they do celebrate the eucharist (and possibly also chrismation). The
teacher points to Jesus, who came to fulfil or perfect all justice through his baptism by
John (§89). The speaker concludes that for the gnostic Christian, baptism is therefore
perfected and changed. In §89, Jesus does this not just for himself alone, but explicitly
for all those baptized in his name. He is therefore not just the first person to receive
gnostic baptism, but rather the person who instituted gnostic baptism for later
believers. It seems that the initiate cannot do this on his own, without the work of
Jesus. The consecration of the body in our paragraph may well be connected to this
consecration of the water. Note that the water of baptism is also called a body in
§101. Regardless of whether a priest or an already initiated Valentinian consecrates
the ritual elements, it is possible that he re-enacts the consecration by Jesus on behalf
of later believers. The notion is similar to the ‘wholly perfect man’ in §100. The
heavenly man, here represented in Jesus, gives the sacraments and he who receives
them becomes a perfect man himself, down to his very body. But the initiate only
becomes this after he starts drinking. In other words, the mystery consecrates the
initiate, not the other way round. In §100 it is unclear who says the eucharistic prayer:
but it is said over the cup and not necessarily by each of the participants. In §26 we
see a eucharistic prayer put in the mouth of Jesus, who is probably to be imagined as
speaking on behalf of the disciples.
The word ‘priest’ as a designation for a member of the clergy found its way into
Christian discourse only in the course of the third century.294 It would be an
anachronism to translate it into the text. It would also imply an unsupported
suggestion that GPhil assumes a clergy similar to that seen among mainstream
Christians. But that does not mean there was no hierarchy among Valentinians. The
Valentinian Marcus Magus clearly functioned as a leader, even when he invites
believers to participate in liturgical tasks. Hippolytus speaks of Marcosian bishops
leading the initiation.295 Likewise for the community of GPhil, the very idea of an
initiation of newcomers into a secret mystery assumes at least some kind of leadership
during the ceremony.296
Equality
GPhil is regularly referred to in more general descriptions of gnostic and Valentinian
Christians, such as Elaine Pagels’ bestseller The Gnostic Gospels, or Marvin Meyer’s
recent popular book The Gnostic Discoveries: The Impact of the Nag Hammadi
Library. The picture painted of gnostic Christian communities is that of a group with
little hierarchy and equal positions for men and women. An important witness in these
cases is a text by Tertullian.297 It reads as follows:298
41.1. I must not omit an account of the conduct also of the heretics – how frivolous it
is, how worldly, how merely human, without seriousness, without authority, without
discipline, as suits their creed.
2. To begin with, it is doubtful who is a catechumen, and who is a believer; they all
have access alike, they hear alike, they pray alike – even Gentiles, if any such happen
to come among them...
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4. ...All are puffed up, all offer you knowledge. Their catechumens are perfect before
they are fully taught.
5. These heretical women, how impudent they are! For they are bold enough to teach,
to dispute, to enact exorcisms, to promise healings – perhaps even to baptise.
6. Their ordinations are carelessly administered, capricious, and changeable. At one
time they put novices in office ...
7. Nowhere is promotion easier than in the camp of the rebels, where the mere fact of
being there is a foremost service.
8. And so it comes to pass that today one man is their bishop, tomorrow another;
today he is a deacon who tomorrow is a reader; today he is a presbyter who tomorrow
is a layman. For even on laymen do they impose the functions of priesthood.
42.1 But what shall I say concerning the ministry of the word, since they make it their
business not to convert the Gentiles, but to subvert our people?

Does this text accurately describe the situation of the community behind GPhil?
However attractive it may be to modern critics of hierarchy, the text is of very limited
value for the historical reconstruction of Valentinian practice. Tertullian here writes
against all ‘heretics’, not just Valentinians. Furthermorer, these statements are
polemics from an outsider, and must be checked for bias, selectiveness and accuracy.
Tertullian’s testimony is inconsistent. On the one hand Tertullian says there is no
hierarchy, but at the same time he is able to mention a number of functions. We see,
then, that Tertullian brings together everything negative (in his eyes) that he could
find about any group and presents it as applying to ‘heretics’ in general. But in his
treatise specifically against the Valentinians, he paints a completely different picture.
Nothing is said about disorderly congregations. On the contrary, hierarchy and
procedure are implicit in his statement that catechumens are initiated over a lengthy
period. With regard to the position of women, the picture is different as well.
Tertullian only mentions male teachers among the Valentinians and he does not claim
that Valentinian women baptized.
The figure of Mary Magdalene in GPhil has attracted considerable attention. Does
her ‘partnership’ with Jesus and her spiritual superiority over the other disciples tell
us anything about the position of women? Antti Marjanen discusses the texts at
length, but concludes that ‘it is surprising that in the context of GPhil as a whole,
Mary Magdalene personally does not gain any significant position as a transmitter of
spiritual mysteries.’299 Indeed, if we look at the role of Mary in GPhil, only Jesus is
active (§55): he kisses Mary. Mary does not speak or act on her own. She is only
defined in relation to him (§31). As Karen King observes, ‘we must be careful not to
appropriate these works uncritically as feminist resources simply on the basis of a
positive portrayal of Mary, for they can also employ feminine imagery that denigrates
femaleness.’300
Although we cannot use Tertullian’s testimony or the references to Mary as
evidence, one can argue in general that women played more prominent roles in small
groups in the household setting.301 It is also understandable that in small groups,
which attracted educated believers, several people would read and offer explanations
in turn. The question is how such groups were organized once they became large
enough to organize baptismal instructions for groups of candidates. For that, we need
a systematic analysis of GPhil itself.
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7.1.4 Methodological concerns and approach
Despite the progress made thus far, I believe there are significant gaps in our
understanding of the social setting of GPhil. Some of the results to date have not (yet)
been supported by enough evidence. Sometimes this may derive from the fact that
GPhil has been used to support certain reconstructions rather than as a subject of
research itself. In other cases, it seems that the reconstruction of the social setting has
been overshadowed by the discussion of the theology and ritual behind GPhil. These
are related but separate subjects, as groups can share a similar theology but
nevertheless have different values with regard to the drinking of wine or the
enjoyment of sexuality. We can see that today. Some churches have rituals and
theology that to a large extent are very similar, yet they differ fundamentally with
regard to sexuality, celibacy and gay marriage. There has, in general, been a focus on
religious aspects in the texts; relatively little attention has been paid to the
intertextuality with non-religious writings about gender and marriage values, such as
the contemporary Greek novels. A more general problem regards the use of selected
passages without regard for their rhetorical function in GPhil, sometimes with the
tacit assumption that the same values underlie all gnostic Christian documents.
I suggest that the discussion can be brought forward if we systematically look at a
number of related social aspects:
- What can GPhil tell us about the group behind it: how did the group see
themselves, what was their relationship to Gentiles, Jews and other groups of
Christians? What was their social location in terms of wealth, education and type
of household?
- We have seen that the image of marriage is theologically and sacramentally very
important in GPhil. But what kind of values did they share with regard to earthly
marriage, sexuality and children, and how did that compare with the society
around them?
- The information thus gathered allows us to come back to a key topic for the
speaker: how did he see femininity, masculinity and androgyny and how does that
influence the position of women in the group?
For each aspect in turn, I will first go through GPhil for possible references. I will
look at all references from their rhetorical function within the document, and then also
from the perspective of intertextuality. Only when these steps are completed will I
compare the results with what other sources can tell us about Valentinians.
7.2

The Christian setting

The starting point for this analysis is the self-identification of the group as
‘Christians’ (§6). As Jeffrey Siker notes:302
One striking feature of the Gospel of Philip is that of all the Nag Hammadi writings,
with but one exception, it alone refers explicitly to ‘Christians’.... The reference is
always positive, and one with which the author identifies.
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The next question is what the speaker means with the term, and how it is
differentiated from other identities.
7.2.1 The ethnic and religious background of converts
In §49, the speaker mentions a number of ethnic and social categories. People can be
Jews, Romans, Greeks or Barbarians. They can be slaves or free men. But these
categories are meaningless for redemption. All people need to become Christians. The
inclusion of ‘Romans’ is of some importance as it seems to be a conscious addition to
the lists in the New Testament.303 Possibly the origins of the group were drawn from
all these ethnic groups (although ‘barbarian’ is not often used as a self-designation).
In §102, the list is shorter: Jews, Greeks and Christians. Apparently these three are the
most important categories. But the passage does not say that most group members are
of Jewish and Greek descent, only that Jews and Greeks form distinct identities. In
§19, the teacher speaks about the language of his own group as Greek, while ‘others’
have their own languages (but note that Jews in the western Diaspora used Greek as
their language).
Another interesting trajectory is found in the degrees of being in the opening textual
unit. In §1-6, the speaker refers to the following categories:
Gentile
Dead
-

Hebrew
Alive, but mortal
Fatherless orphan
Slave

Christian
Immortal
Legitimate son
Son

table 7.1

From §17, we learn that the word ‘Hebrew’ refers to the ‘apostles and the apostolics’
who claim that Jesus was born of Mary and the Holy Spirit – in other words, to
mainstream Christians. This also becomes clear in §46: if one is baptized without
gnosis, one has not received the ‘Lord’. They may have received the name ‘Christian’
or have been baptized in the name of the Trinity, but they have not received the (true)
Father, Son and Holy Spirit (§59 and 67). They are still Hebrews (§46 and §6). Their
converts are made not born; therefore they are like proselytes (§1). The word
‘Christian’ is correctly applied, according to the speaker, to the gnostic Christian only.
When ethnic Jews are referred to, the word Jew is used (in §49 and §102). In other
words, mainstream Christians and Jews are two different categories. Their ways have
already parted even though they worship the same Hebrew God.
Gentiles are dead. Mainstream Christians have come to life, but risk dying (§4).
Only true Christians are immortal and certain of salvation; the only uncertainty left is
whether one is, and remains, a true Christian. The distinction between a mainstream
Christian and a true or gnostic Christian is also compared to the distinction between
an orphan and a (true) son. An orphan is without rights and inheritance, like an
illegitimate child. He is enslaved by the powers, like his mother. I agree with Elaine
Pagels that Galatians 4:21-31 is behind §2.304 The Spirit-mother of mainstream
Christians is the slave woman. Gnostic Christians have been born of the freeborn
legitimate wife. This makes them freeborn and legitimate heirs. The pair of slave and
son functions in the same way. The slave only wants to become free. The gnostic
303
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Christian is like a son: he wants to inherit his father’s estate (and become the father
himself). In §114, the newly initiated gnostic Christian is warned not to fall back into
slavery (that is, mainstream Christianity).
With this desire of the son, a fourth state of being is envisaged: that of the father.
For now, the gnostic Christian is only a minor: the estate is not entrusted to him (§37)
and he is too young to beget children (§29). But he will grow to be the Father in the
other aeon.
It seems that the ‘typical’ pattern for the candidates is reflected in these passages.
With Siker, I agree that it does not describe ‘a movement from Judaism to Christianity
to Gnosticism’.305 That is only the theological development. Socially, the typical
candidate (or his parents) started out as a Gentile – in this community often a Greekspeaking Gentile. Most of them became mainstream Christians before they became
gnostic Christians (§6). This is in line with the rhetorical analysis presented in chapter
4.3 above. The main aim of the teacher seems to be to persuade the candidates to
move from mainstream Christianity to gnostic Christianity. This conclusion also
confirms the image painted by Tertullian. In On Prescription of Heretics (42.1) he
writes about the Valentinians and other groups: ‘They make it their business not to
convert the Gentiles, but to subvert our people’. In Against the Valentinians (1.1), he
calls them ‘apostates from the truth’.
7.2.2 Shared apostolic traditions
Although the apostles are denounced as mere ‘Hebrews’ without gnosis in §17, it is
also clear from §47 and §95 that these gnostic Christians have received divine names
and rituals from the apostles.
§47

The apostles before us called out this way: ‘Jesus, the Nazoraean, Messiah’...

... For the Father anointed the Son, and the Son anointed the apostles, and the
apostles anointed us.
§95

In other words, GPhil assumes a shared apostolic sacramental tradition with
mainstream Christians, called ‘apostolics’ in §17 and 65. The idea of apostolic
succession has been an argument of mainstream Christians from as early as the
second century. The difference is that Tertullian also claimed that the ‘rule (of faith)’
was transmitted in this way: 306
‘… the church has handed down from the apostles, the apostles from Christ, Christ
307
from God ...’

As both shared apostolic traditions, it is remarkable that GPhil calls only mainstream
Christians ‘apostolics’. Does that mean that only mainstream churches claimed to be
‘apostolic’? Tertullian makes this point in a series of arguments in his On
Prescription of Heretics (20-36):
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-

Mainstream churches can be demonstrated to stand in the tradition of the apostles
(20-22); the apostles were not divided as ‘heretics’ claim (23-24), and they did not
leave secret doctrines (25-27); as a result the faith of ‘so many’ churches, and also
‘such great’ churches is substantially the same (28).
- The known teachers of Marcionites and Valentinians are all of the second century
(29-31); the ‘heretics’ don’t claim apostolic succession or can’t prove it from
church records (32), and the apostolic churches around the world do not admit
them to communion (32).
- Teachers like Marcion and Valentinus have adopted doctrines already denounced
by the apostles in their letters (33), whereas their main teachings are not to be
found in the scriptures (34).
- Tertullian concludes that mainstream churches are the voice of the apostles (3536).
Clement had heard of a rather doubtful story that Valentinus received his doctrine
from a certain Theudas, who had received it from Paul.308 But this alternative
‘succession’ is not to be found in GPhil, quite in line with the fact that Tertullian’s
‘Valentinians’ did not want to be seen as followers of Valentinus.309 The community
of GPhil positions itself historically in the same apostolic tradition as mainstream
Christians, but not as followers of the apostles (cf. Paul’s critique in I Corinthians 3),
who were after all criticized for their lack of understanding (§17 and 55/56). The
gnostic Christians of GPhil follow Christ or – as they have become christs themselves
(§67) – they follow the highest Father.310
7.2.3 Shared scriptures
The research to date (see 7.1.1) has shown that many canonical (or proto-canonical)
New Testament works are quoted or alluded to in GPhil. For this analysis of social
aspects, the question is how these texts functioned within the group and in discussions
with mainstream Christians. It is also relevant to understand whether other texts
carried authority in the group. I will conclude with a number of general observations.
The use of canonical and ‘apostolic’ texts in discussions with mainstream
Christianity
In my rhetorical analysis in 4.3, I showed how the series of disputes in §17-24
established the authority of the speaker over mainstream Christian teachers, at least in
the eyes of his candidates. These debates constitute an imaginary debate with
mainstream Christians. In order to defeat them the speaker argues both on the basis of
logic as well as on the basis of shared scriptures. In §17 and §18 he quotes passages to
prove that Jesus had two heavenly fathers (see chapter 8.2.3 below). In §23, he quotes
I Corinthians 15:50 to prove his point on the resurrection.311 In the way that the
308

Miscellanies 7.17.
Against the Valentinians 4.
310
They are a christos as they have been anointed. Some scholars have seen this as an expression that is typical of
gnostic Christians, as opposed to mainstream Christians. But this idea is also expressed by Cyril of Jerusalem:
‘Having therefore become “partakers of Christ’” you are properly called “christs”, and of you, God said: “Touch
not my christs (ps 105:15)”, or anointed. Now you have been made christs, by receiving the antitype of the Holy
Ghost.’ Lecture 21.1
311
According to Irenaeus, this was a standard gnostic Christian proof text against bodily resurrection (Against
Heresies 5.9.1). See also Tertullian: ‘But “flesh and blood”, you say, “cannot inherit the kingdom of God”, We are
quite aware that this too is written; ... our opponents place it in the front of the battle...’ (On the Resurrection of the
Flesh 48).
309

145

speaker treats the texts in §17-24a, it is clear that they hold authority both for his
opponents, who were not present, as well as for his audience, who needed to be
convinced that gnostic Christianity offers a better exegesis of these authoritative
words of Jesus and Paul.
The speaker also uses a vision of an apostolic person in §65. The work referred to
must have resembled the mainstream Christian, but non-canonical, Apocalypse of
Paul. But the speaker does not seem to accept the work as authoritative (the word
‘apostolic’ is used in a negative sense in §17). He merely wants to prove mainstream
Christians wrong from their own works.
The use of canonical texts within the community
In chapter 4.3, I suggested that §110-123 functioned as the homiletic exhortation to
the newly baptized in the presence of the entire community. The unit shows a marked
difference in style and language with the previous small-group instructions, which
supports this interpretation. One of the peculiarities is that this is the only textual unit
with several references to what ‘the Word’ says, indirectly in §117, and two direct
quotes in §123:
Therefore, the logos says, ‘Already the axe is laid at the root of the trees.’ (Mt 3:10).
...

The logos says, 8‘As you know the truth, 9the truth shall set you free.’ (Jn 8:32).

John 8:32 not only marks the end of the textual unit in §123, but the verse is also the
starting point of exegesis in §110 (‘...that is what is meant by “she makes them
free”’). It may well be that the speaker took this verse from a portion of scripture read
before the homily.312
It seems that the reference to the Word in §116 is to Jesus himself. He may be
seen as the authority behind the texts above. Matthew 3:10, however, is spoken by
John the Baptist, and it seems that both passages have a similar scriptural authority to
the speaker and his audience. Interestingly, a common proverb is cited in §121, but
this proverb has no authority as the speaker uses it only to disagree with it. This
pattern is recognized in the remainder of GPhil: Every time he introduces a saying or
a human opinion, the speaker disagrees with it (§17-24b, 69, 90, and 124). But quotes
or paraphrases of sayings of Jesus, or from the letters of Paul and Peter, always carry
authority (§17, 18, 69, 72, 110, 111, and 126).
The situation is different, however, with quotes about the Demiurge, such as in
§41 (Genesis 1:31) or §94 (Genesis 2:16-17). Here the speaker disagrees with the
Creator, as we would expect.
The use of other non-canonical logia, narrative gospels and acts
Some apparent quotations seem to derive from non-canonical traditions. I have listed
the passages below and will first comment briefly on their background:

312

The reference to Abraham in §123 may also be prompted by his appearance in John 8:33-58, especially verse
56. The idea that he circumcised himself after seeing is also present in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Damascus Document
16.6): ‘Abraham circumcised himself on the day of his knowledge.’
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... He said on that day in the eucharist, ‘You, who have united the perfect light
with the Holy Spirit, unite the angels with us also, the images’.
§26

This logion is not known from any other source, but the wording is typical of
Valentinian sacramental thinking. It could be a liturgical formula, perhaps even a
revision of the traditional eucharistic narrative (I Corinthians 11:23-26). In chapter
5.2.1 above, I pointed to a parallel in the eucharistic liturgy found in the Apostolic
Constitutions.
The holy ones are served by the evil powers. For they are blinded by the Holy
Spirit, so that they would think that they are serving their people whenever they do it
for the holy ones. Therefore, - (when) a disciple asked the Lord one day for a thing of
the cosmos, he said to him ‘Ask your mother and she will give you’, - from another
one’s (goods).
§34

This logion is also unknown from any other source. It may be a deliberate rephrasing
of a text like Luke 11:11-13.313
The apostles said to the disciples: ‘May our entire offering acquire salt’. They
called Sophia ‘salt’, without her no offering is acceptable.
§35

These words of the apostles are unknown as well. Wilson points to some textual
variants of Mark 9:49-50, but that rather different text is spoken by Jesus. The
question is whether the logion is authoritative or a testimony to the misunderstanding
of the disciples. If they want the salt of Sophia, they may have chosen the barren
Sophia (§36). In that case, this may be a paraphrase of a tradition known from the
Roman church wherein catechumens were salted with the ‘salt of wisdom/Sophia’
(see chapter 5.3.1 above).
The Lord went into the dye-works of Levi. He took seventy-two colours (and)
threw them in the cauldron. He took them out all white and said, ‘This is how the Son
of Man came to her: as a dyer’.
§54

Again the story and logion are completely unknown. The story resembles somewhat
the Arabic Infancy Gospel of Thomas.314 But there the name of the dyer is Salem and
Jesus colours the cloths. The idea that Jesus ‘cleanses of every foreign color’ is found
in the incipit of Ignatius’ letter to the Romans. I note that in the composition of the
textual unit, §54 is related to §43, and one passage may have influenced the form of
the other.
Sophia .who is called ‘the barren’, she is the mother of the angels and the partner
of the saviour. As for Maria Magdalena: the [saviour loved] her more than the
disciples. [As she saw him, he] greeted her (with kisses) on her [mouth, many] times.
The other [disciples were .angry] with [her. They questioned,] they said to him, ‘Why
do you love her more than all of us?’ The saviour answered, {he said to them}, ‘Why
do I not love you like her?’.
§55
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‘If a son asks bread of anyone who is a father, will he give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will he give
him a snake? Or if he asks for an egg, will he offer him a scorpion? If you, who are evil, know how to give good
gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him?’
314
‘The Lord Jesus went into the dyer’s workshop, took all these cloths and put them into a cauldron full of indigo.
... and he immediately began to take the cloths out of the cauldron, each of them dyed in the colour the dyer
wished, until he had taken them all out.’ Schneemelcher (1991), New Testament Apocrypha, volume 1, p 453.
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The story and logion are completely unknown. Most commentators point to parallels
in the Gospel of Mary, but our passage is not a quote from that text. Nevertheless, like
the Gospel of Mary, it may be an expansion of John 20:17, through conflation of
several characters and passages.315 In the translation above, I have reconstructed the
lacunae from this perspective. In chapter 5.3.3 above, I gave several examples of such
narrative expansion in baptismal instructions and commentaries.
§57 The

Lord said, ‘Blessed is he who is before he had yet become’, for he who is was
and shall be.

This first part of the logion is nearly identical to the opening line of logion 19 in the
Gospel of Thomas. But it is not a direct quotation: In the Gospel of Thomas, it is Jesus
who speaks, the main verb is in a different tense and the second part of the logion is
completely different. There must, however, have been a wider tradition in which the
saying was known. The first sentence is also found in Irenaeus and Lactantius,316
where it is applied to Christ, as proof that he is God (the one who is, was, and shall
come).317 The logion here may be a gnostic Christian variant of that tradition.
[Therefore he said], ‘I came to make [those from below] like those from above,
[and those from the] outside like those from the [inside]’.
§69

This logion resembles logion 22 of the Gospel of Thomas, 2 Clement 12.2, and Acts of
Philip 34 (Γ and Δ), and a text attributed to the Gospel of the Egyptians by
Clement.318 Its present formulation, with ‘I came to’, may be related to GPhil’s
frequent use of this phrase (‘Christ came’, or ‘he came’).
Philip the apostle said, ‘Joseph the woodworker planted a paradise, because he
needed wood for his craft’.
§91

In chapter 8.2.3 below, I note that this text may contain an apocryphal kernel, but that
its present form is the result of redactional work by the author of GPhil himself on the
basis of §94 (which in turn goes back to Genesis 2:8: ‘God planted a paradise’). The
passage does not carry authority in itself: it functions as an anecdote interpreted
allegorically. Only through rephrasing and allegorizing does it gain this meaning in
GPhil. The text is not known from any other source.
Well said the Lord, ‘Some went into the kingdom of heavens laughing, and came
out laughing’. [And another one, ‘He is] a Christian’. [Furthermore, he now said],
‘And at once, [when this one went down] into the water, he came [up as lord] over
the all’.
§97

This is again a completely unknown logion. Schenke suggests that these phrases
originated in an apocryphal Acts and were spoken by an apostle and bystanders.
With regard to these non-canonical texts, I note that all words attributed to Jesus have
authority. This is less clear (in §91), doubtful (in §35), or not the case (in §55), when
the words are spoken by the apostles. It seems the speaker credits the non-canonical
315
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words of Jesus with similar authority as the canonical words. Nevertheless, they do
seem to be in a different category, as none of the non-canonical quotes are used in the
real or imaginary disputes with mainstream Christians.
General observations
GPhil is relatively ‘loose’ in its quotations. This may be the result of various factors.
For one, the speaker may quote from memory or paraphrase as needed. Another factor
may be that the notes were taken by a listener in shorthand. The quotations may also
have been changed in translation. But there is also an instance where we can see that
the speaker made a meaningful, deliberate change to the quotation (§72).
When we come to the non-canonical logia, there seems to be even more variety in
their transmission. None of the logia in its present form is known from any other
source. This is perhaps more understandable if we assume a period of oral
development of these instructions, without the controls of audiences and speakers that
knew these logia in an authoritative form. The logia may have been reshaped to better
fit the speaker’s purposes, each time the baptism instruction was transmitted orally,
without the controls of a widely known or a written authoritative version. In the case
of §91, the redactional activity of the author (or his predecessor) can be demonstrated,
and in the case of §54 this is a distinct possibility. Possibly certain logia would be
repeated and ascribed to Jesus and thus gain in significance.319
A related point is that no other gnostic Christian source is quoted in GPhil. There
is certainly a significant degree of affinity in language and concepts with other Nag
Hammadi documents but there are no explicit excerpts or quotations. There is not a
single direct quotation from the present Gospel of Thomas despite the appreciation for
both canonical and non-canonical Jesus logia. It seems to me that the teacher did not
have access to the present form of the Gospel of Thomas, or did not regard it as
authoritative.
We know that Valentinian teachers wrote commentaries and homilies. In narrative
and allegorical exegesis, paraphrases, conflations and expansions are not uncommon.
The resulting ‘revisions’ would, at first, not carry the same authority as the text being
expounded. Any teacher would feel free to use the examples and adapt them as
needed. This explains the similarities in language between GPhil and baptismal
instructions in general (like those of Cyril of Jerusalem and Ambrose of Milan),
including baptismal poetry (like the Odes of Salomon and certain hymns by Ephrem
Syrus), as well as with gnostic Christian writings.
I conclude that (proto-)canonical works and other words of Jesus were held as
authoritative by the teacher. There is no information to suggest that the teacher
rejected certain canonical works, although the words of God in Genesis are
interpreted as the words of the Demiurge and therefore carry no direct authority. This
observation is consistent with a comparison between Marcion and Valentinus, drawn
by Tertullian:320
7. One man perverts the Scriptures by hand, another their meaning by exposition.
8. For although Valentinus seems to use the entire volume, he has nonetheless laid
violent hands on the truth only with a more cunning mind and skill than Marcion.
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Compare how I Corinthians 2:9 may have become logion 17 in the Gospel of Thomas; Roukema (2005),
Thomas, p 19.
320
On Prescription of Heretics 38.7-10. ANF vol 3, p 262, with emendations.

149

9. Marcion expressly and openly used the knife, not the pen, since he made such an
excision of the Scriptures as suited his own system.
10. Valentinus, however, abstained from such excision, because he did not invent
Scriptures to square with his subject matter, but adapted his matter to the Scriptures;
and yet he took away more, and added more, by removing the proper meaning of
every particular word, and adding arrangements of unseen things.

It should be noted that when Tertullian speaks about the Scriptures he has an ‘entire
volume’ (integrum instrumentum) in mind, a canon consisting largely of the books of
the bible we have today.321 Whether or not Tertullian (ca 200 CE) is historically
correct in assuming such a Christian canon existed in the time of Marcion and
Valentinus (140-150 CE) is immaterial for our analysis here. The main point is that
the Valentinians and mainstream Christians in the time of Tertullian used the same
scriptures. Tertullian may have drawn this conclusion on the basis of the various Old
and New Testament books commented on by Valentinians. Tertullian does not want
to credit them too much and uses the words ‘it seems’ (he would have preferred to
accuse them of the contrary).
7.2.4 The ambiguity of the relationship
On the one hand, the community members saw themselves as Christians, and as
sharers of the same scriptures and traditions as mainstream churches. On the other
hand, they denounced mainstream Christians as mere Hebrews. How did they resolve
the tension between these positions? Did they withdraw from the Christian
community, or did they remain part of it? As the rhetorical analysis in chapter 4.3
above shows, the reference group is that of mainstream Christianity, and the recruits
also seem to have come predominantly from mainstream Christianity. Nevertheless,
in this period, Christians probably made up less than 2% of the population of a city
(see chapter 9.4 below). We need to assume, therefore, that there were far more
personal relationships between gnostic and mainstream Christians than there could
have been if the communities were separate. Some passages, like §56 and 58, suggest
that it was not visible that gnostic Christians were superior and could see spiritually,
but that their presence nevertheless (temporarily) benefited the others. This is also
expressed in §111:
Spiritual Love is wine and fragrance. They enjoy it all, those who will anoint
themselves with her. They too enjoy it who stand on their outside, as (long as) the
anointed ones are standing (there). When those anointed with ointment leave them and
go away, these who are not anointed, merely standing at their outside, remain again in
their (own) evil smell. The Samaritan gave nothing to him who was struck down but
wine and oil, - it is nothing else but the ointment. And it healed the wounds, for ‘Love
covers a multitude of sins’.
§111
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Balla (2002), ‘Evidence’ p 382, notes, ‘Tertullian did not produce a list of what was in his Old Testament and
New Testament, but it is significant that he refers to the two parts of the Christian Bible in a collective way as
totum instrumentum utriusque instrumenti. [Prax. 20] It seems that what we may call his “New Testament canon”
included the four gospels, thirteen Pauline letters, Acts, I John, I Peter, Jude, and Revelation. He referred to these
writings in an authoratitive manner, and called them “an entire volume”. [Praescr. 32] He names the main parts of
the New Testament “Gospels” and “the Apostles,” the latter phrase probably denoting the apostolic letters. [Prax.
15] Once again, we note that the boundaries of the apostolic letters are not defined with certainty, but this should
not prevent us from seeing that for Tertullian the Bible was a “fixed entity.”’
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This passage is part of a large homiletic unit (§110-123) that may have been spoken to
the newly initiated. Just like the author of the Exhortation to the Newly Baptized (see
chapter 3.2.2 above), the speaker gives behavioural instructions for their new life. In
GPhil, the initiates are urged not to become arrogant with respect to the non-initiated,
but to love them (§110). Their love is like that of the good Samaritan for the man who
was robbed and beaten (§111).
The next passages urge them to focus on Jesus (§112) and seek the company of
other gnostic Christians (§113) in order that they will not be enslaved again (§114) –
they must not fall back into mainstream Christianity. They must be rooted in faith
and, fed through hope, they must grow through love and ripen through knowledge
(§115).
Passages §116-119 teach the initiates how to deal sensitively with the ‘others’.
Each outsider is to be given only that which he or she can handle, in order to avoid
trouble and pain. This is then illustrated with a metaphor (§119):
A householder had acquired everything, be it children or slaves or cattle, or dogs,
or pigs, or wheat, or barley, or chaff, or grass, or [...], or meat and acorns. But he was
wise and he knew everyone’s (proper) food. Before the children, indeed, he placed
[ready-made] bread [and meat]. But before the slaves he placed [coarse bread and]
grain. And before the cattle [he threw barley] and chaff and grass. Before the dogs he
threw bones [and to the pigs] he threw acorns and mouldy bread.
This is how it is with the disciple of God. If he is wise and perceptive in discipleship,
the bodily forms will not mislead him, but he will observe the disposition of
everyone’s soul and speak to them (accordingly). There are many animals in the cosmos
that are in the form of man. If he recognizes these as pigs, indeed, he will throw
acorns to them, but to the cattle he will throw barley and chaff and grass. To the dogs
he will throw bones. To the slaves he will give the primary (things), to the children he
will give the perfect (things).
§119

The remaining passages (§120-122) urge the believer to understand the difference
between creating and begetting. As a gnostic Christian, he can beget and give birth,
but only in the secrecy of the bridal chamber. The last passage (§123) concerns the
ongoing fight against ignorance, which does not concern us now.
It seems, therefore, that GPhil opts for a careful and sensitive approach towards
mainstream Christians, one that will not upset them and keep the relationships intact.
Judging from the writings of Tertullian, this strategy may have frustrated the attempts
of mainstream Christians who wanted to excommunicate gnostic Christians, or at
least delayed the process:322
1.1 The Valentinians ... care for nothing so much as to obscure what they preach, if
indeed (you can say that people) ‘preach’ when they obscure their doctrine. The
officiousness with which they guard their doctrine is an officiousness, which betrays
their guilt...
1.3 ...In like manner, the heretics who are now the object of our remarks, the
Valentinians, with the holy names and titles and doctrines of the true religion, have
made up the vainest phantasy ... and formed Eleusinian dissipations of their own,
consecrated by a profound silence.323 ...
- 1.4 If you propose to them inquiries sincere and honest, they answer you with
stern look and contracted brow, and say: ‘The subject is profound.’
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-

If you try them with subtle questions, with the ambiguities of their double tongue,
they affirm a community of faith (with yourself).
- If you intimate to them that you understand their opinions, they insist on not
knowing anything themselves.
- If you come to a close engagement with them, they destroy your own fond hope
of a victory over them by a self-immolation.
Not even to their own disciples do they commit a secret before they have made sure
of them. They have the knack of persuading men before instructing them.
...
4.1 We know, I say, most fully their actual origin, and we are aware of why we call
them Valentinians, although they affect to disavow the name.

If we disregard the polemics, here we can see how Tertullian is frustrated by the fact
that he cannot use the writings of Irenaeus and others to confront, defeat and,
probably, excommunicate the Valentinians in his area. It seems they still functioned
within the church and ‘affirmed a communion of faith’. They would not admit to
being Valentinians, nor to the doctrines Tertullian accused them of. Tertullian could
not get sufficient information from interested people who had attended some
meetings, and concludes that the secret doctrines were only revealed after the
candidates had been tried.
A second baptism?
As long as Valentinians still functioned within the mainstream churches in parallel to
their own gatherings, where some of them may even have served in ecclesiastical
functions, it is not unlikely that some of them had submitted to mainstream baptism as
well.324 This also seems to follow from §6, where it is stated that the group ‘became’
Hebrews, before they ‘became’ Christians. Irenaeus claims that Valentinians
explained the difference between mainstream and gnostic baptism as follows:325
For the baptism instituted by the visible Jesus was for the remission of sins, but the
redemption brought in by that Christ who descended upon him, was for perfection;
and they allege that the former is psychic, but the latter spiritual. And the baptism of
John was proclaimed with a view to repentance, but the redemption by Jesus was
brought in for the sake of perfection.

Heracleon, too, in his comments on John 1, sees John the Baptist as an image of the
Demiurge.326 Likewise, Hippolytus describes the Marcosian redemption as a baptism
ritual for people who had already been baptised as mainstream Christians.327 It is
indeed plausible that some if not most recruits from mainstream churches had been
baptised as mainstream Christians before they were baptised as gnostic Christians.
Perhaps the Valentinian liturgical fragments in NHC xi,2 should also be read in this
light:
The first [baptism] is the forgiveness [of sin]. We are brought [from those] by [it into]
those of the right, [that is], into the [imperishability which is] the Jo[rdan. But] that
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place is [of] the world. So we have [been sent] out [of the world] into the Aeon. For
[the] interpretation of John is the Aeon, while the interpretation of that which [is] the
Jord[an] is the descent.

The words ‘those of the right’ refer to the scheme of the cross. The cross functions as
a separator between three areas: left (evil), right (righteous), and above (the plerôma).
These three areas correspond often with the material, the psychic, and the spiritual
realm. If first baptism brings the believer from the left to the right, he is brought from
the material to the psychic realm. Only when he is brought to the upper part, he is
saved (cf §9-10).
7.2.5 The group
As we saw in the rhetorical analysis (chapter 4), the polemics of the speaker are
mostly in regard to mainstream Christianity. Thus the identity of the group, at least in
its discourse with baptism candidates, is largely defined in terms of its differences
with mainstream Christianity. Although Christianity at the time was still a small
minority movement in the Roman Empire, mainstream Christianity is the dominant
culture that GPhil sometimes wants to improve upon and sometimes opposes. There is
virtually no subcultural or contra cultural discourse in relation to Hellenism or
Judaism. Another gnostic Christian group receives limited attention (most notably in
§23b). This, however, does not mean that Christians were dominant in the city where
GPhil originated. Rather it means that the group had relatively numerous and
relatively strong relationships with mainstream Christians. It is fair to assume that
many of the candidates came from a mainstream Christian background. This is in
marked contrast with the fourth-century mainstream Christian baptismal instructions.
There, a wide variety of audiences or mixed audiences are addressed from a wide
range of backgrounds, including Gentiles, Jews, and (former) heretics.328 As GPhil
assumes sacraments and rules of admission, the community should be characterized
as a corporate group.329 It forms a permanent body to which new members are
admitted through initiation.
In his analysis of the rise of Christianity, Rodney Stark distinguishes between
sects and cults.330 A sect is a group within an existing religion, with a higher religious
tension than the main group. A cult represents a new religion in relation to the people
it recruits. A sect attracts a relatively higher proportion of lower-educated, rural
people, and males. A cult, on the other hand, attracts a relatively higher proportion of
educated, urban people, and initially also relatively more females. He describes the
Christian movement as a cult rather than a sect. It started as a Jewish cult, but the
divine entity (Father, Son and Holy Spirit) is in the eyes of most Jews fundamentally
different from their idea of a monotheistic Yahweh.
In the case of GPhil we seem to be dealing with a ‘cult within the Christian cult’.
It also appeals to the city dwellers and the educated. It does not imply a sectarian
higher tension as many Christians were already engaged in a high-tension religion,
including martyrdom. Like a cult, the religion of GPhil implies a new religion, as it
radical breaks with the Hebrew God and the ideas of the ‘apostolics’. Sociologically,
therefore, Valentinians are a Christian cult. But although Valentinians call themselves
328
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‘Christians’, they mean something fundamentally different with the word than
mainstream Christians do. GPhil does not accept mainstream believers as Christians
but calls them ‘Hebrews’. Also, the fact that they share the same rituals, divine names
and scriptures does not necessarily mean they share the same religion, as their
interpretation is radically different. The God of Valentinus is, according to both
mainstream and gnostic Christians, a very different God than the God of mainstream
Christianity.
As a ‘cult within a cult’, the attractiveness of the group appears to be relatively
limited to people without a Christian background. The group provides an answer to
Christian problems using the means of Christian language and ritual. Once
mainstream churches had identified and excommunicated Valentinians, and thus cut
off the source for new recruits from mainstream churches, the Valentinian movement
may have lost a great deal of its growth potential.331
7.3

The Graeco-Roman setting

GPhil draws many examples of everyday life. Through these examples we can
reconstruct something of the social location of the speaker and his audience in the
same way that social historians use the contemporary Graeco-Roman novels.332
Fergus Millar explains their usefulness and pitfalls for understanding the social and
economic history of the Roman Empire.333 The novels reveal something of the
perspectives and fantasies of the writers and their intended audiences, not necessarily
of the conditions of other classes. In other words, they do not give a precise and
complete description of society, but rather the perception of that reality by a certain
group of people.
7.3.1 Social location
In GPhil we encounter a number of human figures, apart from the biblical characters.
Their relations are often used in arguments to present analogies, as types or antitypes
of heavenly things – a marriage on earth is like X; the spiritual marriage is more than
Y / the opposite of Y. As the argument deals with the spiritual element, the earthly
example has to be relatively undisputed. In other words, the example functions as
common knowledge (everybody agrees that...). In this sense, the examples reveal
some of the perceptions of the speaker, and of his audience – or, at least, of the
dominant members of his audience.
The key social location for GPhil is indicated in §2. There is a father who owns a
country estate (ousia). Such estates were owned by upper class citizens, who divided
their time between their estate and their city home. The estates provided the income
needed to sustain a certain lifestyle in the city. The father has a son who already
knows that he will inherit the estate. The slave, even if he was the manager of the
estate, can only hope that when the master passes away, he will bequeath him his
freedom. In §119 we encounter the country estate again. The lord of the house rules
over children, slaves and animals.
331
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The theme of inheritance after death underlies §3 as well. In §37, however, we see
how the son can assume authority over his father’s possessions when he comes of age.
In all passages, a family with a certain fortune is assumed. Some subtle indicators of
familiarity with wealth are also contained in §22 (‘often’ someone puts a lot of money
away) and §48 (the pearl is oiled to shine more).
The slave serves the free citizen (§87). But one can become a slave in two ways
(§114): some are made slaves against their will, as freeborn citizens enslaved by
robbers. Others are former slaves who could not pay their debts.334 The speaker does
not seem to note that this financial predicament may also have been against their will.
It seems, therefore, that the speaker identifies more with the free citizens that were
robbed of their freedom, as in §9.
We may infer that the perspective of the speaker is that of the freeborn, rather than
that of the slave. We may also infer that the social structure with which the audience
is familiar is that of the upper middle or upper class household with children and
slaves. The audience may in fact be members of such households (parents, children or
slaves). It is remarkable that there are no parallels with middle class occupations,
which we would expect in mainstream Christianity, except in passages where the
Hebrew God (the Demiurge) is typified, such as in §43/54 (Levi the dyer) and §91
(Joseph the carpenter). Finally, I note that when the archons are typified, they take the
form of robbers (§9), as in other writings.
There is a parallel here with the novels, which also focus on city elites and their
household slaves, as well as their country estate servants.335 The middle class is often
ignored. The heroes and heroines experience predicaments outside the safety of their
home-town, and often are taken into slavery by robbers. But in the end they regain
their freedom. They often stand out because of their physical appearance, which is
proof that they are not really slaves but freeborn:
‘Leonas,’ he said, ‘a person not freeborn cannot be beautiful. Don’t you know that the
poets say that beautiful people are the children of gods? All the more reason for their
336
human parents to be nobly born.’

This clarifies §41 in GPhil, where the creation of Man by the Demiurge, and his
offspring, is discussed as an act of manumission, making them at best former slaves
without the nobility of freeborn citizens:
[The one who] is created ‘was [very good’ or: ‘is beautiful’] (Genesis 1:31). Would you
find his children to be creations of noble descent? If he had not been created but was
begotten, you would find his seed to be of noble descent. But now he was created (and
then) he begat. What sort of noble descent is this?
§41

It seems, therefore, that GPhil fits with Peter Lampe’s findings for the Valentinians in
Rome.337 He notes that Valentinian teachers like Valentinus, Ptolemy and Heracleon
had received a good education. Ptolemy’s letter to Flora was addressed to an upper334

Contrary to Schenke and others, I do not see Exodus 21:2-6 reflected in this passage. In Exodus, the slave
wants to stay with his master out of loyalty or because his wife and children are slaves in the household. In GPhil
the slave had previously been freed by his master, but now has to sell himself, possibly to another master and
probably because he could not pay his debts.
335
The examples are taken from B.P. Reardon (ed), Collected Ancient Greek Novels, University of California
Press (Berkeley, 1989).
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Chaereas and Callirhoe II.1; cf. also Daphnis and Chloe 17: ‘I am in love with someone who has the body of a
slave, but the beauty of a free man.’
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Lampe (2003, german original 1989), Paul to Valentinus, p 292-318.
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class lady and Marcus was accused of targeting upper-class women as well (but
Lampe also notes that the group as a whole may have been more stratified). One
inscription he evaluated points to a wealthy patron under whose auspices a
Valentinian group celebrated its sacraments. Another inscription, also in Greek,
relates to an expensive marble grave monument in a wealthy suburban part of Rome.
Lampe notes that Christian intellectuals were likely recruits for Valentinian groups
(page 316-317):
A wealthy intellectual, however, brings with him the ability and energy for political
activity. Only his being Christian prevents him from exercising this energy, and it is
precisely this that leads to its introversion. In other words, it is not a general political
incapacitation of the intellectual class of the second century that leads to the
Valentinians’ escapism from the world, but much more a combination of intellectual
existence/affluence and Christianity that de facto incapacitated them politically and
encapsulated their political energy.
...
What is denied the Valentinian in public life (the empirical world is a ‘shackle’) he
wins back through gnostic consciousness, the feeling of a κυριευειν, the
consciousness of superiority over what surrounds him.

Lampe’s analysis may explain why GPhil, despite its social location among free
citizens, contains no examples of civic life. Furthermore, his psychological
interpretation is almost literally mirrored in §58:
The superiority of Man is not visible, but it is hidden. Therefore he is lord over
the animals that are stronger than he, ...
§58

The same situation that Lampe found for Rome seems to have existed in Alexandria
as well. When Origen responded to the criticisms of Celsus, he connected the rise of
‘heresies’, like those of the Valentinians, to Christians of higher class and
education:338
So then, since Christianity appeared to men as something worthy of serious attention,
not only to people of the lower classes as Celsus thinks, but also to many scholars
among the Greeks, sects inevitably came to exist, not at all on account of factions and
love of strife, but because several learned men made a serious attempt to understand
the doctrines of Christianity. The result of this was that they interpreted differently
the scriptures universally believed to be divine, and sects arose named after those
who, although they admired the origin of the word, were impelled by certain reasons
which convinced them to disagree with one another.

7.3.2 Marriage and sexuality
We see, then, that the social location of the speaker is the upper middle or upper class
household, with a male head, a wife, children, slaves and animals. The speaker seems
to identify with the freeborn father and the son. Indeed, his perspective seems to be
male. Although females are mentioned as typical virgins, brides and mothers, the
human characters in GPhil are predominantly male. The only time a female slave is
introduced, in §123, she is the personification of ignorance, not an ‘in-group’
personality. It should also be noted that nowhere in GPhil does a female character
338

Against Celsus 3.12 (3.25-29); translation Chadwick (2003/1953), p 135-136.
. Cf. also Tertullian in On Prescription of Heretics 7: ‘Indeed heresies themselves are instigated by philosophy.’
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speak. The speakers are always male. When the Holy Spirit, otherwise a female
character, acts as a ‘manager’ in §40, masculine verb forms are used. When we look
at the character of Mary, she is always defined in terms of her relationship to Jesus:
mother, sister and partner (§32 and 55).
The observation that women are always defined in relation to their gender
(virgin, bride, mother, barren woman, harlot) has its parallel in Graeco-Roman
culture. Ariadne Staples observed:339
It is a fair assertion that the way in which women were ritually defined always
encompassed in some way their gender and sexuality. Men were rarely thus defined.
...
The lesson from Roman religion was, as I showed, that women never had a ritual
identity independent of their relationship to men. ... A woman is rarely introduced in
historical writing without an accompanying litany of her male relationships: her
father, her husband ..., her sons or her brothers, ...

In other aspects as well, GPhil conforms to Graeco-Roman upper middle or upper
class social values with regard to marriage and sexuality. In §73, we read:
There is no bridal room for the animals, neither is it for the slaves or defiled
wom‹e›n; but it is for free men and virgins.
§73

It is not said that one remains a virgin in the mystery of the bridal chamber. After all,
the purpose of the bridal chamber is for virginity to give way to communion. By
analogy, the speaker argues that only those who have become free and purified
through baptism can enter the heavenly bridal chamber. After baptism, there would be
spiritual communion for the believers with their angel. The image assumes that
sexuality is a normal part of married life.
We see the values [and double standards] of the free citizens reflected in §73:
marriage is not for slaves. As to virginity, for men it is enough that they are free, but
women should also be virgins. Girls married in their teens, while boys were supposed
to experiment first and settle down in their mid-twenties. Interestingly, the same
phrase is used for the temple of Artemis: only men and virgins could enter it.340 If a
man has extra-marital sex it is to an extent understandable and will not disqualify him
from marriage. Likewise, a slave girl could not be expected to be able to protect her
virginity from her male masters. This is also seen in Greek novels, where heroines
must preserve their virginity under all circumstances, but where the men occasionally
have sexual relations with other women (without ever questioning the fact that the
heroine is their one true love).341 If a woman has extramarital sex, it disqualifies her
from marriage and the ‘happy ending’ (reunification with her true lover). An
interesting difference in the degree of empathy the speaker has for the two sexes in
the case of extramarital sex can be found in §61:
Whenever the foolish women see a male sitting alone, they jump on him, they tease
him (and) defile him. This way, too, if foolish men see a woman sitting alone,
beautiful: They persuade here and violate her as they wish, defiling her.
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Staples (1998) Good Goddess to Vestal Virgins, pp 157-162.
‘From ancient days this temple had been forbidden to free women who were not virgins. Only men and virgins
were permitted here. If a non-virgin passed inside, the penalty was death, unless she was a slave accusing her
master....’ Leucippe and Clitophon 7.13.
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In the first sentence, we see that a single male, any single male, is helpless in the face
of wanton women. They can easily seduce him. The speaker seems to show empathy
with the man. A man alone cannot help it if he falls prey to women who behave as
prostitutes. In the second sentence, we enter the thinking of the lecherous men: they
are aroused by the sight of beauty (they cannot really help it). But it is not easy to get
the woman: they try persuasion and they try force. They wish to defile the beautiful
woman. A male perspective can also be found in §122, where earthly marriage
consists of ‘taking a wife’, an often used but nevertheless masculine term. Another
instance of upper middle or upper class values is seen in the remainder of §122:
If a marriage is stripped naked it has become prostitution. And the bride, - not only
when she receives the seed of another man, but also when she leaves her bedroom
and is seen -, has prostituted herself. Let her only show herself to her father and her
mother, and to the friend of the bridegroom and the children of the bridegroom. These
are allowed to enter daily into the bridal chamber.

B.P. Reardon explains that the fictional character Chaereas ‘could not yet take his
bride out’ because:342
It was customary for a woman on marrying not to appear in public for a time. When
she had proved her loyalty by producing a child, she was entrusted with domestic
responsibilities and with greater freedom.

Only well-to-do males could afford to keep their bride at home, and make sure that
she was not seen by men not belonging to the household. Slaves or menial workers
had no choice. In GPhil, the modesty of the bride is supposed to include her thinking.
If she thought of another man during love-making this would make the child resemble
her illegitimate lover (§112). This belief was widely recognized by late-antique
writers and was a motif in the period novels as well.343 Adultery is condemned in
§112, and seen as a cause of evil in §42. Likewise it is clear that ‘barrenness’ is a
negative term in §36 and §55. A sexual relationship outside marriage can be broken
up and is not secure (§79).
A woman who loses her virginity outside marriage is defiled (§17). Marriage is
for men as well the only certain guarantee against defilement (§61). In the whole of
GPhil, the metaphor of marriage is used to symbolize divine union and salvation. That
does not mean, however, that sexuality was not fairly problematic for the speaker.
Earthly marriage is ‘defiled’ (§60 and §122) as it involves the inferior physical world;
it is nevertheless praiseworthy because it is the birthplace of humans (§60). The latter
point is consistent with the Greek values of free citizens, in the sense that the institute
of marriage is ‘for the procreation of children’.344 Within marriage, the standard for
sexuality remains modesty: earthly marriage is enjoyed at night (§126), hidden from
everyone but the bride and bridegroom (§122).
I conclude that in GPhil, virginity, modesty, marriage and childbearing were all
valued. Although human sexuality is ‘defiled’, it is not forbidden. In fact, GraecoRoman social values with regard to civil marriage are the basis of GPhil’s teaching
342

Reardon (1989), Novels, p 25 footnote 11. See also An Ethiopian Story 6.11: ‘the modesty she felt as a newly
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Reardon (1989), Novels, p 433 footnote 114.
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about spiritual marriage. This position is neither libertine nor encratic.345 It is in line
with what the church fathers want to remain silent about, or have to admit reluctantly.
Irenaeus criticized the Marcosians in his area for immoral behavior, but does not
criticize Valentinians at large. Clement devotes the entire third book of his
Miscellanies to the opinions regarding marriage among ‘those who masquerade under
the false name of knowledge’. He criticizes at length gnostic and encratite Christian
groups, like the followers of Basilides, Carpocrates, Marcion, and Tatian, for either
their sexual immorality or for their denunciation of marriage. But he has no criticism
of Valentinians in this respect. On the contrary, he can only state in the opening
sentence:
The Valentinians, who hold that the union of man and woman is derived from the
divine emanation in heaven above, approve of marriage.

Tertullian makes it more absolute, as if Valentinians prescribed marriage and sexual
union with a woman (Tertullian, too, wrote from a male perspective). But he also
notes that there are singles among them. 346 All in all, it seems that a large proportion
did marry and held a positive attitude towards marriage and children. This may help
to explain why the Valentinians were a relatively large and enduring group. Apart
from converts they would also include the children raised by Valentinians.
7.3.3 Femininity and androgynity
The first passage that distinguishes between male and female is §6, which reads as
follows:
In the days that we were Hebrews, we were orphans, having our mother. But when
we became Christians we received father and mother.
§6

It is clear that to have only a mother is seen as inferior. Not that the mother is without
power (§34), but it is essential not only to be born but also to be begotten (§74). A
parallel of this is found in the ExcTh (68 and 79):
For as long as we were children of the Female only, as from a shameful relationship,
incomplete and childish and foolish and weak and formless, brought forth like
abortions, we were ‘children of the Man’, but once formed by the Saviour, we have
become ‘children of the Man and of the Bridal Chamber’.
As long as the seed is still formless, so they say, it is the ‘child of the Female’; but
once formed, it is changed into ‘Man’ and becomes a ‘son of the Bridegroom’. It is
no longer weak and subject to cosmic powers, both the visible and the invisible; but,
changed into Man, it becomes a male fruit.

These descriptions mix social and legal aspects of illegitimate births with biological
concepts regarding conception in late antiquity. Greek thinkers believed that the
female element was formless matter and that the male contributed form.347
345

Similarly, the use of wine in the eucharist (§100) does not suggest an encratic background for GPhil.
Against the Valentinians 30.3.
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E.g. Plutarch in Isis and Osiris 374F: ‘Some think the seed of woman is not a power or origin, but only material
and nurture of generation. To this thought we should cling fast...’ See also Aristotle Generation of Animals, book
II, chapters 4 and 5.
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The next series of passages concern Sophia and Mary. Mary is depicted as the
mother, sister and consort of Jesus (§31 and 17). She is a type of Sophia, who can be
barren and childless but can also be the mother of angels and become fruitful (§36 and
§55). She can lead her offspring to life or death (§38 and 39). In these passages,
femininity touches on the world of taboo. It is both powerful and dangerous. As
Sophia needs the leadership of the Christ to be purified, and his seed to be fruitful,
Mary needs Jesus to make her his bride (§55). As observed above, he is the actor, she
the recipient.
The prominence of Sophia and Mary does not indicate leading positions for
women in a cult. Most mystery cults involved the worship of female deities even
though the priesthood was often male. Even when femininity was at the core of the
mystery and women could play important roles, males often acted as mystagogues
and controlled the boundaries. Helen Foley observed the following about the Hymn of
Demeter:348
In short, the text seems to stress that the Mysteries emerge from the private and even
secret world of female experience; on both the divine and human level the male role
is to integrate these Mysteries into the larger social structure and to control the access
of initiates.

She sees a similar pattern in Euripides’ Bacchae. The same could be said for Cybele
and, perhaps even stronger, for Isis in her roles as sister, lover, and mother of Osiris
and Horus. In societies with a strong separation of men and women, the mysteries of
fertility and birth are in the domain of women and taboo for men. Foley observes how
this separation in society may have created a psychological need for males to identify
with the female:349
The Mysteries involve an undifferentiated group of initiates, who leave behind their
roles in the social and political hierarchy, coming face to face with marriage, death
and birth; they occur in a dark and private space; they mediate between earth, Hades
and Olympus.
... Indeed, the degree to which the male initiate engages in a symbolic identification
with female deity may be reflected in the story that the eccentric emperor Gallienus
commemorated his initiation by putting Gallienae Augustae in the feminine on his
coins.
If the Mysteries in some sense permit universal access to (and imitation of) a secret or
private world of the female, and to the mysteries of death, fertility, magic, and even
connected anger with her, one can perhaps understand some of its appeal – so
puzzling to Jung – for the male initiate.

In GPhil we see several instances where men are invited to assume the role of the
bride. In §55, Jesus asks his disciples, ‘Why do I not love you in her way?’ referring
to Mary Magdalene / Sophia in her role as ‘consort’. In §112 and §122, the believer is
compared to a bride (of Christ). As we saw in chapter 5.3.3 above, this is also found
in mainstream Christian baptism instructions.
GPhil sees the union of male and female as life, and the separation of male and
female as death. Christ came to undo that separation. This is expressed in §71 and 78:

348
349

Foley (1994), Homeric Hymn, pp 138-139.
Foley (1994), Homeric Hymn, pp 139-140.
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When Eve was [in] Adam, death did not exist. When she separated from him,
death came into being. Yet again: if he goes in and if he receives himself, there will
be no death.
§71

In the background of these passages are the differing creation narratives in Genesis 1
and 2. In Genesis 1:27, it says that the human is created male and female in the image
of God. In Genesis 2:22, the female is created from the male. The distinction between
the human beings of Genesis 1 and 2 has previously been drawn by Philo:350
After this, Moses says that ‘God made man, having taken clay from the earth, and he
breathed into his face the breath of life.’ And by this expression he shows most
clearly that there is a vast difference between man as generated now, and the first
man who was made according to the image of God. For man as formed now ... man
or woman (is) by nature mortal. But man, made in the image of God, was ...
incorporeal, neither male nor female, imperishable by nature.

Elsewhere, GPhil seems to provide us with a Valentinian reading of Romans 7:1-6:351
Had not the woman separated from the man, she would not die with the man. His
separation became the beginning of death. Therefore Christ came, so that the
separation that existed from the first will be ended and to unite them both again, and
to give life to those who have died in the separation, and to unite them.
§78

In the above passage, the woman stands for the soul of the believer, which is
female.352 She formed a union with the spirit, the perfect man. But after her separation
(in creation, see §79), she united with the body, the outer man, which is mortal. Christ
came to seperate the soul from the body, the man that holds authority over her and
makes her mortal, and re-unite her with her spiritual man. Adam and Eve are
therefore not prototypes of men and women, but rather of the tripartite human being:
body, soul and spirit. In §71, the ‘he’ that should return to his former self refers to
Eve. Likewise, §69 speaks not of uniting Adam and Eve, but of two men, one above
and one below, one outside and one inside. In §80, the partnership is not between man
and woman, but between soul and spirit:353
The psyche of Adam came into being from a breath. Her partner is the spirit; that
which was given to him is his mother. They took his psyche (and) they gave him their
[spirits] in her place, for when he was united he spoke words that are superior to the
powers. They envied him. [They separated once again his] spiritual partner [from
psychic flesh]. They [clothed] the hidden (flesh) [in skin].
Then came [Christ to save them and restore them] to themselves. [He revealed to
them the] bridal room, so that [men would be saved.]
§80

350

On the Creation 134
I note that Valentinians would not have had the same exegetical problems with this passage as modern
commentators have. They believed that Paul spoke of humans as tripartite beings consisting of spirit, soul and
body. The soul can be led by the spirit or by the body, or be on our own (hence the designations pneumatikoi,
sarkikoi and psychikoi). The body, the outer man, dies in baptism, whereas the soul, the inner human is resurrected
in baptism and becomes the bride of the spiritual man. For a discussion of Valentinian interpretations of Paul’s
letters, including passages from GPhil, see Pagels (1975), Gnostic Paul.
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We can now turn to §61:
The appearances of unclean spirits are as males and females. The males indeed
partner with souls that inhabit a female appearance. And the females are those who
are mingled with the (souls) in a male appearance, promiscuously. And nobody will be
able to escape these when they seize him unless he receives a male power and a
female: the bridegroom and the bride. But one receives (them) from the imaginary
bridal chamber.
§61

Contrary to what Williams thought (see chapter 7.1.2 above), the initates are not
saved according to gender, they are only seduced according to gender. In order to be
saved, one needs to receive a power that is male and female. In this passage the
discussion concerns the risk of mainstream Christians. They, the Hebrews of §4, are
alive but at risk. They have received their mother, but not their ‘father and mother’, an
androgynous force that is both male and female.
In the remainder of §61, we encounter yet a different metaphor: the initiands need
to be united with their angel:
This is how it is if the image and the angel unite with one another: neither will
anybody be able to (even) dare to go down on the man or the woman.

This notion can also be found in §26: ‘You who have joined the perfect light with the
Holy Spirit also unite the angels with us, as being the images.’ Tertullian tries to
ridicule the Valentinian concept of the angelic marriage. He pictures bearded
Valentinian fathers and grandfathers as the brides of angels.354
In GPhil, it seems, the same concept is communicated in several different
metaphors: the soul needs to be one with spirit, the female with the male, the bride
with the bridegroom, the believer with Christ, the mother with the father, the image
with the angel, the outside with the inside and the below with the above. The male
element is the guiding element (the bridegroom, the spirit, the angel, the Christ),
whereas the initiate is the female element (the bride, the soul).
spirit

male

Christ

groom

father

angel

above

inside

soul

female

Mary

bride

mother

image

below

outside

table 7.2

A similar tripartite anthropology underlies the Gospel of the Egyptians:355
‘When Salome asked when what she had inquired about would be known, the Lord
said: “When you have trampled on the garment of shame and when the two become
one and the male with the female (is) neither male nor female.”’

In this passage, the lowest level should be left behind (the garment of shameful flesh),
whereas the higher two, the male and the female should unite. Such a tripartite
anthropology can also be found in mainstream Christian and non-Christian
354

Against the Valentinians 32.
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writings.356 Of these three levels, the speaker believes that the lowest level is to be left
behind, and the two higher levels are to be united.
Androgyny in GPhil, therefore, is not proof of a sense of equality between the
sexes but testifies to a perception that the relationship between man and woman is a
necessary union of strong and weak, even of human and divine. 357 Only in the other
aeon, we can speak of a marriage between equal genderless beings, as is clear from
§103-104:
The union in this cosmos exists as man and woman, the place of strength and
weakness. In the aeon the likeness of the union is different, §104 although we call
them by these names. But they are different things, they are superior to every name
that is named (in the cosmos). And they are superior to the strong one. For where there is
violence, there are the mighty elect. The ones over there are not this one and the other
one, rather they are both one single thing. This is what not will ‘come up in the heart
of flesh’.
§103

7.3.4 Social rhetoric
According to Vernon Robbins, social rhetoric reveals the response of a religious
group to the surrounding world: How can one cope with that world?358 GPhil does not
try to improve this world through conversion, revolution, reform or utopia. According
to §7, we should not seek to harvest in this world, nor ask a divine power for blessings
in this world (let alone use magic). It also does not advocate separation from this
world, but rather to live inoffensively among other people (§118) and be careful with
what knowledge is shared with outsiders (§119). It sees the creation of the world as a
mistake, even a crime (§99), and people as enslaved to evil (§125). Only secret gnosis
and mysteries can bring redemption (§67). Through knowledge and sacrament can
salvation be attained, the world can be escaped and, in the experience of the initiated,
even be transformed into the other Aeon (§127).
This ideology is not aimed at changing the power structures in society. The status
quo seems to serve and balance the interests of educated, well-to-do urban male
Christians in the late Roman empire. In view of the increasing centralization of
government,359 and their exclusion of positions in the imperial hierarchy as
Christians,360 there were no significant advances open to upper class Christians in
society and politics. Gnostic manipulation allowed them to seek these advances on a
356

Philo sees man as consisting of two parts: body and soul; but he believes that the soul has a rational part that is
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chapter 3.
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spiritual level. At the same time, this type of rhetoric also prevented women and
slaves in the group from claiming material rights. They were fully accepted,
spiritually, but nothing changed in terms of ‘earthly’ benefits. The discourse
supporting this ideology is most explicit in §7: It is not fitting for us to pray to receive
any benefits in the winter/cosmos. If we do that, we risk our harvest in the
summer/aeon.
In chapter 7.3.1 and 7.3.2 above, I suggested a number of parallels between the
social conventions in GPhil and the novels of late antiquity. It seems that there are
more parallels between the late antique novel and the great gnostic and mainstream
Christian narratives of the second century. Christians developed their own ‘novels’
with similar themes in the apocryphal Acta of various apostles, which all seem to be a
mix between the canonical book of Acts and the romantic novels.361 The journeys are
not made by couples, but by the apostles, the male heroes. The heroines remain
mostly upper class women who accept the apostle’s message and want to preserve
their chastity through various perils, not for the heroic apostle, but for their divine
lover, Christ (a development also seen in the pagan story of Amor and Psyche).
Niklas Holzberg locates the rise of the novel within the educated upper classes of the
Greek polis, deprived of its previous (exclusively male) civic power.362 Renate Johne
sees in these novels an increased focus on domestic life and religion with a more
inclusive approach towards women.363
7.4

Conclusion

The social setting of GPhil can be summarized as follows. In one of the cities of the
Roman Empire, in which there was a sizeable Christian community, one or several
gnostic Christian groups were active. The community of GPhil saw itself as a group
of true Christians within a larger but fundamentally different Christian community.
Mainstream Christians shared the same traditions but GPhil still calls them
‘Hebrews’. Most of the group considered their culture to be Hellenistic. The
leadership seems to have consisted of educated, upper middle class males. The group
was inclusive towards women and slaves, but did not seek to change their social
position.
This social location may be depicted as three concentric circles, both in terms of
intensity of the relationships and of relative size:
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Cf. Thomas (2003), Rewriting the Past; see also Pervo (1996), ‘Ancient Novel’.
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The relationship with the direct mainstream Christian environment was a sensitive
one: the group drew most of its recruits from it and did not wish to upset the
relationship. The group baptized new initiates who may have been baptized earlier in
mainstream churches. The group tried to reduce the tension through secrecy and a
step-wise introduction process. This fits the description of Valentinian behaviour as
encountered by Tertullian (even though his description of it is highly polemical).
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8.

Theology in Debate

If GPhil is a collection of texts from various sources, there does not have to be a
single theological framework behind it. Layton (1987) sees the work as a collection,
arguing that we can only analyze an excerpt in combination with other excerpts if it is
plausible that they come from the same source. To facilitate such analysis he provides
a list of excerpts with a thematic unity.364 Martha Lee Turner (1996) argues that the
collection was made around themes and was deliberately ambiguous so that not only
the reader but also the collector would be stimulated to mythical speculation. In that
case, she concludes, it makes no sense to speak of ‘the author’s beliefs’.365 She sees
several traditions reflected in the passages: a Thomas tradition, conservative
Valentinianism, and several classical or Sethian sources.366
The hypothesis that GPhil is a baptismal instruction, however, requires a coherent
theology. Hans-Martin Schenke understood this when he changed his opinion with
regard to the sources of GPhil. In his contribution to Nag Hammadi Deutsch,367 he
argued that it is out of the question (‘Gänzlich ausgeschlossen’) that a theology of
GPhil can be gathered from the entire text: excerpts should be studied individually.
When, however, he adopted Isenberg’s thesis as an interpretative framework for his
1997 commentary, he explains that he now had to tire himself (‘zu mühen’) with the
coherence between the various excerpts. Unfortunately, he did not leave us an
overview of the theology of GPhil.
8.1

Current scholarship

By far the most comprehensive analysis of the theology of Valentinians to take into
account the Nag Hammadi writings was made by Einar Thomassen in his 2005
monograph: The Spiritual Seed. Prior to that he investigated the theology of GPhil in
his 1995 article ‘How Valentinian is the Gospel of Philip?’ He came to the following
conclusion (page 279):
Apart from its idiosyncratic use of the term ‘the middle’, and this last instance of a
likely interpolation,368 however, Gos. Phil. conforms to known patterns of Oriental
Valentinian teaching. Although it appears to draw on older materials and traditions, it
expresses a reasonably coherent system of thought, which can have represented the
shared beliefs of a community and is hardly adequately described as an unmethodical
collection of disparate quotations.

What Thomassen means with ‘known patterns of Oriental teaching’ is detailed in The
Spiritual Seed. He argues that a reconstruction of Valentinian theology should not
start with the testimony of the church fathers, but with the writings of the Valentinians
themselves. Irenaeus’ description of ‘the doctrine’ of the Valentinians does not
describe the teaching of Valentinus but emphasizes instead the doctrines of one of the
groups belonging to the Italian school, who were his direct opponents. Thomassen
sees a more ‘primitive Christology, soteriology and protology preserved in the eastern
form of Valentinianism’, which he outlines on the basis of the Tripartite Tractate and
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excerpts attributed to Theodotus (noted down by Clement of Alexandria). In this
chapter, I am particularly interested in his reconstruction of Valentinian opinions
regarding the nature of Sophia, the incarnation of the Saviour, and the salvation of
believers – three key topics in GPhil.
8.1.1 Sophia
According to Thomassen (page 34 onward), the eastern view can be found in ExcTh
32:1-33:1, where there is only one Sophia; she went outside the plerôma. From her
thought came forth Christ, who was not a full son, as he had only a mother. He left
behind his mother and entered the plerôma where he became like ‘an adopted son’.
In the western view, as reported by Irenaeus and Hippolytus, the story is that
Sophia was split into two (page 257 onward). Sophia re-entered the plerôma and left
behind her desire or thought, which was called Achamoth and also Sophia.
Achamoth’s grief leads to a creator and a creation in which her spiritual nature is
trapped.
I note, however, that the distinction between these two types is not always clear. In A
Valentinian Exposition 33.28-37 Thomassen sees that the ‘eastern’ view is espoused
(page 255 onward), whereas other scholars see reasons to classify the document as a
western text.369 In the Tripartite Tractate, it is not Sophia who went outside the
plerôma, but the male/female Logos. The male part rejoins the plerôma, leaving the
female part behind. One could see this split of ‘Logos’ as analogous to the split of
Sophia but also, as Thomassen does, as a split between the male part of the Logos
(Christ) and the female part (Sophia), and therefore as a variant of the ‘one Sophia’
view (page 248 onward).
8.1.2 The work of Christ as saviour
Thomassen starts with Theodotus to reconstruct the eastern view with regard to the
body of the earthly Saviour (page 28 onward). In this view, the saviour, or Logos,
descended from the plerôma, to the sphere of Sophia. There he assumed a ‘spiritual
flesh’ (ExcTh 1:1) consisting of ‘Sophia and the [angelic] church]’, which He brought
down to the human sphere. This was his visible body that the invisible ‘only-begotten
Son’ put on. The purpose of this further descent was to reunite them with the spiritual
elements trapped in earthly human beings (ExcTh 1:1 and 26:1, see also 35:1). The
angels are ‘males’ to be rejoined in marriage with the humans who are the ‘females’.
The angels were baptized with Jesus in the River Jordan (ExcTh 22:6). On the cross,
where Jesus rendered his spirit into the hands of his father (ExcTh 1:1, quoting Luke
23:46), he allegorically brought all the spirituals (the angels and their human partners,
as well as Sophia) back to the plerôma.
According to Thomassen, the western view is quite different (page 59 onward). In
this view, which Thomassen reconstructs on the basis of Irenaeus’ Against Heresies
1.6.1, the focus shifts from salvation of the spiritual to salvation of the psychic:
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the spirituals are saved by virtue of their innate nature, they are not affected by being
in this world; therefore the mission of the Saviour cannot be principally concerned
with them.... [T]he focus is transferred from the spirituals to the psychics as the object
of the Saviour’s mission and work of salvation.

But, yet again, the distinction is not always clear. The same section of Irenaeus’ text
says that Christ assumed both the (spiritual and psychic) natures of those whom he
intended to save. Thomassen’s explanation is that this point ‘reveals traces of an
earlier soteriology’, which is not western. Another point concerns the Tripartite
Tractate. Although with good reasons classified by Thomassen as a specimen of
eastern soteriology, this text suggests that some of the psychics are saved:370
The spiritual race will receive complete salvation in every way. The material will
receive destruction in every way.... The psychic race, since it is in the middle when it
is brought forth ... is double in its determination for both good and evil.

8.1.3 The two schools
Thomassen believes that the two main types of Valentinian teaching, as he finds them
in the sources, are referred to in the words of Hippolytus about the eastern and Italian
schools. According to Hippolytus, in Refutation 6.30, Valentinians disagreed about
the interpretation of the words spoken to Mary in Luke 1:35: ‘the power of the highest
will overshadow thee’. The first interpretation given by Hippolytus ran as follows:371
3. Jesus was born of Mary the virgin, according to the declaration (in Scripture), ‘The
Holy Spirit will come upon thee’ – Sophia is the Spirit – ‘and the power of the
highest will overshadow thee,’ ...
4. ...so that the Demiurge may complete the formation and constitution of his body,
and that the Holy Spirit may supply his essence, and that a celestial Logos may
proceed from the Ogdoad, being born of Mary.

In this passage, the Demiurge is the ‘highest’ one, who shapes the body. The Holy
Spirit supplied the essence or substance of the fruit in her womb, while the Demiurge
may have been the craftsman. Hippolytus continues with two variations:
5. Concerning this they have a great question among them – an cause both of
divisions and dissension. And hence their doctrine has become divided: and one
doctrine, according to them, is termed Oriental, and the other Italian:
• 6. Those from Italy, to whom Heracleon and Ptolemy belong, say that the body of
Jesus was psychic, and on account of this, that at his baptism the Holy Spirit as a
dove came down – that is the Logos of the mother above (I mean Sophia) and
came to the psychic and raised him from the dead....
• 7. The Orientals, on the other hand, including Axionicus and Bardesanes, assert
that the body of the Saviour was spiritual: for ‘there came upon Mary the Holy
Spirit’ that is, Sophia. And the ‘power of the highest’ is the creative art, in order
that what was given to Mary by the Spirit might be fashioned.

Thomassen sees no real difference between Hippolytus’ first description and his
description of the eastern view. According to Thomassen, Hippolytus’ testimony ‘is
inaccurate and shows a lack of understanding’ (page 43):
370
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In fact, Hippolytus’ explanation does not describe the difference between the eastern
and western schools, but, at most, an internal difference within the western school.
For, as the comparison of Theodotus with Iren. Haer. I 6:1 suggest the fundamental
issue dividing the two schools was that in the east the body of the Saviour – i.e. the
church – was seen as spiritual only, whereas for the western Valentinians it had a
psychic as well as a spiritual component. The two theories distinguished by
Hippolytus, however, both belong to the latter category. (page 45)

Although I agree with Thomassen that the eastern school saw the body of Christ as
spiritual only, I do not believe that we have to ascribe a lack of understanding to
Hippolytus. In my opinion, the first description that Hippolytus gives does not specify
that the body of Jesus had a psychic component. It only leaves open this possibility,
which was subsequently adopted by the Italian school. In the Italian view, the
contribution of the Demiurge concerned not only the shape, but also the substance of
his body. As the Demiurge is a psychic being, Jesus was born with a psychic body.
According to Irenaeus, some even said that the Demiurge conceived this body as a
father does:372
But there are some who say that he produced Christ too, as his son, but of a psychic
nature about which is spoken by the prophets. This is him who passed through Mary
just as waters flow through a tube; and there descended upon him in the form of a
dove at the time of his baptism, the Saviour from the plerôma, out of all (the aeons).

In the western view, then, Jesus consisted of Achamoth’s spiritual substance and the
Demiurge’s psychic body. During his baptism, the logos from the plerôma (that is the
region above Achamoth), descended upon him. The eastern Valentinians, however,
did not accept that the Demiurge contributed a psychic component. They said that the
‘power of the highest’ regarded only the activity of giving bodily shape to a purely
spiritual substance. Hippolytus’ description can even be read in the sense that the
Demiurge was not involved at all, but only the creative ‘art’.
8.1.4 The flesh of Christ
Thomassen continues his investigation of eastern Valentinian doctrine with the
soteriology of the Tripartite Tractate. In order to save the spirituals within the
cosmos, who were held captive by the body and soul, the Saviour ‘let himself be
conceived and he let himself be born as an infant with body and soul’ (115.9-11).
Thomassen concludes on page 50:
The ‘body of the Saviour’ therefore means two different things. On the one hand,
there is the body that is implied in his physical incarnation; this body must be
material, although it is without sin and defilement. On the other hand, there is the
body of the Logos and its offspring, which the Saviour brings with him when he
descends into the world; this body is spiritual and co-extensive with the spiritual
church.

Thomassen believes that this teaching is consistent with Theodotus and can be seen as
part of eastern Valentinian doctrine and reflecting the original view of Valentinus. But
I fail to see how this doctrine, if it is to be taken literally, can be reconciled with
372
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Theodotus’ statement that the visible body of Jesus was spiritual (26:1). Perhaps the
Tripartite Tractate is not representative of eastern Valentinian doctrine around 200
CE or, alternatively, it may see Jesus’ ‘body and soul’ as a spiritual body and soul. 373
I also note that the preserved fragment from Valentinus about Jesus’ body suggests
that this body was incorruptible and not merely human.374
8.1.5 The Gospel of Philip
Thomassen believes that the soteriology of GPhil belongs to the eastern type (chapter
13, page 93):
By now it has been established that Gos. Phil. shows the same basic pattern as the
other texts of the eastern group: the Saviour is a spiritual being in a material body.

Unlike some other interpreters of GPhil, Thomassen does not take Joseph and Mary
as his parents, but rather the Demiurge and Mary. In §91 Jesus is called Joseph’s seed
and ‘there can hardly be any doubt that Joseph ... is interpreted by Gos. Phil. as a type
of the Demiurge’ (page 91). Thomassen believes that more is told about Jesus’
conception in §81-83. In §81-82 it is said that at Jesus’ baptism ‘the Father of the
Entirety joined with the virgin who had come down’. This is followed by the
following statement in §83: ‘Adam came into being from two virgins: from the Spirit
and from the virgin earth. For this reason Christ was born from a virgin....’
Thomassen believes that ‘it is logical to assume that not only Adam but Christ as well
had two virgin mothers’ (page 92), and concludes:
Jesus Christ, the earthly Saviour, has two sets of parents. The Father of Entirety and
Sophia are the parents of his spiritual being, and the Demiurge-Joseph and Mary
produced his material body.

I agree with Thomassen that Joseph is to be interpreted as a type of the Demiurge (see
8.2.3 below), but why then does he not consider the possibility that Mary may be a
type of the Holy Spirit? As §83 simply reads ‘a virgin’, we should first investigate
whether this straightforward reading yields a plausible interpretation. If the Demiurge
is to be the father of Jesus, we have a doctrine that Irenaeus reports in the context of
Jesus’ psychic body, a doctrine of the western school (see quotes above).
Other questions regard Thomassen’s points about the single Sophia in the eastern
doctrine and the idea that the Saviour came only to save the spiritual. With regard to
both criteria, GPhil cannot be said to conform to Thomassen’s descriptions of the
eastern doctrine, as I will demonstrate in the next section.
8.2

Analysis

In order to analyze the various theological references in GPhil in their own context, it
is useful to recall the conclusions of the rhetorical analysis performed in chapter 4. In
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the introduction, the subject is transformation. In the proposition, the key assertion is
that the cosmic powers have caused mainstream Christians to misinterpret theological
concepts. Through Christ’s transformation, this can be changed. This is then proven in
the next five units, of which two are of particular interest to our analysis:
• In the third unit, we find a series of debates with regard to the nature of Christ and
the resurrection.
• The fifth unit deals with the various roles of the Sophia or the Holy Spirit, with
regard to gnostic Christians and mainstream Christians.
After the initial seven units follow three mystagogical instructions, of which the first
two discuss the transformation that takes place in the mysteries. The final part is less a
theological instruction than a practical exhortation for those who have been baptized.
In this analysis, I will focus on the introduction, the proposition, units three and five,
and the first two mystagogical instructions.
8.2.1 Salvation in the introduction
In the introduction, there is a trajectory from Gentiles to Hebrews, and then to
Christians. The word ‘Christian’ denotes the gnostic Christian only. According to
§17, Hebrews are ‘apostles and the apostolics’, or mainstream Christians. When we
look at their fates, we find a resemblance with the material, psychic and spiritual races
in the Tripartite Tractate:375
GPhil

State

Tripartite Tractate

Fate

Gentile

dead

Material

destruction

Hebrew

alive, but mortal

Psychic

open ended

Christian

immortal

Spiritual

salvation

Table 8.1

Gentiles are dead; just like the material race they cannot be saved. Hebrews are alive
but risk dying, as the psychic race that can either be saved or lost. Christians, like the
spiritual race, are alive and will not die. But the emphasis in GPhil is not on one’s
race or essence, but rather on the potential for transformation. People became
Hebrews and now become Christians (§6). The whole idea of GPhil is that Christ –
both in the beginning and after he was born, baptized and crucified – came to move
people from lower into higher states. In §9 this is stated as follows:
Christ came, for some indeed to buy them, but for others to save them, others to
ransom them:
- Those who are alien he bought. He made them his own.
- And he set apart his own, whom he had given as a deposit according to his will.
(Not only ‘when he appeared he laid down the psyche willingly’, but since the day that
the cosmos is, he laid down the psyche at the moment that he wanted. Then he came
first, in order ‘to take her back’ because she was given as a deposit. She found herself
among robbers and was taken captive, but he saved her.)
- Both the good ones in the cosmos, as well as the evil ones, he ransomed.
§9
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Jesus came to make strangers (Gentiles) his own (Hebrews).376 His own are related to
his psyche which he gave into this world in the beginning and again when he
appeared. As in the Exegesis of the Soul (NHC II,6), ‘she’ is personified and fallen in
the hands of robbers and adulterers.377 But she, and others like her, are to be set apart
and become (gnostic) Christians. Gnostic Christians are redeemed to become part of
the plerôma.
It seems therefore that all classes of people are objects of salvation. But GPhil
makes no attempt to come up with any kind of salvation for Gentiles or mainstream
Christians if they remain mainstream Christians. Their fate is hell or at best the
frighteningly uncertain (§65 and 107). In order to be saved, the baptismal candidates
must become true Christians. In the end, however, we see that psychic divine powers
(the Demiurge and his angels) are saved outside the plerôma under the arms of the
cross (§125), not unlike the others who stand outside the bridal chamber in §111/122.
These statements fit within a rhetorical strategy aimed at convincing the mainstream
Christian candidates that they should be baptized in a gnostic Christian way.
8.2.2 The names in the proposition
As analyzed in chapter 4.3 above, the second unit functions as a proposition for the
remaining pre-baptismal instructions. In a repetitive structure, §11 and §13-14 make
the point that mainstream Christians are deceived by the archons in their
understanding of the divine. It is through baptism (§12a) and eucharist (§15) that
people are transformed, and that they learn to know the truth (§12b and 16).
Theologically, the opening statements are the most relevant ones:
The names which are given to the cosmic ones contain a great error, for they
divert their hearts from those who are stable to those that are unstable. And the one
who hears ‘God’ does not think of the one who are stable, but he thinks of the one
who is unstable. Likewise with ‘Father, Son and Holy Spirit’, ‘the life’, ‘the light’,
and ‘the resurrection’, ‘the church’ and all the others, - they do not think of the ones
who are stable, but they think of the unstable ones, unless they have learned about the
ones who are stable. The names that are heard are in the cosmos. [Let no one be]
misled: if they were in the aeon they would not be mentioned in the cosmos at any
time, nor have been set among the cosmic things. They have an end in the aeon.
...
§13 The rulers wished to mislead Man, since they saw that he has a kinship with those
who are truly good. They took the name of those who are good. They gave it to those
who are not good so that through the names they will mislead him and bind them to
those who are not good and after that - as if they did them a favour – remove them
from those who are ‘not good’ and place them among those who are ‘good’ that they
‘knew’. For they wished to take the free one and make him their slave forever.
§11

Both mainstream Christians and gnostic Christians, therefore, used theological
concepts like ‘God’, ‘Father’, ‘Son’, ‘Holy Spirit’, ‘life’, ‘light’, ‘resurrection’, and
‘church’. Schenke notes in his 1997 commentary on this passage that all these
concepts appear in the Creed of Constantinople (page 183):
Es ist ja deutlich, daß die “Namen”, um die es in unserem # 11a geht, Zentralbegriffe
des christlichen Glaubensbekenntnisses sind, speziell des Constantinopolitanum, in
376
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dem allein alle Begriffe unseres Paragraphes vorkommen. Nun ist aber die
Einführung in die Grundbegriffe des Glaubens und die Mitteilung und Erklärung des
Credo ein natürlicher und notwendiger Bestandteil des Bekehrungsvorgangs selbst
wie auch der Rede darüber, speziell der Taufkatechese.

Even though both groups use the same concepts, perhaps even similar confessional
formulae, these words refer to completely different, even opposite realities. The idea
that Valentinians did indeed use the same names and expressions in their initiation, is
also found in Irenaeus’ warning against them in Against Heresies 1.9.4:
In like manner also he, who retains the rule of faith which he received by means of
baptism immovable in himself, will doubtless recognize the names, the expressions,
and the parables taken from scripture; but he will by no means acknowledge the
blasphemous use which these men make of them.

According to GPhil, mainstream Christians worship the Demiurge as God. They will
not acquire the true life, light and resurrection. Gnostic Christians, on the other hand
worship the true God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – and become partakers of the true
life, light and resurrection. The speaker provides proof for his contention about the
true Father and the true resurrection in the next instruction. His point about the Holy
Spirit is proven in unit five.
8.2.3 The debate about the parents of Jesus and the resurrection
The third unit is structured as follows:
1. §17-20: Debate with mainstream Christianity about the true mother and father of
Christ.
2. §21-22: Debate with mainstream Christianity about the resurrection of Christ.
3. §23: Debate with mainstream Christianity and others about the resurrection body.
I suggest that these debates follow an established order that can also be found in the
counterargument of Tertullian in his two-volume work On the Flesh of Christ and On
the Resurrection of the Flesh. In these books, Tertullian provides a lengthy
counterargument against teachers like Marcion and Valentinus and their followers. I
do not claim that Tertullian and GPhil react directly upon one another, but rather that
they derive from the same discussion. In the introduction to his first volume,
Tertullian writes:378
Let us examine our Lord’s bodily substance, for about his spiritual nature all are
agreed. It is his flesh that is in question. Its reality and quality are the points in
dispute.

According to Tertullian, Valentinus’ argument that Jesus’ flesh was not material but
of a unique ‘peculiar’ nature was connected to the denial of the resurrection of the
physical body.379 Mainstream Christians argued for the bodily resurrection by
378
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claiming that Jesus had assumed human flesh from his mother Mary. At the start of
his second volume, he summarizes the argument of the first as follows:380
They are driven to give a different dispensation to Christ so that he may not be
accounted as belonging to the Creator. Thus they have achieved their first error in the
doctrine about his flesh:
• some, with Marcion and Basilides, contend that it possessed no reality
• whereas others, after the tenets of Valentinus and according to Appelles, hold that
it had qualities peculiar to itself.
And so it follows that they shut out from all recovery from death that substance (the
flesh) of which they say that Christ did not partake....
Hence it is that we have ourselves previously issued our volume On the flesh of
Christ; in which we
• furnish proof of [his body’s] reality – in opposition to the idea of its being a vain
phantom
• and claim for it a human nature without any peculiarities of condition....
For when we prove [Christ] to be clothed with the flesh and in a bodily condition, we
at the same time refute heresy.... Being thus refuted regarding God as the Creator, and
Christ as the Redeemer of the flesh, they will at once be defeated also with regard to
the resurrection of the flesh.

The debate about Jesus’ parents
The debate opens with the mainstream Christian interpretation of Luke 1:35: The
Creator God had made the human virgin Mary pregnant through his Holy Spirit:
Some say that Mary conceived by the Holy Spirit. They are in error. They do not
know what they say.
§17

Tertullian argues that Jesus took his human flesh from Mary, with God’s spirit as the
seed of conception.381 GPhil gives three arguments against this position and in favour
of the concept of the fatherhood of the Demiurge. The first argument regards the role
of the Holy Spirit as the ‘seed donor’:
When did a woman ever conceive from a woman? Mary is ‘the virgin that no power
defiled’. It is a big anathema for the Hebrews (that is the apostles and the apostolics):
this virgin that no power defiled is [spiritual382]; the powers defiled themselves.

According to the speaker, the Holy Spirit cannot have played the role of the male in
the conception of Jesus, as ‘spirit’ is a female concept. The ‘power of the highest’ is
the male power. But then the human Mary cannot be considered a virgin. The speaker
therefore interprets Mary as ‘the virgin whom no power defiled’, who is an anathema
to mainstream Christians. Here he no longer speaks of the virginity of the human
380
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Mary, as this was no anathema in mainstream Christianity. Rather he speaks of Mary
as a type of Sophia, the virgin whom no power defiled. She is already characterized
with this phrase by Philo in De Fuga 51:
But Betuel in the sacred scriptures is called Sophia; and this name, being translated,
means ‘the daughter of God’; and the legitimate daughter, always a virgin, having
383
received a nature that shall never be touched or defiled.

To say that ‘Mary’ really stands for the Holy Spirit, and that not the human Mary but
the Holy Spirit gave her ‘flesh’ to Jesus’ body is an anathema for ‘apostolic’
Christians, as this spiritual flesh is an argument against the doctrine of bodily
resurrection.384 The remaining two arguments intend to prove that Jesus had both the
Demiurge and the highest God as his fathers:
And the Lord would not have said, ‘My Father who is in the heavens’, unless he had
another Father; but he (would have) said simply: [‘my Father’].
§18 The Lord said to the disciples, [‘Take] out of every house’ (and) ‘bring into the
house of the Father’, but on the contrary, ‘Do not carry them in the house of the
Father’ (and) ‘Do not take out’.

The first logion is the typical address of the highest God by Jesus in the Gospel of
Matthew, as for instance on ‘Our Father, who is in the heavens’ in the Lord’s
Prayer.385 The speaker claims that Jesus could address two different fathers, and
therefore added the words ‘in heaven’ to distinguish between the cosmic Demiurge
and the highest father.386
In the final argument, he demonstrates that Jesus made contradictory statements
about his father, which can better be understood if the first quote refers to the house of
the highest father (where people should go to) and the last two quotes to the house of
the Demiurge (where people should not remain).387
According to the speaker, then, Jesus had two fathers and one mother, none of
them human. Whereas Adam was born of two virgins (the Spirit and the virgin Earth),

383

The title is also applied to the figure of Norea in the Hypostasis of the Archons NHC II,91.34-923: ‘Again Eve
became pregnant, and she bore [Norea]. And she said, ‘He has begotten on [me a] virgin as an assistance [for]
many generations of mankind. She is the virgin whom the forces did not defile.’
384
This is the argument of Cyril of Jerusalem against the per virginem concept of the Valentinians: ‘Believe then
that this Only Begotten Son of God for our sins came down from heaven upon earth, and took upon Him this
human nature of like passions with us, and was begotten of the Holy Virgin and of the Holy Spirit, and was made
Man. Not in seeming and mere show, but in truth; nor yet by passing through the virgin as through a channel; but
was of her made truly flesh, [and truly nourished with milk,] and did truly eat as we do, and truly drink as we do.
For if the Incarnation was a phantom, salvation is a phantom also.’ Catechetical Lecture 4.9; NPNF II, vol 7, p 21.
385
The expression ‘My Father who is in the heavens’ occurs in Matthew 7:21, 10:32, 10:33, 12:50, 16:17, 18:10
and 18:19. The expression ‘Our Father who is in the heavens’ occurs in Matthew 6:9, whereas ‘your Father who is
in heaven’ can be found in Matthew 5:16, 5:45, 6:1, 7:11, 18:14, Mark 11:25, and Luke 11:13.
386
Here I must disagree with Schenke, who believes that Joseph is one of the fathers referred to here. The
argument could not have worked as Joseph would not have been mistaken as an addressee of any of the sayings
involved.
387
In a dispute with mainstream Christianity, it is not improbable that the speaker quoted and paraphrased shared
scriptures. The idea of ‘bringing in from everywhere into the house of the father’ may come from an inflation of
Mark 6:10 (the mission of the twelve) and Luke 14:23, where it is said in the context of the parable of the great
banquet. In the resulting paraphrase we now read ‘from every house’ rather than Luke’s ‘from every street’. The
other text may come from the accounts of the cleansing of the earthly temple, especially Mark 11:16 and John
2:16. It is possible that these texts were also combined in ExcTh 9,2: ‘Furthermore when he says, “Go out of the
house of the father” he speaks of the elect ... and (also) where the king in the marriage feast called the ones on the
roads.’
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Jesus was born of one virgin, as §83 states.388 As in Hippolytus’ account of the
western school, the Demiurge and Sophia are the parents of his earthly body.
Before the speaker continues with the second debate, §19 and 20 make clear that the
parenthood of Jesus is really about the identity of Jesus. According to the speaker, this
identity can be understood from the names. In the table below, I have listed the
explanations from §19 together with those of §47:
Christ
Jesus
Nazarene
Table 8.1

Explanation in §19:
Revealed
Hidden
Revealed of the hidden

Explanation in §47:
Measured
Salvation
Truth

The outer man is Christ: he is visible and he is measurable. His body can be touched
and seen. I suggest that we see this as the body that he received from the Demiurge.
According to §47, both Jesus and the Nazarene are measured by the Christ. I suggest
that this meens that they, although immeasurable in nature, are contained by the outer
man, Christ. Indeed, §20 says that Christ contains everything: ‘man, or angel, or
mystery, and the Father.’
Jesus is a hidden and inner man, who is the instrument of salvation. The Nazarene
is the Truth that is hidden, but can be revealed through names and symbols (cf §12).
In § 26 we see Jesus kept his logos hidden for everybody, but assumes an angelic
body and a human body. According to §69, the Father is inside the outer and inner
man: he is in the hidden one. The outer man is left behind on the cross (§72), the inner
man receives a spiritual body in baptism (§82). It seems therefore that the speaker
wants his audience to think of Jesus as having various layers. This is tightly connected
with the speaker’s view of salvation, as we will see in the debate about the
resurrection below.
A note on the identity of Joseph and God
First, however, I must deal with the possible objection that §17 would be about the
distinction between Jesus’ divine father and his human father, Joseph. Some scholars,
like Schenke, have pointed to §91 as proof that GPhil sees Joseph as the human father
of Jesus, and hence Mary as his human mother. With Thomassen (see above), I
believe that Joseph here should be read as a type of Demiurge. Even if GPhil would
teach that Jesus is the physical son of Mary, then certainly not of a human Joseph, as
Jesus is the son of a virgin (§83) that was not defiled (§17). This rules out intercourse
between Joseph and Mary (§102 also makes clear that human procreation is ‘defiled’).
Secondly, in Majella Franzmann’s overview of Jesus in the Nag Hammadi
writings, GPhil is the only document that, she believes, claims a human father for
Jesus.389 This is not impossible, but a priori unlikely. It is even more unlikely when
we take into account that none of the church fathers ascribed such a doctrine to any
group of Valentinians or Valentinian teacher, even though the heresy hunters among
388

I see this as a gnostic alternative to Tertullian’s argument in On the Flesh of Christ 17: Jesus’ virgin birth was
prefigured by that of Adam, who was born from the earth that ‘was still in a virgin state, not yet reduced by human
labour, and with no seed yet cast into its furrows’. So also Irenaeus in On the Apostolic Preaching 32 where Adam
was formed ‘from the will and wisdom (Sophia) of God and the virgin earth’. Likewise Christ was ‘born from the
virgin [Mary] by the will and wisdom (Sophia) of God’.
389
Franzmann (1996), Jesus, pp 48-55.
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them were prone to accuse ‘heretics’ who believed that Jesus had a human father.
Irenaeus, for example, accuses the Carpocratians and Ebionites of this doctrine, but
not the Valentinians.390
Finally, I believe that Schenke has not taken the context adequately into account.
Seen within the concentric structure of the first part of the tenth unit, it is clear that
the passage should be read together with §94:
§89 First inclusion
§90 Second inclusion

Philip the apostle said, ‘Joseph the woodworker planted a paradise, because he
needed wood for his craft’. He is the one who made the cross from the trees that he
planted! And its seed hung from what he had planted. Its seed was Jesus, and the
plant was the cross.
§92 But the Tree of Life is in the middle of the paradise and (it is) the olive tree from
which the chrism came forth, (and) through (the chrism) the resurrection.
§91

This cosmos is a corpse-eater. All things that are eaten in it, they die as well.
Truth is a life-eater. Therefore, nobody of the ones who eat of Truth will die. Jesus
came out from that place, and he brought food from there. And to those who
wished, he gave [to eat], so that they do not die.
§93

God [planted] a paradise. Man [lived in the] paradise. There are [… …] exist
with [... …] of God.
In the [… …] truth(?). Those in it [I will eat as] I wish. This paradise [is the place]
where it will be said to me, ‘[O, man, eat] this or do not eat [that, as you] .wish’.
That is the place where I will eat everything as the Tree of Knowledge is there. That
one there killed Adam, but here, the Tree of Knowledge made Man alive.
The law was the tree. It can give the knowledge of good and evil. It neither removed
him from what is evil, nor set him in what is good, but it produced death for those
who ate from it. For by saying, ‘Eat this, do not eat this’, it became the beginning of
death.
§94

§95-96 Second inclusion
§97 First inclusion

Adam, God’s offspring after his own image, was killed by a tree that God had
planted, namely the Tree of Knowledge of good and evil, which is the Law of the
Hebrew God. Likewise, Jesus was killed on the tree of the Demiurge; but then it
transforms into the Tree of Life,391 from which the chrism is received. A mainstream
Christian version can be found in Ephrem’s Hymn on Virginity 16.10:
Greatly saddened was the Tree of Life when it beheld Adam stolen away from it; it
sank down into the virgin ground and was hidden – to burst forth and reappear on
Golgotha...

390

Against Heresies 1,25-26 and 5,1.
I note that a similar parallelism can be found in the baptism instruction of Cyril of Jerusalem. ‘In Paradise was
the Fall, and in a Garden was our Salvation. From the Tree came sin, and until the Tree sin lasted.’ (13.19). Cyril
calls Jesus the ‘good olive tree’ from which we are anointed (20.3). The ‘Tree of Life’ was planted in the earth
(13.35). ‘Adam by the Tree fell away; thou by the Tree are brought into Paradise.’ (13.31).
391
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Note that §91 and §94 use the same phrase: Joseph/God planted a paradise. The
phrase is derived from Genesis 2:8, and the most economic solution is that Genesis
2:8 influenced the wording of §94, and §94 then influenced the wording in §92.392
Joseph in §91, therefore, is to be compared to the Demiurge in §94. As Wilson, Philip
(1962) notes, there is a (later) parallel in a Bogomil story wherein Satanael planted in
Paradise the tree whose wood was used for making the cross.
The reason why these passages are included in a discussion of baptism and
chrismation is because of the association of the Demiurge with mainstream Christian
baptism in water. §93 has a parallel in §14 and §50, that all deal with God as a ‘maneater’ and the sacrifices of animals (psychic people). A new phase starts when the
living and perfect Man (Jesus) is sacrificed to God (§14). In GPhil, therefore, baptism
of the body is seen as a sacrifice to the Demiurge. In baptism, the soul unclothes itself
of the body, and is clothed with the spirit and the logos of Jesus, his blood and his
flesh (§23 and §27). This contrast is also reflected in the inclusor of the sixth textual
unit, where there are two contrasting passages about baptism by ‘God’ and by the
Lord:
God is a dyer. As with the good dyes that are called the true, - they die with those that
are dyed -, so it is with those who are dyed by God. Inasmuch as his dyes are immortal,
they become immortal through his pharmacy.
- But God baptizes the ones that he baptizes in water.
…
- §53 The eucharist is Jesus, for he is called in the Syrian language ‘Pharisatha’, which is
‘the one spread out’. For Jesus came to be crucified to the cosmos.
§54 The Lord went into the dye-works of Levi. He took seventy-two colours (and) threw
them in the cauldron. He took them out all white and said, ‘This is how the Son of Man
came to her: as a dyer’.
§43

The identity of ‘God’ is important here, as people are easily deceived by the name
(§11). When this ‘God’ baptises, it leads to many colours (division), whereas Jesus
brings the seventy-two colours back to one colour (unity). The number seventy-two
stands for the number of nations or languages, which were dispersed as a result of
Noah’s flood.393 As the Lord went into the dye works of Levi, the heavenly Christ
was incarnated in the world of the Hebrew God and undoes the effect of his baptism.
The debate about Jesus’ resurrection
The second debate in §21 and §22 concerns the resurrection of Jesus. Again the
mainstream Christian position is disputed:
392

If there was an apocryphal saying attributed to Philip, then the speaker rephrased it deliberately to resemble
§94. In the same way that our speaker changed Mary’s sister into Jesus’ sister in §32 to typify Sophia, he may here
have changed Joseph. The apocryphal Joseph behind our passage, if there was one, may have been the owner of
the garden of Golgotha, Joseph of Arimathea. In order to typify the Demiurge, the speaker may have turned him
into Joseph the constructio-worker the father of Jesus.
393
This refers back to the story of the tower of Babel, when the Creator God was afraid that humans would reach
to heaven because they were one race with one language. In the LXX and DSS version of Deuteronomy 32:8,43
we find the idea that when God scattered them over the earth, he assigned angels to rule each nation. The LXX
version of Genesis 10 lists 72 nations, right after the story in which God destroyed the world with the great flood
of Genesis 6-9. A number of 72 princes and peoples is used explicitly in 3 Enoch 17:8, 18:2f and 30:2 (see
comments on Luke 10:1 in Marshall (1978), Luke; but note that 3 Enoch was finalized only in about the sixth
century CE (P. Alexander in Charlesworth, Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, volume 1). In The Concept of our
Great Power (NHC VI,4), Jesus came to our world and ‘spoke in seventy-two tongues’ (41.6). The number of 72
envoys in major textual witnesses of Luke 10:1 may result from the same idea.
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The ones who say, that the Lord died first and (then) rose, are in error. For he rose
first and (then) he died. If someone does not acquire the resurrection first, will he not
die? As (true as) God lives, this one would ...
§21

Nobody will hide a great object that is precious in something great. But many
times, one has cast innumerable myriads into a thing worth an assarion. This is how
it is with the psyche, which is a precious thing: she came to be in a despicable body.
§22

The argument is immediately applied to people in general. ‘One’ must attain the
resurrection. The text is almost paralleled in §90, where it is spoken of in the context
of the baptism and chrismation of the initiate. 394 If one does not become a gnostic
Christian one might die. But note that this is not said explicitly, as we also see in the
parallel of this passage in §63: If a soul has not acquired the resurrection in this life, it
will – when it is divested of the flesh – not ascend to the plerôma but remain in ‘the
middle’, a frightening place. Only Jesus knows its fate (§107).
The speaker therefore does not need a bodily resurrection on the last day, or a
physical resurrection of Jesus after his crucifixion. On the contrary, according to §72
Jesus used his crucifixion to separate from his body; there he was divested of his
flesh, even though it was not the same flesh as that of other people’s.395 The body that
stayed behind cried out to the Lord who had ascended. 396 The resurrection first
acquired in baptism was put into effect in his crucifixion.
According to §67, resurrection, rebirth and (communion in) the bridal chamber are all
presented in (ritual) images. For Jesus, this is described in §81-82:
Jesus revealed [in the] Jordan the plerôma of the kingdom of heavens:
- He who [was born] before the all, was born again.
- He who was anointed at first, was anointed again.
- He who was redeemed, redeemed again.
§82 How necessary it is to speak of a mystery! The Father of the all united with the
virgin who had come down and a fire enlightened him on that day. He revealed the
great bridal room. Therefore his body came into being on that day. It came from the
bridal room as one who came into being from the bridegroom and bride.
§81

It is possible to see three persons here, in line with ExcTh. 59: The one who was
before the aeons of the plerôma (the Father of the All), the anointed (=christos) who
was produced at the beginning of the creation of the entities outside the plerôma, and
the visible Jesus who was born through Mary. The first two persons are born again,
respectively anointed again, in Jesus’ baptism. The third person is redeemed in
baptism and will later redeem others who will follow in his footsteps.

394

§90 reads, ‘Those who say they will die first and then rise are in error. If they do not first receive the
resurrection while they live, when they die they will receive nothing.’ Cf. also §67, 76, 92 and 95.
395
§72 reads, ‘ “My God, my God, why, O Lord, have you forsaken me?” It was on the cross that he said these
words, for he had departed from that place. [...] who has been begotten through him who [...] from God. The [Lord
rose] from the dead. [He did not come as he] was, but now [his body had become] wholly perfect. [He did have a]
flesh, but this [flesh] is true flesh. [Whereas our flesh] is not true, but [a flesh that is] an image of the true.’ Cf. also
Irenaeus Against Heresies 1.8.2.
396
Louis Painchaud shows that through the interpolation of ‘O Lord’, the cry is not to God, but to the heavenly
Christ who left his body behind. See Painchaud (1996), ‘Le Christ Vainqueur’, pp. 382-392.
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Jesus’ body was not the same after his baptism. He received a ‘resurrection body’
from the union of the Father and the Virgin.397 In the words of §67, Jesus received ‘a
male and female power’. If we combine §82 with §26, the logos from above
descended through the spiritual realm of Achamoth/Sophia, where it appeared to the
angels in a ‘great’ body (through its union with the Virgin spirit). Then he descended
to the cosmos, where he appeared to humans in a ‘small’ body (through his union
with the psychic Jesus). Valentinians may have read the idea that Jesus received the
logos and the spirit in Matthew 3:16-17: the spirit descended like a dove, and the
logos came to Jesus as a voice from heaven.
But which body is it that rises? This becomes clear in the passage that concludes
the debate: the body is despicable and will not be resurrected. The valuable part is the
psyche. It is like treasure kept in a cheap vessel. The psyche will die with the body,
unless it is resurrected before the body dies. This argument about the earthen vessel
(taken from 2 Corinthians 4:7) may have provoked Tertullian to present the bodily
vessel as something precious. 398 Therefore it seems that as in Hippolytus’ account of
the western school it is the psychic Jesus who was resurrected in baptism.399 Jesus
was born of the Holy Spirit and the Demiurge, without assuming human flesh from
Mary, and received the spirit and the logos in baptism.
The debate about the resurrection body
The third debate in §23 regards the nature of the resurrection body. The speaker first
ridicules the mainstream Christian position:
Some are afraid, lest they rise naked. This is why they wish to rise in the flesh!
And [they] do not know that those who wear the [flesh] are naked. It is those who
[are able to] strip [themselves] that are not naked.
§23

The idea is that the flesh consists of perishable rags. But those who replace the flesh
by the resurrection body have received precious clothes, as is clear from the passage
that follows the debate (§24a).400
The nature of the resurrection body is then argued on the basis of a quote from Paul’s
first letter to the Corinthians. The body that the initiate receives for his ascent consists
of the logos and the spirit, as was the case with Jesus above:
‘Flesh [and blood will] not inherit the kingdom [of God]’ (I Cor. 15:50). Which (flesh) is
this that will not inherit? That which is upon us. And which (flesh), moreover, is this
that will inherit? It is that of Jesus and his blood. For this reason, he said, ‘He who
does not eat my flesh and drink my blood does not have life within him’. What is it?
397

Interestingly, the non-gnostic Tyconius (North-Africa, fourth century) could also distinguish between the preand post-baptismal Jesus. In baptism, ‘the one “who was descended from David” was united to “the prime Spirit”
...David’s descendant rose in Christ. And so the two became one flesh. “The Word became flesh” and the flesh
God...’ (translation by Babcock, p 13).
398
On the Resurrection of the Flesh 6-7. Tertullian tries hard to prove that the clay body had become precious,
because God’s hands had formed it and he had breathed upon it. ‘You indeed must refuse to mount [gems and
pearls] in lead, brass or, iron, or even in silver, but should set them in the most precious and most highly wrought
gold.’
399
Hippolytus wrote in 6.30, ‘Those from Italy, among whom are Heracleon and Ptolemy, say that the body of
Jesus was psychic, and on account of this, that at his baptism the Holy Spirit as a dove came down -- that is the
Logos of the mother above (I mean Sophia) and came to the psychic and raised him from the dead.’ See chapter
8.1.3 above.
400
§24: ‘In this cosmos, those who clothe themselves are better than the clothes. In the kingdom of heavens, the
clothes are better than those who have put them on.’
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His flesh is the logos, and his blood is the Holy Spirit. He who has received these has
food and he has drink, and clothing.

The argument from I Corinthians 15:50 is also the key argument that Tertullian had to
overcome. He devotes most of the last fifteen chapters of On the Resurrection of the
Flesh to its refutation. He opens the argument as follows:401
But ‘flesh and blood’, you say, ‘cannot inherit the kingdom of God’ (1 Cor 15:50).
We are quite aware that this too is written; but although our opponents place it in the
front of the battle, we have intentionally reserved the objection until now, in order
that we may in our last assault overthrow it, after we have removed out of the way all
the questions which are auxiliary to it.

Tertullian argues that since Christ rose in the flesh, the bodies of his followers shall
also rise in the flesh (which is the exact opposite of the argumentation in GPhil where
Jesus was not physically resurrected after his crucifixion, but rose in his baptism). But
flesh and blood need the spirit to be changed and to become incorruptible before they
can inherit the kingdom of God.
The debate with other gnostic Christians about the resurrection body
Finally, the speaker turns against those gnostic Christians who deny that the flesh will
rise:
I find fault with the others who say that it will not rise; or, rather, both are wrong.
You say it: ‘The flesh will not rise’, - but tell me what will rise, so that we may pay
respect to you. You say, ‘The spirit in the flesh’. And even this is a light ‘in the
flesh’! Even a logos is something which is ‘in the flesh’. Whatever you will say, you
say nothing outside the flesh. It is necessary to rise in this flesh, as everything is
within it.

The other gnostic Christians speak of the resurrection of the spirit only, as if this
could happen independently of body or soul. Their position may be connected with
those who refuse to be clad in (the flesh and blood of) the lamb in §27, and also with
those who would not submit to baptism of the body in §108. The speaker, as we saw,
believes that the soul should rise in the body and receive spirit and logos.
Interestingly, when attacking the position of these other gnostic Christians, he uses
the same argument that Tertullian uses against gnostic Christians in general.402

401

On the Resurrection of the Flesh 48; ANF vol 3, p 581. See also Irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.9 ff.
On the Resurrection of the Flesh 7: ‘Speech is the result of a fleshly organ. The arts come through the flesh;
through the flesh also effect is given to the mind’s pursuits and powers (etc)’; ANF vol 3, p 551.
402
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8.2.4 Mary, the Holy Spirit and Sophia
The main topic of the fifth textual unit is the Holy Spirit in various roles and the
different types of offspring. It is therefore an appropriate textual unit to investigate the
role of Sophia / Achamoth in GPhil. The unit seems to have a somewhat repetitive
structure:403
§32-33 Mary is Jesus’ mother, sister and
consort. Holy Spirit is a double name:
she is above and below
§34 Holy Spirit is mother of the holy
ones and provides through the powers

-

§38-39 Two spirits / two Sophias
leading to life and death

-

§35-37 Sophia can be sterile, but the
Holy Spirit gives birth to many who will
become like their father.

-

§40 Perfect Man and Holy Spirit rule
through the powers to provide for
everyone
§41-42 Offspring of created humans is
not noble; offspring of the snake is evil

Three Marys and two Holy Spirits
In §17, we encountered Mary the mother as a type of the Holy Spirit; §32 mentions
three Marys or three roles of Mary vis-à-vis Jesus:
There were three who walked with the Lord all the time: Mary his mother, and
her sister, and Magdalena, who is called ‘his partner’. For Mary is his sister, and she
is his mother, and she is his partner.
§32

In order to assess who the three Marys refer to, we need to combine §33 and §17 with
the following passages:
• In §82 the virgin who had come down united with the Father of All, and thus they
descended upon the psychic Jesus.
• In §55, we read that Mary Magdalene404 is related to the barren Sophia (as in §36
below) and the mother of the angels and the consort of the Lord.405
These references suggest that the same person can be sister, consort and mother.406
Sophia had come down. She became the mother of the spirituals. The Logos, the
Father of All and also her brother, came to make her his bride. Sophia is the mother of
the Jesus that was born, and the sister and consort of the heavenly saviour.
403

§34 and §40 are clearly related. Similarities can be found in the other paragraphs as well but these are not
compelling.
404
In §55, however, Mary Magdalene is then differentiated from Sophia to function as a type of soul of the gnostic
Christian (see 5.3.3). This passage suggests that the myth of Sophia wandering outside the plerôma is in some way
comparable to the plight of the soul trapped in a body. A parallel for her roles as sister, bride and mother can be
found in the Exegesis on the Soul: ‘As long as she was alone with the father, she was virgin and in form
androgynous. But when she fell down into a body and came to this life, then she fell into the hands of many
robbers.... From heaven the father sent her man, who is her brother, the firstborn. Then the bridegroom came down
to the bride.... And when she has intercourse with him, she gets from him the seed that is the life-giving spirit, so
that by him she bears good children and rears them.’ NHC II, 127.22-26, 132.2-10, 133.34-134.3.
405
Such titles can be found individually in Eugnostos and the Sophia of Jesus Christ, where Sophia is called the
sister and consort of Man, and the Mother of All (e.g. NHC III, 81.23, 82.5,21, 88,7, 101.16, 104.11,18, 106.17,22,
112.‹7›,19, 113.14, V 8.31, 9.5); in combination we find the tiltes in NHC III, 114.15 and Hippolytus’ Refutation
VI,34.3.
406
The same is said of Isis in a fragment preserved by Porphyry, and ascribed to first century Chaeremon, an
Egyptian priest and philosopher: ‘Hence, in the tradition, Osiris, Isis’ husband, is also her brother and her son.’ De
cultu simulacrorum fr. 10.I therefore do not believe that the shift from ‘her sister’ to ‘his sister’ in §32 is a mistake.
The speaker deliberately changes the affiliation in his allegorisation of a text like John 19:25.
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This interpretation would be comparable to the description of the Achamoth by
Irenaeus in the first seven chapters of Against Heresies Book 1. Achamoth, the
residue of the fallen Sophia, desired to return to the father (4.1). Therefore, the
saviour was sent to her (4.5). She became the mother of the angels (4.5) and the bride
of the saviour (7.1).
The next passage in GPhil (§34) switches to the name ‘Holy Spirit’, because it can
be used as a starting point for exegesis: ‘The Holy Spirit is a double name. ... The
Holy Spirit is in the revealed: it is below. It is in the concealed: it is above.’ It seems
that the name Holy Spirit is used here as the name of Sophia in Irenaeus: ‘Achamoth
is called the thought of that Sophia who dwells above’ (4.1). She is also called Holy
Spirit and Sophia (5.3). The difference is that the higher Sophia is not equal to the
Holy Spirit in the western systems described by Irenaeus.
The barren Sophia
After describing the Holy Spirit as the mother of the disciples in §34, the speaker
introduces the name Sophia for the first time in GPhil in §35:
The apostles said to the disciples: ‘May our entire offering acquire salt’. They
called Sophia ‘salt’, without her no offering is acceptable.
§35

In 5.3.1, I reviewed the ritual context of this passage. Here I am interested in the role
of Sophia. The problem, however, is that the next passage is badly damaged. Here I
suggest a reconstruction on the basis of Galatians 4:27, which I believe the speaker
interpreted to demonstrate the difference between gnostic and mainstream Christians.
Irenaeus applies this verse to demonstrate the difference the synagogue and the
church, interspersing quotes with his interpretation:407
‘Rejoice, o barren one, who did not bear [children]’ (Gal 4:27a)
– and barren is the Church, which in former times, did not present any children at all
to God –
‘break forth and cry out, you who were not in labour; for many are the children of the
deserted one, more than her who has a husband’ (Gal 4:27b)
– and the former synagogue has a husband: the Law.

If we use the same technique for GPhil, the passage reads as follows:
And Sophia is ‘barren’, ‘[without] children’. Therefore she is called [‘deserted’],
408
inasmuch as ‹she is› salt . Where they will [become children] alike, the Holy Spirit
[will give birth to them], and ‘many are her children’.
§36

407

On the Apostolic Preaching (94); translation John Behr (1997), p 96-97.
The parallels suggest that the second lacuna needs to be filled with the other title from Galatians 4:27:
‘desolate’. The Coptic would then read: ‘[erhmo]s epei ‹so› NHmou’. Translated: ‘She is called: ‘desolate’, for
<she is> salt’ (but compare LXX IV Maccabees 7:21: επει και γελοιον). This, however, requires us not only to
fill the lacuna, but also to add ‹so› to obtain a grammatically correct sentence. The salt renders the soil barren and
is accountable for certain desert (ερηµος) areas. The relationship between desert and desolate is also found in the
expositions of Isaiah 54:1 in Justin Martyr and Clement (both in the Annex below) as well is in the Midrasj on
Song of Songs IV.4,9. Philo’s De Opificio Mundi 38: ‘God ordained that all the water which was salt, and destined
to be a cause of barrenness...’ In De Cofusione Linguarum 26-27 he associated the ‘valley of salt’ with a desolate
terrain for men ‘barren of wisdom’. Salt could also be associated with the ruins of a city, like those of Jerusalem.
When Sichem was destroyed, salt was cast on the soil to symbolize that the place had become barren and
uninhabitable Judges 9:45. Theoderet describes salt as sterilizing the soil (Questions in Judges 18/1.335). The
story that Carthage was likewise treated has become commonplace, but R.T. Ridley argues that it is not attested in
ancient sources. See “To Be Taken with a Pinch of Salt: The Destruction of Carthage”, CP 81 (1986), pp 140-146.
408
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In Galatians 4, two mothers are contrasted: the slave woman (Hagar) and the free
woman (Sara); one is typified as the earthly Jerusalem bound under the Law, the other
as the free Jerusalem in heaven.409 The free woman was first barren, but then brought
forth many children. The next passage, §37, picks up the theme of inheritance of §2:
The [sl]ave only seeks to be free and does not seek for the domain of his lord. The
son, however, is not only son, to the contrary: he claims the inheritance of the father.
§2

That which belongs to the father, belongs to the son. But regarding him, the son:
as long as he is small he is not entrusted with his possessions. When he becomes a
man, his father gives him all his possessions.
§37

Together these two passages reflect Galatians 4:1-3:
Gal. 4:1 What

I am saying is that as long as the heir is an infant, he is no different from
a slave, even though he is lord over everything. 2 But he is under guardians and
stewards until the time set by his father. 3 So also, when we were children, we were in
slavery under the basic principles of the world.

In the thinking of GPhil then, gnostic Christians are sons according to the promise (cf
§30) like Isaac in Galatians 4:23, whereas mainstream Christians are slaves like
Ishmael and sons according to the flesh only who will not share in the inherintance of
the father (Galatians 4:28-31).
The spirit of death
In the next passages, the speaker enlarges the differences: in baptism, mainstream
Christians do not receive the true Sophia (or Echamoth), but a counterfeit spirit: the
wisdom of death:
O wanderers! Those who are born of the spirit, wander off again because of him.
Therefore: by one and the same wind (=spirit), the fire is kindled and extinguished.
§39 Echamoth and Echmoth are two different (things). Echamoth is simply Sophia. But
Echmoth is the Sophia {of death, which is the one} who knows death, who is called
‘little Sophia’.
§38

Although the Holy Spirit is Jesus’ mother in §17, she also – with the Father of All –
descends upon him during his baptism (§82 and §95). Likewise, mainstream and
gnostic Christians both have the Holy Spirit as their mother, but the question is what
they receive when they are born again. The speaker suggests that they are born of
adultery, which implies communion with an unclean spirit.410 In §42 adultery with the
snake (the devil) led to the birth of a murderer (Cain). In A Valentinian Exposition

The story that Jerusalem was thus treated is found in the late-fourteenth-century English poem The Siege of
Jerusalem. Cf also the prophecies in Jeremiah 26:18 and Micah 3:12: Jerusalem would be destroyed and plowed
over.
409
‘Jerusalem’ is another name for Sophia in Irenaeus’ Against Heresies 1.5.3.
410
Cf. also ExcTh 83-85: the devil fights against the baptismal candidates with impure spirits who try to descend
with them in the water and be sealed with, or better, in them. That is why baptism is only beneficial if it is done
with purity.
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38.21-27, Adam brings forth this race from Cain because the devil breathed into
him.411
The difference between the two spirits that one can receive in baptism is also
present in §109:
As Jesus fulfilled the water of baptism, so he has poured out death. Therefore,
we indeed go down into the water, but we do not go down into death, so that we are
not emptied in the spirit of the cosmos. When he blows, it becomes winter. When the
Holy Spirit blows, it becomes summer.
§109

Baptism as ‘going down into death’ is the doctrine of mainstream Christians (cf. Rom
6:3). In other words, whereas Echamoth may be similar to the Achamoth of western
systems with two Sophias, Echmoth is a completely different figure: the spirit of this
world.
8.2.5 Transformation in unit eight
Unit 8 deals with the mystery of transformation, and is therefore one suitable to
investigate the soteriology of GPhil. It has a concentric structure. The unit is enclosed
by references to baptism and chrismation (§66 and §75). Through symbols (§67-68),
the believer is born again by the Holy Spirit, conceived by Christ and united in the
bridal chamber (§74). In the centre of this unit (§69 and §70) the theme of uniting is
explained:
[Therefore he said], ‘I came to make [those from below] like those from above,
[and those from the] outside like those from the [inside]’. And to join them there, [he
works] here through types [and images]. Those who say, ‘[There is an earthly man
and] there is one above [him]’ are wrong. [For] the one who is visible [to them] is
the one there who is called ‘the one who is below’. And the one to whom the hidden
one belongs, is the one there who is above him. For it is better that they say, ‘The
inner, the outer, and the one outside the outside’.
§69

- Because of this, the Lord called the destruction ‘the darkness on the outside’. There
is nothing else beyond it.
He said, ‘My Father who is in the hidden one’. He said, ‘Go into your chamber and
close your door behind you, and pray to your Father who is in the hidden one’,
which is the one who is within all of them.
- And that which is within all of them is the plerôma. After that, there is nothing else
on its inside. Of this it is said that it is ‘the one above them’.
Before Christ, some came out from where they could no longer go into, and they
went to where they could no longer come out. But Christ came. Those who had gone
in, he brought out. And those who had gone out, he brought in.
§71 When Eve was [in] Adam, death did not exist. When she separated from him,
death came into being. Yet again: if he goes in and if he receives himself, there will
be no death.
§70

411

Contrary to John D. Turner in The Coptic Gnostic Library (NHS xxviii), I suggest restoring a[pdiabolo]s
instead of a[pdhmiourgo]s. This gives a better reading in the context: In line 22 ‘Adam sowed him [the devil]
(into his offspring). Therefore he acquired sons who angered one another. And Cain killed Abel his brother, for the
devil had breathed into him [Adam].’
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The text that I have presented in italics suddenly disqualifies the familiar concepts of
above and below, and gives preference to the terms inner and outer. With the strong
statement that people ‘are wrong’, when they see him as the one ‘above’, the teacher
will have surprised the candidates, as he previously used that type of language
himself. With that surprise he forces the candidates to shift their focus from life after
death to their transformation in the present. In terms of above and below, we see the
following levels:
• Above everything is the highest Father, with the divine plerôma, where the
Logos came from (§30).
• He descended through the ‘above’, the spiritual sphere, where he assumed a
‘great body’ and appeared to the angels (§26).
• He brought the angels down to the ‘below’, where the psychics live entrapped
in the material world, to unite the spiritual angel with the psychic image
(§26b). For that reason he entered in baptism into the psychic body of the
Christ (§81-82). After unification with the angels, the souls of the gnostic
Christian will pass the psychic sphere of the Demiurge and the spiritual sphere
of the angels, until they reach the highest Father.
In terms of inner and outer, the inner man is spiritual, and the outer man is psychic.
The material man is ‘outside the outer’ and will suffer destruction, as will the souls
that do not leave the body. The idea is that the believer (the soul) no longer lives on
the outside (the body), but turns to the (spiritual) one inside.412 The center of the
passage is formed by Jesus’ words about the Father who is in the hidden (Matthew
6:6).413
8.2.6 The temple metaphor in §76
Cosmology, Soteriology and Eschatology come together in the temple metaphor. This
metaphor underlies various passages in GPhil, most clearly §76 and §125, and
possibly also §18 and §27. I will first discuss §76 line by line:414
§76

There were three houses where to offer sacrifice in Jerusalem.

This notice may seem unhistorical to modern readers, accustomed as we are to twodimensional maps of the temple, on which we see only one building and lines around
it to demarcate the various courts. But this was not the spatial experience of first
century visitors. Josephus (The Jewish War 5,184-237) speaks of a succession of three
temples (and not temple courts as in some translations). A first-century visitor would
have looked up at the walls surrounding the Temple Mount and considered them the
first building. Having entered the first ‘house’ he would find himself in the Court of
the Gentiles and see a second house with high-rising walls: the Sanctuary (enclosing
the three smaller courts: those of the Women, Israel and the Priests). Here, only
ritually pure Israelites could enter. Within the court of the priests stood the third
house: the temple with the porch and the two central rooms, the Holy and the Holy of
412

Cf 7.3.4 above. See also the Exegesis on the Soul 131.13-132.2, which explains conversion as a turning inward
of the soul in baptism.
413
An interesting parallel can be found in the Acts of Philip, Martyrium 36 (142). Amsler translates: ‘bienheureux
donc celui qui se retire dans le secret de sa chambre, car il trouvera le repos à l’heure de son départ.’ in: Bovon &
Geoltrain eds, Écrits Apocryphes Chrétiens (1997), p 1316.
414
In chapter 5.2.4 above, I discuss this passage in its ritual context. Here I focus on the metaphor itself and its
soteriological meaning.
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the Holies. The Holy could only be entered by priests; the Holy of the Holies only
once a year by the High Priest. The idea of ‘three houses for sacrifice’ is perhaps a
little forced, but still rooted in historical reality. At the entrance to the first house were
the mikvaot for purification by washing. Inside the second house stood the altar for
animal sacrifice, like the paschal lamb. Inside the temple itself stood the altar for
incense, along with the table for the showbread. The text continues as follows:
The one opening to the west was called the ‘Holy’. The other one, opening to the
south, was called the ‘Holy of the Holy’. The third one, opening to the east, was
called the ‘Holy of the Holies’, the place where only the high priest goes into.

The spatial progression of holiness fits within the range of contemporary descriptions.
Josephus only describes the last two stages: the Sanctuary was for him the Holy,
whereas the inner ‘holy temple’ contained the Holy of the Holies. The Mishna (Kellim
1,6-9) describes no less then ten degrees of holiness, starting with the land of Israel.
In GPhil we find three degrees: Holy, the Holy of the Holy and the Holy of the
Holies, which is connected to the initiation rite (see below). The idea of three gates
opening to the west, south and east is a deliberate simplification of historical
reality.415 The metaphor is likely to refer to the course of the sun as in Ephrem Syrus’
Songs for Epiphany, wherein baptism is the subject (10.8 and 10.10):
The East in the morning was made light!
The South at noonday was made dark!
The West again in turn at eventide was made light.
The three quarters represent one Birth, His Death and Life they declare.
...
And like as, save by the door of birth, none can enter into creation;
– so, save by the door of resurrection, none can enter into the kingdom.

In §76 the order is reversed: west, south and east. This suggests a view of salvation as
a return from the West to the East, where the sun came from. The east as the bridal
chamber is also known from psalm 19 and Eclogae Propheticae 12: the sun rises in
the east, like a bridegroom emerging from his wedding canopy, the heavenly
tabernacle. This order is also noted in a study of a large number of early Christian
baptisteries in North Africa.416 In many cases, The baptism candidate entered the
basin from the west (the world of Satan), was baptized in the middle – standing in the
water and receiving an outpouring of water over his or her head – and left the basin on
the east side, into the world of Christ.
In the next sentence of §76, the three Holies are related to the initiation:
Baptism has the resurrection in the redemption, being the redemption in the bridal
chamber, and the bridal chamber in that which is above [it, to which we belong]. You
will find nothing like it.
415

Cf Levine (2002), Jerusalem. The most impressive gate to the Temple Mount was the central gate on the west.
From the Palace of Herod a wide road bridged the Cheesemakers Valley. On the same side was also a second
elaborate gate with an arched stairway descending from the enormous basilica on the southern side of the Court of
the Gentiles. But these gates seem to have been used mainly for exit. Most people entered the complex on the
south, where there were elaborate mikvaot for last-minute purification (p. 230). The Sanctuary had no fewer than
nine gates and the most impressive Herodian gate was on the east. But most people will have used the gates on the
south, where they came from, and it seems that in Hasmonaean times, the main gate of the Sanctuary faced south
(p 112). The temple itself opened up to the east.
416
Luiks (1975), Baptisterium, p 164.
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I suggest that the three houses of worship represent three levels of worship: body, soul
and spirit.417 Baptism of the body is the gate to the resurrection of the soul,
redemption of the soul is the gate to the ascent of the soul, whereas unification with
the spirit in the bridal chamber is the gate to the heavenly plerôma, which is above the
sphere of Sophia and the angels, but to which all the spiritual will return in the end.
This is illustrated in the following illustration of the three ‘houses’:
baptism
redemption
bridal
west

east
chamber
south

figure 8.1

With this in mind, I agree with Schenke’s restoration of the badly damaged sentences
that follow:
[Those who receive it] are those who pray [in spirit and truth. They do not pray in]
Jerusalem. [There are some in] Jerusalem [indeed praying in] Jerusalem, [but]
waiting [for the mysteries] that are called the Holy of the Holies. [This is that (house)
whose] veil was rented. [Our] bridal room [is nothing else] but the image [of the
bridal chamber that is] above.

Those who receive the bridal chamber above are the true Christians. In Heracleon’s
comment on John 4:21: the pneumatikoi will not worship the Devil in the world nor
the Demiurge in Jerusalem, but the Father of Truth.418 Those who pray in Jerusalem
worship in the realm of the psyche, or the Demiurge. But some of these do so in the
expectation of renting the veil, when they can ascend past the Demiurge to the Holy
of Holies.
Because of this, its veil was rent from above to below. For it was necessary for some
from below to go to the above.
§77 Those who are clothed with the perfect light, the powers do not see, and they are
not able to seize them. One will clothe himself in this light in the mystery in the
union.

In §27 we read that the lamb should not be despised, as without it we cannot see the
king (the Demiurge). According to Clement, Valentinus explained that those who are
saved have overcome the deadly rule that ‘No man shall see the face of God and live’
(Exodus 33:20).419 Our text continues with the statement that no one can approach the
king while he is naked. This also refers to the sacrifice of Jesus or the lamb, as is clear
417

The idea of the human individual as consisting of ‘houses’ can also be found in Resurrection 10, attributed to
Justin Martyr: ‘... [T]he spirit dies not. The soul is in the body and without a soul it cannot live. The body, when
the soul forsakes it, is not. For the body is the house of the soul; and the soul the house of the spirit.’
418
In Origen, Commentary on John 13.16.
419
Miscellanies 4.13 (ANF 2, p 425).
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from the preceding §23.420 In §125, there is also an eschatological dimension to this
passage:
The veil, indeed, was closed at first. How (else) would God govern creation? But if the
veil is torn and the inner parts are revealed this house will be left behind, being
desolate. Even more, it will be destroyed. And the whole godhead will flee from these
places (but) not in the Holies [of the Holies].

This description not only recalls the renting of the veil in the gospels and the
prophecy of Jesus in Luke 13:35 (‘your house will be left desolate’), but also the
portents of the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in 70 CE, described by Josephus
and summarized by Tacitus.421 Daniel Stöckl Ben Ezra argues for an eschatological
understanding of §76 and other Valentinian writings:422
Valentinian theologians of the second century, among them Theodotus, Heracleon
and the writer of the Valentinian Exposition, adopted the motif of the high priest’s
entrance into the holy of holies from Jewish apocalyptic ascent visions to describe the
eschatological entrance of Christ and the pneumatics into the Plerôma.

He points to, inter alia, the following passage from the Excerpta ex Theodoto (38),
which he translates as follows:
A river of fire pours forth from beneath the throne’ of the Topos (that is: the
Demiurge), and streams into the void of creation, the Gehenna; and though streaming
from (the day of) creation, it is not filled. And the Topos himself is a fire. For this
reason, he says, there is a veil in order that the spiritual ones do not perish when they
see him. Only the Archangel has access beyond him. The image of that is the High
Priest who entered the Holy of the Holies once a year. Therefore, also, Jesus is called
to help, sitting (enthroned) besides the Topos, so that the spiritual ones remain and do
not ascend before him, both in order to pacify the Topos as well as to provide the
(spiritual) seed with a passage into the Plerôma.

8.2.7 No structure of the plerôma
A number of Valentinians speculated about the ‘fullness (plerôma) of God’. They
attributed to God specific ‘motions’ or emanating ‘aeons’. Each consisted of a male
and a female aspect. The majority of the known Valentinian structures, as reported by
the church fathers, start with a group of 8 aeons, then a second group of 12 aeons and
a third group of 10 aeons.423 Sometimes there were additional ‘generations’.
Despite the differences between the various structures, the names of the first 8 aeons
are relatively stable. Most of the schemes discussed by Thomassen424 are variations of
the following:
420

Cf also Heracleon’s comment on John 1:29 the lamb stands for the earthly Jesus, the imperfect body that will
be sacrificed, whereas ‘he who dwells in it’, the Lord, is not sacrificed; in: Origen, Commentary on John 6.60.
421
Josephus, Jewish War VI, 293-299.; Tacitus, Histories V,13: ‘The doors of the holy place abruptly opened, a
superhuman voice was heard to declare that the gods were leaving it, and in the same instant came the rushing
tumult of their departure.’
422
Stöckl Ben Ezra (2003), Yom Kippur p. 243.
423
There is a curious parallel in Hecateus of Miletus’ summary of Egyptian mythology as a development of first 8,
then a second generation of 12 and a third generation of many gods (Hecateus of Miletus, Periegesis, discussed in
Herodotus, Histories 2.145). So far, I have not seen this passage discussed in any study of Valentinian theology.
424
Thomassen (2005), Spiritual Seed, part III.
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names expressing that God cannot be known,
like:
names from philosophical reasoning, often
with words that also occur in the Prologue to
the Gospel of John:
the pair from Ephesians 5. Cf. Irenaeus
Against Heresies I.viii.4 (sometimes the third
pair):

Male name
Deep, Unspoken, Prebeginning, Fore)Father
Mind,
Beginning,
Father, Only-begotten
Logos (first-born Son)

Female name
(no name, if a monad:
Silence, Thought, Grace)
Truth, Grace

Man

Church

Life (‘the Light of man’)

Table 8.2

A baptismal instruction transmits secrets to candidates who had for some years
already been tested. This is what we see in Hippolytus’ description of Marcosian
baptismal instruction.425 And indeed, the only text from Nag Hammadi that
systematically sets out the structure of the plerôma is the only other Valentinian
baptismal instruction in the Nag Hammadi corpus: a Valentinian Exposition. In GPhil,
however, there is no exposition of the structure of the plerôma. On the contrary, it
seems that such a structure is not assumed as there are only two aeons: the present
aeon and the one to come, which is the aeon (§7, 11, 103, and 127).
I note that there are many pleromatic systems described in the accounts of the
church fathers but very few in the Nag Hammadi writings themselves.426 I suggest
that these heresiarchs, in their eagerness to condemn Valentinian doctrine as
polytheist fantasies, used the most explicit and divergent texts that they could find.
These, however, do not give us an accurate description of the Valentinian movement.
Although Tertullian believed that the idea of 30 aeons goes back to Valentinus
himself, he had to admit that Valentinus himself could not be accused of worshipping
thirty gods:427
Ptolemaeus afterwards entered on the same path, by distinguishing the names and the
numbers of the Aeons into personal substances, which, however, he kept apart from
God. Valentinus had included these in the very essence of the Deity, as senses and
affections of motion.

It seems a number of the Valentinians held a more conservative view of the Aeons:428
1. How much more sensible are they who, rejecting all this tiresome nonsense, have
refused to believe that any one Aeon has descended from others by steps like these....
[I]t is, in fact, from his [God’s] mere motion that they gain their designations.
2. When, as they say, he thought of producing offspring, he on that account gained
the name of ‘Father’. After producing, because the issue he produced was true, he
received the name of ‘Truth’. When he wanted himself to be manifested, he on that
account was announced as ‘Man’. Those, moreover, whom he preconceived in his
thought when he produced them, were then designated ‘the Church’. As Man, he
uttered his ‘Word’ and so this Word is his first begotten Son, and to the Word was
425

Refutation, 6.37: about the Marcosians who said that Irenaeus’ report was incorrect: ‘We have therefore been
anxious to investigate more accurately, and to discover minutely, what (instructions) they deliver in the case of the
first bath (they call it something like that), and in the case of the second, which they call Redemption (for not even
this secret of them escaped us).’ After this, Hippolytus describes Marcus’ system of the plerôma, which seems not
to have been disclosed before (6.36).
426
Cf. Thomassen (2005), Spiritual Seed, p. 193 ff.
427
Against the Valentinians 4.2. ANF vol 3, p 505.
428
Against the Valentinians 36.1-2. ANF vol 3, pp 519-520.
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added ‘Life’. And by this process the first Ogdoad was complete. However, the whole
of the tiresome story is utterly poor and weak.

According to Irenaeus this is the opinion of ‘those of them ... deemed more skilful
than the persons mentioned before’.429 Those mentioned before include Valentinus
himself, Secundus, and the followers of Ptolemy. If we are to look for teachers who
lay no emphasis on pleromatic structures, we should probably be looking among the
eastern teachers and Heracleon.
8.2.8 Conclusions
The analysis of various textual units and passages in GPhil reveals the following: In
the introduction it is clear that Christ came to transform people from Gentile to
Hebrew and from Hebrew to Christian, in order to recover his psyche. The community
of GPhil uses the same creedal concepts as mainstream Christianity, but these
concepts refer to principally different entities. The highest father is not the Creator of
this world. The Virgin Mary stands for the Holy Spirit.
GPhil sees Jesus as the son of the Demiurge and the Holy Spirit. The Logos and
the Holy Spirit descended upon him during his baptism. This doctrine is compatible
with the doctrine that Hippolytus ascribes to the Italian school. The christological
debate is intimately connected with the debate about the resurrection of the body, as it
is in Tertullian’s writings on these subjects. Sophia/Achamoth seems to share some
characteristics with the western systems featuring two Sophias, but the teacher does
not present an entire Sophian myth. Salvation, finally, consists of turning inward to
the Father/angel/plerôma within, and, in the end, of unity within the plerôma above.
8.3

The place of GPhil within Valentinian doctrine

In order to translate the theological position GPhil into geography and time, I will
first summarize my understanding of the development of the Valentinian
movement:430
• 140 – 160 CE. Valentinus, a well-educated Alexandrian, is active in (one of) the
Roman church(es). He writes homilies and psalms, and teaches pupils. He tries to
reconcile Hellenistic ideas with Christianity and, like the Syrian Cerdo, believes
that Jesus proclaimed a higher father than the Jewish God. He seems to teach
docetic beliefs about Jesus’ body. In 144 CE, the ship-owner Marcion, a pupil of
Cerdo, asks the Roman church(es) to adopt the idea of a higher father above the
Jewish God. This is not accepted and may well have been the first ‘formal’
rejection of this doctrine. Marcion starts his own separate church. Valentinus does
not leave the church.
• 160 – 180 CE. Ptolemy and Heracleon are well-known second-generation teachers
in Rome. Ptolemy further develops Valentinus’ teaching about the plerôma.
Heracleon works as an exegete. He may well have left Rome for Alexandria as no
writings or followers of Heracleon are mentioned in western sources.431 Marcus is
another teacher active in Asia Minor. He introduces number/letter symbolism and

429

Tertullian slightly amended the report of Irenaeus Against Heresies 1.12.3.
Cf. Dunderberg (2005), ‘School’; Filorama (1990), History; Layton (1987), Scriptures; Markschies
(2003/2001), Gnosis, and (1997) ‘Valentinian’; Roukema (1999/1998), Gnosis; Rudolph (1987/1980), Gnosis.
431
Cf. Wucherpfennig (2002), Heracleon, pp 369-371.
430
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•

ritual innovations. Valentinians participate both in their own cult groups and in the
mainstream church, from which they recruit new followers.
180 – 220 CE. The ‘followers’ of Heracleon and Ptolemy become known as the
Italian school, which specifies that Jesus’ body was not physical but spiritual and
psychic, and that the psychic part was produced by the Demiurge. Others, like
Axionicus in Antioch, maintain that Jesus’ body was only spiritual. They are
called the Oriental school. The followers of Marcus have a similar christological
position as the oriental teachers, but also share certain ideas with the Italian
school. Followers of Ptolemy are reported in Italy and North Africa, followers of
Marcus in Asia Minor, the south of France and Rome. Valentinians in Alexandria
possess writings from Heracleon, but also from Ptolemy and his followers and
from Theodotus, a teacher in the Oriental school. Opposition to Valentinians in
mainstream churches grows in the west, with Irenaeus in the south of France (ca
180 CE), Tertullian in North Africa (ca 200 CE) and Hippolytus in Rome (ca 215
CE).

Later in the third century, the Valentinian movement seems to become marginalized.
There are few reports of their activities or teachers. They seem to have been driven
out of most mainstream churches and are no longer experienced as an immediate
threat. In the fourth century CE, only a few communities are attested to in Egypt and
in the east. But documents like the Nag Hammadi writings were still read by
‘pneumatkoi’.432
The illustration below summarizes the main groups of Valentinians, but does not
include third generation teachers such as Alexander and Secundus. Axionicus is
included, however, as Tertullian sees in hem a proponent of the eastern school, and
the only one in his days who was still faithful to Valentinus’ regulae.433

figure 8.2

432
433

See the dedication at the end of Nag Hammadi Codex II.
Against the Valentinians 4.3.
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In the analysis presented in chapter 8.2 above, I found that GPhil cannot be seen as a
product of the Oriental school as its christology closely corresponds with what
Hippolytus describes as the doctrine of the Italian school. Also, the emphasis on the
salvation of the soul in the introduction and the roles of Sophia in the fifth unit do not
fit very well with the eastern doctrines reconstructed by Thomassen. On the other
hand, they also differ somewhat from the ideas of Ptolemy’s followers described by
Irenaeus: salvation is not so much dependent on one’s essence but achieved through
transformation, and the Holy Spirit and the Sophia above may be the same person.
Decidedly different from both the followers of Ptolemy and of Marcus is the lack of a
pleromatic structure consisting of many aeons. This difference also applies to
Marcus.434 I also note that Marcus’ teaching about letters and numbers is completely
absent in GPhil.
Of the four teachers mentioned at the bottom of the illustration, the theology
of GPhil cannot be reconciled with that of Ptolemy, Axionicus, or Marcus. That
implies that GPhil originated within a group of followers of Heracleon, or that the
theology of GPhil stands apart from all four main types of Valentinian doctrine.
Heracleon
Although Heracleon was a leading teacher within the Valentinian movement, only a
few fragments of his work have been preserved. The heresy hunters report little about
him, possibly because his ideas and practices were less easy to attack than those of
Ptolemy’s followers and Marcus. Clement of Alexandria even called Heracleon ‘the
most distinguished of the school of Valentinians’.435 Clement preserved two
fragments of Heracleon’s commentary on Matthew, whereas Origen preserved 48
fragments of his commentary on John.436 As Ansgar Wucherpfennig in his Heracleon
Philologus argues, Origen, who knew ‘followers’ of Heracleon in Alexandria, may
sometimes have paraphrased and amplified rather than quoted Heracleon. This means
that the wording may have been influenced somewhat by what Origen thought that
later followers of Heracleon believed. This is not necessarily a negative point for my
analysis, as I am only interested in the question whether GPhil fits better with the
tradition of Heracleon than with those of other second-generation teachers.
The psychikoi
Unfortunately, Heraclon’s preserved fragments say nothing about Sophia. There is
also little on the nature of the body of Jesus. For Heracleon’s opinions in this respect
we are dependent on Hippolytus’ testimony. Nevertheless, if Thomassen is correct
that a concern for the salvation of psychikoi (often) corresponds with a descent of the
Saviour into a psychic body, we can also investigate what the teaching is of GPhil
with regard to the salvation of the psychics. This is made clear in Heracleon’s
comment on John 8:44:437

434
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These things were spoken not to the natural earthbound sons of the Devil but to the
psychikoi who by choice become sons of the Devil; from being such [psychics] by
nature, some can also by choice become sons of God.

As in §76 and §125 of GPhil, there is a temple metaphor. Commenting on the
cleansing of the temple in John 2:13, Heracleon says that Jerusalem is the ‘place of
living things’ (which is the place of the Demiurge – cf. his comment on John 4:21).
The ‘sellers’ are not true believers, as ‘a calling without the spirit is not assisted by
the Lord’ (cf §59). He continues:438
The temple [that Jesus cleansed] is the Holy of Holies, which only the high priest
enters, where the pneumatikoi go. The court of the temple where the Levites also
enter is a symbol of those psychikoi who are saved outside the plerôma.439

Salvation of the soul
More generally, we see that the salvation of the soul plays the same role as in GPhil.
In his comments on John 4:35-36, Heracleon says, ‘The harvest means the souls of
the believers’. In fact the reapers that the saviour sends are ‘angels, each for his own
soul’.440 In his comments on John 4:46-54, he says, ‘The soul is not immortal but only
suited for salvation’.441 The Samaritan woman, whose nature is spiritual but who fell
into fornication with matter (comments on John 4:18 and 24442), resembles the story
of Mary Magdalene and the Exegesis on the Soul. Her soul was drawn to the saviour
because of its spiritual nature: ‘For the soul is drawn to the Saviour through the spirit
and by the spirit’ (on John 4:28).443 As in GPhil, there are three states of being;
through transformation, sound becomes a voice and voice becomes logos (John 1:23):
on John 1:23
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on John 4:22
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The Aeon
As we saw, GPhil does not describe pleromatic structures as Ptolemy and his
followers and Marcus seem to have done. A similar absence of pleromatic structures
is observed by Elaine Pagels, in her comparison of the fragments of Heracleon with
the teachings of Ptolemy on the prologue of John:446 Ptolemy uses it to explain the
structure of the plerôma, but Heracleon uses it to explain how the Logos employs the
438

In: Origen, Commentary on John 10.33, the comment on John 4:21 is contained in: Origen, Commentary on
John 13.16.
439
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Demiurge to create the cosmos. It is possible that Heracleon was less concerned with
the plerôma than Ptolemy. But according to Pagels, another explanation is possible.
As Heracleon’s work was a commentary that could come into the hands of outsiders,
it makes sense that he didn’t disclose the deepest secrets of the Valentinians. I do not
believe that Heracleon and Ptolemy can be ‘harmonized’ on this point. As in GPhil
(§7, 11, 103), Heracleon speaks only of this aeon and the aeon to come (see his
comments on John 4:17 and 4:22).447
Other points of comparison
Just like §120 of GPhil, Heracleon emphasizes the role of Christ in creation and not
the role of Sophia; he created the world through the Demiurge (comment on John
1:3448). Both the Demiurge and Jesus administer baptism (John 1:25-27449 and
§43/54). The Lamb of God is the imperfect body of Jesus that is sacrificed and
secures our entry into the wedding feast (John 1:29/2:13450 and §27). The metaphor of
sowing and reaping (John 4:35-36451), the first of which is done in winter, is also
present in §7. The confusion of names in §11 and 17 also seems present in
Heracleon’s comment on John 4:24452.
Two further differences are of interest: Heracleon’s most frequent designation of
Christ is ‘the Saviour’; in GPhil this occurs only in §55. Finally, the comment on
Matthew 10:32-33453 shows that in Heracleon’s days there was debate about
confession before the human authorities, something that seems absent from the
confession in §49 (for discussion, see chapter 9.2.3 below).
Conclusion
Similarities in thinking and the use of similar metaphors cannot be taken as proof that
GPhil stands in the tradition of Heracleon. The same ideas are also present in other
Valentinian and gnostic Christian writings. Nevertheless, a connection between
Heracleon and GPhil is likely because of the combination of the following two
findings:
• Their doctrines regarding the psychikoi and the psyche set GPhil and Heracleon
apart from the eastern school and confirm Hippolytus’ testimony about Heracleon.
• The doctrine about the Aeon sets GPhil and Heracleon apart from Ptolemy and his
followers and Marcus.
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9.

Provenance

In this chapter I evaluate indications of provenance to see how GPhil describes its
own time and place. A preliminary remark applies. If the work consists of notes for a
series of baptismal instructions, the essence of catechesis is that the teacher transmits
the tradition that he himself received at his own baptism. Most baptismal ideas and
concepts preceded the teacher by many years, although he, as the instructor, was
responsible for the final composition and wording.
9.1

Current scholarship

GPhil is usually dated, often tentatively, to the late second or third century. Most
scholars, beginning with Eric Segelberg, have argued for a Syrian provenance of
GPhil – or for a number of its excerpts in the case of those who argue that it is an
anthology.454 Most scholars take the Syriac etymologies as a strong indicator of its
background. Isenberg argued that (1) the etymologies, (2) the similarities with
‘Eastern sacramental practice and catecheses’ and (3) ascetic tendencies all point to
Syria. Einar Thomassen, however, notes in a footnote:455
‘[O]nly the first [point] carries any weight, though discussions of the meaning of
Semitic words do not themselves necessarily indicate a Syrian-Palestinian
geographical environment....
The second point is wrong as far as the eastern sacramental practices are concerned...
The last point about ascetic ethics ... is highly debatable.’

On the basis of my analyses regarding the ritual behind GPhil (chapters 4 and 5) and
its social setting (chapter 7), I agree with Thomassen. GPhil is not highly ascetic, as it
uses wine in the eucharist (§100) and displays a relatively positive attitude towards
marriage (§103 and §122). The sacramental practice follows a western mainstream
Christian pattern. Isenberg and Ménard note that the bridal imagery shows affinity
with the Syrian Odes of Salomon and the writings of the later Ephrem of Edessa. This
does not prove, however, that the document came from these areas. Valentinus
himself came from Egypt and in that same period the Syrian Cerdo taught in Rome.
Valentinians described by Irenaeus used the same imagery and even the fourthcentury Ambrose of Milan used bridal imagery in his mystagogy. The remaining
point, which Thomassen credits with some weight, is the matter of the etymologies.
Bentley Layton writes in the introduction to GPhil:456
[Other excerpts] refer to etymologies in Syriac, the Semitic language (a dialect of
Aramaic) used in Edessa and western Mesopotamia; these must be the work of a
Valentinian theologian of the East, writing in a bilingual milieu such as Edessa.

There are several problems with this statement:
• Currently the term ‘Syriac’ is often understood as referring to Aramaic spoken in
late antiquity in Edessa. However GPhil uses a Greek-Egyption word, ment-Syros,
that could also be translated as ‘Syrian’. This Greek and Egyptian word was used
454
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•

•

for all of Syria, and could also include Palestine.457 The language group referred
to by this name was Aramaic, of which Hebrew is a close relative.458 Josephus and
the Talmud Yerushalmi also use Syrian as an equivalent to Aramaic in general.
Sometimes the word referred to all Semitic languages in the region (including
Hebrew and Arabic).
A theologian does not have to work in a bilingual milieu in order to use an
etymology. Philo in Egypt,459 and Plutarch in Greece, often used etymologies,
seemingly without full command of the source languages. Augustine in North
Africa encouraged preachers to make use of lists of etymological explanations,
such as for the Hebrew word ‘Siloam’.460 One such list is P.Oxy. 2745 with
Aramaic and Hebrew etymologies; another list with Hebrew and Aramaic
etymologies is Hieronymus’ Onomastica Sacra.
A bilingual milieu does not require a theologian to produce etymologies. This
would rather require entire translations of difficult passages for those not perfectly
fluent in Greek. See, for example, Egeria’s account of the catecheses in bilingual
Jerusalem (4th century CE):
‘The bishop ... interprets all that takes place in baptism. ... He always speaks in
Greek, and has a presbyter beside him who translates the Greek into Syriac so that
everyone can understand what he says.’ (47.1-2)461

The question is whether a critical review of the passages concerned supports the
consensus view that GPhil was written in a place like Antioch or Edessa. If not, other
indicators in the text should be reviewed.
9.2

Analysis

9.2.1 The etymologies
The etymologies are found in §19, 47, and 53:
‘Jesus’ is a name that is hidden; ‘Christ’ is a name that is revealed - therefore,
indeed, Jesus does not exist not in any language, but his name is ‘Jesus’, just as he
was called. Also ‘Christ’ is his name: in The Syrian language it is ‘Messiah’, but in
Greek it is ‘Christ’. Surely all the others have it according to everyone’s own
language. The ‘Nazarene’ is the revealed of the hidden one.
§19

In §19, the teacher shows how a crucial title of Jesus, Messiah, is translated into
everyone’s language. The word ‘Messiah’ is of course not specifically Edessan, but
rather the Aramaic title that the first Jewish believers gave to Jesus. This title was
then translated into the languages of later believers. The language of the speaker and
his audience is Greek, they speak of the Christos; the ‘others’ have their own
languages. The speaker says that ‘Jesus’ is a hidden name; the name is used without
translation in other languages (unlike Messiah/Christ). Every nation calls him ‘Jesus’.
457
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This point works only if his audience is not bilingual in Greek and Aramaic/Hebrew.
For an Aramaic-speaker, it would not be a ‘hidden’ name.
The apostles before us called out this way: ‘Jesus, the Nazoraean, Messiah’,
which is ‘Jesus, the Nazoraean, Christ’. The last name is ‘Christ’; the first is ‘Jesus’.
The one in the middle is ‘the Nazarene’. ‘Messiah’ has two meanings: both ‘the christ
(=the anointed)’ and ‘the measured one’. ‘Jesus’ in Hebrew is ‘Salvation’, ‘Nazara’ is
‘Truth’, The Nazarene, then is (the one from) the Truth. It is Christ who was measured.
The Nazarene and Jesus are the ones who were measured.
§47

In §47, the word Messiah is given explicitly on the authority of the apostles. The
apostles handed down the correct names and rituals (§95). The meaning of ‘Syriac’ in
§19, when referring to the Messiah, is therefore not meant in the narrow sense, but
rather in the broad sense of ‘Aramaic’, i.e. the language of the apostles.
Next, the speaker gives the ‘Hebrew’ meaning of the words Jesus and, it seems,
Nazara. In late antiquity the words ‘Hebrew’ and Syriac/Aramaic often overlapped in
meaning and it is unclear whether the speaker makes a conscious distinction:
• The etymology of Messiah works in both Aramaic and Hebrew. The second
meaning conveys a Christian paradox: the immeasurable God has been
‘measured’ in Jesus.462 Jesus is in Truth, and Truth is in the visible Christ. This
earthly Christ has a measured body, in terms of §26 a ‘small’ body.
• The etymology for Jesus is based on the Hebrew language. Although the strict
meaning would be ‘Yahweh redeems’, the rendering ‘redemption’ is already
present in Matthew 1:21 and not uncommon in Jewish and Christian writers.463
• The etymology for Nazara, which Schenke takes to refer to Nazareth, seems
incorrect.464 We know of no such word with the meaning of ‘truth’ in Hebrew or
Aramaic. In fact, the remark in §19 is linguistically more accurate: ‘the Nazarene
... reveals what is hidden’. In Hebrew, the verbal form can mean ‘to hide’ or ‘to
keep secret’. As Ménard explains in his commentary, the word is used in this
sense by the Mandaeans, who also speak a form of Aramaic.465 The nasuraia is
the one initiated in the ‘secrets [or hidden things] of the truth’ (nasirutha).
Ignatius, a church leader in Antioch (circa 69-107 CE), calls Jesus the High Priest
‘who alone is entrusted with the secret things of God’.466 Conceivably in bilingual
Antioch, the link between Nazarene and this title had already been made. In
GPhil, it seems that the etymology travelled through the hands of people who did
not have a full command of Hebrew and Aramaic. It seems that our speaker and
his audience did not know that §19 contains the translation and §47 only the
conclusion that these things are ‘the hidden truth of God’. This again argues
against a bilingual setting of this passage in GPhil.
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As Schenke notes in his commentary, this was first pointed out by Van Unnik in 1963, on the basis of the
parallel in Irenaeus’ Against Heresies 4.4.2.
463
Werner Foerster notes that this etymology is also given in Jesus Sirach 46:1, Philo On the Changes of Names
121, Clement of Alexandria, Instructor 3,12.98, Cyril of Jerusalem, Mystical Catecheses. 10.13 (‘according to the
Hebrews: ‘savior’), and Chrystostom Homily on Matthew 2,2; Eusebius Demonstration of the Gospel 4.17.23 has
the full and correct etymology. See Foerster ‘’Ιησοûς’ in: Kittel (ed.) and Bromiley (trans.) (1965), Theological
Dictionary of the New Testament vol. III, p. 284-293.
464
Schenke (1997), Philippus, p. 223.
465
Ménard (1988), Philippe, p 139.
466
Letter to Philadelphia (8-9).

199

The text, as it stands, suggests that §47 refers to something like a liturgical formula.467
In connection to the Aramaic title Messiah, the form Nazoraean is used. Elsewhere in
§19 and §47 the form Nazarene is used, as if this is the term more familiar to the
audience. This would give some support to a non-oriental provenance of these
passages.468 It may well be that our teacher explains an Aramaic liturgical formula, as
some Valentinians did in Rome or Gaul. According to Irenaeus, they used ‘Hebrew’
names in their baptismal rites.469 The use of the ‘correct’ language is important in any
ritual, not the least in late antiquity.470 For many, the divine names needed to be
pronounced correctly in order to be effective. The use of Aramaic would support the
claim that the rituals go back to the first apostles and, ultimately, to Jesus and the
Father, who anointed Jesus (§95). In Against Heresies I.21.3, the expression ‘Jesus
Nazaria’ is interpreted by these Valentinians to mean ‘Savior of Truth’. But the
translation ‘truth’, as we saw above, is secondary. In fact, Nazaria in Irenaeus is very
close to the Syriac: Natsraya. Likewise, Nazara in §47, does not have to refer to a
Greek form of Nazareth, but may simply mean Nazarene.471 This is also suggested by
the sentence that follows in §47: ‘Truth then is the Nazarene,’ the latter being the term
familiar to the audience.
Finally, we have a reference to a name in §53, again in the context of a ritual:
The eucharist is Jesus, for he is called in the Syrian language ‘Pharisatha’, which
is ‘the one spread out’. For Jesus came to be crucified to the cosmos.
§53

As Ménard pointed out (see chapter 5.3.4 above), Syriac Christians called a piece of
bread, that was ‘broken’ off a eucharistic bread, ‘prista’ (singular).472 The plural
‘perisata’ underlies this passage in the Gospel of Philip. It is probably the Aramaic
equivalent for the Greek ‘klasmata’ (broken pieces), but the language is not
specifically Syriac.473 There is indeed a play of words between the Aramaic verbs for
breaking and spreading. But the speaker’s ‘translation’ in the singular (‘the one who
is ...’) is wrong. Again we see that the teacher transmits genuine information, but
without having a full command of the original language.
I conclude that, in these excerpts from the Gospel of Philip, the word ‘Syrian
language’ denotes Aramaic as the language of the apostles, rather than the Syriac of
467
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some later Christians. The speaker used Aramaic and Hebrew etymologies just like
other Jewish, and Christian teachers did.474 For them, etymology was a means to find
learned interpretations, with the authority of the original language. Some Valentinians
used Hebrew or Aramaic in their liturgical formulae (or words that they thought to be
Hebrew and Aramaic), and this may well have been the case here as well. Contrary to
scholarly consensus, these etymologies are not at all evidence of a Syrian or bilingual
provenance. They are ‘second-hand’, and neither speaker nor audience had enough
knowledge of Aramaic and Hebrew to correct minor mistakes. Their language, as is
explicitly stated in §19, was Greek.
Greek was also spoken in Egypt, Libya, Cyprus, Asia Minor, the Rhône valley,
Southern Italy and, of course, Greece. Judging from the inscriptions discussed by
Lampe, Valentinians in Rome still used Greek in the 3rd century CE.
9.2.2 Indications from previous analyses
For this discussion of the provenance of GPhil, I will briefly summarize the
implications derived from previous chapters. In chapter 3 (genre), I demonstrated that
the length and three-part structure of GPhil fits well with second and third century
mainstream and gnostic Christian practice. The catecheses are more developed than
those of the first century and the entire series is shorter than those of the fifth century.
It seems these developments took place throughout the Mediterranean, but our
sources are scarce.
In chapters 5 and 6 (ritual), we saw that the form of the initiation rite is western,
with chrismation following baptism. There is even a minor rite involving the ‘salt of
Sophia’ that is attested only by a Roman source. From the chapters on rhetoric and
social setting (4 and 7), it appears that GPhil shares this rite with its direct mainstream
Christian environment. With Thomassen, I believe that it is unlikely that both
mainstream and Valentinian Christianity would consider post-baptismal chrismation
an apostolic tradition, unless its adoption preceded the dispute between the two in the
mid-second century. The current scholarly consensus is that post-baptismal
chrismation started in the west and migrated to the east. However, until the 7th century
CE, eastern Syria did not adopt post-baptismal chrismation.475 GPhil claims that
chrismation is an apostolic tradition. In other words, the rite is considerably older than
GPhil and there seems to be no debate about this within the mainstream Christian
environment. This clearly rules out eastern Syria as the place of origin.
Chapter 7 also indicates that from a social perspective we should be looking for a
Graeco-Roman city with a significantly united Christian presence in the period before
Valentinians were cut off from mainstream Christianity. The community was
probably urban and may have counted among its members some relatively well-to-do
and educated people, but also family members, slaves and clients. Some members
may have owned country estates. For GPhil, mainstream Christianity is the reference
environment. It seems that one or more gnostic Christian communities recruited
initiates from the larger mainstream Christian community. Despite the polemics, the
teacher does not include references to major differences within mainstream
Christianity such as those that occurred with Ebonites towards 100 CE in Palestine,
474
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with Montanists in the late second century in Asia Minor, or during the Novatian
schism in the west in 250 CE. Both gnostic and mainstream Christians claimed
descent from apostles and apostolic men. This claim became generally used in
discussions with Marcionites and gnostic Christians from Hegesippus onward (155
CE). We have also seen that Christianity was already detached from Judaism, as was
generally the case after the three Jewish wars, with the exception of Syria and
Palestine, where it seems that Jewish Christianity remained significant until the end of
the second century. I also concluded that the group still functioned as far as possible
inside the larger Christian community, even though tensions were already present.
The situation seems comparable to the one that Tertullian described (circa 200 CE in
North Africa). This situation seems to have ended in some major cities like Rome
around the end of the second century, but in many other cities in the first half of the
third century. In some areas in the East and Egypt, it may have lasted considerably
longer. This indicates that we should date the document before the early third century
if we position it in the west, or before the later third century if we position it in the
east.
In chapter 7.1.1 and 7.2.2 above, we saw that, in line with Tertullian’s account of
the Valentinians he knew, GPhil seems to accept a number of the writings that belong
to what we now call the New Testament, as authoritative scripture. The majority of
New Testament writings were accepted as authoritative from about the middle of the
second century (in the west) or from the early third century (in the east). The idea of a
canon seems to have been stimulated by the shorter canon that Marcion proposed in
the mid-second century.476 At the same time, apocryphal notions have also been
preserved, most notably the tradition ascribed to Philip about the cross in the garden
of Joseph. Of particular interest is the possible reference to a mainstream Christian
apocalypse that described torments in hell. According to Moreschini and Norelli, such
writings developed out of ‘Orphic Pythagorean and Jewish apocalypses’. 477 The
picture of hell is clearly Hellenistic. The earliest specimen we know of is the
Apocalypse of Peter, which is dated before 135 CE and is assumed to have come from
Palestine or Syria. According to the Canon Muratori (Italy, ca 200 CE), its authority
was as much debated as that of the Apocalypse of John. Clement (Egypt, 200 CE)
accepted it as authentic. The closest parallel to the torments of Christian clergy in hell
(§65) is found in the mainstream Apocalypse of Paul, dated to ca 400 CE.478 The
rhetoric in §65 against mainstream Christians on the basis of an apostolic apocalypse
is understandable in the light of the references by Clement and Origen. The above
observations correspond with the dating in recent decades of the second century
onward.479
Finally, there is the theological context, assessed in chapter 8. If GPhil belongs to
the Italian school and stands in the tradition of Heracleon, then we can imagine a
trajectory from Rome (in the 160s CE) to Alexandria, where Heracleon may have
moved and where his writings were preserved by gnostic Christians and quoted by
Clement and Origen.480 The presence of another gnostic Christian group, possibly
Oriental Valentinians, also points to Alexandria, where the same Clement preserved
excerpts from Theodotus, a teacher in the Oriental School.
476

Metzger (1987), Canon, chapters 4-6.
Moreschini and Norelli (2005), Literature vol 1, p 99.
478
Roukema (2005), ‘Paul’s Rapture’, p .280.
479
I also note that there is no explicit quotation from other Nag Hammadi texts, such as the Gospel of Thomas,
although the document frequently refers to texts from the New Testament and apocrypha.
480
It seems that most of the Valentinians in Carthage known to Tertullian had affinity with the followers of
Ptolemy.
477

202

9.2.3 Other evidence
As we saw in 7.2.4, the objective of the restrictions on sharing gnosis in §117-119
was to avoid tension with mainstream Christians. There is no indication that it was to
avoid persecution by the authorities. In the first century, there were persecutions
under Nero (in Rome) and Domitian. In the first half of the second century
persecutions were irregular and local. We see an increase in persecutions, especially
in the west, in the 170s CE. Another series of persecutions follows between 200 and
203 CE, now mostly in North Africa and Egypt. After this, there is a period with little
or no persecution until 235 CE (Rome, Palestine and Cappadocia). In 247 CE,
persecutions start in Alexandria and spread across the empire under Decian (250
CE).481
Interestingly, we find a reference to persecutions in a fragment of Heracleon,
where he comments on Matthew 10:32-33.482 Heracleon seems to be reacting to the
emphasis in mainstream Christianity on confessing before the authorities in the sense
of witnessing on pain of death. In GPhil, however, the confession in §49 is in front of
the archons, not the authorities. The question is not ‘Are you a Christian?’ as in the
acts of the martyrs, but rather ‘Who are you?’ as in the interrogation after death in
Egyptian religion. Only those who know who they are and who their true father and
mother are, will reach the other Aeon. The absence in GPhil of references to
persecutions by the authorities is no decisive argument for its dating. Nevertheless,
the absence is better understood if the document comes from a time with relatively
few persecutions.
The same passage also sheds light on the ethnic or cultural self-perception of the
audience: it speaks of Jews, Romans, barbarians and Greeks, slaves and free men. 483
Greeks, including those who had assimilated in Hellenistic culture, contrasted
themselves with ‘barbarians’ who could not speak proper Greek and had a different
(lower) civilization. Jewish writers like Philo, Paul and Josephus spoke of Jews,
Greeks and Barbarians. Here the word ‘Roman’ is added, which is to be expected in a
Roman environment, or in later second and early third century, when Roman
citizenship was acquired by more and more people. In 212 CE, Caracalla granted all
his subjects Roman citizenship. The word ‘barbarian’ is not normally a selfdesignation; nor is the word ‘Jew’ in the context of GPhil. It is likely that the
audience did not regard themselves as native Egyptians or Syrians. They probably
saw themselves as Greeks who had become true Christians and who did not worship
the God of the Jews. §102 speaks of only three categories: Jews, Greeks and
Christians.
The mainstream Christian environment of GPhil comes across as a community
significant in size and relatively uniform in beliefs and practices, a situation that does
not fit well with our understanding of Egypt for a large part of the second century, nor
of Edessa until the later third century.484
We have few sources on the character of the earliest churches in and around
Alexandria. They all point, however, to a Hellenistic Jewish type of early
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Christianity.485 In 115-117 CE there was a messianic war between the Jews in Libya
and Egypt against the Romans and the non-Jewish populace in general.486 The Jewish
Christians would have been heavily affected by the resulting massacres of Jews. From
120 CE onward, our fragmented sources speak of the rise of gnostic types of
Christianity, some with anti-Jewish elements. The teachers of this generation tried to
reconcile Christian beliefs with the late Hellenistic thinking that in itself was
considerably developed in Alexandria. Anti-Jewish elements may have come from
philosophical and political considerations, in combination with the changed
composition of the Christian community (no longer dominated by Jews). From about
180 CE onward, it seems that orthodoxy is on the rise with the establishment of a
mainstream Christian philosophical school. Under the leadership of Clement of
Alexandria (200 CE), this resulted in a philosophical Hellenistic Christianity that
reconciled late Hellenistic thinking with a positive appreciation of the God of the
Jews. In his polemic against the followers of Basilides and Valentinus, 487 as well as in
his non-polemic writings for (new) Christians, Clement has to an extent reclaimed
‘gnosis’ for mainstream Christianity.488 I also noted in chapter 6.3.3 above that the
baptism practice behind Clement’s writings may well have had a similar outline as the
western initiation rites.
There are three remaining remarks in GPhil that can make a modest contribution,
however imprecise, to the assessment of its provenance. The first regards the blowing
of glass forms (§51). This technique was discovered by Phoenicians in the first
century BC and spread across the Mediterranean in the first century CE.489
Another remark regards the storing of a fortune in a cheap vessel, worth no more
than an assarion (§22). This is the Greek name for the Roman as, a bronze or copper
coin.490 A simple piece of pottery fetched one as. Augustus introduced Roman
coinage as the standard for the empire. Cities minted their own bronze coins. The as
or assarion was soon adopted throughout the west, including North Africa, as well as
in Libya and Syria. In the second century CE, more and more cities in Greece and
Asia Minor adopted the coin. But it was never introduced in Egypt, which had a
closed monetary system in the first centuries CE (foreign coinage was forbidden).
Outside Egypt, Roman money derived its value from the gold standard. Because there
were fixed exchange rates between gold and silver coins, emperors could mint silver
coins with less and less actual silver content. But all that changed in the middle of the
third century, when the continuous debasement of silver coins was paired to the
abandonment of the gold standard. The purchase power of silver coins collapsed. As a
result, the intrinsic value of bronze coins came to exceed their nominal value; the
value of bronze itself was higher than the value of the ‘silver’ coins you could
exchange them for. As a result of this inflation, bronze coins were hoarded for the
value of their metal. They were no longer minted. In Egypt, people had only secondhand knowledge of the assarion. Greek gospels (Matthew and Luke) contained the
word. In later Sahidic translations, the (Greek) word obol was used to transcribe
assarion, even though it is twice the value of an assarion. Nevertheless, the word is
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found in the Greek papyri in a standard legal expression of a negligeable value which
resembles §22: µεχρι ’ασσαριου ‘ενος.491
Finally there is the idea that wild animals live alone in desolate places or deserts
(§40). This image is readily understood south and east of the Mediterranean, but not
in the forests of for instance Italy.
9.3

Conclusion

Clearly no single unambiguous indicator sets GPhil in a particular place and time. But
the available indicators do tell us a great deal about its time and environment. They
reveal that the community stands in a Christian tradition. It is conscious of its
Palestinian origins but uses the word ‘Hebrew’ pejoratively, as a negative description
of mainstream Christians – not because of their ethnicity but because they worship the
Jewish creator. The community functioned to a large extent inside this Christian
environment, from which it drew its recruits, but it kept its own cultic celebrations.
There is no indication of persecutions on the part of the authorities. The community
and its mainstream Christian environment both practised a western type of baptism.
The combined evidence makes it clear that GPhil fits within the period between
160 and 240 CE, in a Graeco-Roman city where the teacher and (most of) his
audience saw themselves as Greeks. They did not speak Aramaic. They, and their
mainstream Christian environment, practised a western form of baptism. By the time
the notes were taken down in writing, there seems to have been little persecution, as
was the case in most of the first half of the third century. Alexandria, where
Heracleon’s writings were known in that period, is a good option, but other GraecoRoman cities cannot be ruled out.
9.4

Excursus: A likely scenario

Under the instruction hypothesis, the GPhil is evidence of a structured and repeated
programme of baptismal instructions of groups of candidates for baptism, coming
from a mainstream Christian background. In theory this could have been the case in
any city, provided the Valentinian presence was large enough for such a program.
In the absence of clear indications of provenance, I want to introduce the element
of likelihood in this excursus. This concerns both the presence of Valentinians and the
number of candidates for baptism.
9.4.1 Christian presence
As in the case of GPhil (see 7.2 above), the presence of Valentinians seems correlated
to that of Christians in general. This observation is confirmed statistically by Rodney
Stark. He finds that, sociologically, the spread of gnostic Christian communities
followed the spread of Christian communities. On the basis of a regression analysis,
he concludes:492
Whereas Jewish presence has a very substantial impact on the spread of Christianity,
only Christianity seems to have any impact on the rise of Gnosticism.
491
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As Valentinian groups arose within the Christian movement at large, the size of the
Valentinian community is to a substantial degree dependent on the size of the entire
Christian community in a city. Stark has demonstrated that the relative size of the
movement in a city is dependent on the time that Christianity reached the city and the
characteristics of the city. He estimates, for example, that the Christian population in
200 CE amounted to 0.5% of the population of the Roman Empire as a whole, and to
1% of Rome.493 Larger cities in general were more prone to accommodate religious
diversity, likewise larger Christian communities were more likely to see diversity
within the Christian movement, especially if variant groups dependent for their
recruitment on the Christian community as a whole. The first proposition therefore, is
that we need not look for large Valentinian communities like that of GPhil in cities
where there was no sizeable Christian community.
9.4.2 Valentinian presence
The second proposition is that a substantial Valentinian presence is more likely in
cities for which such presence is attested than in cities where such presence did not
enter the historical record.
For the period 160-240 CE, Layton gives the following cities for which the
presence of Valentinians is attested:494
- Marcosians:
Rome, Asia (Smyrna?) and Lyons;
- Eastern school: Antioch, Alexandria, Edessa;495
- Italian school:
Rome, Carthage and Alexandria.
All cities given by Layton are also known for a strong Christian presence. The second
proposition therefore confirms the first proposition and brings the number of likely
candidates down to a handful.
9.4.3 Candidates for baptism
Candidates for baptism in a city came from conversion and from natural growth. Stark
pointed out that an exponential curve is the best approximation of growth, although
specific local and historical factors must have led to deviations from the theoretical
curve. On average a 3-4% growth per year matches the historical evidence for the
second and third century CE. Combined with mortality and apostacy, we must assume
that each year candidates for baptism numbered circa 5-10% of the total community.
If Stark’s estimate for the percentage of Christians in Rome is correct, the city
would have had ca 8,000 Christians around 200 CE, and some 400-800 baptism
candidates. It is easily conceiveable that within this number we also find a great
number of candidates within various ‘heretical’ groups, such as the Gnostics496, the
Marcionites, the Marcosians and other Valentinians.497
493
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The situation is very different when we look at a city like Carthage in the late
second century. As the city was so much smaller than Rome, the total number of
Christians also must have been far smaller, numbering several hundreds rather than
thousands.498 It is not surprise that Tertullian claims that most heretical groups were
not numerous enough to have their own churches.499 Using the same calculation, the
mainstream Christian community in Carthage had only 30 to 60 baptism candidates
per year. It seems that in smaller communities, the candidates from several churches
were grouped together for baptism and, probably, for catechetical instruction.500 It is
likely that the smaller groups of ‘heretics’ had an irregular influx of far less new
recruits, which were not grouped together with candidates from other communities. In
such a situation it is likely that instructions were either improvised or copied from
larger communities.
The third proposition, then, is that structured series of baptism instructions first
developed orally in larger Valentinian communities and were then noted down for use
in smaller communities.
9.4.3 A scenario
A plausible conjecture, then, is that the Valentinian catechetical tradition behind
GPhil developed at the earliest in Rome in the second half of the second century; it
acquired its present form in Alexandria and was recorded in the form of notes in the
first half of the third century CE for use in the same or another Hellenistic Egyptian
city. This scenario is consistent with all the indicators discussed in chapter 9.2 and
9.3.
As discussed in chapter 3.3 above, notes of baptismal instructions were initially kept
for internal use only, as baptismal instructions were supposed to remain secret. They
may have been stored in the library of a gnostic Christian teacher or the patron of the
house-church where the community convened and practised their sacraments. In time,
such a library passed into the hands of heirs, probably several times. Somewhere
around 300 CE, outside the context of a specifically Valentinian community, the work
emerged again and was translated into Coptic as a mystical text in its own right,
which was then included in a collection of various Valentinian and other (gnostic)
Christian writings.

followers of all the apostles will have belong to the superior race. In GPhil this is reflected in §17 and 55: of all the
apostles and the followers of the apostles, only Mary Magdalene, who typifies the gnostic Christian, is pictured as
one who has communion with the Saviour/Jesus.
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10.

Conclusion

As an alternative to the collection hypothesis, I set out to develop and test the
minority hypothesis that GPhil reflects Valentinian baptismal instruction. I found the
key to develop this hypothesis in the composition of the text. It seems the author used
textual markers to organize and probably memorize the material. The division in three
parts and twelve textual units – consisting of pre-baptismal instructions, mystagogy
and exhortation – conforms to known patterns of Christian baptismal instructions. The
twelve units allow us to reconstruct a rhetorical strategy that seems particularly suited
to convince candidates with a mainstream Christian background.
The baptismal instruction hypothesis does not require changes in the text or in its
order. No interpolations need be assumed. The text as it stands fits the hypothesis.
The practice of note-taking and the secrecy associated with baptismal instructions
explain its enigmatic style. The existence of collections like the Gospel of Thomas
that precede our document in Nag Hammadi Codex II explains why the compiler of
this codex felt no need to work up the notes into a text reflecting what was actually
spoken during instruction. GPhil could be included in Codex II as a collection of
enigmatic sayings and thoughts.
In contrast to the collection hypothesis as developed by Martha Lee Turner, the
baptismal instruction hypothesis also explains the order of the paragraphs and the
recurrence of certain themes. The hypothesis also proves useful for interpreting the
text. The form of the rituals seems no different than the rites of mainstream Christians
in the West, consisting of baptism, chrismation and eucharist. But the interpretation of
these rituals is distinctly Valentinian, centered around the mystical redemption of the
believer and union in the bridal chamber. The theology, likewise, is Valentinian,
possibly in the tradition of Heracleon. The dominant group within the community
consisted of relatively well-to-do Hellenistic householders, seemingly without civic
roles or authority. The group tried to remain within mainstream Christianity with
which it shared its rituals and scriptures, and from which it drew its recruits. It is a
likely scenario that these baptismal instructions had their origins in the second half of
the second century in Rome and were written down in Alexandria in the first half of
the third century.
Given these findings I conclude that the baptismal instruction hypothesis should be
given preference over the collection hypothesis in the explanation of the origins of
GPhil.
Further research
This conclusion opens up new areas of research with regard to GPhil, Valentinian
Christians and early Christianity in general:
• Following the text-critical commentaries by first generation scholars, it is now
conceivable to write a more interpretative commentary, for example a sociorhetorical commentary on GPhil. It will also be possible to decide between
possible reconstructions of certain lacunae with more contextual information than
before.
• The localisation of the text in the practices of a specific community makes GPhil
an important witness to the social history of Valentinians and their interaction
with mainstream Christianity. If my suggestion that GPhil stands in the tradition
209

•

of Heracleon is correct, this would greatly increase the material available for
reconstruction of this particular type of the Valentinian movement.
Finally, GPhil is an indirect witness to the environment of mainstream
Christianity, especially if it reflects the situation in a particular place and time,
possibly Alexandria in the early third century CE. For the study of early Christian
liturgy GPhil can be important as the oldest baptismal catechesis that has been
preserved, even if only in the forms of notes.
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