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Gnosis and Primitive Christianity: A Surve y' (1) 

Abraba.m J. l\falherbe 

The phenomenon known as "Gnosticism" has enjoyed the attent ion 
of more researchers into the backg round and development of primi
tive Christianity than almost any other subject . Perhaps, when one 
notices the many prefabricated molds into which the material fo r 
the study has been made to fit, it will be mor e correct to say . that 
Gnosticism has been at the mercy of a great host of inv estiga tors 
whose main contributions have not always been objectivity or lucidity. 
Gnosticism is such an important factor in the study of th e New 
Testament and of the ear ly church, that the serious student cannot 
afford not to come to grips with it. It is the purpose of this study 
to survey the field rapidly and to introduce the reader to the litera
ture, problems, and theories pertaining to the study. A survey of 
this type can be of valu e only if it is made in the light of recent dis
cussion. The main feature of this study will therefore be th e con
tinual references to contemporary discussions of Gnosticism. Ref
erences to the older works will only be mad e if they stand as mile
posts in the history of the investigation. 

Definition 

A claim to be able to define Gnosticism and to give an account of . 
its origin would be highly presumptuous at this stage of scholarly · 
investigation . Th e terms "Gnosticism" and "Gnosis" are used cin· 
this paper to denot e those Christian sects or individuals who were so 
violent ly opposed by the early church . Th is us e of gnosis and gnos
tikos is a modern one and is not derive d from the early church as 
denoting the large, ill-defined movement that we have in mind when 
we use them. 1 Th ,:'! term "Gnostic" · is der ived from the emphasis 
placed by thes e ancients th emselves on gnosis, "knowledge." 

The cardinal cha racteristic of Gnostic thought is its dualist ic view 
of the universe and the divine power. The deity is supramundane 
and is in no way responsible for the universe, which came into ex
istence through emanations from the divine being . Th e human soul, 
or according to the Gnost ics, man's true, inn er self, is part of th e 
divine being, but, having been overpowered by demonic beings, now 
finds itself captured in the cosmos, over which the demons haYe do
mm1on. The heavenly being sends his Son down to the cosmo~ to 
redeem those who really belong to him. By virtu e of theil- true , 

1 See R. P . Cas ey, "The Study of Gnostici sm," Journal of Theologi
cal Studie s 36 ( 1935), pp. 45-60 for a discu ssion of ,qnosis and gMs
tikos. 
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spii :itua \ na t ur e, they recognize the Son and a re illumin a ted, receiv
ing knowledg e, gnosis . This knowl edge is revelationary, and thus 
of a re ligious natu re , and not the rational cognition of philosophy . 
Th e recept ion of gnosis by t he pneumati kos, t he spir itu al man mak es 
him again a pa r tak er of the divine nature . Th e redeeming Son now 
again ascends to the Father and in his ascent br ings to nought the 
power of the demonic forces who try to r est r ain him .2 

This basic outline posed cer tain problems for Christianity. One of 
the se problems involved the question of Christology. If all ma tt e1· 
is evil, as the Gnostics said, how does one r econcil e this with the in
car nation , that is, with the assumption of th e mat er ial body by the 
Son? This problem was overcome either by Adoptionism or Docet
ism, that is, either by the statement that the divin e Son was not 
really unit ed wi th the human body, but that the Fathe r only " adopt ed" 
the human Jesus and thus ascribed the value of sonship to him, or , 
that -the Son only appeared or seemed (dokein, "to seem") to hav e 
a human .body. 

Another problem involved Christian ethics. If matter is evil and 
thus of no positive value, what effect does it have on one's moral 
conduct? Again, there were two possible views, quite different 
from each other, nam ely license and asceticism . Since not the body 
but only the spirit of the pneumatikos is important, one could be 
morally free and indulge all one 's desires, since these acts could not 
possibly affect one's true self . On the other hand, since the bo.dy 
is so. inferio r, one could say that it was to be denied and was to be 
brought und er sub j ection to the higher, spiritual entity. 

It should be emphasized that this sketch, although basic to most 
of th e Gnostic sys tems, does not re present ever ything called "Gnos
tic ." Almost any one syst em will differ in some aspect from what 
has been said . Th e only way to obtain any familia r ity with Gnosti
cism is to r ead Gnostic material. When this is done, it will be 
observ ed that one has to come in contact with the phenomenon in 
order to understa n d it, or at least, to know what it is. In this it is 
like existentialism, with which, according to some modern existent ial
ists, it has much in common. 3 Of primary Gnostic material, the 

~For a sympath etic ( !) description of what is basic to Gnosticism, 
see R . Bultmann, Primit ive Christiani ty in I ts Contemporary Setting, 
Ne w Yor k, 1956, p. 162ff.; Hans Jonas, Th e Gnostic Religion, Boston, 
1958, p . 31ff. 

JThus especially Hans Jonas, Gnosis und spaetant iker Geist, 2 vols . : 
l, Goettingen, 1933, 1954; II, Goettingen, 1954; and Heinrich Schlie r, 
·"Das Denken der fruehchri stlichen Gnosis," in Neute st amentl ichen 
.Studien fuer Ru dolf B11ltmann , hgg. von W. E lte ster, Berlin, 1954. 
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most accessible to readers of this journal are · the "Hymn ·: of .=the 
Pearl" in the Acts of Thomas, 4 and selections from the Hermetica. 5 

Sources, Methodology, and Origin 

Determining the origin of Gnosticism is as hazardous as defining 
it. We are primarily concerned with the adaptation of Christians 
to the above Gnost ic base. However, the situations in which early 
Christians found themselves, and to which the apologists addressed 
themselves, will be immeasurably illuminated if it can be determined 
whether Gnosticism was of Greek or Oriental origin, or of both, and 
whether it was pre- or post-Christian in origin. 6 

The natu r e of the sources of early Gnosticism has been the chief 
obstacle in arriving at any consensus on these matters . The m.ain 
sources have been secondary ones, namely the polemical writi .ngs .Qf 
the Church Father s against the Gnostics. Irenaeus, Hi ppolytus, 
Origen, and Epi phanius quot e from some Gnostic writings · and sum

mariz e some of the sys t ems. When it is remembered that these 
write r s were vehemently battlin g the views they p1·eserved for us, it 

will be understood that great care should be exercised in forming 
opinions of the Gnostics from th em. After all , one is not too likely 
to emphasize those elements in an opponent which are or thodox, or 
point out thos e characteristics wort hy of emulation! Nevertheless, 
the skepticism of many writers regarding the veracity and the value 
of the Church Fathers as sources for early Gnosticism , is ·not ·justi-

4 Most accessible in Eng lish, in M. R. James, Th e Apocryphcil N ew 
Testament, Oxford, 1955, and in Greek, in Max Bonnet , Acta Thoma e, 
Leipzig, 1883. Although the Acts of Thomas, except for this hymn, 
has been re touch ed by orthodox hands , it still represents . a form · of 
Gnost icis m less gross than most oth er extant Gnostic wri tings . 

. . 5 A good selection in English from the Poimandres is found in .C. K. 
Barrett, The New Testament Backgr ound: Selec ted Documents, New 
Yo1·k, 1957, p. 80ff. The standard text to be used is that of A. D. 
Nock and A. J. Festugi ere, H e1·1nes Tri smegiste, Corpu Her1neticum, 
4 vols., Paris, 1945 . 

.. 6An excellent survey of the study of Gnosticism, with a recent 
bibliograp hy, is to be found in M. P . Nilsson, Geschichte des grie
chische Religion II, Munich, 1950, p. 586ff. The most recent books 
in English are: Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, Boston, 1958, and 
R.-.McL. Wilson, The Gnostic Problem, London, 1958 . . The •:latter- al
though focusing attention on a small area, is probably _ the . best -intro-
duction to the latest relevant literature. , , . . ,·: •. : . 
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fied. · Some investigation into the reliability of these sourcea has 
been: made with positive results.' 

The best material, however, is still original Gnostic material. Some 

such material is embedded in some Fathers. These blocks of ma
terial have been subjected to close scrutiny and are still, despite the 
recent discoveries (see below), the best material for the non-expert 
to work with. Thus, in Clement of Alexandria, a sophisticated kin
dred spirit, there is a collection of excerpts from Theodotus, a mem
ber of the Valentinia school. 8 Epiphanius, in Panarion 33 :3-7, con
tains a letter of Ptolemaeus, a "bud of the Valentinian school" (lre
naeus, Adv. Ha er. I, 1, 1-8,4), to Flora. •J In his commentary on the 
Gospel of John, Origen contains forty-eight fragments from the 
commentary on John by Heracleon, another disciple of Valentinus. 10 

Finally, there is the newly discovered cache of Gnostic writings, for 
the most part Valentinian. These will be discussed in greater detail 

7For a general view of the sources, and for a suggestion of the 
different layers of mate r ial in them, see A. Harnack, Geschichte der 
altchristliche Literatur bis Eusebius. Although Harnack's work has 
been superseded in many respects, contemporary scholars would do 
well to note his suggestions, especially on the sources for Valentinus. 
For Iranaeus, see A. Hilgenfeld, K etzergeschichte des Urchri stentums, 
p. 52. For Hippolytus, see G. Salmon, the cross references in the 
Philosophumena, in H ermathena 5 ( 1885), pp. 389-402; H. Staehelin, 
Die gnostische Quellen Hippolyts in steiner Haupt schrift gegen die 
Haeretiker (Texte und Untersuchungen 6, 3), Leipzig, 1890; and S. 
Schneider, St. Hippolyt on the Greek Mysteries, Rospr. Akademji 56 
( 1917), pp. 329-377. 

The sources have especially been worked over in order to deter
mine the system of Valentinus. Cf. W. Foerster, Von Val enti n zu 
Herakleon, Giessen, 1928; and C. Barth, Die lnterp1· etati on des Neuen 
Testaments in der valentinianischen Gnosis (Texte und Untersu
chungen 37), passim. The most helpful introduction to this aspect 
of the study is by G. Quispe!, "The Original Doctrine of Valentine," 
Vigiliae Ch1-istianae 1(1947), pp. 43-73. 

. s A beautiful example of the kind of work that is needed in the 
study of Gnosticism is that of R. P. Casey, The E xcerpta ex Theo
<U>to of Clement of Alexandria (Studies and Document s ), Lond()fl,, 
1934. 

9A. Harnack, Der Brief des Ptolema eus an die Flora: eine religi
oese Kritik am Pentateuch im 2. Jahrhundert, 1902, pp. 507-545; G. 
Quispe!, "La Lettre de Ptolemee a Flora," Vigiliae Christianae 2 
( 1948), pp. 17-54, and his edition of the text, Lettre a Flora, Paris, 
1949. 

10w. Foerster, op. cit., has discussed these fragments in their con
text in Origin, and has placed them in position in the development 
of second century Valentinianism. 
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in the survey . Of this material there have been published The Gospel 
of Truth, 11 The Gospel of Thomas, 1 2 The Gospel of Philip, 18 and The 
Apocryphon Johannis. 14 These are really the only definitely second 
century primary Gnostic material at our disposal. 1 5 

In working with this material, which is difficult to handle and 
which represents a re ligious entity difficult to und er stand from the 
outside and almost two millennia removed, it is not surprising that 
different approaches have been made, and diff ere nt results have 
been obtained. 

The first great proponent of the Orie ntal origin of Gnosticism was 
W. Bousset, the real father of the religionsgeschichtliche method for 
the study of ancient religion .16 Th e Oriental view is largely de
pendent on this method, and consequently those who hold to it, mostly 
German scholars, 17 stand or fall with it . The religiong eschichtliche 
method, or the "history of religions" met hod, as it may be clumsily 
translated, approaches the study of a particular religion by studying 
it in its setting within surrounding religions and with the phenome
non of religion as the guiding principle. 18 Locale, source, and tern-

11 M. Malinine, H.-C . Pu ech, G. Quisp e(, edd. , E-vangel ·ium V eritat is , 
Zurich, 1956. (Fortunately for the imp ecunious student, future pub
lication of these discoveries will be in two editions : The de luxe 
edition like this one, which contains a repl'Oduction of the Coptic 
text, with translations in Fr ench, German and English, with elaborate 
notes in French, and an inexpensiv e edit ion on the order of the Bude 
texts.) The pages missing from this edition, having become available 
only after its appearance, appear in German translation by H,-M. 
Schenke in the T heologische L iterat urzeitung 83(19 58), cols . 597-
500. 

1 2A Ger man t r anslation by Johann es Leipoldt appears in the 
Th eologisches L ite ratur zeilung 83 ( 1958), cols. 481-496 . 

1 3A German translation by H.-M. Schenke appears in the Th eo
logisches Literatur zei tun _g 84 ( 1959) , cols . 1-26. 

14 The text appears in W. Till, Die gnostische Schriften des kop
tischen Papyru s B erolin ensis 850:?. ( Texte und Unter suchungen 60), 
Berlin, 1955. The importance of the Apocryphon Johann is appears 
from the fact that it is found in three different rncensions in the Nag 
Hammadi library. 

15C. H. Dodd thinks that the first tractate of the Corpu s H ermeti
cum is earlier than Valentinus, and thus not later than A.D . 125-130. 
Cf. The Bible and the Greeks, London, 1935, Pt. II, and Int erpretation 
of the Fourth Gospel, p. 12, notes 1 and 2. This cannot be regarded 
as having been definitely established, however . 

1 6 First developed in his Hauptprobl eme der Gnosis , Goettingen, 
1907. Bousset applied the method, develop ed in this ground-breaking 
work, to the study of Paul in Kyrio s Christos, Goettingen, 1913, p . 
222f. His views are accessible in English in his article on "Gnosis," 
in the Encyclopaed ic£ Britt anica, 11th editi on . 

17 These national classifications are very broad and loose. Harnack 
and Leisegang, for instanc e, would not fit into this grouping. 

18Sir James Frazer's monum ental, The Golden Bough, is the classic 
example of this method. 
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poral relationships are not assigned much value . The main emphasis 
is placed on the phenomenological elements. Certain motifs are 
traced, and interpr et ation takes place upon them as a basis. By 
using this method, Bousset found that Gnosticism was a mystic reli
gion with an Oriental, dualistic basis. He thought that a type of 
Syrian Gnosis was at the bottom of it all. 

W. Anz arrived as basically the sam e view, except that for him a 
Babylonian background was more probable. He saw the emphasis 
as being not so much on dualism per se, as on the ascension of the 
soul through the heavenly constellations which are ruled by evil 
spirits. 19 

The best known modern theologian who depends on this approach 
is Rudolf Bultmann. Present-day German New Testament scholar
ship is heavily indebted to him for its general view and many of its 
presuppositions. Bultmann's methodology is faulty, and in the light 
of this it is surprising that he has exerted so much influence. Some
what like Bouss et, he joins all the elements of different Gnostic 
systems together and constructs a pan-Gnostic system, which cer
tainly did not exist. Especially important for him is the Mandaean 
literature. This body of literature dates from about A.D. 700, how
ever, so "for any history of the Mandaeans and their beliefs before 
700 we arc dependent solely on inference and speculation." 20 Bult
mann thinks that the traditions on which the Mandaean literature 
is based can be traced to the beginning of the Christian era , however, 
and it is upon this ground that he posits the theory that John's 
Gospel is a Christian r evision of the Mandaean myth. A recent 
statement by Alan Richardson is very much to the point here. 

It will be noted tha t when scholars lik e Bultmann describe 
a Gnostic doctrine they take their first-c entury 'evidence' from 
the New Testament itself. But this is a question-begging pro
ceeding, since the New Testament is susceptibl e of a very dif
ferent interpretation; if the:i.e is no real evidence for a devel
oped 'Gnosticism ' in the first century outside the New Testa
ment,, then th e New Testa ment can hardly be used as evidence 
for its existence .21 

It has been seen then that the religionsgeschichtliche method is 
embarrassed by the paucity and the late date of the source s. It is 
historically inaccurate in its phenomenological approach, and it is 
therefore fluid enough for one to be able to find whatever he is 
looking for, wherever he wants to find it, whenever he wants to find 

19 Ursprung des Gnostizismus (Texte und Untersuchungen 15), 
1897. 

20c. H. Dodd, Interp retation of the Fourth Gospel, Cambridge, 
1953, p. 115. 

21 Alan Richardson, An Introduction to the Theology of the New 
Testam ent, London, 1958, p. 41f. 
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it . Proponents of this n1ethod usually r ead the late evidence back 
into the New Testament, and then they conclude the Gnosticism ex
isted earlier than Christianity and that it materially affected it as 
early as the writing of the New Testament. 

Proponents of the view of Oriental origin build their study mainly 
on the myth of the redeemer, who overcomes the problem posed by 
dualism. The mythological element thus predominates. Those who 
hold to a Greek origin, on the other hand, see the rationalistic aspect 
of Gnosticism reflected in Greek philosophical thought . For them 
dualism is the basis on which the study is to be conducted . Harvey, 
in the introduction to his edition of Irenaeus, 22 discusses the Greek 
background and reveals clearly the emphasis placed on dualism. 

Harnack described Gnosticism as the "acute Hellenising of Chris
tianity."2 3 According to him, the Gnostics were essentially Christian 
philosophers . He sees the allegorization and spiritualizing of the 
Old Testament as due to the infl1:1ence of Greek philosophy. The 
hidden meanings thus obtained gave readers of the Old Testament a 
strange interest which was carried over into Christianity. This 
preoccupation with that which is hidden developed under Greek in
fluence into Gnosticism. Harnack regarded the Oriental character
istics that he could discern in Gnosticism as representing a lower 
type of Gnosticism. 

Hans Leisegang, 24 like Paul Wendland, 25 think that Greek phi loso
phy played an important part in the formation of the Gnostic sys
tems . They regard the Oriental motifs as the constituent parts of 
a mosaic, with Greek philosophy being the cement that holds it to
gether . 

De Faye 26 belongs to this general view rather than to the pro
nounced Oriental school. He is more conscious of the need to develop 
a sound methodology and has tried to work one out . De Faye does 
not think that one can speak of "Gnosticism" proper until about A. 
D. 120. From a close study of the second and third century sources, 
he concludes that there are three stages of development of Gnosti
cism, corresponding roughly to the first half of the second century, 
th e second half of the second century, and the third century. In the 

22 W. W. Harvey, Sancti Irenaei ep. Lugdunensis libros quinque 
adversus haereses, Cambridge, 1875. Cf. also C. Baeumker, Das Pro
blem der Mate1-ie in der griechischen Philosophie, 1890; S. Petrement, 
Le dualisme chez Platon, les gnostiques et les manicheens, 1947; W. 
Theiler, Die Vorbereitung des Neuplatonismus, 1930. 

23 A. Harnack, Th e Hi story of Dogma, 1896-1900, I, p. 227. 
24Hans Leisegang, Die Gnosis, Leipzig, 1924, p. 3ff. 
25Paul Wendland, Hellenistische -roemische Kultur, Tuebingen, 1912, 

p. 163ff . 
26E. de Faye, Gnostiques et Gnosticisme, 2nd edition, Paris, 1925. 
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first pe1·iod the Gnostics applied a philosop hic exegetic method, while 
in the last there is an overwhelming sacramental outlook. This de
velopment in Gnosticism would parallel that in Neoplatonism. While 
de Faye's work is encouraging, the details of his conclusion will not 
stand up in the light of the Nag Hamm adi discoveries. 

Finally, wit h regar d to the Greek backgrnund, att enti on should be 
drawn to the work of Torhoudt. 27 Perhaps becaus e of the fact that 
this stimulating work is written in Dutch, it has not received much 
scholarly attention. Torhoudt isola te d a Gnostic system in Plutarch's 
De !side et Osiride , which 1·epresents to him in rough outline the 
system of Val entin us. He suggests a common source for Pluta r ch 
and Valentinus . Plutarch does mention Plato's dualism in his dis
cuss ion of the mysteries. Harvey 2s has pointed to Valentinus' pos
sible depende nce upon th e Greek philos ophers. If Torhoudt's thesis 
is valid and is developed, the whole question of the re lationship be
tween Gnos t icism and th e mysteries would be opened up. 29 

A third 'theory of the origin of Gnosticism which is constantly gain
ing in popularity, is one whic h relates to the rise of Judaism and 
Christianity .30 Just as th e New Testament has been viewed through 
glasses tint ed with preoccu pati on with eschatology in the last fifty 
years, so now Gnosticism is related to apocalypticism. 

Burkitt 3 1 thinks that Gnosticism was an expression of ordinary 
Christianity in terms and categories which suited the science and 
philosophy of the day. He tolds that if we can make our way through 
the unfamiliar imag ery to the ideas that they att empt t o express, 
some of thes e forms will appear really thoughtful to us and will show 
kinship with some modem philosophical and psychological concep
tions . To him Gnosticism was a Christian product, an attempt to fill 
the void left by the failu re of apocalypticism and the eschatological 
hope . Robert Gr an t ha s taken up th e task from Burkitt. 32 

27 Albe r t Torhoudt, Een Onbekend Gnostisch Syst eem in Plutarchus' 
De !side et Osiride, (Studia Hellenistica), 1942. Cf. also L. Cerfaux, 
"Un theme de mythologie gnostique dans le De !side et Osiride de 
Plutarqu," Chronique d' Egypte 11 (1936). 

28 Qp. cit. 
29 See R. Rei tzenstein, Die Hellenistische My sterienre ligionen, 3rd 

editi on, Leipzig , 1927; and Br uce M. Metzger , "Considerations of 
Metho dology in the Stud y of the Mystery Religions and Early Chr is
tianity," Harvard Theological Review 48 (1955), pp . 1-20. 

30 See especially H.-J. Scho eps, Urgemeinde-Judenchristentum-Gno
sis, Tueb inge n, 1956, and R. McL. Wilson, The Gnostic Probl em, Lon
don, 1958. 

31 F. C. Burkitt, Church and Gnosis, Cambridge, 1932. 
32 These vi ews, presented in lectur es delive1·ed at Harvard Divinity 

School on November 5th and 6th, 1957, are to be elaborated in a book 
Gnosticism, to be published late in 1959. 
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Probably the most importan t new direction is that which looks to 
heterodox Judaism. Quispel 33 and his Utrecht colleague, van Unnick, 
are the main advocates of this view. They think that certain motifs 
exis ted in heterodox Judaism out of which Gnosticism developed, 
after these motifs were brought over to Christianity. Their evidence 
at this point is still somewhat tenuous. They do, however, realize 
the need for remaining with the sources. 

In summary, then, it has been seen that the nature and scarcity 
of the sources prevent absolute ce1-tainty on these introducto r y mat
ters. Nevertheless, it does seem likely that Gnosticism blossomed 
forth in the early generations of Christianity, nurtured in a Jud aeo
Christian milieu and obtaining its sustenance from an atmosphere 
heavy with the motifs of dualism and redemption. 
Lexington, Massachus etts 

88 G. Quispe!, "Het Johannesevangelie en de Gnosis," Nederlansche 
Theolog is che Tijdschrif t 11 ( 1957) , pp. 173-203 . 
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