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Chapter 1  Introduction  

1.1 The Purpose of this Dissertation 

Bentley Layton in his book, The Gnostic Scriptures, has described the GosTr as ‘the 

earliest surviving sermon of Christian mysticism’.1 While this statement indicates that the 

GosTr is esoteric in genre, rather than exoteric, it still suggests that the truth claims of the 

GosTr are subjective and cannot be verified independently of the believer. However, this 

dissertation will argue that the gnosis of the Father referred to in the GosTr is designed to 

bring about the transformation of both Christians and the world in which they live. It was 

to bring this transforming gnosis of the Father to humans that the divine Word is depicted 

in the GosTr as coming to the world as Jesus the Christ (The Messiah). The highlight of 

His revelation of the Father is the metaphorical publishing of the Book of the Living on 

the cross which becomes the source of eternal life and deification for believers. As a result 

of His ultimate sacrifice and revelation of the Father’s love and will to save humankind, 

Jesus Christ is exalted to the position of king of the universe. Between His ascension and 

Parousia, His presence in the hearts of believers, as well as His work of salvation, is 

continued by the third member of the Godhead, the Holy Spirit. It will be shown that the 

Parousia when Christ returns to set up His millennial kingdom is actually depicted in 

the GosTr. Moreover, the GosTr portrays the work of salvation as continuing during the 

post-judgmental millennial period of the kingdom of Christ until Christ hands over His 

kingdom to the Father ‘so that God may be all in all’ (1 Cor 15:28). This will mark ‘the 

end’ when the work of salvation is completed and the eternal rest of the Father’s kingdom 

                                                 
1 Bentley Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures: A New Translation with Annotations and Introductions, New 

York, 1987, p. 250. 
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commences. All three members of the Godhead—the Father, Son and Holy Spirit— are 

seen as acting as One in this salvific work which involves the bringing back by Christ of 

the ‘totality’ to the Father and Mother. 

 Contrary to the views of the majority of scholars that it is Valentinian in genre, it will be 

argued that the GosTr is best understood as a ‘proto-orthodox’ revelatory Christian 

sermon for the purpose of ushering in the eschatological Kingdom of Christ on earth. The 

term ‘proto-orthodox’ is used here in the sense that there were some churches in the 

second century that ‘from today’s vantage point can be seen as proto-orthodox 

(anticipating later orthodoxy) in their canon of scripture.’ 2 This statement by Layton 

recognises the situation in the time period when the GosTr was written as being one of 

diversity in belief where labels such as ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heterodoxy’ were not used as 

they are today. As Majella Franzmann points out,  

Above all we should be wary of the tendency to try and make clear 

categories such as Christian, Gnostic, non-Christian, heretical and 

orthodox, as if the entire range of early Christian movements, 

including the Gnostic Christian movement, were clearly 

identifiable and relegated to orthodoxy or heterodoxy from the 

beginning.3  

Despite there being ‘no single and uniform proto-orthodoxy’ in the early Church,4 the 

polemical writings of the Church Fathers reveal that there was still a core set of beliefs, 

mainly based on the apostolic teachings of the Four Gospels, Acts, the Pauline epistles and 

the Apocalypse/Revelation, that was being taught in many mainstream Christian 

                                                 
2 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, p. xx. 
3 Franzmann, Jesus, p. 17. 
4 David Brakke, The Gnostics: Myth, Ritual, and Diversity in Early Christianity, Cambridge, MA., 2012, p. 

10. 
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churches.5 It is in this sense that the term ‘proto-orthodox’ is used in order to demonstrate 

the way in which the GosTr differed from Valentinian teachings and sacramental 

practices. 

In order to support the present thesis, the fundamental differences between proto-orthodox 

and Valentinian christological, sacramental and eschatological theology as they relate to 

the Gospel of Truth will be delineated. It will be demonstrated that there is a christological 

development in the titles given to Jesus from Word, Logos, Saviour, Messiah, Book of the 

Living, Son of God until Christ is finally given the Name of the Father—the 

Tetragrammaton—that not only denotes His equality with the Father but His sovereign 

rule as YHWH. Such a development from low to high Christology has also been identified 

by biblical scholars in the closely related Gospel of John.6 This christological development 

in the GosTr is integral to the actualization of its other prominent motifs: human 

deification and the Kingdom of God. All these motifs will be analysed by a theological,  

historical and literary hermeneutic. The deification theories of three prominent proto-

orthodox Christians, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus of Lyons and Clement of Alexandria will also 

be examined in order to not only establish their affinity with the GosTr but place this text 

in its proper context of second century mainstream theological development. 

Despite many biblical scholars denying that post-canonical writings add anything of 

significance to what is known about Jesus from the New Testament,7 it will be argued that 

                                                 
5 Irenaeus in AH uses all these works as authoritative sources. 
6 See Tom Thatcher, ‘Remembering Jesus: John’s negative christology’, in The Messiah in the Old and New 

Testaments ed. Stanley E. Porter, Grand Rapids, Mich., 2007, pp. 166-170.  
7 For example, G.W. H. Lampe, ‘Christian theology in the patristic period’ in A History of Christian 

Doctrine, ed. Hubert Cunliffe-Jones, Edinburgh, 1978, p. 27; Robert E. Van Voorst, Jesus Outside the New 
Testament: An Introduction to the Ancient Evidence, Grand Rapid, Mich., 2000, p 216; C. J. den Heyer, 

Jesus Matters: 150 Years of Research, London, 1996, p 102. 
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an analysis of the christological, deification and Kingdom of God motifs in the GosTr 

greatly contributes to the scholar’s understanding of the soteriological work of Jesus. In 

addition, it clarifies the relationship between the members of the Holy Trinity and the role 

each plays in fulfilling the Father’s will that humans be deified. Perhaps the most 

remarkable feature of the GosTr is its emphasis on God’s grace in desiring and making 

provision for the salvation of the totality of the human family. Apart from the glorification 

of Christians that occurs at the Parousia, the GosTr attributes the deification/glorification 

of the children of God in this present age to the publishing by Jesus of the Book of the 

Living on the cross, thus enabling the Godhead to dwell in their hearts. As a result, they 

come to know their true identity in Christ and are personally glorified. The Son is also 

exalted to the position of Lord of the universe, receiving his eternal kingdom and the 

praise and adulation of all creation. In fact, the purpose of the GosTr is to provide 

knowledge/gnosis regarding the coming kingdom of Christ on earth. Rather than directly 

stated, this divine revelation/esoteric knowledge is conveyed to the hearer/reader mainly 

through metaphorical language. For example, the kingdom of Christ is symbolised by 

metaphors such as the Unity, the pleroma (fullness) of Christ, the perfecting of the spaces, 

as well as the eschatological Sabbath rest and perfect day. This kingdom will be the 

commencement of a New Age characterised not only by the deification of humans and the 

renewal of creation but also by universal love, unity and knowledge of God. 

1.2 A Heretical Gospel? 

The Gospel of Truth is an eloquent and profound sermon proclaiming the good news of 

salvation through Jesus Christ. An anonymous work, it was probably written by 

Valentinus himself, or a member of his school, around the middle of the second century. 

The only direct reference to this text in early extant Christian literature is that made by the 

Church Father, Irenaeus, in his polemical five volume corpus, Against Heresies, written 
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between 182 and 188 C.E. Describing the Gospel of Truth as a ‘comparatively recent 

writing’ of the Valentinians, he was scathing in his criticism of it, not only because it was 

‘full of blasphemy’, but also because of the audacious attitude of the Valentinians in 

seeking to promote it as worthy of a place beside the four traditional gospels, Matthew, 

Mark Luke and John.8 For Irenaeus, the bishop of Lyons charged with defending the 

fledgling church against heresy, such an attitude was tantamount to blasphemy and an 

attack on the very nature of things. In his view, the four gospels that had been handed 

down by the apostles were perfect and complete records of the ‘Gospel’ of the church; 

they were as sacrosanct as the ‘four zones of the world’ and the ‘four principal winds’. He 

stated that:  

It is not possible that the Gospels can be either more or fewer in 

number than they are… [and] it is fitting that she [the Church] 

should have four pillars, breathing out immortality on every side 

and vivifying men afresh.9  

He thus dismissed this new so-called gospel as both blasphemous and false, stating that 

even though the Valentinians have entitled it ‘the Gospel of Truth’, it ‘agrees in nothing 

with the Gospel of the Apostles’.10 If it was the true gospel, he declared, then the four 

traditional gospels could not also be the true Gospel. In saying this, he was supremely 

confident that he had already proven beyond all doubt that the four gospels stood alone as 

a ‘true and reliable’ account of the life and teachings of Jesus Christ and could not be 

                                                 
8 Irenaeus, ‘Against heresies’, 3. 11. 9 in Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers down to A,D. 325 
(ANF), ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, 10 vols, rev. A. Cleveland Coxe, Peabody, Ma., 1985, 

i‚ p. 429. Subsequent citations will abbreviate Against Heresies as AH and Ante-Nicene Fathers as ANF.  
9 Ibid., 3. 11. 8 (ANF, i, p. 428). 
10 Ibid., 3. 11. 9 (ANF, i, p. 429). 
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improved upon by an additional gospel.11 Thus for Irenaeus it was either one or the other: 

the four gospel pillars of the Church or the Gospel of Truth. Both could not be true.  

As far as early Christian kerygma is concerned, however, Irenaeus’ branding of the GosTr 

as false and ‘full of blasphemy’ is definitely not a valid assessment and does not do justice 

to this text at all. He may have been blinded by his polemical purpose which was to 

demonstrate the falsity of the Valentinian gnostic system in general, thus causing him to 

attack the GosTr as a prime example of this heresy without really examining it in detail. In 

fact, it is doubtful that he even bothered to read the GosTr, so wide off the mark was he in 

his attack on this gospel. Grobel says there is no evidence that Irenaeus personally 

examined this document, although he had second hand knowledge of it and referred to 

some of its ideas in his writings.12 Schoedel, likewise, doubts that Irenaeus sighted this 

document.13 Even if Irenaeus did read it, his condemnation of the GosTr mean that both he 

and other members of the early Church were deprived of its many theological insights 

concerning the process of salvation in Jesus Christ. 

Despite Irenaeus’ unequivocal rejection of the Gospel of Truth (GosTr), as well as the fact 

that there is no further direct reference to it again in extant early Christian literature, it still 

must have continued to occupy an honoured place in some Christian circles as evidenced 

by its rediscovery in Upper Egypt in 1945, in virtually complete form, among the thirteen 

codices of the Nag Hammadi Library. As a result, scholars have now been able to judge 

for themselves whether or not the attack by Irenaeus on this document was justified. Its 

Christocentric and non-gnostic features have surprised many who were expecting the 

                                                 
11 Ibid. 
12 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 18. 
13 William R. Schoedel, ‘Gnostic monism and the Gospel of Truth’, in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism: vol. 

1:The School of Valentinus, Bentley Layton (ed.), Leiden, 1980, p. 389. 
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docetic Christology and full blown mythological cosmology described by Irenaeus in his 

more general attacks on Valentinian Gnosticism.  

1.3 Authorship and Provenance of the Gospel of 

Truth 

There are conflicting views as to the authorship and provenance of the GosTr. Some 

scholars have argued that the GosTr represents an early stage in the development of 

Valentinian Gnosticism before it reached its zenith in the eastern and western schools of 

this sect. For example, van Unnik notes the astonishing absence of the Valentinian 

doctrine of emanation of aeons in the GosTr. He also comments on the remarkable fact 

that ‘primal sin’ is attributed not to the fall of Sophia as in Valentinian doctrine, but, 

rather, to a ‘not-knowing, a forgetting of the Father’. The demiurge is also absent in the 

GosTr. He concludes that all this ‘points to a stage in Valentinian doctrine which is prior 

to its later development’.14 Likewise, Grobel states that the absence of Valentinian 

syzygies, the aeon Sophia and the creation myth based on her, as well as the important 

Gnostic word, ‘emanate’, rules out the possibility that this work was authored by later 

more heterodox Valentinians, such as Ptolomy and Heracleon. He agrees with van Unnik’s 

unequivocal declaration that it was Valentinus himself, rather than a pupil of his, who 

wrote the GosTr. 15  This theory gives the GosTr a Roman provenance of 140-150 C.E.,16 

that is, prior to Valentinus’ development of his more heretical views after he left the 

Church.  

                                                 
14 W. C. van Unnik, ‘The “Gospel of Truth” and the New Testament’, in The Jung Codex: A Newly  

Discovered Gnostic Papyrus: Three Studies, ed. F. L. Cross, London, 1955. p. 98. 
15 Kendrick Grobel, The Gospel of Truth: A Valentinian Meditation on the Gospel, London, 1960, pp. 23-6. 
16 Gilles Quispel, ‘The Jung codex and its significance’ in The Jung Codex: A Newly Discovered Gnostic 

Papyrus: Three Studies, ed. F. L. Cross, London, 1955, p. 54. 
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On the other hand, a later date for the writing of the GosTr—150-180 C.E.— has been 

suggested by scholars who argue that the GosTr was written in order to influence more 

‘orthodox’ members of the early Christian church into accepting the Valentinian heresy. 

Prominent members of this school of thought are Attridge and MacRae who state that the 

GosTr was ‘probably designed to introduce Valentinian soteriological insights to members 

of the great church.’17 According to this view, the Valentinian ideas of the author would 

have already been developed at the time of the writing of the GosTr. In this case, the 

GosTr would have actually represented an advanced, rather than an early stage, in the 

development of Valentinian thought. This view forms the crux of Harold Attridge’s 

argument that the GosTr is an exoteric rather than an esoteric document.18 However, it is 

more logical to argue, as did Gilles Quispel when he first sighted the GosTr, that its 

‘orthodoxy’ is simply due to it being written by Valentinus when he was still an 

‘orthodox’ member of the Church— so orthodox, in fact, that he was a candidate for 

bishop of Rome. 19 Despite his early astute insight into the GosTr, however, Quispel later 

was to argue the opposite view, thus agreeing substantially with Attridge, that the GosTr is 

an advanced form of Valentinism. These arguments of both Attridge and Quispel will be 

examined further in section 9 of this chapter.  

The anonymity of the authorship of the GosTr poses a vexing question for scholars. On 

the whole, however, it is generally agreed that it was Valentinus himself, rather than a 

member of his school, who was the author of this gospel. This is despite the fact that 

Irenaeus does not specifically state that the GosTr was written by Valentinus— only that it 

                                                 
17 Harold W. Attridge and George W. MacRae, ‘The Gospel of Truth (1,3 and X11,2)’, in James M. 

Robinson, ed. The Nag Hammadi Library in English (NHLE), 3rd rev. ed., Leiden, 1988, p. 38. 
18 H.W. Attridge, ‘The Gospel of Truth as an exoteric text’, in Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism & Early 
Christianity, eds. Charles W. Hedrick and Robert Hodgson, Jr., Peabody, Ma., 1986, pp. 239-255. 
19  Quispel, ‘The Jung codex’, p. 54. 
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was a Valentinian writing. However, the literary and conceptual parallels between 

Valentinus’ other known writings and the GosTr have convinced many scholars that 

Valentinus was the author of this text.20 He was also said by Pseudo Tertullian to have 

possessed his own gospel, apart from the canonical gospels: ‘A Gospel of his own he 

likewise has, beside these of ours’ 21 This gospel was probably the GosTr. In addition, the 

eloquence and rhetorical brilliance of the GosTr is commensurate with the knowledge that 

Valentinus was a distinguished preacher, poet and thinker. It is said that even his enemies 

acknowledged his genius. On the basis of the evidence, David Brakke has recently stated 

that ‘it seems almost certain that the anonymous sermon The Gospel of Truth can be 

attributed to Valentinus’.22On the other hand, despite his view that its Valentinian 

character is not in question, Philip Tite states that the attribution to Valentinus of the 

GosTr ‘is problematic at best’.23 He argues that even if it could be proved it is the same 

text referred to by Irenaeus in AH, 3.11.9, there is no real evidence it was written by 

Valentinus himself.24 Although this is undoubtedly true, Valentinus’ authorship of the 

GosTr is not crucial to the present thesis regarding its proto-orthodox character in relation 

to the Trinity, deification and the Kingdom of God. Since the question of the authorship of 

the GosTr cannot be satisfactorily resolved one way or another, however, it will be 

assumed for the purpose of the present dissertation that Valentinus is the author. If so, it is 

likely that he wrote this tractate in the early proto-orthodox stage of his career either in 

Alexandria or when he first came to Rome before he embarked on his heretical activitiy.  

                                                 
20 For example, Standaert, B. ‘ “L'évangile de vérité”: Critique et lecture’, NTS, 22, 1976, pp. 243-75; 

Grobel, Gospel of Truth, pp. 26-7; Layton, The Gnostic Scripture, p. 251. 
21 Pseudo Tertullian, ‘Against all heresies’, 4 (ANF, iii, p. 652). 
22 David Brakke, The Gnostics: Myth, Ritual, and Diversity in Early Christianity, Cambridge, MA., 2012, p. 

100. 
23 Philip L Tite, Valentinian Ethics and Paraenetic Discourse: Determining the Social Function of Moral 
Exhortation in Valentinian Christianity, Leiden, Boston, 2009, p. 218. 
24 Ibid., pp. 218-19. 
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Scholars who have given the GosTr an earlier Alexandrian provenance include David 

Dawson and Birger Pearson. For Dawson, it is on the basis of Valentinus’ use of the divine 

name metaphor as an organising principle in the GosTr that shows it stands within an 

already developed early second century Egyptian Christian tradition of speculation 

regarding the nomina sacra. This tradition, which derived from the Jewish reverence for 

the divine name, the Tetragrammaton (YHWH), was given a messianic application by the 

apostolic Church in Jerusalem. Its importance in early Alexandrian Christianity is 

reflected in the identifying feature of abbreviated nomina sacra in early Egyptian 

Christian papyri, as well as sacred name speculation in early Christian Alexandrian texts, 

for example, the Epistle of Barnabas, the Shepherd of Hermes, the Didache, and 1 

Clement.25 Pearson also agrees with the view that the Greek version of the GosTr was 

probably written in Alexandria by Valentinus in the early second century. However, he 

considers Tardieu’s argument that the conclusion of the Lycopolitan version of the GosTr 

from 38.6 is a secondary addition from the early fourth century as being persuasive.26 On 

the other hand, the case for Rome being the locale in which the GosTr was written is 

supported by textual evidence, such as the Latin formh  (forma) for morphe,27 as well as 

the use of the Roman numbering system using the left and right hands.28 Regardless of 

whether it was written in Alexandria or Rome, however, the prominence of the divine 

name metaphor as a organisational principle in the conclusion of the GosTr supports the 

view that the whole text is a literary unity rather than this section being a secondary 

addition.  

                                                 
25 David Dawson, Allegorical Readers and Cultural Revision in Ancient Alexandria, Berkeley, 1992, pp. 

129, 153-156. 
26 Birger A. Pearson, Gnosticism and Christianity in Roman and Coptic Egypt, New York, 2004, p. 67. 
27 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 26. 
28 van Unnik, ‘Gospel of Truth’, pp. 96-97. 
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Despite his recognition of early proto-orthodox Christian influence regarding the sacred 

name on Valentinus when writing the GosTr, Dawson still maintains—as does Brakke29 

— that the GosTr is a revisionist adaptation by its author of gnostic myth that centred on 

the fall of Sophia and the demiurge.30 On the contrary, as already stated, the proto-

orthodox views of the GosTr are far more likely to be the product of the early proto-

orthodox beliefs of its author when he was still a respected member of the early church. 

As already mentioned, the early reputation and standing of Valentinus was such that he 

was even a candidate for the bishopric of Rome. Griggs also states that it is unlikely that 

Valentinus was considered a heretic during his time in Alexandria and even after his 

arrival in Rome. To support this assertion, he quotes Irenaeus’ assertion that no Church 

ruler, ‘however highly gifted’—perhaps a reference to Valentinus himself— would dare to 

teach different doctrines than the ones handed down from Christ and the apostles. Irenaeus 

also suggested Valentinus was originally ‘orthodox’ by stating he was the first to 

transpose ‘so-called gnostic heresy’ onto the character of his school.31 Grigg’s argument 

that Valentinus was not viewed as a heretic at this time is also strongly supported by 

Geoffrey Smith’s more recent research32 which will be examined later in this thesis in 

connection to Justin Martyr. 

The rapid growth of the Eastern and Western branches of the Valentinians in the second 

century, as well as the rise of Gnosticism in general,33 presented the early Church Fathers 

with the enormous challenge of quelling these heretical ideas. They responded by the 

                                                 
29 Brakke, Gnostics, pp. 100-01. 
30 Dawson, Allegorical Readers, pp. 145-149. 
31 C. Wilfred Griggs, Early Egyptian Christianity from its Origins to 451 CE, Leiden, 2000, p. 54; cf. AH, 1. 

10. 2; 1.11.1 (ANF, i, pp. 331; 332). 
32 Geoffrey S. Smith, Guilt by Association: Heresy Catalogues in Early Christianity, New York, 2015. 
33 See section 1.12 for an elaboration on the use of the term, ‘Gnosticism’ in this dissertation. 
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writing of tomes of polemical works that set out to alert the membership to the heresies 

threatening the very existence of the Church. As already seen, among the so-called 

heretical writings condemned by Irenaeus was the GosTr. The result of this concerted 

effort by Church leaders, as well as the legalisation of the Christian religion by the Roman 

Empire in 313, was that the institutional Church prevailed and the GosTr was lost to the 

Christian world for over 1500 years until its rediscovery last century.  

1.4 The Importance of the Gospel of Truth 

The GosTr is the third  of five tractates contained in Codex 1, or the Jung Codex, of the 

Nag Hammadi library.34 These tractates in Codex 1 are all written in the Lycopolitan/ 

Subachmimic dialect, unlike the other tractates in the remaining twelve codices which are 

mainly preserved in the Coptic Sahidic dialect. 35 The latter is also true of the fragmentary 

text of the GosTr that is found in Codex 12 of the Coptic Gnostic Library (CGL).36 The 

present analysis will be primarily based on the complete extant copy of the GosTr written 

in the Subachmimic Coptic dialect. Practically all the fifty two tractates that make up the 

twelve complete codices and another book of a thirteenth codex of the Nag Hammadi 

library, however, were originally written in the Greek language and later translated into 

Coptic on papyrus.37 Despite a few dissenting scholars, the academic consensus is that the 

GosTr itself was also originally written in Greek in the second century.38 It was later 

translated into Coptic by Christians before being collected in the fourth century with the 

                                                 
34 Harold W. Attridge and George W. MacRae, ‘The Gospel of Truth’ 1,3:16.31-43.24, in The Coptic 

Gnostic Library: A Complete Edition of the Nag Hammadi Codices (CGL), ed. James M. Robinson, Leiden, 

2000, i, pp. 82-117. 
35 H.C. Puech, ‘The Jung codex and the other gnostic documents from Nag Hammadi’, in The Jung Codex, A 

Newly  Discovered Gnostic Papyrus: Three Studies, ed. F. L. Cross, London, 1955, p. 17. 
36 Frederik Wisse, ‘Fragments of the Gospel of Truth’ from Codex XII, in CGL, v, pp. 329-347.These 

fragments also appear in Vol 1 of CGL, pp. 119-122. 
37 Robinson, ‘Introducton’, NHLE, pp. 10-16. 
38 ‘The Gospel of Truth’, Introduction, CGL, i, pp. 63-64.  
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rest of the thirteen codices to form the Nag Hammadi library. Robinson suggests that the 

condemnation of heretics and their ‘apocryphal books’ by Archbiship Athanasius in an 

Easter letter written in 367 C.E. was behind the decision by monks at a nearby Pachomian 

monastery to bury this library in a jar in order to preserve it.39  

As a result of his negotiations and investigation into the authenticity of the GosTr, on 10 

May, 1952, the scholar Giles Quispel bought Codex 1 in Brussels on behalf of the C. G. 

Jung Institute.40 According to Quispel, the significance of this codex being translated in 

the Subachmimic, rather than the Sahidic dialect, is that it probably originated in a 

community of Valentinians known to have been living as late as the fourth century in the 

Thebaid region of Upper Egypt where this dialect was spoken.41 However, it also must be 

realised that the Lycopolitan/ Subachmimic dialect is not an indicator of geographical 

origin but rather subsumes a group of dialects distinguished by their lacking the normative 

features of so-called Sahidic.42 The momentous discovery of the Nag Hammadi library in 

1945, at the base of cliffs near the ancient town of Chenoboskion across the Nile from the 

larger town of Nag Hammadi, continues to have a profound impact on the study of early 

Christianity. Quispel’s study of the GosTr papyrus convinced him beyond any doubt that 

it was the same Valentinian gospel referred to by Irenaeus of Lyons around 180 C.E.43 He 

was also convinced that the work was ‘of the highest importance for the study both of 

Gnosticism and the history of the New Testament Canon.’44  

                                                 
39 Robinson, ‘Introduction’, NHLE, pp. 17-20. 
40 Quispel, ‘Jung codex’, pp. 42-43. 
41 Ibid., pp. 50-51.  
42 I am grateful to Professor Iain Gardner, Studies in Religion, The University of Sydney, for drawing my 

attention to this detail. 
43 Quispel, ‘Jung codex’, p. 43. 
44 Ibid., pp. 47-48. 



 

14 

As it is now over fifty years since Quispel wrote these words regarding the immense 

importance of the discovery of the GosTr, it is time to reassess the actual contribution that 

this text has made to the study of early Christianity, both historically and theologically. 

Although the study of the GosTr has indeed significantly increased knowledge of early 

Christianity regarding the canon and the diversity of early Christian texts, Quispel’s early 

optimism has not yet been fully realised because of the high degree of uncertainty that still 

exists vis-à-vis the genre and purpose of this text. This may well be because of the 

perception of most scholars that the GosTr is a heterodox Valentinian text, just as Irenaeus 

claimed in the late second century. It is therefore time to transcend the impasse that has 

arisen in GosTr scholarship and examine this text from a more broad theological 

perspective. Accordingly, this thesis will present the proposition that the importance of the 

GosTr lies not so much in its contribution to historical knowledge, but, rather, in the 

knowledge that it contains regarding the future evolution of humanity. In short, the GosTr 

must be viewed, just as it was early described by Puech, as a revelatory text ‘of an esoteric 

character’. 45  

The importance of the GosTr can be viewed as threefold: Firstly, it provides the scholar 

with an early example of a so-called gnostic gospel that was intended either to be a fifth 

gospel, supplementing and supporting the other four authoritative gospels of Matthew, 

Mark, Luke and John, or one that was in direct competition with these four Gospels, even 

to the point of supplanting them. If the content of the GosTr disagreed with the 

information contained in the canonical gospels about the life, death and resurrection of 

Jesus, then this would have been adequate reason to dismiss the GosTr, just as Irenaeus 

did. On the other hand, if it could be proven that Irenaeus was wrong in his assessment of 

                                                 
45 Puech, ‘Jung codex’, p. 19.  
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the GosTr, and that it does in fact support not only the believed facts about Jesus 

contained in the four canonical Gospels but also the theological teaching of the entire New 

Testament, then one would be justified in concluding that this gospel has legitimacy as a 

fifth gospel. 

A second reason why the discovery of the GosTr is important is that it contributes to 

scholarly argument regarding the diversity of views/ styles of gospels that existed in the 

early church. While most scholars agree with Quispel that the GosTr is the same 

Valentinian GosTr to which Irenaeus referred,46 it still must be ascertained if this gospel is 

really Valentinian in character, or whether it deserves to be ranked among more 

mainstream devotional or revelatory writings of the early Church. A third reason for the 

significance of the GosTr is that it contains vital theological argument regarding the 

process of deification of the human race. In this respect, it will be argued in this thesis that 

the GosTr is not a Valentinian but a proto-orthodox Christian text that has hitherto been 

overlooked in relation to its profound implications for human deification and the 

inauguration of the Kingdom of God on earth.  

1.5 Is the Gospel of Truth a true ‘Gospel’? 

The title of the GosTr is derived from its first line or incipit: ‘The gospel of truth is a joy 

for those who have received grace from the father’. Despite being called a ‘gospel’, it 

differs from the canonical gospels in that it does not follow their narrative pattern 

pertaining to the life, passion and resurrection of Christ. Mack has argued that this alone 

should not disqualify works from being called gospels, as Q and the Gospel of Thomas 

mainly consist of the sayings of Jesus and do not have the passion narrative characteristic 

                                                 
46 Terrance L. Tiessen, Irenaeus on the Salvation of the Unevangelized, London, 1993, p. 44. 
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of the canonical gospels. He has therefore called for a questioning of the need for the 

kerygma of early Christian faith to even include the passion of Christ, thus allowing for 

recognition of the diversity of early Christian traditions.47 On the other hand, Koester, 

while agreeing that a gospel does not need to be either in the canon or even show a 

commitment to the ‘kerygma of Christ’s death and resurrection’, still does not think that 

the GosTr meets the criteria for an early Christian gospel. According to him, gospels are 

those writings which are ‘constituted by the transmission, use, and interpretation of 

materials and traditions from and about Jesus of Nazareth.’48 Rather than a ‘gospel’, he 

views the GosTr as ‘a meditation about the “true Gospel,” that is, ‘the message of gnosis 

brought by Jesus’.49 Another eminent scholar of Gnosticism, James Robinson, also does 

not view the GosTr a gospel ‘in terms of its gattung’ and conjectures that its title may have 

been given it by Irenaeus simply for polemical purposes.50 However, in response to Hans-

Martin Schenke’s questioning of the title of the GosTr because of its homiletic nature, 

Robinson asserts that the meaning of ‘good news’ to the gnostics would not be limited by 

‘orthodox sensibilities’.51 In other words, ‘good news’ according to the gnostic world view 

was essentially different from that of orthodox Christians. It therefore appears valid to 

claim that the question whether the GosTr can properly be called a gospel or not depends 

on one’s definition of ‘gospel’. 

 

                                                 
47 Burton L. Mack, ‘All the extra Jesuses: Christian origins in the light of the extra-canonical gospels’, 

Semeia 49, 1990, pp. 169-71. 
48 Helmut Koester, Ancient Christian Gospels: Their History and Development, Philadelphia, 1990, p. 46.  
49 Ibid., p. 47. 
50 James M. Robinson, ‘Logoi sophon: On the Gattung of Q’ in James M. Robinson and Helmut Koester, 
Trajectories through Early Christianity, Philadelphia, 1971, pp. 76-77. 
51 Ibid., p. 77, n. 18. 
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1.6 The Gospel of Truth conforms to Paul’s Definition 

of ‘good news’ regarding Salvation 

According to the above views of Mack and Koester, a writing may still be a gospel even if 

it does not show a commitment to the kerygma of Christ’s death and resurrection. Such a 

position would seem to be a clear contradiction of the apostle Paul’s understanding of the 

content of the gospel kerygma. In the earliest biblical delineation of the core Christian 

kerygma (1Cor 15:4-6),52 Paul states that the two events of the death and resurrection of 

Christ were ‘of first importance’ in the gospel that he had himself received and passed on 

to the Corinthian church. Upon these two events, the whole edifice of the Christian church 

either stood or fell because unless Jesus rose from the dead, there was no resurrection of 

the dead and therefore no point to the Christian faith (I Cor 15:10-19). For Paul, the good 

news of the gospel, for which he risked life and limb to preach, was clearly due to the fact 

that, according to Scripture, Christ died and rose again in order that humans might be 

saved and have eternal life.  

The fact that the GosTr is a second century theological interpretation of more original 

gospel traditions has led to it being described by scholars variously as a ‘Valentinian 

meditation’,53, a ‘Christian gnostic text’,54 ‘homily’, 55 ‘sermon’, 56 ‘theological treatise’, 

57 an ‘allegory of spiritual blindness and insight’, 58 and even as a ‘dogmatic or mystical 

                                                 
52 Unless otherwise stated, all Scriptural references will be from the Zondervan NIV Study Bible, Grand 

Rapids, Mich., 1984.  
53 Grobel, Gospel of Truth: A Valentinian Meditation, p. 32. 
54 J. Helderman, ‘A Christian gnostic text: The Gospel of Truth’, in Gnosis and Hermeticism from Antiquity 

to Modern Times, ed. Roelof van den Broek and Wouter J. Hanegraaff, Albany, 1998, pp 53-68. 
55 Attridge and MacRae, ‘Gospel of Truth’, NHLE, p. 38. 
56 Judith Hoch Wray, Rest as a Theological Metaphor in the Epistles to the Hebrews and the Gospel of 

Truth: Early Christian Homiletics of Rest, Atlanta, 1998, p. 96. 
57 Ismo Dunderberg, Beyond Gnosticism: Myth, Lifestyle, and Society in the School of Valentinus, New 
York, 2008, p. 10. 
58 Dawson, Allegorical Readers, p. 153.  



 

18 

tractate’, 59 rather than as a ‘gospel’ per se. However, if one defines the term ‘gospel’ as it 

was originally intended by Paul, namely in the sense of core Christian kerygma 

representing the good news of salvation, then one can more readily ascertain if this 

document is a gospel not only in terms of its later ‘orthodoxy’ but, more importantly, in 

terms of its ultimate salvific potential. 

Despite Irenaeus’ denial that it was anything like the four traditional gospels, a close 

reading of the GosTr reveals that the passion of Jesus is central to its whole theological 

message. Its depiction of the death of Jesus as reversing the fall of humankind is 

reminiscent of Paul’s portrayal of Jesus Christ as being the second Adam who undid the 

consequences of the sin of the first Adam (Rom 5:12-21; 1Cor 15:22, 45). In addition, 

although not presenting the resurrection of Jesus in traditional form, it clearly teaches this 

other fundamental tenet of Christian faith by stating that Jesus ‘put on imperishability, 

which no one can possibly take away from him’  a35  6i +ww3  n_tmn_atteko  peei  ete  

mn_   42am  n_laue·  a4  3it3_   n_toot3· (20.32-34). 60 Thus Jesus is portrayed as taking 

up His life again and being alive for ever more. He has also been given the name of the 

Father, making Him equal to God and the object of worship, whose salvific mission is to 

restore the totality back to the Father. In fact, it will be argued in this dissertation that the 

GosTr not only teaches the full deity of Jesus but in some aspects relating to His future 

kingdom goes beyond the high Christology of both the Fourth Gospel and the Pauline 

epistles. 

                                                 
59 van Unnik, ‘Gospel of Truth’, p. 95. 
60 Except where otherwise indicated, I will be using the translation of the GosTr by Attridge and MacRae, 

‘Gospel of Truth’in CGL.  
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1.7 Relationship of the Gospel of Truth with the 

Canonical Gospels 

 Like Irenaeus, however, modern scholars still maintain that there are some fundamental 

differences between this gospel and the canonical gospels in terms of basic 

presuppositions and content. For example, in an investigation of the vocabulary of the 

Fourth Gospel and the GosTr, Barrett has attributed the main difference to two factors: the 

lack of an eschatological motif in the GosTr and a difference in an understanding of the 

very nature of the redemption wrought by Jesus.61 Whereas in John’s gospel, Jesus came 

to save humans from their sins, in the GosTr He came to enlighten them and save them 

from their ignorance and error. This has resulted in a paucity of such traditional gospel 

terms as ‘send’, ‘glory’, ‘sin’, ‘judgment’  and ‘love’ in the GosTr.62 Although Barrett 

admits to the ‘fundamental Christian conception’ of the suffering and death of Jesus in the 

GosTr, in his view it still does not relate the passion of Christ to the salvation of humans 

from their sins as does the Fourth Gospel.63 In addition, he states that the salvation 

effected by Christ in the GosTr is limited to only those elect ‘gnostics’ whose names are 

already written in the Book of the Living rather than to the ‘whosoever believeth’ in John. 

According to him, the GosTr teaches an ‘amoral kind of predestination, quite different 

from John’s’.64 However, in his analysis of the different use by the two gospels of the 

motif of light in relation to the Sabbath, Barrett was prepared to admit the likelihood that 

the GosTr, by combining themes that were separate, displays a greater development of 

                                                 
61 C.K. Barrett, ‘The theological vocabulary of the Fourth Gospel and the Gospel of Truth’, in Current Issues 

in New Testament Interpretation: Essays in Honor of Otto A. Piper, eds. W. Klassen and O.F. Synder, New 

York, 1962, p. 214. 
62 Ibid., pp. 210-16. 
63 Ibid., p. 218. 
64 Ibid., p. 217. 
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thought than John.65 In his conclusion, Barrett again is prepared to concede the possibility 

that the GosTr may ‘mark a further stage of development on the road already taken by 

John.’66 

Other scholars have supported the original assessment of Irenaeus that the GosTr in no 

way agrees with the gospels handed down by the apostles. For example, W. C. van Unnik 

states:  

the one concrete point that Irenaeus tells us, viz. that it agrees at no 

point with the Gospels of the Apostles, fully accords with the 

character of the recently discovered writing. 67   

Cullen Story also views Irenaeus’ description of the GosTr as valid because it confirms 

that this was the same text Irenaeus was referring to, and not another one written by the 

Valentinians. He sees the problem as essentially being the relationship between the GosTr 

and the New Testament gospels.68  

1.8 Oral and Written Sources of the Gospel of Truth 

The question as to whether the GosTr is able to offer any fresh insights into both the 

‘quest for the historical Jesus’ and an understanding of the salvific purpose of Christ is 

part of a much wider ongoing scholarly debate that has intensified since the discovery and 

subsequent publishing of the Nag Hammadi library. A key consideration in this debate is 

the degree of dependence the later apocryphal authors placed on the canonical gospels. 

Van Unnik early showed that the author of the GosTr was acquainted with most of the 

                                                 
65 Ibid., p. 221. 
66 Ibid., p. 223. 
67 van Unnik, ‘Gospel of Truth’, pp. 94-95.  
68 Cullen I.K. Story, The Nature of Truth in ‘The Gospel of Truth’ and in the Writings of Justin Martyr: A 

Study of the Pattern of Orthodoxy in the Middle of the Second Century, Leiden, 1970, p. xvi. 
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New Testament, including ‘the Gospels, the Pauline Epistles, Hebrews and Revelation’ 

and possibly Acts, 1 John and 1 Peter. This list includes even the books of Hebrews and 

Revelation whose place in the development of the canon has been unclear despite Justin’s 

obvious familiarity with both of these books. Thus Unnik states that in Rome around 140-

150, there was a authoritative ‘collection of writings …virtually identical with our New 

Testament’. In fact, he even considers a ‘Canon’ was in existence in Rome at this time, 

even though this term was not employed for the New Testament until much later. 69  

Although Unnik thus views the GosTr as important for an understanding of the formation 

of the canon, he does not consider that it casts any ‘direct light on the New Testament’. 70 

For example, he states that ‘there is nothing about a Second Coming’.71  

Unnik’s conclusion that Valentinus’ use of these writings that later became the New 

Testament proves their authoritative nature even at this early stage in the history of the 

Church has been challenged by Tuckett who argues that the source for all of the Synoptic 

material in the GosTr was Matthew’s gospel alone.72 Although Tuckett’s argument that 

the GosTr only uses Matthew rather than the other synoptic gospels is convincing, he also 

states it makes ‘extensive use’ of John’s Gospel as well.73 According to Tuckett, his 

findings are consistent with an early date for the writing of the GosTr, rather than this 

being precluded by the existence of a supposedly ‘highly developed’ New Testament 

canon as suggested by Unnik.74 This in turn makes it more probable that the author of the 

GosTr was not relying just on written sources that were later to become the New 

                                                 
69 van Unnik, ‘Gospel of Truth’, p. 122-25.   
70 Ibid., p. 126.  
71 Ibid., p. 128. 
72 C.M. Tuckett, Nag Hammadi and the Gospel Tradition: Synoptic Tradition in the Nag Hammadi Library, 

Edinburgh, 1986, p. 68.  
73 Ibid., p.67. 
74 Ibid., p. 68. 
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Testament but also had access to other oral traditions that were known to be in existence 

and which were competing with other gospels traditions for acceptance by the Church at 

large.75 In fact, much of the polemical thrust of the early Church Fathers, such as Irenaeus, 

was to counter this very claim by gnostics and other groups that they had access to some 

special revelation going back as far as the apostles and Jesus. The response of Irenaeus to 

such claims was to argue that the Church alone possessed apostolic authority and was the 

sole repository of perfect truth because the Holy Spirit spoke through the apostles at the 

time they wrote their gospels. Therefore this truth could not be improved upon by any 

other tradition, oral or written.76  

Hans-Martin Schenke has noted parallels between the GosTr and the Odes of Solomon that 

have convinced him, contrary to the view of most scholars,77 that the GosTr is not 

Valentinian.78 His research illustrates the diversity of sources besides that of the later 

canonical writings upon which the author of the GosTr may have drawn in the 

composition of his gospel. However, Jacqueline Williams has confirmed that, despite 

having access to many sources both oral and written, Valentinus chose to use mainly the 

writings that would later become the New Testament when writing the GosTr. 79 In 

particular, she stresses the greater influence of the theological motifs of John’s gospel than 

those of Matthew on the GosTr.80 She does, however, cite two cases which may indicate 

he had contact with an oral tradition. The first one relates to a tradition identifying Jesus 

                                                 
75 Richard Bauckham, ‘The study of gospel traditions outside the canonical gospels: Problems and 

prospects’, in Gospel Perspectives: The Jesus Tradition Outside the Gospels, vol 5, ed. David Wenham, 

Sheffield, 1984, pp. 371-74.  
76 AH, 3. 4. 1-3 (ANF, i, pp. 416-17). 
77 For example, Eric Segelberg, ‘Evangelium Veritatis: A confirmation homily and its relation to the Odes of 
Solomon’, Orientalia Suecana, 8, 1959, p. 4, n. 1. 
78 Hans-Martin Schenke, Die Herkunft des sogenannten Evangelium Veritatis, Berlin, 1958, pp. 20-25. 
79 Jacqueline A. Williams, Biblical Interpretation in the Gnostic Gospel of Truth from Nag Hammadi, 
Atlanta, 1988, pp. 179-83. 175-78. 
80 Ibid., p. 187. 
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with a written document that is nailed to the cross (Col 2:14), while the other one is an 

agraphon previously found in Ephraem’s commentary on the Diatessaron.81 At the same 

time, she admits the difficulty of identifying these traditions with any certainty because of 

the way Valentinus has reworked his sources This is also the case with Valentinus’ use of 

Genesis and the New Testament because, instead of making direct quotations, he 

employed the method of scriptural allusion. By modifying and weaving these textual 

sources into one artistic whole that reflects his theological purpose, he exhibits 

consummate re-interpretative skill.82  In this activity, Valentinus was merely following the 

same practice that redaction criticism, or redaktionsgeschichte, has shown was common 

with the canonical gospel writers: the reinterpretation of their scriptural sources according 

to their own individual theological agendas.83 Unlike the canonical gospels, however, the 

GosTr is clearly not an eye witness account of the life of Jesus, nor does it claim to be. 

Although there are narrative passages in the GosTr, as a whole it does not take a narrative 

form nor provide biographical details of Jesus as do the canonical gospels. On the other 

hand, there is every indication that it is based on esoteric knowledge that Valentinus had 

personally obtained from apostolic sources close to Jesus Himself. 

There is evidence to suggest that Valentinus did in fact claim to know a secret doctrine of 

God taught by Paul into which he had been initiated by Paul’s disciple Theudas. This 

secret wisdom was not for everyone but only for a select group of more mature Christians 

who were able to comprehend it.84 According to Elaine Pagels, however, a key component 

                                                 
81 Ibid., p. 177. 
82 Ibid., pp. 10-11. 
83 C. Clifton Black, ‘The quest of Mark the redactor: Why has it been pursued, and what has it taught us?’ in 

New Testament Interpretation and Methods, eds. Stanley E. Porter & Craig A. Evans, Sheffield, 1997, p. 
215.  
84 Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels, London, 2006, p. 62. 
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of this secret wisdom was the concept of a lesser God, the demiurge, who was believed to 

be the actual creator of this world and thus responsible for its imperfections and ills. This 

demiurge was the God of Israel and not the God of gnostics who only gave allegiance and 

worship to the true higher God, the father of Jesus Christ. It was this true God that 

gnostics believed Jesus Christ came to reveal and make known. An immediate practical 

consequence of the worship of this true higher God by gnostics, rather than the lesser God, 

was that they no longer felt bound by ecclesiastical rulings. Rather than submitting to 

bishops ‘as to God himself’, gnostics regarded bishops as mere figureheads of the 

demiurge.85  Although this helps to explain the vehemence with which Irenaeus, the 

bishop of Lyons, attacked the Valentinian heresy, there is in fact no explicit reference in 

the GosTr to this lesser creator God, despite this text being singled out by Irenaeus as 

being representative of the Valentinian heresy. On the contrary, only the one true invisible 

God, the heavenly Father of Jesus Christ, is taught in this gospel. As already shown in this 

thesis, this absence of the demiurge in the GosTr is in stark contrast to Valentinian 

teachings.  

1.9 The Gospel of Truth as an advanced Valentinian 

thesis 

In an attempt to explain these differences between the GosTr and later Valentinian 

documents, some scholars have argued that, rather than representing an early stage in 

Valentinus’ thought, the GosTr is an advanced form of Valentinian speculation that was 

designed to appeal to mainstream Christians through its use of familiar theological 

language. Accordingly, Attridge has challenged the view that the GosTr is an esoteric text 

                                                 
85 Ibid., pp. 63-64. 
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intended to evoke in the enlightened mind the theological beliefs of its author. On the 

contrary, he argues that the GosTr,  

precisely because of the systematic ambiguity and polyvalence, is 

an exoteric text, a text designed to be read and understood by 

people who do not share the fundamental theological 

presuppositions of its author. 86  

According to Attridge, the combination of the familiar and the unfamiliar in the GosTr, 

together with the subtle movement away from an ‘orthodox’ to a ‘heterodox’ position at 

various points in the text, was designed to make the more offensive elements of 

Valentianism palatable to the ordinary Christian. This argument helps to explain the many 

allusions in the GosTr to early Christian literature, especially the writings later contained 

in the New Testament. At the same time, its gnostic references, such as the importance of 

knowledge to salvation, as well as specific Valentinian details, such as ‘totalities’, ‘the 

middle’ and ‘emanations’ are intermingled with the familiar Christian elements to create a 

text designed to have more appeal for the ordinary Christian than a text containing blatant 

Valentinian presuppositions.87  

Attridge’s argument, however, is not convincing. It has already been seen in this 

dissertation that both van Unnik and Grobel have remarked on the absence of the gnostic 

doctrine of emanations in the GosTr.88 In particular, Grobel has noted that neither the 

Greek verb ‘emanate’, nor the technical term ‘emanation’, occurs in the GosTr, although 

they both have frequent occurrences in the Pistis Sophia. Nor is there a Coptic equivalent 

                                                 
86 H.W. Attridge, ‘The Gospel of Truth as an exoteric text’, p. 242. 
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88 See section 3 of this chapter. 
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for these terms in the GosTr, except for the problematic 5h.  Grobel therefore cautions 

against translating this Coptic word as ‘emanation’ on the grounds that this term is derived 

from a ‘basically verbal idea’.89 Despite his view that this word, 5h, which occurs five 

times in the GosTr, means ‘parts’, ‘shares’ or ‘portions, he has left it untranslated in his 

commentary.90 Where it possibly occurs at 27.11, he translates it as the noun, ‘gifts’.91 Yet 

Attridge and MacRae, have translated this word on all occasions as ‘emanations’, even 

though they admit that the ‘etymology and the sense of the term are problematic’. The 

only other time this Coptic word is attested is in the Apocalypse of Elijah 50.4, A 9.15, 

where it means a ‘ray’ or ‘gift’ of the Son. 92 Although it is true that most other 

commentators, besides Attridge and MacRae, also translate this Coptic word in the GosTr 

as ‘emanations’, deriving it from the Coptic 5  and Greek probolh/, it can be argued that 

this is due, at least in part, to their belief that it is a Valentinian text.  

In addition, although Attridge insists that the GosTr is an exoteric, rather than an esoteric 

work, his own analysis of such images as the ‘book of the living’93 and the ‘name of the 

Father’94 belie this description. As will be demonstrated in this thesis, these images would 

have possessed esoteric value for both Valentinian and mainstream Christian 

hearers/readers of this Gospel. In fact, the reverse of what Attridge argues is more likely to 

have been the case. Rather than the GosTr having hidden Valentinian presuppositions and 

being designed to attract ordinary Christians to this sect through the juxtaposition of 

familiar and unfamiliar elements, it is more likely that it was written to bring the diverse 

                                                 
89 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, pp. 25-26. 
90 Ibid., pp. 81-82. 
91 Ibid., p.110-11. 
92 ‘Gospel of Truth’, Notes, CGL, p. 67. 
93 Attridge, ‘Gospel of Truth’, pp. 245-48. 
94 Ibid., pp. 249-251. 
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groups of Christians in the early Church together by reaching common ground regarding 

the process of salvation/deification. The GosTr can thus be seen as being designed to 

break the impasse between the diverse groups that made up the early Christian church in 

order to move the soteriological debate forward.  

In a radical departure from his initial views after first examining the GosTr, Quispel has 

also argued that the GosTr contains advanced and hidden Valentinian presuppositions. In 

particular, he maintains that the concept of a lesser god, the demiurge, who was the 

abortive child of Sophia and creator of the world, is concealed in the GosTr by the use of 

the term ‘error’.95 He cites the account of the ‘murder’ of Jesus by ‘error’ in the GosTr as 

evidence of its radical and developed Valentinian theology which, in his view, goes 

beyond any other known Valentinian. According to Quispel, this is further proof that 

Valentinus was in fact the author of the GosTr because it is consistent with his known 

beliefs.96 However, as already pointed out in this thesis, this view ignores the other more 

likely option, which Quispel himself early acknowledged, that the reason for the GosTr’s 

distinct ‘orthodox’ views concerning the Godhead was simply because its author was still 

in the proto-orthodox phase of his career.  

Because of their belief that it is a Valentinian text, scholars have persisted in attributing 

the figure of ‘error’ to either Sophia, the demiurge, the Valentinian devil or ruler of the 

world —the Cosmocrator— or a combination of Valentinian mythic figures.97 This is 

despite the fact that the GosTr ‘makes no specific mention of the gnostic myth’. 98 The 

enigmatic metaphor of ‘error’ has also been deemed to represent psychological states or be 

                                                 
95 Gilles Quispel,  ‘The original doctrine of Valentinus the gnostic’, VC, 50, 4, 1996, p. 332. 
96 Ibid., p. 333. 
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a synonym for ‘lack’ or ‘deficiency’.99 Given this lack of agreement among scholars 

concerning ‘error’, Quispel’s whole argument that the GosTr represents an advanced form 

of Valentinianism stands or falls on his dubious identification of ‘error’ as the demiurge. 

In addition, it requires that Valentinus, if he was the author of the GosTr, had already fully 

formulated his heretical ideas at the time he wrote this text. This means that he was either 

actively seeking to promulgate his heretical views while he was still a respected member 

of the Church or, alternatively, he wrote the GosTr after he had left the Church because of 

his rejection as bishop of Rome, and had already embarked on his heretical course.  

A more convincing explanation for the supposedly advanced Valentinian ideas in the 

GosTr has been advanced by William Schoedel. He has argued that, despite the number of 

aeons that comprise the pleroma in the Valentinian cosmogony,100 the Valentinian view of 

God was still essentially monistic. This is because its starting point is the one unoriginated 

divine being from whom all the subsequent aeons emanated. He argues that the term, 

ἀχώρητος, used by the Valentinians to describe the unoriginated and incomprehensible 

God, only applied to the pleroma, not the cosmos, thus underlining the unity of the Father 

with the aeons emanating from him.101 According to him, the GosTr shares this monistic 

feature of Valentinianism in its emphasis on God encompassing everything while nothing 

encompasses him. For example, it refers to ‘the depth of the one who encircles all spaces 

while there is none that encircles him’ pibaqos  mpet{a}ktaeit  amaeit  nim·  emn_  

petktaeit  ara3  (22. 25-27). The crux of Schoedel’s argument is that, regardless of 

whether the GosTr was written by Valentinus when he was still associated with the early 

                                                 
99‘The figure of error in the Gospel of Truth’,<http://www.gnosis.org/library/valentinus/Error_GTruth.htm> 

accessed on 4 December, 2013. 
100 See sections 2.1 for a description of the Valentinian ‘pleroma’ and 2.2.2 for the different meanings of the 
term ‘pleroma’ in the GosTr. 
101 Schoedel, ‘Gnostic Monism’, pp. 380-81. 
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Church or if it was deliberately demythologised for the uninitiated at a later date, its author 

had a more apologetic agenda for writing his gospel. This was to answer the objections 

posed by Christian thinkers, such as Irenaeus, to the contradictions inherent in the 

Valentinian concept of an all-encompassing God.  

In this sense, the GosTr can be seen as a thesis written on behalf of advanced monistic 

Valentinians. Its purpose was to defend their doctrine of the pleroma and an all-

encompassing God while at the same time ostensibly dismissing the evil material world as 

outside the realm of God. As Irenaeus succinctly put it, ‘But if there is anything beyond 

Him [God], He is not then the Pleroma of all, nor does he contain all.’102According to 

Irenaeus, the Valentinian belief in a lower god, the evil or ignorant demiurge who created 

the world, and thus its imperfections and evils, is not consistent with their other doctrine 

of an all-encompassing God who would allow this to happen. Schoedel argues that this 

valid objection is the reason why the GosTr does not mention the fall of Sophia or the 

demiurge. Although the pleroma is said in the GosTr to come forth from the Father (17.5-

6), there is a blurring of the distinction between God and the pleroma, as well as between 

the pleroma and the material world in which the gnostic lives. That is, in the GosTr the 

pleroma consists of the ‘All’, including those inhabiting the world. Thus there is no aeon 

cast out of the pleroma in the GosTr as with the fate of Sophia in Valentinian cosmogony. 

The fate of the gnostic in the GosTr is aligned with the fate of the fallen aeons in the 

pleroma in that both require knowledge of the Father for redemption. Knowledge of the 

Father represents true existence for both aeons and the gnostic in the GosTr while 

ignorance of the Father represents non-existence and unreality. By virtue of the fact that 
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the ‘All’, or the totality, exists in him, the Father is in control of the universe, even if He 

permits error and ignorance to exist.103  

According to Schoedel, the GosTr can therefore be regarded as a logical attempt by 

monistic Valentinians to extract themselves from the absurdities of their theological 

position. His analysis of the GosTr is a far more convincing one than the proposition by 

scholars that it was written in order to attract unsuspecting members of the Church to the 

Valentinian way of thinking. Although Irenaeus does say that ‘simple minded’ Christians 

were swayed by the cunning arguments of the Valentinians,104 this latter argument is still 

insulting to the intelligence of the majority of early Christians. If they were prepared to die 

for their faith in Jesus Christ, as many early Christians in fact did—Justin Martyr being 

just one (165 CE)105 —why would they be swayed from holding their beliefs in a 

monotheistic God and saviour Jesus Christ by the arguments, however sugar-coated, of 

heterodox Christians? On the other hand, Schoedel’s analysis of the GosTr credits this 

document as being a mature, reasoned and an advanced examination by its author of the 

issues presented by the Valentinian theological belief system. He also asks his readers, 

before beginning to argue his case, to ‘minimize or deny the link between GTr and 

Valentinianism’ for the sake of the debate. 106 

All three views of the GosTr surveyed in this section—those of Attridge, Quispel and 

Schoedel—have in common the notion that the GosTr is an advanced form of Valentinian 

speculation. Schoedel, however, was able to move the debate forward by asking his 

readers to suspend their presupposition that the GosTr is Valentinian and just focus on the 
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31 

polemical context for the logical reasoning that is evident in the GosTr. This thesis will 

endeavour to advance the debate still further by demonstrating that the GosTr does not 

represent either an early or advanced form of Valentinian thought. In carrying out this 

objective, it will be shown that there were even more profound reasons for the writing of 

the GosTr than merely to attract mainstream Christians to the Valentinian sect, or conduct 

a philosophical analysis of the Valentinian concept of an all compassing God. These 

reasons pertain to the salvation/deification of the human race.  

1.10 Who was Valentinus? 

Although Valentinus is reputed to be the greatest gnostic of the second century, there is 

unfortunately a dearth of information regarding his life available to the scholar. It is not 

for nothing that Mead dubbed him the ‘great unknown’ of Gnosticism.107 The main details 

we have about his life are from ‘hostile’ sources such as the early Christian heresiologists. 

Irenaeus says he ‘came to Rome in the time of Hyginus, flourished under Pius, and 

remained until Anicetus.’108 Grobel points out that the term ‘flourished’ here likely refers 

to Valentinus’ heretical activity, or his ‘madness’, rather than his personal standing within 

the Church under bishop Pius (140-54 C.E.). He also asserts that the meditation (GosTr) 

would have been written ‘certainly’ before this heretical activity, most likely prior to 150 

C.E. 109 Valentinus is also remarkably described by Tertullian, another Church Father, and 

thus a stanch opponent of the Valentinian heresies, as an ‘able man both in genius and 

eloquence’. It is Tertullian who mentions the fact that Valentinus even expected to become 
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bishop of Rome, but when passed over for this position ‘broke with the church’ and 

allegedly took revenge by seeking to ‘exterminate the truth.’110   

Despite scholars questioning the reliability of this account by Tertullian,111 it is still likely 

that Valentinus left the church voluntarily rather than being excommunicated for his 

heretical views.  According to Thomassen, it was only late in the second century, during 

the episcopate of Victor, that the Church was sufficiently unified to impose church 

discipline in cases of heresy. He argues that there are references in the GosTr, particularly 

the contrast of unity/perfection with disunity/envy and strife (24.25-26.15), which 

suggests that, rather than wanting to inflict revenge on the Roman church, Valentinus was 

actually a church reformer who only left the divided and strife-torn Roman church to start 

his own true unified spiritual church.112 Markschies has also argued on the basis of the 

evidence by Tertullian in ‘Against the Valentinians’ 4,1; 4,3, that it was from the students 

of Valentinus, rather than Valentinus himself, that Irenaeus obtained much of the 

information he used to attack Valentinian heresy. 113These students deviated significantly 

from the thought of Valentinus himself and developed the more speculative features of the 

mythological system that grew into the Eastern and Western/‘Italic’ branches of 

Valentinian Christianity.114  

Furthermore, there is indirect evidence that Valentinus’ own theological views were much 

more ‘orthodox’ than those of later Valentinians. Tertullian states that, in contrast to the 

disciples of Ptolemaeus/Ptolemy, who regarded the aeons as ‘personal  substances’ outside 
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God, Valentinus included them ‘in the very essence of the Deity, as senses and affections 

of motion’.115 This information points to there having been a development in the degree of 

heretical thinking by the Valentinians—from the monistic Valentinus to the much later 

students of Ptolemy who no longer shared the original views of Valentinus. In fact, the 

difference between Valentinus and the later Valentinians was so marked that Tertullian 

remarked that this ‘heresy is permitted to fashion itself into as many various shapes as a 

courtezan (sic), who usually changes and adjusts her dress every day’. He also implies that 

these later Valentinians even attempted to hide the fact they had originated from 

Valentinus, so far had they deviated from his teachings.116 The evidence thus points to 

Valentinus as being much more likely a proto-orthodox theologian, rather than a heretical 

one, at the time he wrote the GosTr early in his career. 

1.11 Why the Gospel of Truth is not a Valentinian 

exoteric Text 

Attridge and MacRae argue in their introduction to the GosTr in the Coptic Gnostic 

Library (CGL) that the discrepancies between the GosTr and the later Valentinian writings 

are due to its genre and exoteric function.  They assert that the reason why the GosTr does 

not contain the elaborate Valentinian speculation system of either the teaching of 

Valentinus himself, or of his latter schools, is because it was intended to influence 

Christians in communities such as Rome and Alexandria.117, This, however, still does not 

explain the strong proto-orthodox monotheistic, yet trinitarian views, of its author that is 

evident in the GosTr. It also does not explain his ambition, attested to by Tertullian above, 
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of being elected bishop of Rome. If he held his heretical views at this stage in his life, the 

question remains why he would covet a hierarchical position in the Church that was 

viewed with distain by Valentinians because of their belief in the demiurge. A respected 

and deep theological thinker, such as Valentinus, known for his ‘genius and eloquence’ 

even by his opponents, does not suddenly develop extreme heretical views about the 

nature of the Godhead just out of spite because he was passed over for an earthly position. 

Indeed, Tertullian’s evidence cited above shows that Valentinus continued to hold a 

monistic view of the Godhead even after embarking on his heretical career.  

It is apparent, therefore, that there was a period in Valentinus’ early career when he still 

held the beliefs that the apostle Paul himself held and taught in his epistles. This is the 

time that the GosTr was most likely written, either in Alexandria or soon after Valentinus 

had moved to Rome. As Layton has noted, the claim by Valentinus’ followers in 

Alexandria that their leader was a pupil of Theudas, who in turn was a disciple of Paul,  118 

suggests that Alexandria was the place where this association occurred. 119 Thus the secret 

knowledge passed on to him by Theudas, as well as Valentinus’ own reading of the 

writings that later became the New Testament, are the likely external sources of the proto-

orthodox views regarding God in the GosTr. In addition, Valentinus’ own visionary 

experience must be considered an important source of the theological views expressed in 

the GosTr. As Layton notes, the GosTr, in common with Valentinus’ poem, Summer 

Harvest, is ‘personal and visionary’.120 Near its ending, the GosTr actually refers to a 

vision of its author in which he has already ‘come to be in the resting place’ ea6i4wpe  

6m_  pma  nm_tan  (43.1).  
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Serious doubt, therefore, must be cast on Pagel’s assertion above that the content of the 

secret knowledge taught by the apostle Paul, and into which Valentinus was initiated by 

Theudas, was related to the gnostic concept of the Hebrew god being a secondary 

demiurge creator of this world. As well as there being no hint of this teaching in the 

GosTr, this flies in the face of what Paul believed and taught in his first letter to the 

Corinthians: ‘yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and 

for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came 

and through whom we live’ (1Cor 8:6). This text clearly states that God the father and His 

son Jesus Christ are the creators of this world, not some lower god named the demiurge. 

Rather than receiving his later heterodox ideas from Theudas, there is evidence that 

Valentinus was influenced by the Jewish and Platonic theological speculations in vogue at 

the time he was teaching in Alexandria before he came to Rome.121 Irenaeus also says that 

he adapted gnostic myth to the character of his own school. In the next chapter, 

Valentinus’ transformation of already formulated gnostic myth will be examined further.  

Although there has been some scepticism expressed by scholars regarding the claim of the 

Valentinians that their founder received secret wisdom of God from Theudas, a disciple of 

Paul,122 there is no doubt that the apostle Paul spoke about such hidden wisdom that he 

was privy to as a result of visions and revelations from God (Rom 16:25; 1 Cor 2:7; 2 Cor 

12:2-4). These included his experience of being ‘caught up to paradise’ and hearing 

‘inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell’(2 Cor 12:4). Thus it is quite 

feasible to believe that there was in existence a secret oral tradition Paul had passed on to 
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trusted mature disciples, such as Theudas, who, in turn, initiated Valentinus into this 

knowledge, probably early in the latter’s career at the time he was living in Alexandria.123 

Chapter 8 of this thesis will show in relation to Clement of Alexandria that there existed in 

the early Church the notion of a secret oral tradition passed down by the elders from the 

apostles and Jesus. This secret knowledge, however, would needed to have been consistent 

with Paul’s other teachings about God in his epistles, not contrary to them. Otherwise he 

would have proven himself to be a liar and a hypocrite if he preached one thing but 

believed and taught another doctrine in secret. Paul often expressed the sentiment that the 

preaching of the gospel was a sacred trust, reiterating that he was compelled to preach the 

true gospel of Jesus Christ, and not some false gospel, less he himself be a castaway (1 

Cor 9:16-27). This is why it is more reasonable to argue that the content of the secret 

apostolic oral tradition into which Valentinus may have been initiated by Theudas was 

related, not to the concept of the demiurge, but to the special teachings regarding God 

contained in the GosTr written while he was still a highly respected member of the 

Church.  

1.12 The Concepts of ‘Deification’ and the ‘Kingdom of 

God’ in the Gospel of Truth 

In section 1.1 of this dissertation, it was stated that the ‘christological development in the 

GosTr is integral to the actualization of its other prominent motifs: human deification and 

the Kingdom of God’. Although neither of these terms, ‘deification’ or ‘Kingdom of God’ 

actually appear in the GosTr, it is argued that this text cannot be adequately interpreted 

without an understanding of these key concepts that were fundamental to the hope of early 

Christians. This is illustrated by the fact that, in contrast to its frequent use in the synoptic 
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Gospels, the term, ‘Kingdom of God’ is only mentioned twice in the Fourth Gospel (Jn 

3:3, 5). However, the fact that the terms ‘life’ and eternal life’, used on multiple occasions 

in John, can be regarded as synomymous with the Kingdom of God places the limited use 

of the latter term in better perspective.124 Likewise in the GosTr,  the frequent occurrence 

of such motifs as the Book of the Living, the Pleroma and the Name of the Father can also 

be regarded as referring both to the Kingdom of God and the concomitant deification of 

the Christian. Accordingly, Chapter 6 will be devoted to the concept of deification in the 

New Testament, the early Church Fathers as well as the GosTr, while Chapter 9 will 

examine the eschatological Kingdom of God motif in the early Church as well as in the 

GosTr. Furthermore, it will be demonstrated through an examination of three prominent 

proto-orthodox second century Church FathersJustin Martyr, Irenaeus and Clement of 

Alexandria that the concepts of deification and the Kingdom of God were key elements 

in their theology. This strategy will not only serve the purpose of placing the GosTr firmly 

within its proper context of mainstream early theological development; it will also show 

that the esoteric nature of the GosTr in evoking Kingdom of God and deification themes is 

crucial for a proper interpretation of this text. 

If the GosTr is taken at face value as simply a sermon by Valentinus, expressing his deep 

understanding of the salvation offered to humans by God through his son Jesus Christ, 

then this eliminates the need to regard it as an exoteric document designed to secretly 

convey his already highly developed gnostic beliefs. Although such efforts to prove the 

gnostic nature of the GosTr have helped to motivate the study of this document, this may 

be partly due to the inherent bias of scholars, based on the assumption that the GosTr is a 
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gnostic gospel, to try and make it ‘fit’ into the general typology of gnostic studies. For 

example, Simonetti has cited the GosTr as being typical of gnostic interpretation of 

scripture because of its positive portrayal of the Genesis story of Adam and Eve’s 

transgression of eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.125 It will be 

shown in this thesis that, on the contrary, this story is only alluded to in the GosTr because 

of it necessitating the sacrificial death of Christ on the tree/cross in order to provide a 

remedy for the Fall. Rather than an exoteric text, the GosTr is clearly an esoteric gospel in 

the sense of seeking to reveal a deeper knowledge of the Godhead and the process of 

deification. If such knowledge is ‘gnostic’ then this should be analysed on its own merits 

and not according to preconceived notions of ‘Gnosticism’, a category which, in any case, 

has been argued by some scholars to be a problematic and dubious one.126 This is because 

the term, ‘Gnosticism’ is a modern construct used by scholars to embrace all the diverse 

phenomena relating to gnostics in the ancient world. Despite its shortcomings, however, 

there is as yet no adequate alternative single category agreed upon by modern scholars to 

take its place.127  

Although Brakke has argued that it was on the basis of their shared myth that ‘Gnostics’ 

can be identified and thus were distinct from ‘Valentinian’, ‘proto-orthodox’ and other 

groups of early Christians,128 he also points out that the boundaries differentiating these 

early groups of Christians from one another were far more fluid and hybrid than suggested 

by either the rhetoric of the early Church Fathers or modern scholarly models of early 

                                                 
125 Manlio Simonetti, Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church: A Historical Introduction to Patristic 

Exegesis, Edinburgh, 1994, p. 15. 
126 For example, Michael A.Williams, Rethinking ‘Gnosticism’: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious 
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Christianity.129 However, there were still vital theological issues concerning the 

supremacy and worship of Jesus Christ at stake in the polemical struggle by members of 

these groups to achieve identity formation and legitimation and it was the proto-orthodox 

Christians who would eventually emerge victorious. The claim of some early Christian 

groups to possess special knowledge (gnosis) regarding salvation caused the polemicists to 

dub them in a pejorative sense as ‘gnostics’, thus effectively equating this term with 

heretics. Geoffrey Smith argues that, rather than Irenaeus’ rhetorical attempt to categorise 

such early heretics as belonging to a ‘Gnostic school’ in order to exclude them from his 

own ecclesiastical community, they should instead be characterised as members of the 

universal Church.130 Indeed, as will be seen, Clement of Alexandria used the term 

‘gnostic’ in a positive sense to describe Christians who had achieved a high level of 

godliness.131 As Brakke himself admits, his limited approach to the descriptive term, 

‘Gnostic’ (Gr. gnostikos) to just designate one particular group of early Christians does 

not have the support of ‘most working scholars’.132The term, ‘gnostic’ will therefore still 

be used throughout this dissertation to designate both early Christians texts and groups 

such as the Valentinians, who were not necessarily ‘Gnostics’ in the sense described by 

Brakke, but who nevertheless claimed to possess a special gnosis.  

It would be the greatest of ironies if the GosTr was not recognised as a ‘gospel’ in terms 

of its literary genre yet, nevertheless, was found to be a true gospel in terms of the 

knowledge it conveys regarding human salvation. Whether or not this is the case will 

depend on its theological assertions being proved true and not being ‘gnostic’ 
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characterisations of the original gospel of Jesus Christ handed down by the apostles to the 

saints. That is, the ultimate criterion for a gospel should be the veracity or otherwise of the 

writing. Rather than being a function of whether it fits some artificial criteria or literary 

genre, the question of whether the GosTr qualifies as a ‘gospel or ‘good news’ must surely 

be whether or not its christological and soteriological truth claims are logically consistent 

and ultimately prove to be true. This should be the case for all canonical and non-

canonical, gnostic or non-gnostic writings, regardless of their genre. It does not matter 

where the text originates or what form it takes, if its fundamental truth claims are shown to 

be valid and help to accomplish its stated purpose, namely the salvation and deification of 

the Christian, then this will determine its ultimate status as the good news of the Kingdom.  
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Chapter 2  The Development of Christology in the 
Gospel of Truth  

2.1 The Difference Between Valentinian and Gospel 

of Truth Christology  

The second century Christian apologist, Justin Martyr, stated in his Dialogue with Trypho 

that there were some so-called Christians who were the fulfilment of Jesus’ own prophecy 

that ravenous wolves in sheep’s clothing would seek to deceive the faithful (Matt 7:15). 

Among those to whom he was referring as teaching impious and blasphemous ideas about 

Christ were the Valentinians. His only reference to their leader Valentinus, however, was 

that they took their name from him.133 This is despite him repeatedly mentioning the 

names of Valentinus’ precursors, Simon and Menander, as well as Marcion who he said 

was still living and teaching.134 At this stage, therefore, it is likely that Valentinus still 

commanded considerable influence and respect in the early Roman Church. Justin himself 

was an authority on heresy, having in his possession a Syntagma Against All Heresies 

which is no longer extant. 135 Although many scholars have believed this treatise was 

authored by Justin, Geoffrey Smith has persuasively argued it was an already existing 

composition and Justin’s role was to ‘promote and disseminate’ this document.136 An 

updated version of this anonymous treatise, which originally did not mention either 

Valentinus or his followers was incorporated by Irenaeus into Book 1 of AH. It was 

therefore left to Irenaeus a generation after Justin to argue that the list of prescribed 

heretics in the Syntagma should be extended to include Valentinus and his followers.137 
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For Irenaeus, the pernicious teachings of Simon Magus had blossomed into the doctrines 

of the later Valentinians of the school of Valentinus’ disciple, Ptolemaeus.138 Moreover, 

once he has briefly described the false teachings of these later Valentinians, he shifts his 

focus onto examining the ‘inconsistent opinions’ of Valentinus himself. This was a new 

development in the catalogue of Christian heresies as delineated in the Syntagma. Now it 

was the once esteemed Christian teacher, Valentinus, under attack for his role in adapting 

the principles of the ‘Gnostic’ heresy to his school.139 

Justin’s knowledge of the early Valentinians led him to describe them as ‘confessors of 

Jesus in name only, instead of worshippers of Him.’ In his opinion, they did not even 

deserve to be called Christians. 140 Justin’s negative assessment of them was no doubt due 

to their view of Jesus as an inferior, albeit perfect, aeon who had his origins in the cosmic 

fragmentation resulting from Sophia’s fall. In addition, their belief that only the human 

Jesus, not the divine Christ, suffered and died on the cross caused them to disparage the 

need for martyrdom. Elaine Pagels has pointed out that this characteristic of gnostics was 

a common complaint against them by the early Church Fathers from Justin to 

Hippolytus.141. In fact, the failure of these heretical gnostics, such as those led by Simon 

Magus, Menander as well as Marcion Justin does not mention the Valentinians in this 

respect as does Irenaeus142to suffer and die for their Lord as other Christians had done 

so incensed Justin that he likened this to the crimes of cannibalism and ‘promiscuous 

                                                 
138 AH, 1. Preface 2 (ANF, i, p. 315-16). 
139 AH, 1. 11. 1 (ANF, i, p. 332). 
140 ‘Dialogue’, 35 (ANF, i, p. 212).  
141 Elaine Pagels, Gnostic and orthodox views of Christ’s passion: Paradigms for the Christian’s response to 

persecution, in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism: vol. 1:The School of Valentinus, ed. Bentley Layton, Leiden, 

1980, pp. 265-271. 
142 AH, 3. 18. 5 (ANF, i, p. 447). 



 

43 

intercourse’ of which Christians were being accused.143 On the other hand, the Jesus in the 

GosTr was the same Jesus whom Justin confessed as his saviour and worshipped as ‘the 

Christ of God’.144 This is because He is not only the pre-existent Word who was one with 

the Father from the beginning, but the same Jesus who lived, suffered and died before 

rising again as portrayed by the four canonical gospels.  

The fact that the GosTr has only one Christ, the Christ of the New Testament, as opposed 

to the three Christs of the Valentinians, 145 is one of the reasons why H. M. Schenke has 

argued against the Valentinian character of the GosTr.146 Although it has been suggested 

by McL.Wilson that the anomaly of three Christs is due to the progressive development 

and variation in the Valentinian system, 147 this only highlights the lack of respect that the 

Valentinians held for the exalted Jesus believed by proto-orthodox Christians to be sitting 

‘at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven’ (Heb 1:3). Dawson has argued that there is a 

‘basic shared myth’ underlying the different versions of gnostic myth. This basic myth 

consisted of a divine first principle and a series of emanations that resulted in the fall of 

Sophia. The resultant creation of a lower god and material world necessitated a 

redeemer/saviour figure to come from the divine world to enlighten and teach those 

trapped in this lower world how to return to their true origins. 148 According to Dawson, 

Valentinus transformed this basic gnostic myth by removing ‘much of its sequential, 

narrative structure and many of its distinctive characters and events, in order to produce a 

                                                 
143 ‘First Apology’, 26 (ANF, i, p. 172). 
144 ‘Dialogue’, 48 (ANF, i, p. 219). 
145 Hippolytus, ‘The Refutation of all Heresies’, 6, 31, (ANF, v, p. 90).  
146 Schenke, Die Herkunft, pp. 20-25. 
147 R. McL.Wilson, ‘Valentinianism and the Gospel of Truth’ in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism:vol. 1:The 

School of Valentinus, Bentley Layton (ed.), Leiden, 1980, pp. 139-40. 
148 Dawson, Allegorical Readers, p. 132. 



 

44 

much more austere account of loss and recovered fullness’.149 Brakke has observed that 

Valentinus’ revision of the basic gnostic myth, nevertheless, stresses the immanence of 

God and the central figure of the Word/Son in His role of transmitting ‘divine essence to 

humanity’.150 It is the Word of God who completes or fills the imperfection of the material 

world. Brakke thus concludes that the thought of Valentinus is more Christ centred than 

that of the Gnostics. In the GosTr, Valentinus highlights Christ’s divinity by 

demonstrating that His crucifixion is the pivotal moment of gnosis of the Father to the 

world. Furthermore, Brakke asserts that the reason why Valentinus adapted Gnostic myth 

to his school was to promote his own vision of unity and inclusion of all Christians based 

on ‘saving gnosis’.151 The question, then, as to why Valentinus’ students deviated so 

significantly from the original views of their founder, yet still retained the name of 

Valentinian, is a vexing one for scholars.152 It was through his intensive investigation of 

these later more heterodox Valentinians that Irenaeus was able to refute their arguments. 

At the same time, however, his detailed account of their cosmogony, based on their 

Commentaries and his personal intercourse with some disciples from the school of 

Ptolemaeus, 153 ironically refutes his own argument that the GosTr is a Valentinian text. A 

brief summary of Irenaeus’ description of Valentinian cosmogony will now demonstrate 

why this is the case.  

The Valentinian account of the origin of the universe began with the unbegotten, eternal, 

and incomprehensible aeon called Proarche (First-Beginning), Propator (First-Father) and 

Bythus (Profundity). Alongside of this unbegotten aeon existed another aeon named 
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Ennoea (Idea), Charis (Grace) or Sige (Silence). The beginning of the universe occurred 

when, as a result of the conjugation of these two unbegotten aeons, an offspring Nous 

(Intelligence), also called Monogenes (Only Begotten), was born. Monogenes is described 

as ‘similar and equal to him who had produced him’ and the only one of the aeons able to 

comprehend the Father’s greatness.154 As well as Monogenes, a female aeon, Aletheia 

(Truth), was produced from the union of Bythus and Sige, and together, these four aeons 

formed the Tetrad, the ‘root of all things’. Subsequent conjugations (syzygies) of 

masculine and feminine aeons resulted in the emanation of a total of thirty aeons. These 

form the Valentinian divine world called the pleroma which is tripartite in structure, 

consisting of an Ogdoad (eight aeons), a Decad (ten aeons) and a Duodecad (twelve 

aeons). All these thirty divine aeons emanated from the divine everlasting Father, 

coexisting eternally with him for his glory. 155 

Because of the ill-fated attempt of Sophia (Wisdom), the lowest of the aeons in the 

Duodecad, to fathom the greatness of the Father, she experienced passion apart from her 

consort Theletos (Longed-for). Her perplexity and grief led to her fall from the pleroma, 

and the formation of material substance. Although Sophia was subsequently restored to 

the pleroma, her enthymesis, an amorphous substance named Achamoth, was left outside 

the pleroma. In turn, Achamoth was the mother of the lower god, the demiurge, who was 

the creator of the material world.156 According to the Valentinians, this lower god, the 

demiurge, was the evil creator God of the First/Old Testament and distinct from the 

everlasting Father in the pleroma. The Valentinian view that the material world and the 
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flesh is evil thus stemmed from their idea of them being the product of a fundamental error 

made by Sophia in the pleroma.  

As a result of the fall of Sophia from the pleroma, it was necessary for Monogenes to 

produce a new pair of conjugal aeons named Christ and the Holy Spirit in order to 

strengthen and fortify the pleroma. Their role was to instruct the other aeons in the 

pleroma of the nature of their existence— that their divinity was the result of being part of 

the unbegotten and invisible Father, whose greatness could only be comprehended by 

Monogenes. As a result, order, harmony and rest was restored to the pleroma. In gratitude, 

the aeons united in praising God and producing a new perfect being who combined all of 

their individual best qualities. This new being is described as the ‘most perfect beauty, the 

very star of the Pleroma, and the perfect fruit [of it], namely Jesus.’157 He was also 

variously called the ‘Saviour’, the [second] ‘Christ’, ‘Logos’ and ‘Everything’ whose 

mission was to rescue all those true spiritual beings trapped in the evil material world 

outside the pleroma.158  

Although Geoffrey Smith argues that the above Valentinian cosmogony from the early 

chapters of Book 1 of AH is not representative of either Valentinian first principles 

relating to God’s actualising will or many Valentinian writings themselves,159 it 

nevertheless demonstrates why the Church Fathers reacted with such outrage and alarm at 

these heretical ideas being espoused in the Church. To defenders of the Christian faith, 

like Justin and Irenaeus, the threat of the Valentinians lay primarily in their denial of the 

                                                 
157 AH, 1. 2. 6 (ANF, i, p. 318). 
158 AH, 1. 6. 1-2 (ANF, i, p. 324).  
159 Geoffrey S. Smith, ‘Irenaeus, the will of God, and anti-Valentinian polemics: A closer look at Against the 

Heresies 1.12.1’, in Beyond the Gnostic Gospels: Studies building on the Work of Elaine Pagels, eds. 
Eduard Iricinschi, Lance Jenott, Nicola Denzey Lewis and Philippa Townsend, Tubingen, 2013, pp. 93-123.  
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uniqueness and supremacy of Jesus Christ as Lord and saviour. In the Valentinian 

cosmogony, Christ is relegated to a lower, albeit perfect, begotten aeon whose chief role is 

to save the spiritual beings trapped in the material world. He is not even equal to 

Monogenes, the only aeon in the Valentinian system capable of comprehending the Father. 

In the New Testament, however, the status of Christ, the Son of God, is infinitely higher 

than that of any other uncreated or created being (Eph 1:20-22; Heb 1:3-4). In fact, He is 

equal to the unbegotten Father, the very image and ‘radiance of God’s glory’ (Heb 1:3). 

The Valentinian cosmogony, therefore, discounts both the uniqueness of Christ and the 

rationale for Christians to worship him as Lord.160 In this regard, the Valentinian world-

view would have appeared not only blasphemous to Christians, but even tantamount to the 

expected anti-Christ of Satan who was coming to lure Christians away from the true 

worship of Jesus Christ (1 Jn 2:18).  

On the other hand, in the GosTr the pre-existent Jesus is synonymous with the powerful 

Word or Logos who derives from the very thought and mind of the Father (16.34-36). 

There are no confusing intermediary aeons between the Father and Jesus, as in the later 

Valentinian cosmogony described above. Instead it is the Word/Logos who is depicted as 

being in a privileged and unique relationship with the Father, akin to the role of 

Monogenes in the Valentinian cosmogony, as the only aeon capable of understanding the 

greatness of the Father. Because the Word/Logos is described in the GosTr as being not 

only ‘the one who is in the thought and mind of the Father’  peei  et6n_  pimeeue  

oua6a  pimous  n_te  piwt ͘(16.35), but also the ‘fruit [of] his heart and an impression of 

his will’ epouta6  [n_te]  pi6ht:  n_toot3  pe˙  auw  oumoung_  n_6o  n_te  pe3ouw4e 

(23.35-24.2), Jesus was therefore begotten, not created, and must have been one with the 

                                                 
160 AH, 1.1.3 (ANF, i, p. 317). 
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Father from the very beginning. He is therefore eternal in nature and uniquely qualified for 

His salvific task of being the revelation of the Father to human beings. The very next title 

for Jesus after Word/Logos is ‘Savior’ pswthr˙ (16.38) which describes the work He was 

to accomplish in the world: ‘the redemption of those who were ignorant of the Father’ 

apswte  n_neei  n_ta6r_  atsouwn  piwt (16.39-17.1). The Word/Logos in the GosTr is 

therefore identical to Christ and Jesus the Savour, rather than being separate from these 

other aeons as in the Valentinian system described above.161 Thus the Jesus of the GosTr is 

infinitely superior to the Valentinian Jesus who, despite being described as the ‘perfect 

fruit’ of the pleroma, was distant from the Father and did not even have direct access to 

him as did Monogenes.  

It is therefore improbable that Valentinus set out in the GosTr to deceive ‘orthodox’ 

Christians, as Attridge has argued, ‘through a careful manipulation of traditional 

imagery’.162  As seen above, the Jesus Christ of the GosTr is not the inferior Valentinian 

saviour or Christ but the same pre-existent Word who became flesh in Jesus taught by the  

canonical gospels and the New Testament. In any case, these ‘orthodox’ Christians 

referred to by Attridge would have been highly unlikely to accept the inferior Valentinian 

Saviour over the Jesus Christ they had come to love and worship because of His saving 

acts on their behalf. As Perkins states, ‘Gnostics did not worship Jesus. Divinity can only 

attach to the Savior from the Unbegotten Father.’163 In addition, the mainstream 

Christians, whom Valentinus was supposedly targeting, would have had to learn a 

completely new theological system, consisting of a multiplicity of aeons which emanated 

                                                 
161 Helmer Ringgren, ‘The Gospel of Truth and Valentinian Gnosticism’, Studia Theologica, 18, 1964, p. 52. 
162 Attridge, ‘Gospel of Truth’, p. 255. 
163 Pheme Perkins, ‘Identification with the Savior in Coptic texts from Nag Hammadi’, in The Jewish Roots 

of  Christological Monotheism: Papers from the St. Andrews Conference on the Historical Origins of the 
Worship of Jesus, ed. Carey C. Newman, James R. Davilla & Gladys S. Lewis, Leiden, 1999, p. 166. 
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from the Father, instead of the familiar Christian one taught by the GosTr in which Jesus 

is the only begotten son of the Father. Although Attridge is certainly correct in identifying 

‘some tension’ between the theological perspective of the GosTr and ‘important elements 

of that traditional material’,164 these elements do not include the eternal pre-existence of 

Jesus and oneness with the Father, as well as His revelation of the Father through His life, 

death and resurrection in order that humans might be saved. The sharp distinction between 

the Jesus in the GosTr and the Jesus of later Valentinian cosmogony is evidence of the 

unique nature of this document. It therefore needs to be examined in the context of early 

mainstream Christian doctrinal development as a whole, rather than just the narrow 

confines of Valentinianism, in order to ascertain the real theological purpose of the author 

in writing this document. 

2.2 Jesus Christ as the Word/Logos in the Gospel of 

Truth 

2.2.1 The Hellenistic background and meaning of the Logos 

concept 

The ancient use of the Logos to highlight divine purpose and teleology has been well 

noted by Paul More. He asserts that the Christian Logos gave consistency and enrichment 

to the Greek philosophical concepts of teleology, logos and divine Providence as well as 

the Hebrew prophetic tradition. He thus sees the Christian belief that God’s eternal 

purpose is centred in Jesus Christ, the divine logos, as being the culmination of an 

evolutionary process: 

                                                 
164 Attridge, ‘Gospel of Truth’, p. 255. 
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For the logos of theology was not only the manifestation of design 

in the world, but the wisdom of foresight (pronoia), a divine 

purpose realizing itself through the ages in the economy of 

creation and salvation, “the manifold wisdom of God, according to 

the eternal purpose (prothesis) which He purposed in Christ 

Jesus”[Eph 3:10-11].165 

Rather than an imminent principle in human affairs as with the Greek concept, the logos in 

John’s Gospel is unique in that He is the pre-existent transcendent Christ who came into 

this world from the outside.166 However, it is precisely because the logos was a familiar 

expression in the Hellenistic world that John was able to effectively employ this concept 

in his gospel to communicate to the pagan world the Christian conviction of the cosmic 

lordship of Christ.167 According to Dodd, the term logos could depict a unitary word, a 

thought, ‘a phrase or sentence, or a prolonged discourse, or even a book’, but, whether 

spoken or written, it always conveyed meaning in the sense of being ‘rationally 

ordered’.168 Dodd asserts that John used this term to denote God’s revelation of the eternal 

truth (a0lh/qeia) to humans: ‘it is a rational content of thought corresponding to the 

ultimate reality of the universe.’ 169 Valentinus’ use of the Word/Logos concept, when he 

wrote the GosTr in the Greek language, also conveys this same ‘ultimate reality’ meaning. 

Before John, Philo of Alexandria employed the concept of the Hellenistic Logos as an 

intermediary agent of a transcendent God not only in creating this world but also as the 

                                                 
165 Paul Elmer More, ‘The Doctrine of the Logos’, in Christ the Word, Princeton, N.J., 1927, 

<http://jkalb.freeshell.org/more/doctrine.html>, accessed 3 November, 2015.  
166 Reginald H. Fuller, The Foundations of New Testament Christology, London, 1965, pp. 222-23. 
167 Richard N. Longenecker, The Christology of Early Jewish Christianity, London, 1970, p. 147. 
168 C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, Cambridge, 1963, p. 263. 
169 Ibid., p.267. 

http://jkalb.freeshell.org/more/doctrine.html
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means of knowing God.170 Valentinus’ fellow Christian and contemporary in Rome, Justin 

Martyr, also developed a Logos-Christology in which the logos was depicted as the 

rational principle in the universe, with Jesus alone embodying the logos in its totality and 

all pre-Christians possessing the logos spermatikos only in part.171 Justin’s logos concept 

was more distinctive as a personality than Philo’s and included the doctrine of the 

incarnation. 172 He viewed the Logos as a rational power God begat from Himself before 

all other creatures. The term Logos, however, was just one of the titles that Justin states 

were given to Jesus by the Holy Spirit in the Scriptures. These included: ‘the Glory of the 

Lord, now the Son, again Wisdom, again an Angel, then God, and then Lord and Logos... 

and Captain’.173Justin identified this pre-existent angelic power he called Logos as the 

incarnated Jesus who was ‘deserving to be worshipped, as God and as Christ’.174  

2.2.2 The Distinction between Word and Logos in the Gospel 

of Truth 

The GosTr first introduces Jesus as the powerful Word who comes forth from the pleroma 

to give to humans the grace of knowing the Father:  

The gospel of truth is joy for those who have received from the 

Father of truth the grace of knowing him, through the power of the 

Word that came forth from the pleroma, the one who is in the 

thought and the mind of the Father, that is, the one who is 

addressed as the Savior  

                                                 
170 J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, London, 1977, p. 10. 
171 Donald J. Goergen, The Jesus of Christian History, Collegeville, Minn.,1992, pp. 44-46. 
172 Alan F. Segal, Two Powers in Heaven: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christianity and Gnosticism, 

Leiden, 1977, p. 223. 
173 Justin, ‘Dialogue’, 61. (ANF, i, p. 227). 
174 Ibid., 63. (ANF, i, p. 229). 
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peuaggelion  n_tmhe  outelhl  pe  n_neei  n_ta6`i  pi6mat  

abal  6itoot3_  m_piwt  n_te  tmhe  atrousouwn3_  6n_  t2am  

m_pi4e`e  n_ta6i  ebal 6n_  piplhrwma  peei  et6n_   pimeeue  

oua6a  pinous  n_te  piwt  ete  peei  pe  etou4e`e  ara3  `e  

pswthr  (16.31-38).  

According to Grobel, the Coptic term for Word 4e`e in this passage has the same 

meaning as ‘the pre-existent Johannine Logos who became the Savior, Jesus.’ This 

Word/Logos is a Saviour figure and thus contrasts with the Valentinian Logos who does 

does not even leave the Ogdoad let alone the pleroma. In addition, Grobel asserts that, 

rather than the Valentinian ‘divine realm of the Eons’, the term ‘pleroma’ in this opening 

passage refers to the divine world, heaven, where the Father dwells.175 Grobel’s 

interpretation thus differs from that of most GosTr scholars who view the term ‘pleroma’ 

in this instance as referring to the Valentinian divine world. Attridge and MacRae have 

pointed out that ‘pleroma’ in the GosTr in fact has multiple meanings and may also refer 

to the ‘fullness’ which is the result of gnosis (34.30, 36; 35.7; 35.29, 35-36), as well as the 

actual gnostics (pleroma) themselves after receiving the gnosis (36.10;41.16), and their 

ultimate resting place (41.14).176 It is in the context of the blessings that flow to the 

followers of Christ from the fullness (pleroma) of His grace that ‘pleroma’ is used in the 

one instance it appears in John’s Gospel (Jn 1:16). This grace of pleroma is a result of the 

pre-existent Word who was with the Father from the beginning coming to the world and 

becoming flesh (Jn 1:1-18). Likewise, the above passage in the GosTr portrays the Word 

as coming directly to this world from the Father in heaven rather than from the 

Valentinian aeons in order to be the saviour of humankind. 

                                                 
175 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 35. 
176 ‘Gospel of Truth’, Notes, CGL, p. 40. 
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 It is appropriate at this point to enquire why the Coptic term for Word is first employed in 

the GosTr instead of the more familiar Greek term Logos to describe Jesus. The latter term 

is only used towards the end of the GosTr, both indirectly as a proper name for Jesus 

(35.1), as well as directly (37.8, 11). It is argued that, like his other christological terms, 

such as Messiah and Son, there is an intentional strategy on the part of the author to 

preserve the Logos term for the point in the text where it has maximum impact in the 

development of his themes of Christology and deification. For the present argument, 

however, it will be assumed that the terms Word and Logos to describe Jesus in the GosTr 

are essentially synonymous. By using the full range of meaning inherent in the 

Word/Logos concept, the author is able to develop his theme of salvation and deification 

for humans through the knowledge of the Father as revealed in Jesus. Valentinus’ creative 

use of the Word/Logos concept both draws on and further develops its use in the prologue 

of John’s Gospel where Jesus is the pre-existent Word who was one with the Father from 

the beginning (Jn 1:1-18). 

2.2.3 The Development of Christology in the Gospel of Truth 

through the Word/Logos concept 

It has already been seen that there is scholarly consensus for the view that the only extant 

complete copy of the GosTr is a translation from an original second century Greek text.177 

In a ‘retroversion’ translation of the GosTr, Jacques Menard has endeavoured to recapture 

this Greek gospel in its original form.178 However, such attempts have on the whole 

proven unsatisfactory because of the amount of conjecture involved. This is not only true 

                                                 
177 See chapter 1.4 of this thesis.  
178 Jacques E. Ménard, L'Evangile de vérité : rétroversion Grecque et commentaire, Paris, 1962. 
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for the GosTr179but for other Nag Hammadi texts as well.180 Even the few fragments of the 

GosTr in the Sahidic dialect diverge from the Lycopolitan/Subachmimic translation in 

several places, leading Frederik Wisse to conjecture that this is possibly due to the Coptic 

of the Codex 1 version being ‘awkward and at times corrupt’.181 Einar Thomassen as well 

argues that a comparison between the two translations gives the impression that the text of 

Codex 1 ‘may not always have rendered the original accurately’.182 Nevertheless, the 

paucity of the Sahidic fragments prevent any meaningful comparison between the two 

different versions. The existence of these different versions of the GosTr supports 

Robinson’s view regarding the Nag Hammadi writings as a whole that the translators may 

have been working from ‘divergent Greek texts’, in different regions of Egypt and even a 

century apart.183 On the other hand, Geoffrey Smith states that his study suggests the 

Codex 1 version ‘preserves the more ancient text’. He also cites Jorgen Magnussen’s 

opinion that the fragmentary version is based on a shorter text.184 If the Codex 1 version of 

the GosTr does in fact preserve the more ancient text as suggested by Smith, this lends 

credence to the present thesis that the apparent process of Christological development seen 

in the Codex 1 translation is also seen in the original Greek text.  

The very fact that the Subachmimic version of the GosTr is the only translation of this text 

preserved in its entirety suggests it may have possessed some innate value for its Coptic 

readers. Whether this was because it was closest to the original and reflected the literary 

                                                 
179 Wray, Rest as a Theological Metaphor, p. 96, n.7. 
180 For example, Hugo Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth: Cognitive Poetics and Transformational Soteriology in 

the Gospel of Philip and the Exegesis on the Soul, Leiden, Boston, 2010, pp. 9-16. 
181 Wisse, ‘Introduction’, Fragments of the Gospel of Truth’, p. 330.  
182 Einar Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed: The Church of the ‘Valentinians’, Leiden, 2006, p.147. 
183 Robinson, ‘Introduction’, NHLE, pp. 13-14. 
184 Geoffrey S. Smith, ‘Constructing a Christian universe: Mythological exegesis of Ben Sira 24 and John’s 

Prologue in the Gospel of Truth’, in Jewish and Christian Cosmogony in Late Antiquity, eds. Lance Jenott 
and Sarit Kattan Gribetz, Tübingen, 2013, Mohr Siebeck, pp. 65-66, n. 6. 
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purpose of its author, or had some other religious or literary value, cannot be stated with 

any certainty. Bentley Layton states that the original Greek meaning is best obtained 

through a ‘sympathetic English translation’ of the Coptic because of the fact that the 

diction of the latter is ‘nonphilosophical’ in contrast to the original Hellenistic context of 

the Greek text.185 On the other hand, Ariel Shisha Halevy has pointed out that the Coptic 

translation should be regarded as an improvement on the original Greek due to the choices 

and distinctions made as a result of the ‘exigences of the Coptic system’.186 The priority of 

many scholars today, therefore, is to read the Coptic texts as they appear and were read by 

their Coptic readers, that is as Coptic literature, rather than attempting to determine the 

original Greek text.187 Furthermore, as Karen King points out, intertextuality ‘focuses on 

the reader’188. Due to the esoteric nature of the GosTr, therefore, it is the present-day 

reader/interpreter who is now the main arbiter of its theological meaning even if it is 

necessary to confine an examination of the christological development through the Logos 

concept to the extant Lycopolitan/Subachmimic translation. 

The introduction of the Logos concept in the GosTr as the powerful Word ‘that came from 

the pleroma’ at once conveys the pre-existent and divine nature of Jesus. As the Word, 

Jesus is the ultimate expression of God’s grace and wisdom that brings knowledge of the 

omnipotent and incomprehensible Father to humans. Furthermore, the Word is identified 

as ‘the one who is in the thought and mind of the Father’ peei  et6n_  pimeeue  oua6a  

pinous  n_te  piwt· (16.35-36). The Word is therefore depicted as coming directly from 

the Father who dwells in heaven (2 Chron 6:21; Matt 5:16) rather than from the divine 

                                                 
185 Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, pp. 11-12, n. 34. 
186 Ibid., p. 12. 
187 Ibid., pp. 9-13. 
188 King, What is Gnosticism, p. 232.  
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world of aeons as in Valentinian cosmogony. In His incarnation, the Word/Logos is given 

a body ‘his love has made a body over it’  5agaph  n_toot3_  asr_  ouswma  6i"ww3  

(23.30-31). The unity of the Father and Son is further highlighted by the image of the 

Word of the Father going forth in the totality ‘as the fruit [of] his heart and an impression 

of his [the Father’s] will’  epouta6  [ n_te]   pi6ht  n_toot3  pe  auw  oumoung_  n_6o  

n_te  pe3ouw4e (23.35-24.2). In the crucifixion of Jesus, the Word becomes the Book of 

the Living published on the cross (20.23-28), being the fullest expression of the Son’s 

revelation of the Father. After his resurrection and ascension, the Word/Logos is seen as 

the ‘living book of the living’ pi`wwme  etan6_  n_te  netan6_ (19.35-36), dwelling in 

the hearts and minds of the perfected ones through the Holy Spirit. That is, the 

Word/Logos concept finally comes full circle, ultimately conveying the means of 

deification to humans, giving them the mind and thoughts of the Father. 

The development of the  christological motif is assisted by the subtle literary transition 

from the use of the Coptic term word (4e`e) to the Greek term logos (logos) late in the 

GosTr (37.8,11) just before the climatic elucidation of the conception that the ‘name of the 

Father is the Son’. Logos is first used by the translator when he sums up the gospel he has 

been describing thus far: ‘This <is> the word [ plogos] of the gospel of the discovery of 

the pleroma, for those who await the salvation which is coming from on high. ’  peei < 

pe>  plogos  m_pi4mnou3e  n_t2ine  n_te  piplhrwma  n_neei  etsamt  abal  6a`w3  

m_piou`eeite[ei]   etnnhu  abal  m_psa  n6re (34.35- 35.2). It is significant that this 

first use of the term logos here in the GosTr is paralleled with the only use of the Coptic 

term for gospel, 4mnou3e —as distinct from the previous useage of the Greek term for 
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gospel euaggelion (16.31;17.2;18.11) —in the entire text.189 The transition from Coptic 

to Greek in the case of the noun logos on the one hand and from Greek to Coptic in the 

case of the noun gospel on the other hand signals a turning point in this document. The 

believers awaiting salvation from high have now discovered a new dimension of the 

gospel in which they have discovered the pleroma or fullness of gnosis. Henceforth they 

experience the ‘warm pleroma of love’  piplhrwma   et6hm  n_te  5agaph (34.30-1) and 

the ‘unity of perfect thought’ 5mn_toueei te  n_te  pimeeue  et`hk abal (34.33-34) 

that comes from the revelation of the Father through Jesus the Logos. Indeed, the anointed 

ones are declared to be the perfected ones: ‘But those whom he has anointed are the ones 

who have become perfect’  nenta3ta6sou  de  ne  neei  n_ta6`wk  abal (36.19-20). 

Perfection /completion of the anointed ones is mediated by the Logos because He comes 

directly from the Father and knows the thoughts of the Father: ‘This is the perfection in 

the thought of the Father and these are the words of his meditation’ peei  pe  pi`wk  

abal  6n_   pimeue  n_te  piwt  oue6n_   neei  ne  n_4e`e  n_te  pe3makmek  (36.39-

37.3).  

It is at this point that the GosTr actually employs Logos as the proper name for Christ. As 

the Logos, Christ is the first to be revealed, followed by the perfected ones who are also 

described as having been in the thought of the Father: 

Each one of his words is the work of his one will in the revelation 

of his Word. While they were still depths of his thought, the Word 

[plogos] which was first to come forth revealed them [the words] 

along with a mind that speaks, the one Word in silent grace.  

                                                 
189 In the parallel to this passage in the Fragments (57.22), the Coptic word 4a`e, not the Greek word logos, 

is used in the sentence, ‘This is the word of the gospel’. The Coptic word for ‘gospel’ 4mnou3e is also used 

(Wisse, ‘Gospel of Truth’, pp. 336-37).The fact that this is the only mention of ‘gospel’ in the fragments 
demonstrates the difficulty of a meaningful comparison between the two texts. 
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poueei  poueei  n_te  ne34e`e  pe  p6w3  n_te  pe3ouw4e  

oueei  6m_  pouwn6_  abal  n_te  pe34e`e  `in  euo  n_baqos  

nte  pe3meue  plogos  n_ta6r  4arp_   n_ei_  abal  a3ouwn6  

m_mau  abal  oua_  6n_  ounous  e34e`e  plogos  oueei  6n_n  

ouxaris  eskaraeit  (37. 4-12). 

While Christ is now referred to as the Logos, the perfected ones are now metaphorically 

revealed as ‘words’ who are in the Logos and the thought of the Father. Both the Logos 

and the perfected ones are therefore the expressions of the Father’s thought. The literal 

play on ‘word’, ‘words’ and ‘logos’ in this passage has the effect of amplifying the 

author’s message that the Father’s ‘one will’, expressed in the Word/Logos, is integral to 

the salvation/deification of the ‘perfected ones’ through the revelation of the Father.  

2.2.4 The Theological Significance of the Word/Logos concept 

in the Gospel of Truth 

Valentinus’ use of the Word/Logos concept allows him to convey his Christian message to 

his Hellenistic audience in familiar conceptual categories. It also enables him to develop 

his Christology in the GosTr from one of an impersonal pre-existent expression of the 

Father’s will and fruition of his heart to that of a fully human personal Christ who in his 

life, teaching, death and resurrection was the complete embodiment of his Father’s will 

and thought. While both Philo and Justin referred to the Logos as another God, albeit a 

lesser angelic power and distinct from God, the GosTr views the pre-existent Word/Logos 

in a similar way to John as being equal to and one with God the Father. This, however, is 

not fully apparent until the climatic passage beginning with 38.7 when the Name of the 

Father is declared to be the Son.  
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In contrast to the gnostics,190 who believed that a multitude of heavenly aeons existed in 

the heavenly realm of the pleroma, both Justin and the GosTr can be seen as standing in a 

previous, possibly mystical Jewish ‘two powers’ tradition. This tradition is evident as 

early as Philo, whereby there was a recognition of another angelic power in heaven 

besides God. 191 Although building on previous Jewish speculation about another power in 

heaven, Justin’s Logos-Christology still attracted attacks by rabbinic opponents who 

charged Christians with violating the strict Jewish doctrine of monotheism.192 The energies 

of the Church Fathers in the second century, when Valentinus wrote the GosTr, were, 

therefore, not only directed towards combating the threat of so-called gnostic Christians 

but also at defining the relationship between God the Father, the Son Jesus and the Holy 

Spirit in order to preserve the monotheistic faith they had inherited from the Jewish 

religion. Although John’s prologue had been able to personalise the pre-existent Logos as 

Jesus who in the beginning was both distinct from, yet one with God, it was the task of 

future generations of the church to explicate this identity of essence and purpose between 

members of the one triune God. Valentinus approached this task from a new linguistic 

perspective by using the Logos concept to develop a Christology commencing from the 

pre-existent Word of God through to the concept of the ‘Book of the Living’,193 which 

was symbolically published at the time Jesus was crucified, and finally to a mystical 

concept of the ‘name of the Father is the Son’.  

The Word/Logos concept also serves to give a sense of divine purpose to the salvific 

mission of Jesus to this world. This is in keeping with Valentinus’ overall theme in the 

                                                 
190 See chapter 1.12 for an elaboration of the term ‘gnostics’ as used in this dissertation. 
191 Segal, Two Powers, p. 224.  
192 Ibid., pp. 223-25. 
193 See Chapter 3.1 for the origin of the Book of the Living concept. 
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GosTr of Jesus being the very expression of the Father’s mind and will in saving 

humankind. Ringgren has stated that it is ‘clear [in the GosTr] that the Saviour-Word is a 

manifestation of the Father’s loving will’,194 and this perception is enhanced by the Logos 

appellation for Jesus. Perkins has also highlighted the crucial role that the Logos plays in 

bringing humans back to the Father.195 For at least the Coptic, if not the original Greek 

hearers/readers of this text, the subtle wordplay between the Greek Logos and Coptic 

word/words, provide essential clues to this key role played by the Logos in the Christology 

and salvation/deification dynamic of this gospel.  

2.3 Jesus Christ as the Wisdom of God in the Gospel 

of Truth 

2.3.1 Sophia/Wisdom in Jewish Wisdom tradition 

The Valentinian portrayal of Sophia/Wisdom as the ‘villain’, or cause of the upheaval in 

the pleroma because of her waywardness, is a far cry from the honoured role given to her 

in Jewish wisdom tradition where she is described as God’s beloved child and companion 

in the work of creation (for example, Prov 8:22-29). Despite the poetic personification of 

Sophia as a feminine figure in scripture, Dunn argues that there is no evidence for the 

separate hypostasis of Wisdom, apart from God, in both Jewish and Christian theology. 

Rather, Wisdom is viewed as one aspect of God’s creative and redemptive presence in this 

world.196 Lee states that even though Wisdom is described as God’s consort who sits on 

the throne of God (Wis 9:4), she did not achieve the status of a goddess because of the 

                                                 
194 Ringren, ‘The Gospel of Truth and Valentinian gnosticism’, p. 58. 
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Jewish commitment to monotheism.197 On the other hand, he says that Jewish monotheism 

is satisfied ‘by the derived status of Sophia as being from God’.198
 In the Valentinian 

cosmogony, however, Sophia has been demoted to the least favoured of the thirty aeons 

and the one responsible for the introduction of evil to the pleroma.  

2.3.2 Sophia/Wisdom in Christian tradition 

Despite this elevated status of Wisdom in Hebrew literature, Lee maintains that Wisdom 

did not become a ‘significant mainstream religious trajectory’ in both Judaism and 

Christianity. In the case of Christianity, Sophia Christology is ‘sublated into Logos’ 

because of similarities between them.199 Likewise, Hengel also comments on the strange 

fact that in John the word ‘wisdom’ does not appear at all, while in the synoptics, and thus 

in the Jesus tradition, wisdom concepts are ‘relatively rare.’ Although they are more 

frequent in the Pauline corpus, this may be partly due to the controversy surrounding the 

Sophia concept in early Christianity.200 Hengel further notes that the concept of Sophia is 

mentioned only rarely in the Gospels.201 One of these times are the words of Jesus from 

the document source ‘Q’ that both Matthew and Luke drew upon when writing their 

Gospels: 

I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have 

hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them 

to little children; Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure 

(Matt 11:25-26; cf. Lk 10:21).  

                                                 
197 Bernard J. Lee, Jesus and the Metaphors of God: The Christs of the New Testament, Mahwah, N.J., 1993, 
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199 Ibid., pp. 168-69. 
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201 Ibid., p. 75. 



 

62 

The above ‘thanksgiving’ is deemed by scholars to be at the later stage of the development 

of Q and must be read in conjunction with the interpretation given in the subsequent 

verses of both Matthew and Luke (Matt 11:27; Lk 10:22). These latter verses allude to the 

exclusive relationship between the Father and the Son who is now identified as Sophia 

incarnate who reveals the Father.202 Yet even in the context of Jewish wisdom tradition, 

the words of Jesus in the passage above are revolutionary because they represented a 

reversal of contemporary institutionalised religious values.203 They are further linked with 

a second Sophia reference in Lk 7:31-35, where Jesus utters the very unusual expression 

in Jewish wisdom literature, ‘But wisdom is proved right by all her children’(Lk 7:35).   

There is a probable allusion to both of the above logia of Jesus in the GosTr where He is 

dramatically portrayed as putting to shame the religious leaders who came to test Him in 

His capacity as teacher of the word:  

But he confounded them because they were foolish. They hated 

him because they were not really wise. After all these, there came 

the little children also, those to whom the knowledge of the Father 

belongs. 

de ne3`pio  m_mau  `e  ne6n_pet4oueit  ne  aumestw3  `e  

ne6n_rm_n_6ht  en  ne  mamhe  mn_n_sa   neei  throu  auei  4arai  

n_2i  n_kekoui  4hm   neei  ete  pwou  pe  psaune  m_piwt 

(19.24-30).  
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Both van Unnik and Evans et al. note the parallels of the first (Matt 11:25-26; Lk 10:21), 

but not the second logion of Jesus (Lk 7:31-35) to this passage in the GosTr. 204 This may 

be because the term ‘children’ in the second logion is clarified in the parallel passage in 

Matthew 11.19 as meaning the actions/deeds of Wisdom, an apparent reference to the 

messianic work described earlier by Jesus as a result of Sophia being incarnate in him.205 

However, it can also have the meaning of the GosTr passage in which ‘children’ or 

‘spiritually wise’ people, were more receptive to truth than the proud religious leaders who 

felt threatened by the teaching of Jesus. The GosTr dramatically describes Jesus as 

confounding the religious leaders, the scribes and rabbis of the religious establishment, 

‘because they were foolish’ (19.24-25). As a result, they hated Him. In direct contrast, the 

little children, or ‘babes’, were said to have saving gnosis for ‘theirs is the Gnosis of the 

Father’ (19.29-30). 206 This statement is a probable allusion to Matt 5:8, ‘Blessed are the 

pure in heart for they will see God’, as well as to the promise in the Beatitudes that the 

‘poor in spirit’—that is, those humble people with child-like faith—will inherit the 

kingdom (Matt 5:3).207  

The reference to children receiving saving gnosis belies the perception that the GosTr, in 

common with the later Valentinian gnostic texts, teaches a higher exclusive spiritual 

knowledge that is only available to a select spiritual few, the class of the pneumatics. This 

refers to the Valentinian tripartite division of humans into three classes: “spiritual” 

(pneumatic), the psychic and the fleshly (‘hylic’, or matter), in which only the pneumatics 

were destined for salvation. The psychic classes were those Christians in the mainline 
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churches who were said to be in ‘the middle’ and therefore could go either way—salvation 

or damnation. 208 On the other hand, the fleshly class had no chance of salvation. This 

supposed anthropological division of humanity in the GosTr is partly the basis for 

Attridge’s argument that the GosTr was an exoteric text designed to appeal to, and thus 

ultimately evangelise, those Christians still in the mainstream churches. He himself admits 

that the evidence of such a division of humanity in the GosTr is ‘weak’ saying that there is 

‘certainly no explicit distinction between pneumatics, psychics and hylics’.209 This is 

because he is arguing from a false premise—that the GosTr is a Valentinian text that 

presupposes this tripartite division. A clear indication that the GosTr is not Valentinian is 

its stress on ignorance of the Father being the state of all humanity, not just that of the 

psychics or fleshly classes, as in Valentinian doctrine.210 This means that the ‘totality’, 

including the pneumatic class, need to return to the Father to attain rest and salvation. It 

further teaches, as the above passage relating to Wisdom shows, that the only prerequisite 

for salvation is a humble and teachable spirit— rather than the Valentinian tripartite 

division of humanity or spiritual pride— in order to receive the revelation of the Father in 

Jesus Christ.  

It was the desire to present Jesus in masculine terms as the unique mediator of revelation 

and salvation between God and humans 211 that led to the fragmentary nature of even the 

wisdom motifs in Q, as well as the general suppression of the Hebrew wisdom tradition in 

the feminine form of Sophia. On the other hand, Dunn has highlighted the fact that all the 

New Testament passages that teach the pre-existence of Christ express in some form a 
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Wisdom Christology. 212 This is in stark contrast with the typical gnostic depiction of the 

creation of the material world as a by-product of Sophia’s sense of shame. Whereas the 

Hebrew Wisdom tradition describes Sophia as an ‘initiate in the knowledge of God and an 

associate in his works’ (Wis 8:4), eternal (Sir 24:9) and rejoicing in her leading role in 

creation (Prov 8:27-30), in the New Testament it is Jesus Christ who is seen as the pre-

existent one who is co-creator with the Father. Even the attributes of Jesus contained in the 

hymn of Col 1:15-20, such as ‘the firstborn of creation’ and the ‘image of the invisible 

God’ (v.15) –are concepts originally applied to Sophia in the Hebrew wisdom tradition.  

The Philonic concept of Wisdom being the ‘firstborn mother of all things’213 also does not 

appear in the New Testament except for the similar expression applied to Christ as ‘the 

firstborn of creation’. 214  

The close and unique relationship that Wisdom/Sophia had with the Father in the Hebrew 

wisdom tradition is thus portrayed in the New Testament as now the prerogative of Jesus 

Christ. As in the prologue of the Fourth Gospel, the masculine Logos concept is the 

primary metaphor for the pre-existence of Jesus as well as His revelation of the Father to 

humans in the GosTr. Moreover, research has demonstrated that in the final redaction of 

Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is actually identified with Sophia.215 The Q document, which 

was used by Matthew and Luke, is similar to the Gospel of Thomas in that both share a 

sapiential genre and both fail to have a passion narrative and a theology of the cross. This 

omission has been justified by the Q document portrayal of Jesus as the ‘final emissary of 

                                                 
212 Dunn, Christology in the Making, p. 164.  
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Sophia’.216 For the Q document, it is not the death of Jesus that is significant but the fact 

that He stands at the end of a long line of prophets who are the voice of Sophia. Like 

Sophia herself, who was rejected and forced to withdraw to heaven (Prov 1:28; Enoch 

42:1-2; 4 Ezra 5:10), these prophets are rejected and persecuted by the Jews. The 

difference with Jesus is the exclusive mutual relationship He now enjoys with the Father. 

This, combined with the concept of the apocalyptic Son of man who will return in 

triumph, enabled Q to present a preeminent Jesus without even mentioning His 

crucifixion. In the final redaction of his gospel, Matthew has developed this concept in Q 

of Jesus being the preeminent voice of Sophia to His actually being Sophia incarnate. 217 

As O’Boyle has noted, this serves Matthew’s theological purpose of setting Jesus apart 

from his predecessors in the sense of being divine. 218At the same time, unlike Q and the 

Gospel of Thomas, Matthew gives a narrative account of the crucifixion and resurrection 

of Jesus Christ. Likewise, the prominence of the crucifixion in the GosTr distinguishes 

this text from Q and the Gospel of Thomas while also aligning it with the canonical 

gospels. 

The portrait of Jesus as the incarnation of Wisdom is not only seen in Matthew but also in 

Justin Martyr as well as later apocryphal gospels, such as the Gospel of Hebrews and the 

Gospel of Thomas. In fact, Robinson asserts that Jesus as Sophia incarnate was a common 

feature of Christology in the first half of the second century. 219 For example, Justin 

Martyr uses both terms Word and Wisdom to describe the pre-existent Christ, as well as 
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referring to Him as the ‘Word of Wisdom’.220 He also states that the prophets referred to 

Jesus as Wisdom.221 It is argued here that this Wisdom Christology, in which 

Wisdom/Sophia is identified with Jesus in the early church, is also found in the GosTr. 

However, the GosTr does not merely present a Wisdom Christology in portraying Jesus as 

the personification of wisdom; the Mother figure combines the Hebrew feminine role of 

Sophia/Wisdom as the honoured companion of God with that of the Holy Spirit who is 

described as the bosom of the Father. 

It was Philo of Alexandria who helped give the distinctive Greek logos, with its sense of 

rational order connecting both the cosmos and human reason, its Jewish meaning of 

utterance and creative power as the Word of God.222 Studies have also shown that the 

divine logos in John’s prologue not only stems from the Hebrew Word of God; it also 

ultimately derives from the Hebrew sapiential tradition. According to Goergen, 

‘Practically speaking, logos (word) is equivalent to Sophia (wisdom).’223 However, Lee 

points out that Sophia was more than just a referent for the Logos in Hebrew thought; she 

also has a ‘personified agency’ distinct from the other two main primal Hebrew metaphors 

for God, Ruach/Spirit and Dabhar/Word.224 He considers her more like Ruach than 

Dabhar, ‘orientating her activity to mind as well as to heart’, yet performing both 

functions of Ruach and Dabhar.225 While Ruach and Dabhar are ‘functional modes of 

God’s active presence’, Sophia is a ‘personification of God’s presence.’226 This personal 
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agency aspect of Sophia is seen in both Jewish Wisdom and gnostic traditions.227 

However, while Jesus is the Logos/God in John’s prologue, Sophos and Ruach are both 

feminine divine figures’spirit’ is a feminine noun in Semitic languages such as Hebrew 

and Aramaicwho like the Logos are also pre-existent and intimately associated with 

God, creation and divine revelation. Thus, they are sometimes identical or interchangeable 

as in ‘the spirit of wisdom’ (Wis 7:7).228 This feminine personal aspect of both Sophia and 

the Holy Spirit is developed further in the mother figure of the GosTr. 

2.3.3 Sophia/Wisdom in the Gospel of Truth 

In the GosTr, it is the Word/Logos, rather than Sophia, who is portrayed as the very 

expression of the Father’s thought and wisdom, uniquely qualified to communicate to 

humans the mind of the Father. Because the GosTr also seems to downplay the role of 

Wisdom, mentioning her only once as God’s Wisdom who ‘contemplates the Word’ 

[e5sofia]  N_toot3_  esr_  meleta  m_ pi4e`e (23.18-20), many scholars have assumed 

that the fall of Sophia is presupposed in this document in common with other Valentinian 

literature. George MacRae maintains that despite Sophia herself being absent from the 

GosTr, the Sophia myth still underlies the author’s intentions even if couched in more 

philosophical terms than other Valentinian literature, with Sophia being represented by 

‘personified abstractions’ such as the figure of Plane (error).229 Likewise, Layton,230 and 
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Dawson,231 postulate that Sophia’s fall is alluded to in the personification of error. 

According to Dawson, Valentinus has reduced:  

Gnostic ‘fallen Sophia’ to a personification (error), designed to 

embody a number of dispositional, epistemological, and 

ontological states (ignorance, agitation, fear, blindness, emptiness) 

that no longer characterize a single mythical figure, but rather the 

entirety of aeons or emanations as a group. 232 

In contrast to MacRae who asserts that the GosTr is even more dualistic than the ‘Sethian-

Ophite cosmogonies’, Dawson argues that this text is essentially different from the 

dualism representative of Gnosticism as a whole because of the ‘thoroughgoing monism 

of Valentinus’ vision’.233 Dawson is certainly correct in this latter assessment but not 

regarding his supposition of the fall of Sophia in the GosTr. As already seen with Quispel, 

the logical conclusion of this view is that the gnostic Sophia, rather than being synomyous 

with life and wisdom as in Jewish sapiential tradition, is the cause of not only death in the 

world but, masquerading as Error, was responsible for the crucifixion of Jesus in the 

GosTr (18.21-26).234  

On the other hand, Stead in his classic study of the origins of the Valentinian myth of 

Sophia’s fall asserts that this myth is not only absent in the GosTr, there is no evidence 

that this text even presupposes one.235 He also looks to the Jewish figure of Sophia, 

particularly to Philo, to account for the origins of this gnostic myth. MacRae has attributed 

this myth to a revolt within Judaism stemming from anticosmicism and a loss of 
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confidence in Wisdom herself. 236Conversely, Alistair Logan argues that its origins lie in 

early Christianity and arose from the gnostic need to avoid any idea of the divine being 

incarnated.237 In contrast to either of these views, the present dissertation will argue that, 

rather than presupposing the fall of Sophia/Wisdom, the GosTr portrays her as not only 

being fully incarnated in Jesus the Logos, but she is the Mother/Holy Spirit, the third 

member of the divine triad, who shares a pre-eminent and exalted role in the christological 

and deification process delineated in this text.  

2.3.4 The ‘Mother’ in the Gospel of Truth 

Although Jesus is portrayed in traditional masculine terms as the Word/Logos and the Son 

who is the embodiment of the Father’s truth and wisdom, Valentinus does not neglect the 

feminine side of God in the GosTr. This is seen in his depiction of Jesus bringing the 

totality after it has been purified, back into the Father and the Mother. In this sole 

reference to the Mother in the GosTr, she stands in apposition to the Holy Spirit thus 

leading to the conclusion that they are one and the same person in the divine triad: 

In this way the Word of the Father goes forth in the totality, as the 

fruit [of] his heart and an impression of his will. But it supports the 

totality; it chooses them and also receives the impression of the 

totality, purifying them, bringing them back into the Father, into 

the Mother, Jesus of the infinite sweetness.  

The Father reveals his bosom.—Now his bosom is the Holy 

SpiritHe reveals what is hidden of himwhat is hidden of him 

is his Son 
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pirhte  erepi4e`e  n_te  piwt  e3maa6e  abal  6n_   pthr3_  

epouta6   [ n_te]   pi6 ht  n_toot3  pe  auw  oumoung_   n-6o  n_te 

pe3ouw4e  e33i  n_ta3  6a  pthr3_   e3swtp_   m_ mau  auw  an      

e3`i  m_pmoung_   n_6o  n_te  pthr3_   e3swt3_   m_mau  e3sto  m_mau  

a6oun  apiwt  a6oun  a5meeu  ih(sous)s  n_te  

5mn_t<at>arh`s_    n_te  pi6la2   

e32wlp_  m_pe3tap  abal   n_2i  piwt  pe3tap  de  pe  

pipn(eum)a  etouaab  e3ouwn6_  abal  m_pipeqhp  n_toot3_  

pipeqhp  n_toot3_  pe  pe34hre    (23.33-24.14). 

Majella Franzmann has argued convincingly that this passage is referring to a ‘trinity of 

persons’ rather than Jesus being apposite to the Mother. She provides three reasons for 

asserting that the Word is linked to Jesus/Son in this passage. Firstly, the Word is the 

subject of the first paragraph. Secondly, the trinity of personsthe Father, the Mother and 

Son is seen also in the second paragraph in which the Son is connected to the Father and 

the Holy Spirit. Thirdly, throughout the GosTr as a whole, both the Word/Son and Jesus 

perform identical activities in opposing error, revealing the Father and giving knowledge 

and life to the ignorant/lost.238 H.M. Schenke asserts that the Mother here is actually 

Sophia who with Logos is also the pre-existent thought of the Father,239 As already seen, it 

was not uncommon for the pre-existent Sophia and the Spirit to be identical in Jewish 

sapiential literature This also occurred in the early Church; Petrement points out, for 

example, both Theophilus of Antioch and Irenaeus referred to Wisdom as the third 

member of the Trinity being involved in the work of creation.240  
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Moreover, the term ‘Mother’ was sometimes employed in early Christian literature to 

denote the Holy Spirit with members of the divine triad referred to as the Father, the 

Mother and the Son.241 As seen above, this trinitarian formula occurs in the GosTr. 

However, the fact that this trinitarian formula also appears in Valentinian texts Irenaeus 

quotes a Valentinian invocation: ‘Into the name of the unknown Father of the universe, —

into truth, the mother of all things’242 does not necessarily indicate that the GosTr is 

likewise Valentinian. Although gnostics believed that the indescribable God has a 

feminine side, Ennoea/Silence/Grace, the Mother of all things, who is also the Holy Spirit 

and identified with Sophia, 243 the Jewish concept of wisdom as the ‘firstborn mother of 

all things’ has already been seen in Philo.244 In early mainstream Christian literature, the 

Holy Spirit likewise is depicted as Mother. For example, in the Jewish Christian Gospel to 

the Hebrews, the Holy Spirit is not only referred to as the ‘Mother of Christ’, she also 

addresses Christ at His baptism as ‘my first begotten Son who reigneth for ever’.245 

Further evidence for the early Christian concept of the Holy Spirit as both a feminine 

person and Mother will be discussed in Chapter 6. 

It is therefore plausible to conclude that the Mother figure in the GosTr is a metaphor for 

not only Wisdom but also the Holy Spirit who is the bosom of the Father. Valentinus has 

thus personalised the Holy Spirit in the GosTr even above that of the previous exalted 

status of Sophia as the pre-existent companion of God in Hebrew Wisdom tradition, 

giving her due recognition as the universal Mother. This is a logical progression of 
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thought by Valentinus after the suppression of Sophia in the New Testament due to the 

focus on Jesus as the personification of Logos and Sophia. In the GosTr, the Holy Spirit is 

now identified as the Mother as well as the bosom of the Father. Thus the female side of 

the Father that had previously been the role of Sophia has now become the role of the 

Holy Spirit. Rather than the degradation of Sophia as seen in typical gnostic/Valentinian 

literature, the GosTr has in effect restored Sophia to an exalted position in the divine triad 

by making her feminine role synonymous with the Holy Spirit. While Jesus is the 

universal Son/God, the Holy Spirit is the universal Mother/Goddess246 who shares an 

exalted position in the Godhead with the Son and the Father. It will be demonstrated in 

subsequent chapters of this thesis that all three members of the divine triad play a vital role 

in the deification of humanity in the GosTr. As the passage quoted from the GosTr above 

declares, it is to the Father and the Mother/ Holy Spirit that ‘Jesus, of the infinite 

sweetness’, brings back the totality after purifying it through the Word and the Holy Spirit. 

2.3.5 The Theological Significance of Sophia/Wisdom in the 

Gospel of Truth 

As in the New Testament, Jesus is portrayed in the GosTr as being not only a teacher of 

wisdom but the very personification of the wisdom of God. The intentional focus on the 

Logos appellation for Jesus as embodying the word and wisdom of God, however, would 

have met with strong resistance from the author’s Hellenistic audience because of the 

crucifixion of Jesus. The very idea of a crucified God was a stumbling block to Jews and 

folly to the Gentiles (1 Cor 1:22-24). Paul defended this central tenet of Christian faith in 

terms of the wisdom of God being diametrically opposed to the wisdom of man (1Cor 

1:18-31). Likewise, Valentinus, through his powerful and symbolic rhetoric in the GosTr, 
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demonstrates how the crucifixion of Jesus actually epitomized the very pinnacle of the 

wisdom of God as revealed in Jesus Christ. He achieves this by using two key metaphors: 

firstly, as a result of being crucified, Jesus becomes the ‘fruit of the knowledge of the 

Father’ (18.25-26) and secondly, He publishes the ‘living Book of the Living’ on the cross 

(19.35-36). This section will briefly deal with the first metaphor while the second will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  

As de Jonge has pointed out, the employment of new ideas and concepts to more 

effectively communicate the gospel was in the best tradition of early Christian writers:  

Concepts and ideas current in the environment were applied to this 

particular man [Jesus], and to the hopes and expectations he had 

aroused. Entirely unexpected new clusters of expressions grew 

around him. Some had a future and were taken over by many 

believers; others proved inadequate and were abandoned. In the 

beginning there was no orthodoxy and heresy. There were only 

parallel attempts to come to grips with the rich reality of salvation 

through Jesus Christ.247 

The above assertion by de Jonge that in the beginning of the Christian church there was no 

orthodoxy and heresy has been supported by many other scholars. However, at the height 

of the doctrinal ‘war’ between Christianity and gnostic/Valentinian Christians in the 

second century, this claim would have been a moot point. This was the time when the 

future direction of the Christian church and its theology was being determined. The main 

point at issue in this debate was the supremacy and cosmic Lordship of Jesus Christ. 

While this was under threat by the insidious Valentinian heresy that undermined both 
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Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit who testified about Him, the defenders of the Christian 

faith could not rest. At stake was the salvation and eternal life of the followers of Christ.  

Valentinus’ main concern in the GosTr was, therefore, to delineate the true gospel that 

leads to eternal life and deification. The central and key ingredient in this true gospel, as 

he saw it, was the crucifixion of Jesus, the Son of God. However, as already noted, it was 

no easy task to communicate this core truth of the gospel to his Hellenistic audience. He 

therefore builds on both the premium placed on wisdom by the Greeks and on the longing 

for a return to paradise by Jews and Christians. Rather than being the height of folly, 

Valentinus shows that the crucifixion of Jesus on the cross was ‘wisdom from God’ (1 Cor 

1:30). Paul had already portrayed Jesus as the second Adam, whose one act of 

righteousness had nullified the one act of sin by Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden 

(Rom 5:12-17; 1 Cor 15:21-22). Now Valentinus employs the motif of the fruit of the Tree 

of Knowledge in the Garden of Eden to draw the analogy that, when Jesus was nailed to a 

tree, ‘he became a fruit of the knowledge of the Father’ a3  4wpe  n_nouta6  m_pisaune  

n_te  piwt (18.24-26). As a direct result of His death, the GosTr states, ‘he discovered 

them in himself and they discovered him in themselves.’ nta3  n_`e  neei  n_ta32n_tou  

n_6ht3_  auw  n_ta3  au2nt3_  n_6htou˙ (18.29-31). By being in Christ, believers were now 

able to partake freely of the fruit of the Tree of Life and have perfection and eternal life. 

As the GosTr puts it, ‘his death is life for many’ pimou  n_toot3_  ouwn6_  n_6a6  pe (20.13-

14).  

The author’s use of Garden of Eden imagery thus depicts the Fall in traditional Christian 

terms as a result of sin and disobedience, rather than as a result of Sophia’s rebellion in the 

divine world of aeons prior to the creation of Adam and Eve. His conflation of the Hebrew 

traditions of Wisdom/Sophia and Ruach/Spirit in the Mother figure, together with the 
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portrayal of Jesus as both personifying and being a divine teacher of Wisdom means that 

Sophia/Wisdom plays a positive and pivotal salvific role in the GosTr. According to the 

GosTr, the death of Christ on the cross was for the express purpose of bringing humans to 

a saving knowledge of the Father—in a word, to educate humans in the wisdom of God. 

The GosTr declares:  

For this reason Jesus appeared; he put on that book; he was nailed 

to a tree; he published the edict of the Father on the cross. O such 

great teaching! 

 etbe  peei  a3ouan6_   abal  n_2i ih(sou)s  a32ale3  

m_pixwme  etm_meu  aua3t3_  au4e  a3tw2e  m_pdiatagma   

abal   n_te  piwt  6i  pest(au)ros  w  mn_5na2  n_sbw  

n_teei2at (20.23-28).  

2.4 The Development of Christology in the Gospel of 

Truth 

A frequent observation made by GosTr scholars is that it lacks structure and development 

in its literary style. Attridge and MacRae have observed that the difficulty in discerning its 

underlying organisational principles has resulted in ‘virtually every commentator’ of the 

GosTr venturing his or her own particular analysis of the document.248 Dawson has 

remarked that a feature of Valentinus’ interpretative allegory in the GosTr is that: 

in contrast to the mythology that it interprets and revises, it does 

not seek to be structured by a steady sequential progression from 

                                                 
248 ‘The Gospel of Truth’, Introduction, CGL, p. 67. 
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origin to goal...Both the Gospel’s theme and its syntax reflect and 

foster this curious nonlinear, “antinarrative” quality.249   

He goes on to say that in the GosTr ‘we are in the midst of a rhetoric that strives to empty 

out present temporality into time past and time future.’250 Desjardins also comments on 

the lack of structure in the GosTr, claiming that its thoughts flow into one another like a 

river from beginning to end, enabling the reader to step into it at any point without 

experiencing much change.251  

While these observations may be true on a literary level, a theological analysis of the 

GosTr as a whole reveals that throughout this text Valentinus is moving inexorably to his 

ultimate goal of elevating the name of Jesus above every other name in the universe and at 

the same time providing the wherewithal for the salvation and deification of the followers 

of Christ. That is, if the GosTr is assessed according to its real themes of Christology and 

deification, rather than as a gnostic re-interpretation of Christian and Jewish sources, then 

it is clear that there is a very real development of theme or purpose in this document.  

Although Dawson does acknowledge that the emphasis on Jesus in the GosTr 

‘Christianizes’ Valentinus’ ‘revisionary reading of Gnostic myth’ far beyond that achieved 

by any previous gnostic literature,252 this does not go nearly far enough in encapsulating 

the christological intent of the author in writing this document. As already demonstrated, 

the use of the Word/Logos concept allows the author to develop his christological theme 

from the pre-existent Word, who was with the Father from the beginning, to a personal 

                                                 
249 Dawson, Allegorical Readers, p. 149. 
250 Ibid., p. 169. 
251 Michael R. Desjardins, Sin in Valentinianism, Atlanta, 1990, p. 76. 
252 Dawson, Allegorical Readers, p. 149. 
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Saviour whose revelation of the Father results in the incorporation of the ‘perfected ones’ 

as words in the Book of the Living. From a divine/human teacher of wisdom which 

reached its zenith in the death of Jesus on the cross, the narrative moves to Christ the 

messiah, the anointed one, and finally to the concept of sonship. It is this latter concept 

that is the vehicle for the exaltation of Jesus as Lord of the universe through the Son 

sharing the name of the Father. Sonship also signifies that it is not the Son alone who is 

involved in the work of salvation but the Father and the Holy Spirit as well. This fact 

gives enormous authority to the Son’s salvific mission.  

The Lordship of Christ over the universe is the central and dominant motif in the GosTr. 

When the totality is drawn back to the Father through a knowledge of Him, Jesus is 

glorified as having a name above every other name: ‘the true name...for it is he who exists 

as the most lordly name’  pe  pren  mamhe ...`e  n_ta3  pe  pet4oop  n_`aeis  n_ren  (40. 

5-9).253 This is evocative of Paul’s statement in Philippians where, because Jesus humbled 

himself to the point of death on the cross, God exalted him to the highest place by giving 

him the name that is above every name and crowning him Lord of the universe (Phil 2:9-

11). In turn, the Father’s perfected children are themselves glorified, being granted rest, 

‘pleroma’ plhrwma (fullness or deification) and their eternal inheritance in the Kingdom 

of God. The author’s use of the Logos concept, together with that of messiahship and 

sonship, thus enables him to develop his theme of not only the salvation/deification of 

humanity but also the ultimate lordship of Christ over all creation. It can thus be clearly 

seen that a theological analysis of the GosTr reveals a very real ‘sequential progression of 

origin to goal’ in the narrative.   

                                                 
253 Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures, p.263. Layton’s translation is here preferred to Attridge and MacRae’s 
which renders n_`aeis  n_ren  as ‘the proper name’. 



 

79 

2.5 The Death and Resurrection of Jesus in the 

Gospel of Truth 

2.5.1 Reasons for the Crucifixion of Jesus  

There are two accounts of the crucifixion of Jesus in the GosTr. Although both begin with 

the clause, ‘for this reason’ etbe  peei  (18.21; 20.22-23), they give seemingly different 

reasons why ‘Jesus the Christ’ (18.16) needed to die. The first account attributes the 

crucifixion to Error being angry with Jesus because He taught the truth and enlightened 

those who were in darkness: 

For this reason error grew angry at him, persecuted him, was 

distressed at him (and) was brought to naught. He was nailed to a 

tree (and) he became the fruit of the knowledge of the Father.  

etbe  peei  asbwlk_  ara3  n_2i  5planh  aspwt  n_sw3  as6w4  

n_6ht3_  ̇  asouws3_  aua3t3_˙ au4e  a34wpe  n_nouta6  

m_pisaune  n_te  piwt  (18.21-26) 

In the text above, the death of Jesus appears to be a direct result of Error’s anger with him. 

However, while it is true that the spiritual entity of Error gave rise to the hatred and 

ignorance of the human agencies involved in the crucifixion ─such as the Jewish leaders 

and the Roman governor─ Error could not have caused the death of Jesus if this had not 

been part of God’s over-all plan for the salvation of humanity. The fundamental principle 

guiding all human behaviour in the GosTr is that nothing happens without the consent or 

will of God (37.21-25). Therefore, attributing blame to Error for the crucifixion of Jesus is 

really only the secondary, apparent reason for His death and not the fundamental reason.  

It is not until the lead-up to, and second account of, the crucifixion in the GosTr that the 

reader learns the primary and real reason for the death of Jesus. In GosTr terminology, it 
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was necessary for Jesus die so that He could symbolically publish the Book of the Living 

on the cross in order to fully reveal the character of the Father: ‘For this reason Jesus 

appeared; he put on that book; he was nailed to a tree; he published the edict of the Father 

on the cross.’  etbe  peei  a3ouan6_  abal  n_2i  ih(sou)s  a32ale3  m_pi`wme  

etm_meu  aua3t3_  au4e  a3tw2e  m_pdiatagma  abal  n_te  piwt  6i "  pest(au)ros  

(20.21-27). The preceding verses before this second account of the crucifixion explain that 

in order for the salvation of humans to occur, it was necessary for the one who took up the 

book to be slain. (19.35-2014). The Book of the Living, written by God himself before the 

foundation of the totality, and published by His Son on the cross, is the blueprint for the 

deification of humanity.  

2.5.2 Absence of anti-Semitism in the Gospel of Truth 

The symbolic language used to describe these two accounts of the crucifixion of Jesus in 

the GosTr contrasts sharply with the passion narratives in the canonical gospels. They also 

represent a departure from the early trend among Christian authors to cast the blame for 

the crucifixion of Jesus squarely on the shoulders of the Jewish people.254 This trend is 

seen in the apocryphal Gospel of Peter written in the mid-second century C.E., the 

writings of Justin Martyr, Irenaeus and Origen as well as later writers.255 It is therefore 

valid to ask why the author of the GosTr was able to resist this anti-Semitic trend that 

resulted partly from the need to demarcate the boundary between Christians and Jews after 

the Christian religion separated from Judaism.256 If it were true, as some scholars argue, 

that he was trying to seduce orthodox Christians into accepting his gnostic views through 

                                                 
254 John T. Carroll and Joel B. Green, The Death of Jesus in Early Christianity, Peabody, Ma., 1995, 

p. 183. 
255 Ibid., pp. 183-187. 
256 Ibid., pp. 188-89. 
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the use of traditional Christian language in the GosTr, then he could have very easily 

taken this opportunity to appeal to the anti-Semitic views of many Christians. This would 

have allowed him to broach more easily the subject of the demiurge, the gnostic 

characterisation of the First/Old Testament Jewish creator god. However, as Dawson 

points out, the whole monistic tenor of the GosTr is not only a rejection but a reversal of 

the anti-Jewish tendency of dualistic and anti-cosmic Gnosticism.257  

According to Elliot Wolfson, the author of the GosTr and his circle regarded themselves 

not as Christians but as ‘exotic Jews/Christians that we call Gnostics’.258 If so, this hybrid 

form of Gnosticism was still distinguished more by its Jewish Christian doctrines, based 

on the messiahship of Christ, than by the dualism and the anti-Jewish demiurge of 

Valentinian Gnosticism. The most plausible explanation for the GosTr not following the 

usual anti-Jewish line of Christians at that time is because it was written for much more 

profound reasons than propagating a heretical gnostic agenda or attributing individual 

blame for the death of Jesus. Rather, the purpose of the author was to show the deeper 

existential causes for the crucifixion of Jesus. The ignorance and forgetfulness of the 

Father, which led to the death of Jesus, was a spiritual malaise that did not have national 

boundaries, but was the universal condition of humankind as a result of sin and deficiency. 

Its only remedy was the revelation of God to humans by Jesus the messiah.  

 

                                                 
257 Dawson, Allegorical Readers, p.177. 
258 Elliot R. Wolfson, ‘Inscribed in the book of the living: Gospel of Truth and Jewish christology’, Journal 

for the Study of Judaism, 38, 2007, p. 237. 
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2.5.3 Consequences of the Crucifixion of Jesus 

There are two immediate results stemming from the first account of the crucifixion of 

Jesus in the GosTr: ‘error …[was] brought to naught’ 5planh ...asouws3_  (18.22-24) and 

Jesus became ‘a fruit of the knowledge of the Father’ a34wpe  n_nouta6  m_pisaune  n_te  

piwt (18.25-26). Instead of causing death, destruction and an end to the hopes of His 

followers, the author of the GosTr, writing more than a century after this historic event 

took place, declares that the death of Christ spelt the end of the reign of sin and the 

beginning of true knowledge leading to life eternal. In place of the disobedience, shame, 

sorrow and death that came from partaking of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 

in the Garden of Eden (Gen 3), God’s children could now freely and without fear partake 

of the fruit of the knowledge of the Father. By His death, Jesus transformed the shame and 

ignominy of the cross into the glory and victory of the Tree of Life. The metaphorical 

partaking of Him results in gladness, fulfilment and life eternal, as well as discovery of the 

secrets of the universe.  

Immediately after the first crucifixion account in the GosTr (18.21-31, the author shifts the 

focus back to why the death of Christ was necessary. It was to reveal the Father who is 

described as the ‘incomprehensible, inconceivable one, the Father, the perfect one, the one 

who made the totality, within him is the totality and of him the totality has need.’ 

piat4ap3_  n_atmeeue  ara3  piwt  peei  et`hk  peei  n_ta6teno  m_pthr3_   erepthr3_  

n_6ht3_  auw  pthr3_   e34aat  m_ma3  (18.31-35). Despite the incomparable sacrifice of 

Jesus on the cross, it is still the Father who takes centre stage in the GosTr. He is the first 

cause, the instigator of the divine plan of redemption. It is only by His grace and eternal 

will that the downward spiral of creation due to ignorance of Him can be arrested. 

Through the death of his Son, human ignorance of the Father and the resulting deficiency 

were now able to be abolished. Believers now have the fruit of the Son and in Him have 
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salvation. However, it is not until they actually return to the Father, as a result of the Son’s 

revelation of Him, that they will be granted perfection and deification. The GosTr makes 

this clear:  ‘He [the Father] retains within himself  their perfection, granting it to them as a 

return to him and a perfectly unitary knowledge’  e3ama6te  m_p[i]`wk  n_teu  n_6rhi +  

n_6ht3_  e[3]5  mna3  neu  n_ousto  4ara3  mn_  ousaune  oueei  6n  ou`wk  (19.4-7). 

Indeed, the GosTr states that the reason the Father did not give the world perfection is so it 

would return to Him. Because the Father made the totality and is the totality, His children 

need Him to be complete. He wishes also that they grow to know and love Him and this is 

why His son came to reveal to them the Father and guide them back to Him (19.13-17). 

The second account of the crucifixion elaborates on the paradoxical victory that Jesus 

achieved at the cross. When the edict of the Father was published by Jesus on the cross, 

true knowledge of the Father became available to humans. Both spiritual and material 

riches can now be bestowed upon the children of God. This is why the death of Jesus is 

compared to the opening of a will when someone dies (20.15-22). By His death, the Son 

revealed His father as a God of love who wishes to bestow salvation, perfection and 

deification on the human race.  

2.5.4 The Resurrection of Jesus 

The imperishibility n_tmn_tatteko (20.32), or incorruptible body that Jesus put on when 

he was resurrected is something ‘which no one can possibly take away from him’ peei 

ete mn_  42am  n_laue a4  3it3_   n_toot3 (20.33-34). Even before His death and 

resurrection, however, Jesus was aware that He was divine and the Son of God. The 

GosTr says He spoke ‘what is in the heart of the Father, having brought forth the flawless 

word’ apet6n_  fht  m_piwt  ea3eine  abal  m_p4e`e  n_at4ta (31.11-12). Despite the 

‘material ones’ hyliē (31.4) not recognising His divinity (31.1-3), the GosTr states that 
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‘nothing blocked his course because incorruptibility is irresistible’ empelaue  6ws  

n_52nmaa6e  n_toot3_  `e  5mn_tatteko  <ou>mn_tatema6te  (31.6-8). Even the 

opposition of those who hated Him paradoxically ensured that God’s plan for the 

redemption of humankind was fulfilled. Likewise, Christ’s resurrection from the dead with 

an incorruptible/glorified body meant that nothing could now prevent Him from taking up 

His rightful place as king of the universe. By His death and resurrection, He had defeated 

the cosmic evil powers of Error /Satan and death. At the same time, He had 

metaphorically published the Book of the Living containing the names of the totality 

destined to have eternal life and be part of the Kingdom of God.  

There are, however, two seemingly opposing statements describing the death and 

resurrection of Jesus that require further clarification. On the one hand, the text states, ‘He 

draws himself down to death though life eternal clothes him’ e3swk  m_ma3  apitn_  

apmou  erepiwn6  n_anh6e  to  6ïww3 (20.28-30), while on the other hand, in the very 

next sentence, the text reads ‘having stripped himself of the perishable rags, he put on 

imperishability’ ea3bw4  m_ma3  n_nipl_2e  ettekait  a35  6iww3  n_tmn_tatteko 

(20:30-32). The problem confronting scholars is, therefore, how to reconcile Jesus being 

clothed both with eternal life and with perishable rags. Was his humanity merely 

‘perishable rags’ that He wore over His eternal essence or is He depicted as being a real 

human being as well as divine? 

There have been various scholarly attempts to solve the above dilemma. Franzmann 

discounts the suggestion that the clothing of Jesus with eternal life refers to His immortal 
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‘eschatological clothing’ because it is ‘not logical in the sequence’.259 Grobel provides a 

number of other possible explanations. It may refer to the eternal pre-existent state of 

Jesus or to His earthly transfiguration. He also suggests that the text originally read in 

Greek: ‘he drew himself downward to death although eternal life (until then) enclothed 

him’ but was altered in the present Coptic reading because of the translator’s 

misinterpretation of the time sequence of the participles. However, Grobel’s allusion to the 

statement of Jesus that He was ‘the resurrection and the life” (Jn 11:25)260 is most likely 

behind the meaning of this passage. Indeed, while Attridge and McRae assert that there is 

no support for Grobel’s view that this text refers to the pre-existent state of Jesus, they too 

point out that this text alludes to statements of Jesus regarding His eternal nature.261 Thus 

the most logical solution to the problem posed by this text is that it refers to the knowledge 

that Jesus evidently possessed while on earth of being eternal and the source of eternal life 

(Jn 3:36; 10:28, 30; 11:25). This also is consistent with the proto-orthodox view of Jesus 

being both human and divine while on earth, rather than the gnostic docetic understanding 

of Him as being divine rather than human.262 If He could give those who believed in Him 

eternal life, He could surely clothe himself with an imperishable garment—something 

which He would not have needed to do if He was only divine as the gnostics believed.  

The passage quoted above that Jesus ‘draws himself down to death though life eternal 

clothes him’ confirms that Jesus allowed Himself to be put to death.  The Coptic word 

apitn, is defined by Crum as ‘ground as bottom, lower part’.263 This passage therefore 

                                                 
259 Franzmann, Jesus, p. 153. 
260 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 67. 
261 ‘Gospel of Truth’, Notes, CGL, p. 60. 
262 Sasago Arai,  Die Christologie des Evangelium Veritatis: Eine religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung, 

Leiden, 1964, pp. 93-96; 120-24. Cf. chapter 3.3 of this thesis. 
263Walter Ewing Crum, A Coptic Dictionary, Oxford, 1939, p. 87. 
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means that Jesus, the Son of God, descended from His eternal pre-existence with the 

Father to the very bottom of this fallen world. After His death, the GosTr describes His 

resurrection: ‘he put on imperishability, which no one can possibly take away from him’ 

(20. 32-34). Jesus then ascended to the Father being ‘the first to come forth’ r_  4arp_  n_ei_  

abal (37.9; cf. 37.15-16). From the very bottom of the fallen world, Jesus thus ascended 

to the heights of glory again, that is, to His Father’s throne as Lord. 

In contrast to the factual details of the resurrection given in the canonical gospels, the 

focus of the GosTr is entirely on Jesus metaphorically stripping Himself of His perishable 

rags and putting on the garment of imperishability. This difference is significant for two 

main reasons. Firstly, the GosTr moves away from the physical events and details of the 

resurrection to the spiritual source of the resurrection power that existed in Jesus. As He 

had said before His death, He was the resurrection and the life (Jn 11:25) and had the 

power or authority to lay down His life and take it up again. He said: ‘No one takes it [His 

life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord’ (Jn 10:18). In demonstrating His divine 

power by taking His life up again by putting on the imperishable garment, He confirmed 

the fact that He had eternal life within Him and that He could also give eternal life to those 

who believed His word (Jn 5:24-26).  

Secondly, the few succinct words that describe the actual resurrection of Jesus in the 

GosTr —‘he put on imperishability’—is similar metaphorical language to that used by 

Paul in his account of the resurrection of the righteous in the last day:  

So it will be with the resurrection of the dead... For the perishable 

must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with 

immortality. When the perishable has been clothed with the 

imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that 
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is written will come true: ‘Death has been swallowed up in 

victory’ (1 Cor 15:42-44; 52-54). 

Using the same metaphorical language, the GosTr also describes those who Jesus passed 

in ‘the empty spaces of terror’ as having being ‘stripped naked by oblivion’ etbh4  abal  

n_toots_  n_tb_4e (20.37-38). In contrast to them, Jesus is now clothed with immortality. 

Jesus is described as being ‘the first to come forth’  r_  4arp_  n_ei  abal  (37.9,16), which 

corresponds to Paul’s depiction of Him being ‘the firstfruits of those who have fallen 

asleep’ (1 Cor 15:20). His victory over death and glorification paved the way for all those 

who followed Him to also be perfected and glorified. Thus He is described as being 

‘knowledge and perfection’   n_nousaune  mn_  ou`wk (20.38-39), imparting knowledge to 

those whose names are in the Book of the Living (20.39-21.5). Despite individuals thus 

returning to the Father and receiving knowledge about themselves, the author reiterates 

that it is still necessary for the totality to ascend to the Father because their perfection lies 

in Him.  

2.6 Jesus Christ as Saviour in the Gospel of Truth 

2.6.1 The Role of Jesus as Saviour  

Jesus is portrayed in the GosTr as the Word/Saviour who is sent by the Father to save a 

world in darkness, turmoil and oblivion due to ignorance of the Father. The primary cause 

of this ignorance of the Father is the hypostasis, Error, who is portrayed as actively 

working to suppress the truth about the Father being known by humankind. When Jesus 

the Messiah came into the world, Error hindered His teaching about the Father by 

persecuting Him until He was put to death on the cross. Instead of being destroyed, 

however, Jesus rose victorious from the dead, thus bringing Error to naught. In the place 

of Error, followers of Jesus now possessed the fruit of the knowledge of the Father. 
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Through their faith in Jesus, the risen Lord, they are now in Christ and He in them. 

Moreover, by Jesus metaphorically publishing the Book of the Living on the cross, He 

proved that He was a worthy king who was alive for evermore and that His followers 

would also be given perfection and eternal life and have a place in the Kingdom of God.  

In his role as Saviour, Jesus came to enlighten humankind about the Father in order to 

dispel the prevailing ignorance and forgetfulness of Him. This revelation of the Father by 

Jesus reached its apex on the cross when the Book of the Living was published. By 

revealing the names of those destined for salvation from the foundation of the world—that 

is, the totality or the All—this book placed on display, for the whole universe to see, the 

full enormity of the Father’s love and grace for humanity. It verified the fact that the true 

origins and identity of humans lay in their status as sons and daughters of God. Thus the 

full potential of humans could only be realised by the image of God being restored in them 

and effectively making them divine beings. This, in turn, was a function of their 

relationship with Christ who had died for them and made their deification possible. By the 

publishing of the Book of the Living, consisting of the names of those destined to inherit 

the kingdom of God, the kingdom of Jesus Christ was officially inaugurated. The reign of 

Error was thus effectively brought to an end, although it would not be completely 

destroyed until the knowledge of the Father filled the universe and oblivion ceased to exist 

(18.5-11; 26.15-32). 

In the passage already quoted (23.33-24.11), 264 the salvific work of Jesus is enumerated as 

a fivefold process. First, He supports the totality. Second, He chooses the totality. Third, 

He receives the impression of the totality (by becoming a man, suffering, and dying on the 

                                                 
264 See section 2.3.4. 
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cross). Fourth, He purifies the totality. Fifth, He brings it back to the Father, into the 

Mother/Holy Spirit. These five stages are essentially one work of salvation which is to 

return the totality back to the Father. They also encompass both an earthly and heavenly 

phase. His first phase as a guide and teacher on earth (18.16-21; 19.15-20) culminated in 

His crucifixion and resurrection. In the second phase, since His ascension into heaven, 

Jesus, the risen glorified Saviour, is assisted by the Holy Spirit in His work of bringing the 

totality back into the divine family (21.8-11; 24.3-20; 26.30-27.7). It will be shown in 

subsequent chapters, however, that the GosTr also teaches that there is a third phase in the 

salvation process during the millennial kingdom of Christ.  

2.6.2 The Identity of ‘Error’ in the Gospel of Truth 

While the Greek term planh (Error) appears eleven times in the GosTr, it only appears 

once in the other four texts in Codex 1 of the Nag Hammadi library. 265 The importance of 

this concept to the author of the GosTr is thus apparent. planh is defined as ‘wandering, 

roaming… from the path of truth, error, delusion, deceit, deception to which one is 

subject’. 266 Grobel notes that in the GosTr this term is used to mean deceit primarily in a 

causative sense as causing someone to go astray. 267  However, this present causative 

meaning has been largely negated by the prevailing view among scholars that Error in the 

GosTr evokes the myth of the fall of Sophia, believed by the Valentinians to be 

responsible for the creation of this world. Indeed, Attridge and MacRae’s suggestion of an 

                                                 
265 These eleven occurrences are at 17.15, 29, 36; 18. 22; 22.21,24; 26.19,26; 31.25; 32.37; 35.18. It also 

appears in the Tripartite Tractate at 110.1. Neither the GosTr translation by Attridge and MacRae nor 

Layton capitalise ‘Error’ as is done in this dissertation. In his translation, however, Marvin Meyer, (ed) The 

Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The Revised and Updated Translation of Sacred Gnostic Texts, New York, 2007, 

does capitalise it.  
266 William F. Arndt, F.Wilbur Gingrich & Walter Bauer, eds. A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, Chicago, 4th edn. 1957, p. 671. 
267 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 43. 
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alternative version of the Valentinian myth of the fall of Sophia being alluded to by Error 

in the GosTr 268 raises the question as to why the Hebrew account of the fall of Satan is 

not also considered by more scholars as the source of the identity of Error. The latter fits 

the data far more adequately than does the application of Error in the GosTr to either the 

Valentinian Sophia or the demiurge. Not only does it preserve the Genesis account of 

creation as being a divine fiat, rather than the result of an error made by Sophia, it also 

accords with what Jesus Himself, as well as the New Testament as a whole, taught 

concerning Satan/the devil (Lk 10:18; Jn 12:31; Rom 16:20; 1 Thes 3:5; Rev 12:7-9). 

While the fall of Satan is a key motif in the New Testament, being based on the account in 

Isaiah of the fall of Lucifer, the morning star, from heaven, (cf. Isa 14:12f; Lk 10:18), 

there is no account of the fall of Sophia in the entire First/Old or New Testaments. In 

keeping with the present thesis that the GosTr is a mainstream Christian sermon, rather 

than a heretical Valentinian one, it will therefore be argued that the hypostasis of Error in 

this text represents the cosmic power of Satan, the devil. 

The GosTr’s portrayal of Error as a personalised entity seeking to keep humans ignorant 

of the Father by constructing a powerful and beautiful counterfeit, or ‘substitute for the 

truth’ n_t`b_biw  n_5tmn_tmhe (17.20), parallels the biblical description of Satan’s efforts to 

deceive and destroy humankind. In this cosmic battle between the forces of truth and 

falsehood, Error is described as a ‘creature of deceit’ compared to the beauty and 

imperturbility of the established truth. The reader is therefore implored to ‘despise error’ 

katafroni  n_5planh (17.28-29) because it has no root, and, as with ‘oblivion’, with 

which Error is closely associated (17.36), will disappear when the true knowledge of the 

                                                 
268 ‘Gospel of Truth’, Notes, CGL, p. 44. 



 

91 

Father comes (17.21-18.11). ‘The word ‘oblivion’ (b_4e/wb4) is defined by Crum as 

‘forgetfulness’ or ‘sleep’, 269 which describes the condition of those without the 

knowledge of God and under the sway of Error. As seen earlier, these souls are depicted as 

‘stripped naked’ in contrast to Christ being clothed with incorruptibility at His 

resurrection. However, the GosTr says ‘error became powerful’ as2m2am  n_2i  tplanh 

(17.14-15) by causing terror and anguish like a thick fog, preventing anyone from seeing 

the truth. It was thus able to create the conditions by which ‘it might entice those of the 

middle and capture them’  n_sswk  n_natmhte  n_sr_  ai`malwtize  m_mau  (17.34-36). 

The coming of the messiah to make known the Father is therefore viewed by Error as a 

real threat to its power and influence in the universe. It reacts to Jesus Christ’s work of 

enlightening those in darkness and showing them the way back to the Father with anger, 

outrage and distress, persecuting Him and causing His death on the cross (18.15-24). 

Despite this apparent defeat of Jesus, however, it is Error who is depicted in the GosTr as 

being undone while Jesus emerges triumphant.  

The fact that it is Error, not Jesus, who was ‘brought to naught’ asouws3_ (18.24) at the 

cross is crucial for a correct understanding of this text. As Grobel has pointed out, the 

earliest translation of the GosTr by Malinine et al in Evangelium Veritatus mistakenly 

used the verb asouos33_ as active, thus rendering the phrase above as ‘bringing [Jesus] to 

naught’270. This is despite the fact that the intransitive meaning of the verb is well attested. 

271 The same Coptic intransitive verb, ouws3,  used here to describe the downfall of 

Error, is seen again when the devil is depicted as also being ‘brought to naught’ or 

                                                 
269 Crum, Coptic Dictonary, p. 519. 
270 Michel Malinine, Henri-Charles Puech and Gilles Quispel, eds. Evangelium Veritatis, Zurich, 1956, p. 

90. 
271Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 51. 
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‘destroyed’: ‘Do not become a [dwelling] place for the devil, for you have already 

destroyed him’ m_nr4wpe  eretno_ei  n_topos  m_pdiabolos  `e  atetn_ouw  

eretn_ouws3_  m_ma3  (33.20-21). Although it is the believers who are here attributed with 

having destroyed the devil, this is only because of their identification with Jesus in His 

victory on the cross.  

The paradoxical victory of Jesus at the cross is not only seen in the downfall of 

Error/Satan, but in Jesus becoming the fruit of the knowledge of the Father. As a result of 

their eating the fruit of Jesus, the believers are now in Christ and He in them (18.30-31). 

The sharing of Christians with Jesus in the fruits of His victory over Error at the cross thus 

extend to their being attributed with destroying the devil themselves. This bringing to 

naught of both Error and the devil at the cross, coupled with the above descriptions of 

Error as ‘a creature of deceit’, engaged in the creation of a false counterfeit to the truth of 

the Gospel, strongly supports the present thesis that the hypostasis of Error is closely 

related, if not identical, to Satan. Confirmation of this identity of Error is seen by 

examining the similarities of Error in the GosTr with Satan in the New Testament.  

In the New Testament, Satan the devil is the epitome of deceitfulness—in fact, a veritable 

‘creature of deceit’— who leads people astray. He is described as a murderer who has ‘no 

truth in him’, and ‘a liar and the father of liars’ (Jn 8:44). In addition, ‘he masquerades as 

an angel of light’ (2 Cor 11:14), and goes about like a roaring lion seeking whom he may 

devour (1 Peter 5:8). The object of Jesus’ work on earth was to ‘destroy the devil’s work’ 

(1 John 3:8). Even before He went to the cross, Jesus prophesied that ‘now the prince of 

this world will be driven out’ (Jn 12:31). As in the GosTr, the main antagonists in the New 

Testament are also Christ and Satan who respectively represent truth and error. The titanic 

struggle that is played out between these two opposing forces is resolved by the 
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paradoxical victory of Jesus on the cross. It is thus the Satan/devil ─and not the gnostic 

Sophia or the demiurge ─who is the real adversary of Jesus Christ and the identity of Error 

in the GosTr. 

2.6.3 Sin in the Gospel of Truth 

The emphasis on the revelation of the Father by Jesus as the key to human salvation, 

however, does not mean that sin is ignored in this document. As argued above,272 the 

metaphorical identification of Jesus with the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge indicates that 

the GosTr does in fact give tacit recognition to the role of sin and disobedience in human 

estrangement from the Father as seen in the Genesis account of the Fall. As well as two 

occasions where sin is directly mentioned, there are numerous metaphorical references to 

the consequences of sin and error. However, it is not sin per se that is regarded as the main 

obstacle to individual and universal salvation in the GosTr but, rather, human deficiency 

stemming from ignorance of the Father.  

The first time sin is mentioned is when Christians are instructed to ‘speak of the truth with 

those who search for it and (of) knowledge to those who have committed sin in their error’ 

4e`e  atmhe  mn_  neei  et4ine  n_sws  auw  psaune  n_neei  n-taur_  nabi  n_6rhi "  6n_  

touplan`hʹ (32.35-36, 40). Menard has argued that this shows the gnostic nature of the 

GosTr by virtue of the fact that sin is not related to ones actions but rather to a lack of 

knowledge and truth.273 In contrast, Desjardins maintains that the pericope in which this 

reference to sin occurs has a strong ethical element based on Matthew’s Sermon on the 

                                                 
272 See section 2. 3. 5. 
273 Jacques-É. Ménard, L'Évangile de Vérité: Traduction francaise, introduction et commentaire, Leiden, 
1972, p. 154.  
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Mount and is ‘far more ‘Christian’ than “gnostic’”. 274 The key point is that sin is a result 

of living in error or ignorance of God’s will. There is no downgrading of the seriousness 

of sin but a highlighting of the Christian’s responsibility to know and live up to the truth 

revealed by Jesus Christ. This extends to personal witnessing in sharing the truth of the 

gospel with those who are searching for it.  

The fact that the GosTr has a paraenetic section encouraging Christians to share their faith 

has astounded many scholars who hold to the Valentinian nature of this text. According to 

Philip Tite, this reaction by scholars is a result of them adhering to the traditional 

dichtomony between gnostic and Christian trajectories in gnostic studies. While the 

Christian trajectory permits ethical and moral concern, the gnostic trajectory normally 

does not. 275Tite’s acknowledgement of the danger of interpreting the GosTr according to 

traditional expectations of gnostic texts indirectly supports the present thesis that it is best 

interpreted not according to a Valentinian but a proto-orthodox Christian trajectory. 

Furthermore, Tite’s astute assessment that the author is more concerned with leading his 

audience into an ontological relationship with the Father and the Son by participating in 

their soteriological work, rather than with their performance of mere ethical requirements, 

directly confirms the present thesis that the motifs of salvation/deification and the 

Kingdom of God are key to the interpretation of this text. Such ethical acts, in the words 

of Tite, ‘encompass an ontological moral self-identity or mode of existence’.276 In 

addition, this special ontological relationship of Christians with God through their sharing 

                                                 
274 Desjardins, Sin in Valentinianism, p. 80. 
275 Tite, Valentinian Ethics, pp. 234-35.  
276 Ibid., p. 235. 
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in redemptive acts with the Word is identified by Tite as both eschatological and in the 

will of the Father.277  

The second reference to sin remarkably describes the incorruptible/imperishable God 

pursuing the sinner to give him rest. 

For this reason incorruptibility breathed forth; it pursued the one 

who had sinned in order that he might rest. For forgiveness is what 

remains for the light in the deficiency, the word of the pleroma.   

 etbe  peei  a5mn_tatteko  ni3e  abal  asoua6s_  n_sa  

pe(n)ta3r_   nabi  `ekase  e3em_tan  m_ma3  pkwe  gar  abal  

pe  p4w`p  apouaein  6n  pi4ta   pi4e`e  n_te  piplhrwma  

(35.24-29). 

The image here, combined with the following physician/patient metaphor, likens God to a  

physician actively pursuing sick sinners to offer them healing in the form of grace and 

forgiveness. The eternal, ‘incorruptible’ piatteko  (35.14) Father is thus depicted as 

offering to fill the human deficiency of error and ignorance with His fullness of grace and 

forgiveness in order to give sinners eternal rest. In the GosTr, forgiveness is not just a 

temporary action absolving the sinner from guilt but involves God filling human 

deficiency in order to bestow eternal rest. Likewise, repentance is described in the GosTr 

as not just the changing of one’s mind and life style, as with the Greek term metanoia 

(repentance), but involving the return of humans to the Father (35.22-23). As Grobel has 

noted, the GosTr concept of repentance is therefore more akin to the post-biblical Hebrew 

rabbinic definition of repentance meaning ‘to return’.278 Thus the concepts of repentance 
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and forgiveness in the GosTr entail ultimate human transformation/deification and eternal 

life. 

These two references to sin by no means plumb the depths of this subject because sin is 

alluded to in the GosTr by a multitude of synonyms and metaphorical references 

throughout this document. Whereas in the New Testament sin is defined as ‘lawlessness’ 

(1 John 3:4), in the GosTr sin is viewed as the result of  ‘ignorance of the Father’ 

atsouwn  piwt (17.1). This lack of knowledge of the Father manifests itself in a 

multitude of ways: error planh (17.15), oblivion 5b_4e (17.24;18.10)), deceit p2al 

(17.25), terrors 6n_6r_te (17.33; 20.36), darkness pkekei (18.17), foolishness/emptiness 

4oueit (19.25), nakedness bh4 (20.37), drunkenness 56e (22.18), envy [and] strife  kw6 

[and]6ϊ5 (24.25,26), disturbance ou4tr_tr_ (29.2,3), instability oumn_tattwk  arets_ 

(29.3), doubt oumn_t6ht sneu (29.4), division oupw4e (29.4-5), nightmares resoue  

eu4tr_tart_ (29.10-11), blindness bl_leeu (30.16) and deficiency r_4ta (32.12). This 

last condition, ‘deficiency’, most closely resembles the natural state of humans described 

by Paul in Romans 3:23 when he says ‘all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’. 

It will be shown in this thesis that the cure for this human deficiency is a primary motif in 

the GosTr. In addition to the above manifestations of human sinfulness and deficiency, the 

GosTr makes the distinction between a lawless (piat6ep (33.24) and a righteous/ just 

person  pi6ep (33.25); the former is deserving of punishment while the latter does his 

works openly among others (33.26-30) It also exhorts the readers/hearers to ‘do the will of 

the Father for you are from him’ eire  2e  n_twtn_  m_pouw4  m_piwt  `e  n_twtn_  6n_abal  

m_ma3 (33.31-32). There is therefore a strong ethical component in the GosTr, despite its 

emphasis on gnosis of the Father as the source of human perfection.  
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2.6.4 Remedy for Sin  

In the New Testament, the remedy for sin is ‘the righteousness from God which comes 

through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe’ (Rom 3:22). Paul makes clear that humans 

are saved, not by works or the keeping of the law, but entirely by the grace of God through 

faith in Jesus Christ (Eph 2:8-9). It is this Pauline concept of the grace of God being 

indispensable for salvation that is at the heart of the remedy for sin/ human deficiency in 

the GosTr. As already seen above, the GosTr depicts the incorruptible God as a physician 

who pursues the sick sinner in order to cure him. This sick person, who represents 

humanity, is suffering from the universal human condition of deficiency. The cure God 

offers for this ailment is His grace. Speaking of the sick person, the GosTr says: ‘For 

when he was deficient, he did not have the grace. That is why there was diminution 

existing in the place where there is no grace’. `<e>  m_psap  etene34aat  nemnte3  

m_meu  m_pe6mat  etbe  peei  neoutsb_ko  pe  et4oop  6n_  pma  eterepe6mat  mmeu 

en  (36.3-8). As a result of receiving grace, the patient becomes ‘a pleroma’  ouplhrwma  

(36.10), just as God himself is earlier depicted as being a pleroma because of the fact that 

He has no deficiency (35.35-36). Being called a ‘pleroma’, meaning fullness, signifies that 

the formerly sick patient is now a complete and well person. That is, he has been made 

well and is now glorified because of receiving divine grace that fills his deficiency. This 

person then testifies of his experience of lacking grace and his subsequent discovery of the 

‘light of truth’  pouaein  n_tmhe  that has transformed his life (36.11-12).  

As with the concepts of repentance and forgiveness in the GosTr, this parable of God as a 

physician gives a more multi-dimensional and deeper meaning to the concept of God’s 

grace available through gnosis than previously understood even by its biblical usage. Like 

the New Testament, it teaches that God’s grace, through faith in Jesus, is the solution to 

the problem of sin and deficiency. However, the grace of God in this parable has the effect 
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of not only making this sick person righteous in the sight of God, as in the Pauline 

teaching, it also makes him a ‘pleroma’—a concept that entails a complete spiritual and 

physical transformation, or deification, of that person. While this ultimate godlike state is 

the future hope of all Christians, as depicted in the biblical doctrine of the resurrection and 

the new earth, in the GosTr this glorified state is seen as available through the discovery of 

the ‘light of truth’. This is the reason for the emphasis in the GosTr on gnosis or 

knowledge of the Father through His Son, Jesus Christ. As in the Fourth Gospel (Jn 17:3-

5, 22), gnosis of the Father and Son—‘the light of truth’— is seen as paramount in the 

GosTr, resulting in eternal life and glorification.  

2.6.5 The Pre-eminence of the Father in Salvation 

Although the GosTr makes clear that all three members of the Godhead are involved in the 

work of salvation, it is the Father who is the principal figure in this salvific process. In 

fact, it is the revelation of the Father through the Son that is the primary motif of the 

GosTr simply because ignorance of the Father is the cause of the spiritual malaise in the 

world. His preeminent role in both the creation and salvation of the human race is 

therefore reiterated many times in this gospel. It is only because of the Father that humans 

exist at all. The GosTr rhetorically asks, ‘For who is it who exists except by the Father 

alone? nim  gar  pet4wp  eimhti  apiwt  ouaeet3_  (27.9-10).279Again, it states: 

‘Nothing happens without him nor does anything happen without the will of the Father’ 

marelaue  4wpe  a`nt3_  oude  marelaue  4wpe  a`n_   pouw4e  n_te  piwt (37.21-

25). According to the GosTr, all beings in the universe are dependent upon the Father both 

for their existence and their ultimate salvation. Because He made the totality and retained 
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its perfection within Himself, the perfection and salvation of the totality depends upon its 

return to the Father (18.33-19.10; 21.8-11). This fundamental principle of the GosTr is 

reiterated: ‘since the perfection of the totality is in the Father, it is necessary for the 

totality to ascend to him’ epidh  erep`wk n_te  pthr3_  6m_   piwt  anagkh  atrepthr3_   

4e  a6rhï  4ara3 (21.8-11). Several sentences later, it repeats verbatim the phrase, ‘it is 

necessary for the totality to ascend to him’ (21.20-21), thus stressing the importance of the 

return of the totality to the Father in the overall soteriology of the GosTr.  

The essence of this reconciliation with the Father is the revelation by Jesus to the world of 

the ‘incomprehensible and inconceivable’ Father (18.32-33). It was for this purpose that 

Jesus came into the world. He was eminently qualified to perform this task of revealing 

the Father because he was the pre-existent Word and beloved Son of the Father, the very 

expression of his heart and will. As Barth says, ‘“God’s” Word means God speaks...It is 

not “a truth,” not even the very highest truth. It is the truth because it is God’s person 

speaking, Dei loquentis persona.’280 The revelation of the Father is thus equated with 

Jesus Christ, the pre-existent Logos and Son of God. He was the only one worthy to take 

up the Book of the Living that comprised the totality. However, it is still the Father who 

takes centre stage even in the climatic event of the cross. This was when Jesus published 

the edict of the Father and most fully revealed Him to the universe. Every word and action 

of Jesus on earth—especially His death on the cross— was thus for the purpose of 

fulfilling the Father’s will in revealing His true nature and reconciling humans to Him. 

The GosTr explicitly states this fact: ‘Each one of his words is the work of his one will in 
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the revelation of his Word’  poueei  poueei  n_te  ne34e`e  pe  p6w3  n_te  pe3ouw4e  

oueei  6m_  pouwn6_  abal  n_te  pe34e`e  ( 37. 4-7).  

The Father’s love for the human race and will that it be saved is highlighted in the GosTr 

by two allegories. In the first one, already discussed in the preceding section, God is cast 

as a physician who pursues humanity, symbolised by a sinner, in order to give it healing, 

rest and perfection. The most outstanding feature of this allegory is the need for 

humanity—just as in the case of a sick person— to acknowledge its need for healing by 

the divine physician who is doing everything possible to provide this act of grace. The 

second allegory is a unique version of the parable of the Good Shepherd who is searching 

for his lost sheep (31.35-32-25). It is unique because it also combines other secular and 

sacred motifs into this singular story. The author begins by saying that Jesus ‘is the 

shepherd’ who leaves his ninety-nine sheep to search for the one that is lost, rejoicing 

when He finds it. Thus far this story conforms to the more familiar parable of the Good 

Shepherd (Matt 18:12-14; Lk 15:4-7). However, it then departs from this parable by 

utilising the ancient Roman counting system which uses the right hand to designate the 

number one hundred rather than the left hand which designates ninety nine. Just the 

addition of this one number of the lost sheep results in the transfer of the counting to the 

right hand, symbolising completeness, from the left hand which symbolises lack or 

deficiency.281 The author then says that this number of one hundred ‘is the sign of the one 

who is in their sound; it is the Father’ pimaeine  m_petn_  pou6rau  pe  piwt pe  peei 

(32.16-17). The term ‘sound’ 6rau here refers to the ‘spoken forms of these numbers’.282 

However, the main point is that it is the Father who takes precedence even in this parable 
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which supposedly is about Jesus the Good Shepherd. The allegory then depicts the Son 

pulling out a sheep from a pit on the Sabbath day—a clear allusion to Jesus asking the 

Pharisees, critical of him for healing on the Sabbath day, if they would not rescue their son 

or ox that has fallen into a well on the Sabbath day (Lk 13:5). Not only does the Son 

labour to pull out the sheep from the pit on the Sabbath, the GosTr says, ‘he gave life to 

the sheep’ a3r_  6wb  ara3  a3tn_6o  m_piesau  (32.20-21). This action of the Son 

physically pulling the sheep out of the pit on the Sabbath day in order to give it life seems 

absurd when just prior to this story the GosTr states that it is ‘his voice which gave birth to 

life’ 5smh  n_toot3_  n_tasmise  m_piwn_e6  (31.15-16). While this is no doubt an allusion 

to the words of Jesus in John’s Gospel that He gives His sheep who listen to His voice 

eternal life (Jn 10:27-28), it will be shown in Chapter 6 that this reference to His voice 

giving life is describing the Parousia. Chapter 9 will elaborate on why this image of Jesus 

labouring on the Sabbath day has profound implications for the Kingdom of God motif in 

the GosTr. At this point, it suffices to say that this allegory too demonstrates the pre-

eminence of the Father in the work of salvation.  

2.6.6 Development in the Son’s Relationship with the Father 

As in the Fourth Gospel, there is a development in the relationship dynamic between the 

Father and the Son in the GosTr. Scholars have observed that in John’s Gospel there is 

both a low Christology, where Jesus is subordinate to the Father, and a high Christology 

where Jesus is equal to the Father. 283 As evidence of the former, Jesus said, ‘By myself I 

can do nothing…I seek not to please myself but him who sent me’ (Jn 5:30) and ‘The 

Father is greater than I’ (Jn 14:28). However, He also declared that ‘I and the Father are 
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one’ (Jn 10:30) and that ‘the Father is in me and I in the Father’ (Jn 10:38), indicating His 

divinity and equality with the Father. This development of Christology in the Gospel of 

John is also seen in the Christology of the GosTr. Jesus first appears in the GosTr as the 

Word/Logos who is subordinate to the Father. Although He is the powerful Word who 

comes from the pleroma and is called the Saviour, He is still an impersonal extension of 

the thought and mind of the Father. At this early stage, He represents truth as opposed to 

the opposing force of Error.  

As the GosTr progresses, however, the figure of Jesus assumes a more human yet, at the 

same time, a more divine aspect. When He appears as a guide and teacher, He is hated and 

misunderstood by many of His contemporaries. They fail to recognise or acknowledge 

Him as the Messiah, the Son of God. Yet as Jesus yields to the awareness that His role as 

Saviour requires that He die in order to open the Book of the Living, and save the many, 

He takes on an increasingly heroic and godlike statue. He is now described as the 

‘merciful one, and the faithful one … patient in accepting sufferings’  pi4an6ht·  

pipistos  …a3r_  4arˊ4ˋ6ht  e34wp  n_ni6ise (20.10-11). As in the canonical gospels, 

it is not until after His resurrection, and the Holy Spirit is bestowed upon His followers, 

that Jesus is recognised by His followers as the risen Saviour, the Son of God, who is 

worthy of worship as God. He is now viewed as immortal God and the source and content 

of the Holy Spirit whom He breathes upon his disciples (30.34; Jn 20:22). The GosTr says 

‘when many had received the light, they turned to him’  eau`i  m_pouaein  n_2i  6a6  

aukatou  ara3  (30.35-31.1).  

The post-resurrection/glorification role of Jesus as Saviour thus coincides in the GosTr 

with a significant shift in his relationship with his Father. He is now the proven Son, the 

victor, who has decisively vanquished the ‘creation of deceit’— Error/Satan— through 
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His revelation of God’s love for the human race. He is now on an equal footing with the 

Father and the Holy Spirit, who all cooperate together in the work of saving humanity. 

This fact of His divine equality with the Father is dramatically demonstrated in the 

climatic passage beginning with the declaration that the Name of the Father is the Son 

(38.6-7).  

2.6.7 Conclusion 

Ultimately, it is the Father’s grace and mercy, rather than the faith of the believer, that is 

the focus in the GosTr. This grace extends not just to the individual but to the ‘totality’, 

because of the fact that the Father ‘made the totality, within him is the totality  and of him 

the totality has need’  teno  m_pthr3_  erepthr3_  n_6ht3_   auw  pthr3_  e34aat˙  m_ma3  

(18.33-35). This all-compassing nature of salvation reflects the gracious and loving 

character of the Father portrayed in the GosTr. Salvation is described in unique terms as 

filling the deficiency that exists in humanity because of its ignorance and forgetfulness of 

its creator. As the risen, glorified Saviour, the work of Jesus in the GosTr is to purify the 

totality and bring it back to the all-encompassing Father (18.33-19.6; 38.1-5). As such, 

this represents a clear development of thought, not just internally in regards to the 

Christology of the GosTr, but also externally in regards to the Christian concept of 

soteriology. Rather than just the righteous few being saved—as is the case in many 

Christian denominations— salvation in the GosTr is depicted as being universal, that is, as 

embracing the ‘All’. 
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Chapter 3 Jesus the Messiah and Son of God 

3.1 The Book of the Living 

The GosTr says that after ‘all these’—meaning the preceding events of Jesus’ life as a 

teacher, as well as his persecution by so-called wise men who hated him because they 

were not truly wise, and his subsequent crucifixion on the cross—‘there came the little 

children also, those to whom the knowledge of the Father belongs’ auei  4arai  n_2i  

n_kekoui  4hm  neei  ete  pwou  pe  psaune  m_piwt  (19.28-30). ‘Having been 

strengthened, they learned about the impressions of the Father’  eautwk  neau`i  sbw  

animoung_  n_6o  n_te  piwt  (19.30-32). It is through the ‘the living book of the living’  

pi`wwme  etan6_  n_te  netan6  (19.35-36) being manifested in their hearts that the little 

children are able to learn about the ‘impressions of the Father’. As a result, ‘They knew, 

they were known, they were glorified, they glorify’  ausaune  ausouwnou  au`i  eau  

au5  eau  (19.32-33). The last phrase—‘they glorify’ au5  eau— refers to the little 

children glorifying the Father for enabling them to be glorified through the Book of the 

Living. They are not necessarily ‘little children’ in age but humble children of all ages 

who are privy to special knowledge of the Father through the Book of the Living. This 

passage, which is obviously an allusion to the canonical gospels’ account of Jesus praising 

God for favouring the little children with knowledge of Him rather than the so-called wise 

and learned (Matt 11:25-26; Lk 10:21), will be elaborated on further in Chapter 6 in terms 

of the GosTr motifs of deification and Kingdom of God.  

The GosTr makes clear that without the Book of Living appearing, no one could be saved:  

No one could have become manifest from among those who have 

believed in salvation unless that book had appeared. For this 
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reason the merciful one, the faithful one, Jesus, was patient in 

accepting sufferings until he took that book, since he knows that 

his death is life for many.  

empelaue  4ouan_6  abal  6n_  neei  n_taun_6outou  

apiou`eei  enem_pe3ei  etmhte  n_2i  pi`wwme  etm_meu  

etbe  peei  pi4an6ht  pipistos  ih(sou)s  a3r_  4ar ́4΄6ht  

e34wp  n_ni6ise  6an_te33i  m_pi`wwme  etm_meu  epidh  

3saune  `e  pimou  n_toot3  ouwn6_  n_6a6  pe  (20.6-14). 

The Book of the Living thus assumes paramount importance in the GosTr. It was for the 

purpose of taking it up that Jesus endured the privations of this world, including death on 

the cross. Furthermore, it is solely because He published the Book on the cross that 

salvation was possible for anyone as well as it appearing in the hearts of the ‘little 

children’. It is described as being ‘the one written in the thought and mind [of the] Father, 

which [was] from before the foundation of the totality’ peei  etsh6  6rhei  6m_  pimeeue  

oua6m_   pinous  [n_te  p]iwt  auw  `in_  6aqh  n_tka[ta]bol<h>  (6)m_pthr3_  (19.36-

20.2). This Book is therefore written by God the Father and reveals His eternal purpose 

and destiny for each of His childrendestinies that were determined before the creation of 

the world. The symbolic publishing of this Book on the cross is thus the highlight of the 

teaching of Jesus about his Father: ‘O such great teaching’  ͡w  mn_5na2  n_sbw  n_teei2at  

(20.27-28), the GosTr exclaims. The publishing of this Book is likened to the opening of a 

will when someone dies. It is the Father at last revealing to the universe through the death 

of His son on the cross his eternal purpose for humanity. This purpose had hitherto been 

hidden since its conception before the foundation of the totality and now at the cross it 

was finally revealed to the universe. Only the one who was slain could publish the Book 

of the Living in order to reveal the ‘unnameable, indescribable’ Father ouat5ren  ara3  
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pe  ouatteoua3  pe (40.16-19) and thus give salvation and eternal life to His children 

through the Book being manifested in their hearts (19.34-20.14). 

3.1.1 Origin of the Concept of the Book of the Living 

The concept of the Book of the Living in the GosTr is mainly derived from biblical texts, 

such as the Psalms and the apocalyptic book of Revelation. In addition, scholars have 

noted its roots in Jewish mysticism,284 as well as affinities with the ancient Sumerian 

belief that the god Enlil inscribed the destinies of humans on the ‘tablet of destinies’. This 

tablet of cuneiform writing was an unalterable legal document or treaty and was 

considered to hold such power that whoever possessed it was guaranteed to be supreme 

ruler of the universe.285  

In the First/Old Testament, the first mention of a heavenly book containing names 

destined for life is when Moses asks the Lord to blot his own name out of the book ‘you 

have written’ if God would not forgive the Israelites for their sin of rebellion. However, 

God refused Moses’ request saying that when the time was right He would punish the 

people. The important point here is that because God Himself is the author of this book of 

life, He has the power of life and death by being able to blot out the names of those who 

sinned against Him (Exodus 32:31-33). The psalmist also refers to a ‘book of life’ 

containing the names of righteous from which the wicked may be blotted out (Ps 69:28) 

This association of the book of life with salvation and redemption is continued in Isaiah 

where the holy remnant in Jerusalem are described as the living ‘who are recorded’ (Isa 

4:3). In the book of Daniel, only those whose names are ‘found written in the book’ will 

                                                 
284 See Section 3.1.2 below. 
285 Jeremy Black and Anthony Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia: An Illustrated 

Dictionary, London, 1992, p. 173. 
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be delivered from the time of trouble by the great prince Michael. This passage also 

implies that the fate of the dead will be determined by whether or not their names are 

written in this book; the righteous will have ‘everlasting life’ while the wicked will have 

‘shame and everlasting contempt’ (Dan 12:1-2).  

Apart from Paul saying that the names of his fellow Gospel workers are written in ‘the 

book of life’ (Phil 4:3), the New Testament references to the book of life are found in the 

Book of Revelation. However, in direct contrast to the book of life, Paul also refers to the 

‘book of the law’ which place a curse on anyone who does not obey its stipulations (Gal 

3:10). It was to redeem those under the curse of the law that Paul says Jesus became a 

curse by hanging on a tree (Gal 3:13). In the Book of Revelation, only ‘the Lamb, who 

was slain’ is worthy to open the sealed book—described as a scroll with seven seals— the 

opening of which sets in motion a train of apocalyptic events culminating in the redeemed 

reigning with Him upon the earth (Rev 5:9-13). There is a close association between the 

opening of this sealed book by Christ and the glorification of both Him and the saints in 

the Kingdom of God. This scroll that Christ opens differs from the book of life, containing 

the names of the righteous ‘from the creation of the world’, that is opened at the Last 

Judgment (Rev 20:12-15; 21:27). Anyone whose names are not found in this book of life 

will be cast in the lake of fire. On the other hand, those whose names are in it are able to 

enter the New Jerusalem. It is clear that the concept of the ‘living book of the living’ in the 

GosTr incorporates features of both of these biblical books. Only by being slain was Jesus 

able to ratify the names of the living written in the Book, thus assuring their salvation and 

inclusion in the Kingdom of God. He thus metaphorically ‘put on that book’ a32ale3  

m_pi`wme etm_meu (20.24)  and ‘published the edict of the Father on the cross’ a3tw2e  

m_pdiatagma  abal  n_te  piwt  6ϊ   pest(au)ros (20.26-27).  
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3.1.2 Scholarly Views of the Book of the Living 

Majella Franzmann has well noted that the GosTr highlights the revelatory aspect, rather 

than the physicality, of the crucifixion of Jesus. She views the two crucifixion accounts as 

both focusing on the theme of life and enlightenment of believers. The first account of 

Jesus being nailed to a tree and becoming a fruit of knowledge of the Father brings to 

mind the Tree of Life with its life-giving fruit. The second crucifixion account, in which 

Jesus wraps Himself in the Book of the Living, continues this theme of life and revelation 

of the Father. The metaphor  of Jesus wrapping himself with the book ——‘he [Jesus] 

wrapped himself in that document’ a32ale3  m_pi`wme  etm_meu (20.24-25)286—is 

further developed in the image of Jesus being clothed with eternal life after stripping 

himself of His perishable rags in order to put on imperishability (20.30-32). 287  According 

to Grobel, the initial epithet ‘living’ in the ‘living book of the living’ (19.35-36) is 

‘because it bestows life, and whatever bestows life is, in the causative sense, “living”’.288 

He views the main difference between the ‘book of life’ mentioned in Ps 69:28, Phil 4:3, 

and Rev 3:5, and the ‘living book of the living’ as being in the latter not merely recording 

the names of the saved but actually being ‘the vehicle of salvation’.289 On the other hand, 

Karen King interprets this allegory as Jesus being the ‘divine Word of revelation, posted 

like a public notice on a wooden pole and read like the Book of Life.’290 This unique 

image of Jesus wrapping himself with the book on the cross thus assumes paramount 

importance in the process of salvation in the GosTr. As well as being the ultimate 

revelation of the Father by Jesus, the identification of Jesus with the book of life on the 

                                                 
286 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, p. 255. As seen above, Attridge and MacRae translate this as ‘he put on that 

book’.  
287 Franzmann, Jesus, pp. 152-53. 
288 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 59. 
289 Ibid. 
290 King, What is Gnosticism?, p. 155. 
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cross is viewed as being the very means of the process of glorification/deification in the 

GosTr.  

Wolfson asserts that the metaphorical image of Jesus putting on the book when he was 

nailed to the cross effectively embodies him with all the wisdom contained in the mind of 

Father.291 He also argues that there is evidence for a Jewish mystical gnosis in this image: 

Coincidentally, or perhaps not, it is at the juncture of the treatise 

when the symbolic portrayal of revelation as the book of life 

embodied in the person of the redeemer is put forth that the Jewish 

gnosis begins to unveil itself in and through the veil of the text.292  

According to Wolfson, the wrapping of Jesus in the book of life at the crucifixion 

represents an alternative to the actual incarnation of the Father in the Son. He notes Han 

Jonas’ support for the idea of the Book of the Living deriving from Jewish mysticism but 

goes further in arguing that it is more precise to say that it stemmed from ‘a Jewish 

conception of Christ as the incarnation of Torah, which is designated as the ‘living book 

of the living.’293 Christ putting on the Book of the Living at the cross signifies ‘the 

materialization of the imageless Father in the form of an image of the Son’.294 Wolfson’s 

profound interpretation of this event in the GosTr echoes the Johannine motif of the 

suffering and humiliation of Jesus on the cross being the ‘high point’ of His revelation of 

the Father’s glory (Jn 17:1).295 It also brings to mind Paul’s statement that God was 

pleased to have ‘all his fullness dwell’ in Jesus, and through His death on the cross, make 

peace with and reconcile all things to Himself (Col 1:19-20).  

                                                 
291 Wolfson, ‘Inscribed in the Book’, p.266. 
292 Ibid., p. 264. 
293 Ibid., p. 265. 
294 Ibid., pp.266-7. 
295 Bauckham, Gospel of Glory, p. 199.  
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In contrast to Wolfson, Ringgren views the figurative act of Jesus putting on the book in 

the GosTr as the incarnation of ‘the saving will of the Father’. He likens the Book of the 

Living to ‘the eternal decree of the Father’ for human salvation and finds a parallel in the 

letter which symbolises the incarnation in the Odes of Solomon (23.5-22). 296 Despite the 

sovereignty of the Father’s will in human salvation in the GosTr, however, the decision to 

die was a voluntary act on the part of Jesus. This fact is emphasised in both the canonical 

Gospels and the GosTr. In Matthew’s Gospel, for example, Jesus is pictured in the Garden 

of Gethsemane as agonising three times in prayer over whether He should be obedient to 

His Father’s will in going to the cross. Each time He makes a conscious decision to submit 

to the will of His Father (Matt 26:36-44). In John’s Gospel, Jesus declared before He went 

to the cross that ‘I lay down my life …of my own accord’(Jn 10:17-18). Similarly, in the 

GosTr, Jesus is portrayed as consenting to His death ‘since he knows that his death is life 

for many’ epidh  3saune  `e  pimou  n_toot3_  ouwn6_  n_6a6  pe (20.13-14). The phrase 

‘He draws himself down to death’ e3swk   m_ma3  apitn_  apmou (20.28-29) also indicates 

that this was a voluntary decision by Jesus. Just as it was the Father’s will that Jesus die on 

the cross in order to reveal His love for humankind, so it was the Son’s own choice to lay 

down His life and be obedient to His Father. Thus in His death on the cross, Jesus defined 

Himself in terms of His own identity as well as being one in purpose with the Father. 

                                                 
296 Ringgren, ‘The Gospel of Truth’, pp. 62-63. 
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3.1.3 The Publishing of the Edict of the Father 

The GosTr states that Jesus ‘published the edict of the Father on the cross’ (20.26-27). The 

Greek word used here for ‘edict’ is dia\tagma which is translated as a ‘edict’ or 

‘commandment’.297 Grobel has translated it instead as ‘the testamentary disposition’, 

noting that in the GosTr it is a technical term denoting a will and its stipulations.298 

Another Greek word dogmasin, meaning ‘decree’, ‘ordinance’299 or ‘commandment’,300 

is used in Colossians to refer to the regulations of the written code that Christ nailed to the 

cross (Col 2:14), thus liberating Christians from indebtedness to the Mosaic law. 

According to Williams, while this text in Colossians was a ‘probable’ source for the 

GosTr image of Jesus publishing the edict of the Father on the cross,301 the text in 

Hebrews (Heb 9:17) that also refers to a will in the context of the death of Jesus being 

necessary for Him to mediate the new covenant, is only a ‘possible’ literary source.302 Her 

primary reason for discounting the latter text as an influence on Valentinus is that he does 

not retain the ambiguity of the Greek term diaqhkh  (Heb 9:15, 17) meaning either 

‘covenant’ or ‘will’. Thus he could have independently arrived at the same obvious idea as 

Hebrews that it is necessary for a person to die in order for a will to be put into effect.303 It 

is more likely, however, that both the above texts in Colossians and Hebrews were equally 

influential in conveying Valentinus’ intent that the Father’s edict was a metaphorical last 

                                                 
297 ‘Greek Dictionary of the New Testament’, p. 27, in Strong’s New Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible, 

James Strong, Iowa Falls, Ia, 1986.  
298 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 67. 
299 Strong’s ‘Greek Dictionary’, p. 29. 
300 F. Wilbur Gingrich, Shorter Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, Chicago and London, 1965, p. 54.  
301 Williams, Biblical Interpretation, p. 50. 
302, Ibid., p. 48. 
303, Ibid., pp. 49-50. 
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will and testament bestowing on Christians their eternal inheritance promised in the new 

covenant (Heb 9:15).304 

Confirmation of this fact is seen in the author’s use of two Greek words 

dia\tagma and diaqhkh that conveys a similar meaning of ‘will’ or 

‘testament’. The term diaqhkh (covenant) appears in the preceding paragraph 

of the GosTr and provides the context for the act of Jesus publishing the edict 

of the Father on the cross:  

 Just as there lies hidden in a will, before it is opened, the fortune 

of the deceased master of the house, so (it is) with the totality, 

which lay hidden while the Father of the totality was invisible 

m_prhte  n_noudiaqhkh  em_patouhn  aras  es6hp  n_2i  5ousia  

m_pnep  m_phei·  enta6mou  m_prhte   de  m_pthr3_  ete  ne36hp·  

erepiwt  m_pthr3_  o  n_a6oratos  (20.14-20). 

Both the Father and the totality are invisible before the climatic event of the cross but, as a 

result of this event, they are made manifest. Because the death of His own son was like 

His own death, the edict or will of the Father is published on the cross. It reveals that the 

previously invisible, unknowable Father is a gracious compassionate God who is willing 

to pay the ultimate sacrifice in order that humans be saved. At the same time, those whose 

names are written in the Book of the Living are also revealed as the co-beneficiaries with 

Jesus of His Father’s estate/kingdom. Instead of death as a result of Adam eating of the 

fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, they now at last receive the benefits of eating from the 

Tree of Life: perfection, eternal life and deification.  

                                                 
304 Evans et al., eds. Nag Hammadi Texts, pp. 27-28.  
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As already reiterated in this thesis, at His crucifixion Jesus became a ‘fruit of the 

knowledge of the Father’ (18.25-26). This suggests that the content of the Book of the 

Living is Jesus Himself. That is, the Book of the Living not only contains the names of 

those destined to be saved but also contains the means of their salvation, Jesus Christ, the 

Word and very image of the Father (Heb 1:3). Such an interpretation is supported by the 

glorification of the little children when the Book of the Living appears in their hearts 

(19.27-20.2),305 as well as by the actual description of the content of the Book further on 

in the GosTr. The ‘letters of the truth’ 6n_s6eei  ne  n_te  5mn_tmhe (23.8-9) in this Book 

are not like vowels or consonants but each one is ‘like a complete book’. That is, just one 

letter/thought in this divine Book is equivalent to another book. The GosTr actually states 

that the letters in the Book were written by ‘the Unity, the Father’ n_5mn_toueei  

ea6apiwt  (23.15) that ‘by means of its letters they [the aeons] should know the Father’ 

6ϊtootou  n_nis6eei  n_toot3  euasouwn  piwt (23.17-18). This suggests that the 

Unity referred to in the GosTr is the triune God. Similarly, the letter in the Odes of 

Solomon referred to above becomes a ‘great tablet written entirely by the finger of God’ 

with the names of each member of the Trinity upon it for the purpose of their eternal 

reign.306 In order to reveal the ‘incomprehensible inconceivable’ Father (17.23), the Book 

of the Living must by definition contain infinite, divine knowledge hitherto undisclosed to 

the universe. As will be demonstrated in Chapter 9, this knowledge of infinity is not only 

for the deification of God’s children but also for the purpose of inaugurating the kingdom 

of Christ on earth. 

                                                 
305 See section 6.5.2. 
306 Majella Franzmann, The Odes of Solomon: An Analysis of the Poetical Structure and Form, Freiburg, 

Schweiz, 1991, p. 176. 
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When this knowledge is revealed, the GosTr states that ignorance and deficiency that 

exists because the Father is not known ‘vanishes in the perfection  4a3bwl  abal  6rh[i]   

6n_  pi`wk (25.2-3).Thomassen has described the appearance of this salvific Book as ‘the 

decisive moment’ in salvation history because of the GosTr’s categorical statement that if 

it had not appeared no one would have been saved (20.6-9).307 At this moment in history, 

therefore, Jesus most fully embodied the Father’s will, love and wisdom in carrying out 

the divine plan of salvation. The publishing of the Father’s edict/Book of the Living by 

Christ on the cross therefore goes much further than merely liberating humans from the 

curse of the Mosaic Law symbolised by the nailing of the ordinances to the cross. It not 

only provides believers with divine gnosis of their true identities in Christ as sons and 

daughters of God; it enables them to be personally transformed and glorified as the result 

of the image of Christ being reproduced in their hearts through the Book of the Living. In 

addition, as the Father’s declared Will and Testament because of the death of His son, it 

bequeaths to them the eternal Kingdom of God, effectively enrolling them as citizens. As 

confirmation of this, the GosTr states: ‘[since] it is necessary…for each one to receive 

what are his own, he [the Father] enrolled them in advance, having prepared them to give 

to those who came forth from him.’ (anagkh  …n_tepoueei  poueei  [poueei]  `i  

nnete  nou3  ne  n_ta3r-  4rp_  n_sa6ou  ea3sb_twtou  ateei  n_neei  n_ta6i  abal  

n_6ht3_  (21.20-25). That is, the Father bequeaths those who believe in His Son not only the 

greatest gift possible—eternal citizenship of the Kingdom of God—He also ‘prepared 

them’ to receive this gift.  

 

                                                 
307 Einar Thomassen, ‘Revelation as book and book as revelation: Reflections on the Gospel of Truth,’ in 

The Nag Hammadi Texts in the History of Religions, ed. Søren Giversen et al, Copenhagen, 2002, p. 35. 
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3.2 Jesus the Messiah, the Anointed One  

3.2.1 The Role of Jesus the Messiah 

The Gospel of Truth is defined as the gospel of Jesus Christ who is revealed to those who 

are searching for him. His messiahship as ‘Jesus the Christ’ ih(sou)s  pexr(isto)s 

(18.16) is  viewed as a ‘hidden mystery’ pimusthrion  eqhp  (18.15) which is revealed to 

the perfected ones entirely ‘through the mercies of the Father’ 6itn_  nimn_t4an6th3  n_te  

piwt (18.14-15). This is the first of only two occasions in the GosTr where Jesus is given 

His messianic title, ‘Jesus the Christ’. The other time is when He is referred to as ‘the 

Christ’ px(risto)s (36.14) in connection with the rite of anointing (36.17-20). His role as 

the messiah is described as enlightening those in darkness, showing them a way and 

teaching them the truth (18.17-21). However, the messianic role of Jesus in the GosTr can 

be seen as operating at two levels. Firstly, at the more general level, Jesus is portrayed as 

enlightening the totality, which is in darkness through oblivion, and bringing it back to the 

Father. This work is analogous to the role of Jesus in the Gospel of John where he is 

portrayed as ‘the light of the world’ (Jn 8:12), who, when He is lifted up, will draw all 

humanity to Himself (Jn 12:32). Secondly, at a more intimate level, Jesus Christ, the 

anointed one, reveals Himself to those who have been perfected as a result of being 

anointed (36.19-20). This second deeper level is through the Book of the Living that 

dwells in the hearts of the perfected ones. 

The messianic mission of Jesus is portrayed in the GosTr as a triumphant spiritual one of 

delivering humans from the reign of Error and oblivion, and reconciling them to the 

Father through knowledge of Him. As the messiah, the primary task of Jesus is seen as 

bringing to the world the true knowledge of God ‘in order that oblivion might vanish and 

the Father might be known’  4ina  n_sbwa  abal  n_2i  5b_4e  auw  piwt  n_sesouwn3_ 

(18.5-7). Opposing Him in this work is Error/the devil, while the messiah is identified 
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with the Father and the ‘established truth’  e5mn_thme  etsmant_  ̇ (17.25), described as 

‘immutable, imperturbable, perfect in beauty’ ouat4b<t>s_  te  ouat4tartr_  te  

ouat<t>saeias  te (17.25-27). The climax of this titanic struggle is the death of Jesus 

on the cross which is seen as a cosmic victory over Satan and the forces of evil. Although 

both Jews and Gentiles believed the cross was the epitome of foolishness (1Cor 1:18), and 

the reason why Jesus was a false messiah, it is precisely because He published the Book of 

the Living on the cross that the author of the GosTr views Him as the true messiah. 

Instead of foolishness, Jesus became the wisdom of God personified on the cross. His 

resurrection, when He put on the garment of imperishability (20.32), which no one can 

take from Him, sealed His victory at the cross. 

3.2.2  Jesus Redefines the Jewish concept of the Messiah 

Although the Jewish concept of the messiah encompassed many forms by the time of 

Jesus, Cullman states that it was ‘first and foremost an eschatological concept’. All views 

pertaining to the end time were subsumed under this concept even if some of these views 

were not compatible.308 Primarily, however, the Jews envisaged a nationalistic and 

triumphant messiah rather than a spiritual, suffering messiah like Jesus. Many expected a 

royal Davidic messiah who would rebuild the temple and be God’s son.309 However, as 

Trypho pointed out to Justin, the Jews expected him to be of human origin, who would be 

anointed before becoming the Christ.310 Jesus is called ‘the Christ’ not only because He 

was affirmed as the Son of God at His baptism by the holy Spirit; He was also believed to 

be the pre-existent Word from heaven. His messiahship as depicted in the GosTr testifies 

                                                 
308 Oscar Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament, 2nd edn, London, 1963, p. 111. 
309 J. D. G. Dunn, ‘Messianic ideas and their influence on the Jesus of history’, in The Messiah: 
Developments in Earliest Judaism and Christianity, the First Princeton Symposium on Judaism and 

Christian Origins, ed. James H. Charlesworth, Minneapolis, 1992, p. 373. 
310 Dialogue, 49 (ANF, p. 219). 
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to the belief of His followers that He was about to return and usher in the Kingdom of 

God. The development in the Christological titles given to Jesus in the GosTr—as seen in 

this and the previous chapter— also point to their culmination in Him being crowned Lord 

of the universe by the Father because of the successful completion of His messianic 

mission. 

Jesus Himself displayed considerable diffidence when asked if He was the messiah and 

sought to redefine the concept of messiah in terms of a more spiritual one of suffering and 

death on the cross.311 Even the disciples of Jesus had to learn the hard way that He was not 

the expected political messiah for whom they and their fellow Jews had been longing. 

Taylor argues that the reason why Jesus was reticent to use the title of messiah was not 

because He did not think He was the messiah, but because He rejected ‘the current 

nationalistic expectations associated with it’.312 This is why His favourite self-designation 

was ‘Son of man’, rather than ‘messiah’. On an occasion when Jesus did choose to 

publicly reveal that He was the messiah, it was in the context of His teaching about the 

true spiritual worship of the Father (Jn 4:21-24). This elicited the response of the 

Samaritan woman at the well that she believed that the messiah was coming and would 

‘explain everything to us’ (Jn 4:25). It was then that Jesus disclosed to her that He was the 

messiah: ‘I who speak to you am he.’ (Jn 4:26). She then ran back to her town and 

testified of this to her fellow Samaritans. As a result many of them believed that He was 

the ‘Savior of the world’ (Jn 4:42). On the other hand, when He privately disclosed to His 

disciples that He was indeed the messiah, He forbade them to tell anyone because He 

wanted to impress upon them that, rather than being the political messiah they were 

                                                 
311 Dunn, ‘Messianic ideas’, p. 375. 
312 Vincent Taylor, The Names of Jesus, London, 1953, p. 20. 
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expecting to deliver them from the Romans, His mission was a spiritual one of suffering 

and death on the cross (Matt 16:13-21).313 At the same time, however, He often referred to 

Himself as the Son of man who would return in His Father’s glory and set up the Kingdom 

of God (For example, Matt 16:27-28; 24:30-31; 26:64; Mk 8:38). The GosTr portrays both 

the suffering servant as well as the triumphant future king aspects of the messianic self-

consciousness of Jesus revealed in the canonical gospels.  

3.2.3 Modern Scholarship concerning Jesus the Messiah  

Despite the evidence presented above that Jesus sometimes did reveal that He was the 

messiah, scholars still argue that He did not originally claim to be the messiah. For 

example, Vincent Taylor concludes that the evidence points to the fact that ‘Jesus did not 

speak of Himself as “the Christ”’.314  Likewise, Hahn argues that Jesus was not even given 

the title of ‘messiah’ in the oldest traditions of the Church, nor can it even be assumed that 

He was given the titles ‘Son of David’ and ‘Son of God’. It was only later that Jesus was 

given His messianic status in conjunction with the development of the concept of Him 

being also the Son of man who would return on the clouds of heaven.315  Rowland has 

suggested that the reluctance of Jesus to call Himself the messiah was because He viewed 

His role as ‘a (the) prophet’. At the same time , however, he argues convincingly that the 

messianic office of Jesus was not secondary in the sense of being added onto by the 

Church but actually goes back to the life of Jesus Himself.316 The expectation that Jesus 

would soon return in glory transformed the concept of His messiahship from a 
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nationalistic one to that of the universal royal messiah who would set up His eternal 

kingdom as Lord of lords and King of kings (1 Tim 6:15; Rev 15:3; 17:14; 19:16). By the 

time of Paul’s writings, the ‘oldest form’ of the messianic title, ‘Jesus the Christ’, was no 

longer used, being replaced by the title of ‘Christ’, a Greek translation of the Hebrew 

mashiach meaning ‘anointed one’. 317. Although Paul does uses the full title, ‘our Lord 

Jesus Christ’ (Rom 5:11), which indicates a titular rather than a nominal use, by and large 

the title, xristo&s, became a proper name for Jesus in the Pauline epistles.318 On the other 

hand, although not a christological title in the sense of being used confessionally by the 

early church, the title ‘Son of man’ became redundant in the Pauline epistles and was 

replaced by other titles, such as ‘Son of God’, which stressed the divinity of Jesus. Recent 

scholarship has stressed the multidimensional nature of the concept of messiah depending 

on the temporal situation.Thus it can have a present meaning, such as priestly or prophetic, 

or an eschatological meaning in the sense of a future coming king. 319 Although all of these 

messianic meanings are applicable to Jesus, it is still the eschatological meaning of 

messiah that best fits Jesus in the GosTr.  

3.2.4 Jesus the Royal Messiah 

As indicated in section 3.2.1 above, Jesus is twice referred to as ‘the Christ’ in the GosTr. 

Both of these uses are in the abbreviated Greek forms: ih(sou)s  pexr(isto)s (18.16) 

and p`s (36.14).320. The singular appellation of ‘Jesus the Christ’ is highly significant 

given that it is the earliest form of the messianic title of Jesus that, according to scholars 
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above, had been discontinued by the early Church. It therefore is being used here in a 

messianic sense, rather than as a proper name, in order to set the tone for the author’s 

portrayal of Jesus as the royal messiah. This is despite the title ‘Son of David’, that 

emphasises the links of Jesus with the royal family of David, not appearing at all in the 

GosTr. Nor is His favourite self-designation, ‘Son of man’, found in this text. Like Paul, 

Valentinus prefers to use the title ‘Son of God’, or more precisely, its abbreviated form 

‘Son’,321 as his title of choice for Jesus in the GosTr. This is to highlight both the unique 

relationship of Jesus with the Father as well as His divinity and cosmic Lordship.  

It is not only because Jesus was the pre-existent Son of God and thus heir to the throne of 

the universe that He is the royal messiah in the GosTr; it is also because of His obedience 

to his Father’s will. By becoming a man and dying on the cross so that the Book of the 

Living could appear in the hearts of believers, thus giving them eternal life, He conquered 

sin, death, and the devil. He was therefore eminently worthy to ascend to the throne of His 

Father. His exaltation to the throne of God is metaphorically depicted in the climatic 

passage where He is formally given the ‘name of the Father’ that symbolises the Kingdom 

of God. The GosTr specifically states this fact: 

Since the Father is unengendered, he alone is the one who begot 

him for him(self) as a name, before he brought forth the aeons, in 

order that the name of the Father should be over their head as lord, 

that is the name in truth, which is firm in his command through 

perfect power. 

epidh  ouat4wpe  pe  piwt  n_ta3  ouaeet3  penta3mise  

m_ma3  ne3  n_ouren  6aqh   empate3tseno  n_naiwn  4ina  
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n_34wpe  a`n_   toua_pe  n_2i  pren  m_piwt  e3oei_   n_`aeis  ete  

peei  pe  pren  mamhe  etar _̀   6m_   pe3oua6  sa6ne  6n_  t2am  

et`hk  abal (38.32-39.2). 

The above text states that the purpose of the Father begetting His Son was for the ‘name of 

the Father’ to inherit the Father’s universal kingdom. This was the preordained plan of the 

Father from the beginning .Thus, when the GosTr declares that ‘the name of the Father is 

the Son’ (38.7), this signifies the ascension of the Son, Jesus Christ, to His Father’s throne 

symbolised by the phrase ‘command in perfect power’. At that moment the Son is 

crowned the King and Lord of the universe, possessing ‘the most lordly name’ (40.8-

9).322This formal coronation of Christ as Lord of the universe parallels the New Testament 

depiction of Him being given the name of the Father and worshipped as Lord by the entire 

universe (Phil 2:8-11). 

3.2.5 Messianic themes of Enthronement, Victory, Rest and 

House/Temple  

Cynthia Westfall has identified messianic themes in both Hebrews and the General 

Epistles based on the occurrence and semantic content of xristo&s, as well as the 

messianic scenarios of enthronement, victory and temple. This is despite the fact that, like 

the GosTr, the Epistle to the Hebrews appears limited in its messianic consciousness 

because of the paucity of the use of the title of xristo&s. Although xristo&s appears 

thirteen times in this book, the title ‘Jesus Christ’ only appears three times. Apart from 

this, however, the messianic scenarios are extensive, with the enthronement and temple 

                                                 
322 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, p. 263. 



 

123 

scenarios ‘mapped on the dominant victory scenario’.323 The sharing and inheritance of 

God’s people in the victory of Jesus, the royal Messiah, is a predominant theme in 

Hebrews, as is the enthronement of Him as son of God. Another prominent messianic 

motif in Hebrews is that of the temple and high priesthood role of Jesus in the house of 

God. The benefit of the high priestly role of Christ, based on His sacrifice on the cross, is 

that sinners can now come boldly to the ‘throne of grace’ and have direct access to the 

Father (Heb 4:16; 10:19-22). Likewise, the Parousia, with its concomitant victory, 

restoration and reconciliation of God with His people, are all themes in Hebrews that 

demonstrate it is a messianic document.324  

All these messianic themes of victory, enthronement and temple that Westfall has 

identified in Hebrews are also evoked in the GosTr. Although the full messianic title of 

‘Jesus the Christ’ ih(sou)s  pexr(isto)s (18.15-16)  only appears once in the GosTr 

—even fewer times than the three occurrences in Hebrews— this sole occurrence has 

enormous messianic semantic significance in the context of the document as a whole. The 

context of this occurrence is the entry of Jesus into the world at the time of the rise of 

Error that has led to the prevalence of ignorance and oblivion in the world. Jesus is 

depicted as coming into the world to do battle with the evil cosmic forces arrayed against 

truth and knowledge of God. His ensuing triumph at the cross over Error/Satan, whereby 

He published the Book of the Living that would result in the salvation of the totality, 

entitled Him to lay claim to the Lordship of the universe. The messianic themes of 

enthronement and victory seen in Hebrews by Westfall are dramatically evoked in the 
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climatic conclusion in the GosTr, ‘Now the name of the Father is the Son’ pren  de  

m_piwt· pe  p4hre· (38.6-7). As seen in the previous section, this majestic and triumphant 

enthronement statement signals the arrival of the Kingdom of God in which the Son is 

given His eternal throne (Heb 1:8) and when God’s people enter into the eschatological 

Sabbath rest (Heb 4:9-11). 

In her dissertation, Judith Wray has examined the relationship of the metaphor of ‘rest’ in 

Hebrews (kata&pausij) and the GosTr (m_tan), identifying ‘how each text, within its 

genre as early Christian proclamation, defines the term REST and its theological 

significance’. 325 She argues that the whole structure of the GosTr as a sermon, which 

loosely follows classical rhetorical patterns, is designed to be an inductive invitation to its 

readers/hearers into the experience of first knowing rest and then ultimately experiencing 

rest in the Place of Rest.326The unfolding of this inductive pattern results in ‘rest’ 

becoming ‘the key soteriological metaphor in GosTr’.327 Wray asserts that hitherto 

thematic guidelines have been absent from scholarly discussions of the GosTr due to 

different motifs being interwoven in the text. Accordingly, she identifies an organisational 

structure of this sermon that is based on transitional key words and phrases in the text. She 

states that the theme of ‘rest’ appears in every section of the main body of the GosTr and 

is related to every other theme. Moreover, in contrast with ‘rest’ in Hebrews, ‘rest’ in the 

GosTr is christological, being identified with Jesus from the first time it is mentioned in 

this text.328  
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Although she emphasises the ‘theocentric and anticipatory’ rather than the christocentric 

nature of the concept of rest in Hebrews, 329 Wray’s study is important for an 

understanding of the metaphor of ‘rest’ as it relates to the messianic mission of Jesus in 

the GosTr. The point of departure that the present thesis takes in regard to her analysis, 

however, is her statement that ‘rest’ is ‘the key soteriological metaphor’ in the GosTr’. In 

actual fact, it is the eschatological Kingdom of God that is the key soteriological metaphor 

in the GosTr. Although Wray acknowledges the spatial aspect of rest in the GosTr, as seen 

in its statement that ‘his [God’s] paradise is his place of rest’ (36.38-39),330 she does not 

actually identify this paradise with the eschatological Kingdom of God. This is an 

important omission because the Kingdom of God encompasses so much more than just 

physical and spiritual rest. Most importantly, it is a symbol of the universal Lordship of 

Jesus Christ. Wray argues that the concept of rest in the GosTr reflects the growing 

awareness in the first century of the reality of present rest in Christ.331 Although this is 

undoubtedly true, it misses the point of the Kingdom of God rationale behind the writing 

of the GosTr. Wray’s standpoint has also led her to misconstrue the meaning of the 

metaphor of the Sabbath (32.18-25, 38-39) which she states is not referring to traditional 

Jewish/Christian eschatological rest but, rather, the work of salvation on this day by the 

Son.332 Although this interpretation can be attributed to her view that the GosTr is a 

‘Valentinian sermon’, she does in fact incline to the viewpoint held by Grobel, as well as 

the present author, that the GosTr is an early work by Valentinus that preceded the 

development of his Valentinian ideas.333 In regards to the Sabbath in the GosTr, however, 

it will be demonstrated that, contrary to Wray’s assessment, it is a metaphor for the 
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Sabbath rest or ‘perfect day’ pi6wou  et`hk  (32.32) of the kingdom of Christ that will 

be inaugurated on earth at the Parousia. This is when the messianic mission of Jesus Christ 

takes its triumphant and governmental form: the day that is defined as ‘the day of Jesus 

Christ’.334 The theological metaphors of both ‘rest’ and the Sabbath that are seen in 

Hebrews thus have great messianic semantic value in the GosTr, symbolising as they do 

the final enthronement and victory of Jesus when He and His followers enter into the rest 

of the Kingdom of God.  

Not only does the GosTr develop the theme of Sabbath rest, it also expands on other 

themes in Hebrews 3 and 4. These themes include the ‘house’ of God (Heb 3:3-6) and the 

concept of the word of God being a double- edged sword that penetrates all areas of a 

person’s life (Heb 4:12), as well as the related themes of judgment (Heb 4:12-13) and 

grace (Heb 4:16). These themes are all viewed in the GosTr as being critical to the 

Christian sharing in the inheritance and messiahship of Christ. In addition, the key 

components highlighted by Westfall of the salvation and victory that the royal messiah 

brings on the Day of the Lord/ Parousia335 all appear in the GosTr: ‘the salvation which is 

coming from on high’ m_piou`eeite[ei]  etnnhu  ̇  abal  ̇  m_psa  n6re (35.1-2), 

reconciliation (‘return to him [Father]’ ousto  4ara3 (19.5), fellowship/unity 

aumn_toueei (25.15) and the need to ensure ‘that the house will be holy and silent for the 

Unity’ erepihei  na4wpe  e3ouaa3  auw  e3s2ra6t_  a5mn_toueei(25.23-24). The 

latter admonition refers to the need of the Christian community, who comprise God’s 

house built by Jesus,336 to live holy lives in readiness for the eschatological judgment and 

the coming of the ‘Unity’, that is, the Holy Trinity/Godhead. Confirmation of this fact is 
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seen in the parable of the jars that immediately follows— and its reference to the ‘master 

of the house’ (25.31)— that will be shown in Chapter 9 to pertain to the eschatological 

judgment. In addition to the naming of ‘Jesus the Christ’ meaning ‘Jesus the anointed one’ 

(18.16) —synonymous with ‘king’ 337—  the anointing/naming of the perfected ones in the 

GosTr has royal messianic connotations of God’s final salvation when they reign in the 

kingdom of Christ. This is why, rather than being called a Valentinian homily, the GosTr 

is much more aptly described as a Christian ‘royal psalm’. 

3.3 The True Nature of Christ in the Gospel of Truth 

3.3.1 Correcting false conceptions of Christology 

The author of the GosTr was not only intent on showing the true nature of the mission of 

Jesus, but also with correcting false conceptions of Christology. Central to both of these 

tasks was his emphasis on the soteriological significance of the death of Jesus on the 

cross, a primitive Pauline eschatological dogma that was losing its appeal in the early 

Church because of the delay of the Parousia. Werner has described the process of doctrinal 

change due to this delay as one of ‘de-eschatologising’, which had great logical 

ramifications for Christology because the ‘person of the Redeemer had always to be 

interpreted and postulated relative to the work of redemption ascribed to him.’338 He 

argues that the failure of Christ to return to set up His kingdom led the Church to 

gradually shift its Christological emphasis from the transformation of Jesus into the 

heavenly Messiah to one which stressed the dual nature of His person in which the divine 
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coexisted with the human from His incarnation.339 Although Werner’s thesis that the delay 

of the Parousia resulted in doctrinal change has been disputed,340 it stands to reason that 

the delay of Christ’s coming resulted in cognitive dissonance that needed to be addressed 

by the early Church. This is evident even in the Pauline Pastoral epistles which show the 

beginnings of institutionalisation of the church, rather than the previous reliance on the 

Holy Spirit for guidance during the interim period between the present and imminent 

return of Christ.  

3.3.2 The Docetic Christology of Gnosticism 

In a sense, the rise of Gnosticism in the second century may be attributed to the failure of 

Christ to return as there would otherwise have been no need to question the legitimacy of 

the Christian faith. This view, of course, depends on the question as to whether 

Gnosticism stemmed from Jewish Gnosticism or was Christian in origin.341 In any case, 

the gnostic heresy presented the Church with a new challenge, causing it to reevaluate its 

christological and soteriological teachings. The gnostics stressed the separateness of the 

divine and human substances, maintaining that the flesh was an inferior creation of the 

demiurge. This led them to often teach a docetic Christology, whereby the divine Christ 

only appeared to die on the cross. In King’s words: 

Most accounts of Gnosticism emphasize its docetic Christology, 

the view that Jesus only appeared to have a body but in reality 

never suffered the humiliation of the cross; or alternatively that 
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Jesus truly suffered and died but is distinguished from the Savior, 

Christ, who never suffered or died. 342 

Although not all gnostic Christology was docetic, there were variations and degrees of 

docetic beliefs held by gnostics. One version was that the real living Jesus was the 

incorporeal spirit inside the fleshly substitute Jesus who was nailed to the cross. In the 

Nag Hammadi Apocalypse of Peter, this living Jesus is portrayed as ‘glad and laughing on 

the tree’ at the arrogant men who thought they could inflict pain and humiliation on 

Him.343 This was because it was the fleshly substitute Jesus who was nailed and died on 

the cross, not the real living divine Jesus. Thus the crucifixion was believed to have had 

the effect of releasing the incorporeal divine Jesus from the fleshly body of this other 

Jesus. Another version is that, at the baptism of Jesus, the divine Christ entered His body, 

but, just before his crucifixion, left His body to ascend to the pleroma again.344  

Extreme docetic Christology, such as the foregoing examples, denied the full incarnation 

of Jesus and was anathema to proto-orthodox Christians who asserted that Jesus had come 

in the flesh. In fact, anyone who did not acknowledge that Jesus had come in the flesh was 

deemed by the writer of the first Epistle of John to be not from God and possessing the 

spirit of the anti-Christ (1 Jn 4:1-3). Yet even mainstream early Christians often advocated 

a ‘naïve Docetism’, which Rudolph describes as a ‘variation of the “pneuma Christology”’ 

before the two natures conception of Christ was developed. John’s Gospel reveals how 

‘fluid’ early Christian thinking was on the nature of Christ.345 This is also evidenced by 

the fact that the belief in the dual nature of Christ is a feature of the Treatise on the 
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Resurrection, the Valentinian text that immediately follows the GosTr in the Jung 

Codex.346 Likewise, in the Apocryphon of James, the text that precedes the GosTr in the 

Jung Codex, Jesus says, ‘Remember my cross and my death, and you will live.’ 

Furthermore, he admonishes James and Peter that ‘none will be saved unless they believe 

in my cross. But those who have believed in my cross, theirs is the kingdom of God’.347 

These statements are a direct refutation of the docetic view that Jesus did not suffer or die 

on the cross. As King points out, ‘the cliché that Gnostic Christianity is docetic has to give 

way to a much more complex treatment of early Christian debates about Christology and 

anthropology’.348 The key issues in these debates were the legitimacy of the atonement 

that Jesus made on the cross for the salvation of humanity, as well as whether the 

resurrection of both Christ and the righteous was bodily or simply spiritual. Not only did 

gnostic Christians grapple with these issues—as is revealed by the diversity of their 

beliefs— but the issue of docetic Christology forced proto-orthodox theologians to re-

examine and clarify their own position on the dual nature of Christ.  

3.3.3 Scholarly Views Regarding Gospel of Truth Christology  

Koester has recently claimed that the GosTr presents a gnostic view of Christ unlike the 

one presented in John’s Gospel. He asserts that in the GosTr, ‘Jesus is not  truly human’349 

and supports this claim by quoting the passage where, unlike the many who turned to 

Jesus after receiving the light, the ‘material ones’ qulh  (31.4) do not recognise or know 

Him. This was because ‘he [Jesus] came by means of fleshly form’  n_ta3ei  abal  

6ϊtoots_  n_ousarc  n_smat  (31.4-6). While Koester uses the same translation of ‘fleshly 
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form’ for smat as Attridge and McRae, many translators, including Malinine et al in 

Evangelium Veritatis, use the alternative translation of ‘fleshly appearance’ which suggest 

a ‘blatantly docetic Christology’.350. According to Attridge and McRae, however, this 

latter translation is not the most natural rendition of the intent of the author of the GosTr. 

Rather, its Christology conforms to that of many texts of Western Valentinian tradition 

that ‘stress the reality of the physical Incarnation and of the suffering of the revealer.’351 

Even if the GosTr were gnostic, as Attridge and MacRae indeed argue, its Christology is 

not necessarily docetic and better fits the ‘pneumatic’, or ‘two natures’ model. However, 

their conclusion that it ‘seems likely’ that the GosTr ‘does not deny the reality of that 

event’ 352 seems very understated in the light of the centrality of the crucifixion and 

suffering of Jesus in this text. In addition, Grobel has observed that smat does not have a 

docetic meaning when used in Phil 2:7, where Jesus is described as coming in ‘human 

likeness’. Grobel himself uses it in the sense of the Greek word toiauth meaning ‘in a 

flesh of (such) sort’. According to him, the reason the strangers do not recognise Jesus in 

the GosTr is for the same reason in John’s Gospel: they were hyliē (matter) (31.4) or ‘of 

this world’ (Jn 1:10; 8:23).353  

Koester’s claim that the GosTr presents a docetic Christology, therefore, does not hold up 

to scrutiny. The Jesus in the GosTr is the same pre-existent Word/Logos seen in John’s 

Gospel who was incarnated as the human Jesus and lived, suffered and died as a real 

human being of flesh and blood. While the Gospel of John was written so that its 
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readers—mainly ‘unbelieving Greek-speaking Jews’354— would believe in Jesus Christ 

and ‘have life in his name’ (Jn 20:30-31), the GosTr is a sermon spoken/written for the 

purpose of conveying esoteric knowledge to a community of believers about the Kingdom 

of God. Thus the author of the GosTr is writing with a different theological purpose in 

mind than the Johannine author. As pointed out in Chapter 1 of this dissertation, the New 

Testament scholar, C. K. Barrett, was prepared to admit that, despite obvious differences 

between the canonical Gospels and the GosTr, it is possible that the GosTr may represent 

a further stage of development than John’s Gospel.355 It is argued that this is indeed the 

case. The priority of  the GosTr is not converting non-believers but providing already 

perfected Christians divine gnosis about the eschatological kingdom of Christ. Not only 

does the GosTr develop John’s portrayal of Christ as the name of God as well as His 

oneness with the Father, it employs other New Testament soteriological motifs in order to 

present Him as the soon coming divine King about to set up His millennial kingdom on 

earth. Furthermore, this kingdom is not just about the salvation of the righteous few but 

also the ultimate salvation of the totality through the continuing salvific work of the 

Unity/the triune God.  

Wolfson has also argued that a docetic Christology is not consistent with the data in the 

GosTr. However, he states that the reason why the strangers failed to recognise Jesus is 

because the real body he assumed was more than just a corporeal body; it was the image 

of the invisible God which can only be seen by the ‘sons of interior knowledge’.356 On the 

other hand, Franzmann suggests that the body of Jesus is the book he puts on at the 
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cross.357 She also argues that the GosTr depicts ‘Jesus, the Son and the Word all [having] 

imperishable bodily existence  (20.29-32; 26.7-8; 30.27-32; 31.4-6)’.358 This may well be 

because the GosTr sometimes conflates the different stages of Jesus as the pre-existent 

Word, His incarnated earthly life and His post-resurrection /glorified life. Her suggestion 

that the body of Jesus is the book He puts on at the cross must, however, be understood 

metaphorically in the sense that this is when the Father’s divine revelation to humans in 

Jesus is at its fullest. This is the eschatological and salvific moment in history when the 

Word and Wisdom in the Father’s thought ‘before the foundation of the totality’ 6aqh  

n_tka[ta]bol<h >  {6}m_pthr3_  (20.1-2) becomes a Book. 

3.3.4 The Humanity of Christ in the Gospel of Truth 

Although it is true that the author of the GosTr stresses the divinity of Christ and its 

consequences for human salvation/deification, this does not mean that he presents a 

docetic Christology. There is ample evidence of the humanity of Christ in the accounts of 

His teaching in schools, where He elicits responses of both hate and love (19.19-27), as 

well as His suffering and death on the cross (20.11-14). In His suffering, He showed the 

same human qualities described in the canonical gospels, such as patience, faithfulness 

and mercy (20.10-11). Valentinus also states twice, using exactly the same terminology, 

that Jesus ‘was nailed to a tree’ aua3t3_   au4e (18.24; 20.25), which is indicative of a 

real physical person. This is a far cry from the docetism of a gnostic Jesus who only 

appeared to suffer and die on the cross. The total picture of Christology in the GosTr thus 

presents an incarnation that is just as much a reality as in the Gospel of John, whereby ‘the 

Word became flesh and dwelt among us’ (Jn 1:14).  
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In the hymn glorifying the advent of the Logos (23.20-33), the GosTr in fact states that the 

Father made a body for the Word: ‘his love has made a body over it’ 5agaph  n_toot3_  

asr_  ouswma  6i+ww3 (23.30-31). Although Attridge and MacRae have asserted that this 

language should be viewed figuratively, as with the rest of this section, 359 other scholars 

have preferred to view the entire hymn (23.18-31) as a direct allusion to the incarnation. 

Layton, for example, has translated this as ‘[the Father’s] love has clothed him with a 

body’.360 According to Menard, the reference to Sophia in this hymn, ‘While his wisdom 

contemplates his Word’ e5sofia  n_toot3_  esr_  meleta  m_pi4e`e (23.18-20), implies 

that Sophia was involved in the incarnation process.361 However, it is more likely that this 

is a reference to the supernatural conception of Jesus by the Holy Spirit. By only alluding 

to the role of the Holy Spirit in the birth of Jesus, the GosTr avoids the controversy in the 

early church regarding the seemingly conflicting traditions of Jesus being both conceived 

by the Holy Spirit at His incarnation and being endowed by the Holy Spirit at His baptism. 

Similarly, there is no mention of the doctrine of the royal Davidic descent of Jesus, 

another matter of contention in the early Church. 362 The Jesus, whom Valentinus presents 

in the GosTr, is thus the human and divine Christ who goes forth into the entirety on a 

mission of salvation to a world in darkness and turmoil because of its lack of spiritual 

knowledge of the Father.  

The emphasis on His divinity, as well as the references to His humanity, are thus all 

consistent with a non-docetic pneumatic conception of Jesus in the GosTr. Even the fact 

that the primitive messianic title of “Jesus the Christ” is used very sparingly may be a 

                                                 
359 ‘Gospel of Truth’, Notes, CGL, p. 69. 
360 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, p.257. Although Layton chooses to use the word “Its”, he notes that this can 
also be translated as “His” throughout this passage (23.18-31f), p. 256. 
361  L'Evangile, p. 115. 
362 Werner, Christian Dogma, pp. 143-44. 



 

135 

reflection of the concern of Valentinus to disassociate Jesus from the human connotations 

of the messiah in Jewish eschatology. The author was not giving an eye-witness account 

but was writing from a historical perspective some hundred years or so after the Christ 

event. He demonstrates that not only was there a general ignorance prevalent in the world 

about the Father as a result of the false construction of reality by Error/Satan but this also 

extended to the failure of many to recognise Jesus as the Christ when He came into the 

world. This is because they were ‘of this world’ and blinded to His true divine nature by 

the artifices and lies of Satan. They also ‘hated Him because they were not really wise’ 

(19.25-27). The ultimate purpose of the author, however, was not just to present the 

human side of Jesus as the long awaited messiah. It was primarily to present Him as the 

coming King/God who was also equal with God the Father. It will be shown that this 

emphasis on the divinity of Jesus is vital when examining the other motifs of human 

salvation/ transformation and glorification in the GosTr.  

3.4 The Significance of Sonship in the Gospel of 

Truth 

Jesus is described as the Father’s secret- “his secret is his son” pipeqhp  n_toot3_  pe  

pe34hre  ̇(24.13-14)363 which is the first time the title of ‘Son’ appears in the GosTr. It is 

not until God’s secret is made manifest in His son Jesus that the Saviour actually receives 

the title that most vividly signifies the unique and intimate personal nature of His 

relationship with His Father. Far from being just one of the many aeons that emanated 

from the Father, as described in Valentinian gnostic writings, Jesus is portrayed in the 

GosTr as the only begotten beloved Son of God.  

                                                 
363 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, p. 257. 
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The intentional delay in the naming of Jesus as God’s son in the GosTr alludes to the two 

significant occasions of his baptism and transfiguration when the Father publicly declared 

the divine sonship of Jesus. At his baptism, God’s Spirit descended upon Him and the 

Father publicly confirmed His ministry by declaring, ‘This is my Son whom I love; with 

him I am well pleased’ (Matt 3:17). On the second occasion, at His transfiguration, the 

voice from heaven repeated these same words but also added the command, ‘Listen to 

him’ (Matt 17:5). Rather than just describing these events in the life of Jesus in the same 

way as the canonical gospels, Valentinus employs an intentional christological 

development through the use of linguistic titles and symbols such as Word/Logos, 

Messiah, Book of the Living and Son that have their climax in the declaration that ‘the 

name of the Father is the Son’ (pren   de m_piwt  ̇pe  p4hre  ̇(38.6-7).  

The messianic title of ‘Jesus the Christ’ is therefore superseded in the GosTr by the title of 

‘Son’, itself a messianic title in Judaism referring to the vice-regent of God in his 

Kingdom, and also signifying the unique personal relationship Jesus had with His Father. 

It was His consciousness of being the son of God that lay at the core of the psyche of Jesus 

and gave Him the self-understanding of fulfilling a messianic role according to the will of 

His Father.364 As Marshall has pointed out, ‘Sonship is the supreme category of 

interpretation of the person of Jesus in the Gospels, and messiahship occupies a 

subordinate place.’365  Marshall’s observation regarding sonship in the canonical Gospels 

also applies to this concept in the GosTr. For Valentinus, the usual connotations of the title 

of messiah—as effective as it has been shown thus far to be in the overall structure of the 

text—may have been too self-limiting for his intended portrayal of the universal Lordship 

                                                 
364 I. Howard Marshall, Jesus the Saviour: Studies in New Testament Theology, London, 1990, pp. 138-39. 
365 Ibid., p. 143. 
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of Jesus, with the result he employs this appellation for Jesus very sparingly to describe 

the work of salvation he is sent by the Father to accomplish. With the title of Son, 

however, he is better able to capture both the ontological and soteriological significance of 

the person and work of Jesus. Thus he employs this term as his main christological title in 

the later part of the GosTr.  

The soteriological use of the title of Son in the GosTr is similar to that of Paul in his 

epistles. For example, Hengel has summed up the salvific significance of this title in 

Romans by the sentence: ‘The “Son of God” makes us “sons of God”, who are to 

participate in the heavenly doxa.’366 He also comments on Paul’s striking use of this term 

in referring to the role of Jesus Christ as the mediator of salvation between God and 

humans. It invokes the uniqueness of the salvation event through Jesus Christ in the Father 

sending Him to this world, as well as His death on the cross for the salvation of 

humankind.367 However, it is not just the salvific function of the title of Son that is 

significant in the GosTr; the concept of sonship also enables the author to advance his 

thesis that the exaltation of Jesus means that He ultimately shares equal status with the 

Father as Lord of the cosmos. He achieves this by means of a brilliant linguistic argument 

that has its basis in the sharing of the divine name by the Father and the Son.  

In the canonical gospels, it is the association of the Holy Spirit with Jesus at His birth and 

baptism that provides the basis for the concept of the divine Sonship.368 Likewise, in the 

GosTr, it is no coincidence that Jesus is first called Son directly after the depiction of the 

involvement of the Holy Spirit in His incarnation. His naming as the Son also leads to the 

                                                 
366 Martin Hengel, The Son of God: The Origin of Christology and the History of Jewish-Hellenistic Religion, 
London, 1976, p. 8. 
367 Ibid., pp. 10-12. 
368 Hahn, Titles of Jesus, pp. 298-9. 
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disclosure and naming of the other members of the divine triad besides the Father: ‘The 

Father reveals his bosom.—Now his bosom is the Holy Spirit. –He reveals what is hidden 

of him---what is hidden of him is his Son’ e32wlp_  m_pe3tap  abal  n_2i  piwt  pe3tap  

de  pe  pipn (eum)a  etouaab  e3ouwn6_  abal  m_pipeqhp  n_toot3_  pipeqhp   ntoot3_ 

pe  pe34hre (24.9-13). Even in the moment of describing the incarnation of Jesus in the 

text, the author makes the Son the agent of revelation of the Father. He reveals that there is 

a triad of divine persons which consists of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. This 

information gives enormous power and authority to the mission of the Saviour to this 

world. He is not acting alone in the salvation and deification of the human race because 

the Father is speaking through Him and the Holy Spirit has both conceived and endowed 

Him with power. The depiction of the Holy Spirit being the Father’s bosom (24.9-11), 

rather than the Son being in the bosom of the Father (Jn 1:18 KJV),369 illustrates the unity 

of the divine triad in the divine mission of saving the human race. This perception of unity 

of identity and purpose between the members of the divine triad is further enhanced by the 

portrayal of the Holy Spirit as the tongue of the Father (26.35-36). When Jesus spoke, it 

was the Holy Spirit speaking the truth of the Father through Him. Thus the author refers to 

the three members of the Godhead as ‘the Unity’ (25.5-24), a development of John’s 

depiction of the oneness of the Father and the Son (Jn 17:21-23). The GosTr states: ‘In 

time Unity will perfect the spaces. It is within Unity that each one will attain himself’  6n_   

pouaeiw  ere5mn_toueei  na`wk  m_maeit  abal  n_6rhi  6n_   5mn_toueei  erepoueei  

poueei  na`i  m_na3  n6rhi  (25.8-12). The Unity is the Father’s answer to the so-called 

threat posed by the thing of beauty created by Error, the substitute for truth, which has the 

world marvelling after it. This is why the counterfeit of the truth created by Error tplanh  

                                                 
369 In contrast to the NIV, which translates the Greek word ko/lpon as ‘side’, the KJV translates it as 
‘bosom’. 
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(17.15), with its resultant anguish  pinou4p_  and oblivion 5b_4e (17.23-24) is described as 

‘nothing’ neoulaue  (17.23). Arrayed against all the divine resources of heaven, it 

simply has no hope in the coming cosmic battle about to take place on earth with the 

arrival of the Saviour.  

3.5 The Name of the Father is the Son 

The declaration that ‘the name of the Father is the Son’ pren  de  m_piwt  pe  p4hre  

(38.6-7) is the christological climax of the GosTr and a theological highpoint in all of 

biblical and patristic literature. After describing the successful completion of the work of 

redemption undertaken by the Son, seen in the return of the children of God to the one 

who is the beginning and source of life (38.1-5), the author then focuses on the symbolic 

gesture of the Father bestowing his own name on the Son. This is not an afterthought but 

an action conceived by the Father in the beginning before creation (38.8-10). Only after 

the Son is manifested as Lord of the universe and the totality has returned to the Father as 

a result of the Son’s revelation is the full significance of this act of naming revealed. It 

represents the successful execution of the Father’s will and testament published by Jesus 

at the cross. 

Because of the Son’s incomparable act of obedience and love in dying on the cross, 

everything that belongs to the Father is now the Son’s. In giving the Son His own name, 

the Father effectively grants Him the entire universe. The Son now has ‘the most lordly 

name’ n_`aeis  n_ren  (40.8-9,14), a clear reference to the hymn in Philippians where 

Jesus is given the name above every other name directly as a result of His obedience to the 

point of death (Phil 2:8,9). However, in the GosTr, Jesus has not been just given the name; 

He is the name: ‘he is the true name’ n_ta3  pe  pren  mamhe (40.5-6). He is the ‘radiance 

of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being’ (Heb 1:3). Whereas the Hebrews 
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once feared to utter the name of the Father, it is now able to be spoken because the Son is 

the Name. In revealing to the universe the true nature of the Father —for example, that 

‘the Father is a being without evil’ piwwt  ouatpeqau  pe (40.29)— the ‘unnameable 

and indescribable’ Father ouat5ren  ara3  pe  ouatteoua3  ne  (40.16-17) now has a 

‘face’ in the person of His son. In fact, the Son has now made it possible for ‘all the 

emanations of the Father’ to rise up to His heights, to become pleromas themselves, 

‘possess His head’— symbolising rest—and to approach and participate in the Father’s 

face, as it were, with kisses (41.15-34). This marks the beginning of a new eschatological 

age in which it is the Father’s good pleasure to give the Son His inheritance and the 

kingdom. As Hebrews 1:8 confirms, ‘But to the Son he says, ‘Your throne, O God, is 

forever and ever.’ This is why the GosTr also describes the children in whom the Son 

dwells as the ‘perfect Day in whom dwells the light that does not fail’ pi6wou  et`hk  

abal  auw  e3ouh6  6n_  thne  n_2i  pouaein·  etema3w`n_ (32.32-33), because the 

bestowal of the name of the Father on the Son marks a historic and theological moment: 

the beginning of the new eternal and perfect age.  
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Chapter 4 The Sacramental System of the Gospel 
of Truth 

4.1 The Gospel of Truth as a Confirmation Homily  

The GosTr has been interpreted as either a baptismal homily or a post-

baptismal/confirmation homily because of its allusions to baptismal liturgy. Segelberg 

grounds his investigation into the liturgical nature of the GosTr on Säve-Söderbergh 

previous findings that it is a Valentinian baptismal homily delivered immediately after the 

chrism ritual and before the neophytes were about to join those who had already been 

initiated. 370 However, Segelberg has argued for a greater precision in this description 

mainly for two reasons: the very real distinction in Valentinian circles between baptism 

and chrism rituals, and the central place given in the GosTr to the chrism ritual as opposed 

to water baptism.371 He comments on the remarkable fact that in the GosTr, unction—

chrism or Spirit anointing references— are central and abound, while water baptism 

remains in the background.372 In fact, the term ‘water’ is mentioned only once and in that 

instance it is cold: ‘like cold water’  m_prhte  n_oumau  e3ar4_ (34.20). For these reasons, 

it may be concluded that in this text water baptism is regarded as inferior to the rite of 

chrism. 373 Segelberg has therefore argued that, rather than a ‘baptismal homily’, the 

GosTr should be called a ‘confirmation homily’. In his view, it was a text spoken at a 

post-baptismal confirmation feast for the purpose of the initiation of the neophyte into the 

                                                 
370 Eric Segelberg, ‘The baptismal rite according to some of the Coptic-gnostic texts of Nag Hammadi’, 

Studia Patristica, 5, 1962, p. 119. 
371 Ibid., pp. 119-20. 
372 Ibid., pp.120-2; Segelberg, ‘Evangelium Veritatis’, p. 26. 
373 Segelberg, ‘Evangelium Veritatis’, pp. 20-21. 
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group of perfected ones before the celebration of the Eucharist.374. To a degree, the 

liturgical  

language of the GosTr that alludes to such a chrism sacrament, albeit in a metaphorical 

form, supports this overall interpretation:  

That is why Christ was spoken of in their midst, so that those who 

were disturbed might receive a bringing back, and he might anoint 

them with the ointment. The ointment is the mercy of the Father 

who will have mercy on them. But those whom he has anointed are 

the ones who have become perfect.  

etbe  peei  [m_ ] px(risto)s  au4e`e  ara3  6n_  toumhte  

4ine  n_se`i  n_nousto  n_2i  neei  n_ta64tartr_  n_3ta6sou  

m_pitw6s_  pitw6s_  pe  pnae  m_piwt  ete3nanae  neu  

nenta3ta6sou  de  ne  neei  n_ta6`wk  abal  (36.13-20). 

Leeper has developed this Christian initiation motif in the GosTr still further and argued 

that its reference to defeating the devil is a Valentinian inspired precursor of the pre-

baptismal exorcism ritual of the Roman church, the earliest extant complete enumeration 

of which is the Apostolic Tradition in the third century.375 The passage in question states:  

‘Do not become a (dwelling) place for the devil, for you have already destroyed him.’  

m_nr_4wpe  eretno_ei  n_topos  m_pdiabolos  `e  atetn_ouw  eretn_ouws3_`  m_ma3 

(33.19-21). On the other hand, as both Wilson376 and Attridge and MacRae 377 have noted, 

the evidence for a confirmation Sitz-im-Leben for the GosTr is not enough to convince 

some scholars. However, it will be argued here that the clear references to confirmation 

                                                 
374 Ibid., p. 16.  
375 Elizabeth A. Leeper, ‘From Alexandria to Rome: The valentinian connection to the incorporation of 
exorcism as a prebaptismal rite’, VC, 44, 1990, pp. 6-24. 
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motifs in the GosTr are not merely for a literary or homiletic purpose but play a crucial 

role in the overall understanding of the salvation/deification and Kingdom of God motifs 

in this document.  

4.2 The Proto-orthodox Nature of the Gospel of Truth 

Segelberg’s argument that the GosTr is a confirmation homily is based on the premise that 

the text is ‘a Gnostic document of Valentinian type’. 378 As already indicated in this thesis, 

the view that the GosTr is Valentinian is the predominant position of scholars towards this 

document. For example, in his review of Jan Helderman’s book Die Anapausis im 

Evangelium Veritatis, 379 Quispel states that it establishes ‘without a shadow of doubt that 

the Gospel of Truth is indeed Valentinian’. Yet at the same time, he acknowledges the 

close relationship of the GosTr with John’s Gospel asserting that it is ‘now an established 

fact’ that they ‘share a common tradition and a common mentality.380  It is the present 

thesis that the GosTr is in fact much more akin to the Fourth Gospel than to Valentinian 

teachings. Not only is this close relationship seen in their proto-orthodox views regarding 

the Godhead, it is also evident in their focus on Christ being the Name of God, the 

Tetragrammaton.381  Although Quispel has also identified parallels between the GosTr and 

John in their tension between ‘realised and realistic eschatology’, it will be shown in 

Chapter 9 that the GosTr has resolved this eschatological tension in favour of realistic 

eschatology. This is not only seen in its eschatological motif but in the fact that its 

sacramental system, based on proto-orthodox Christian theology—not Valentinian— can 

only be understood from the perspective of the future kingdom of Christ on earth. Thus 

                                                 
378 Segelberg, ‘Evangelium Veritatis’, p.4. 
379 Jan Helderman, Die Anapausis im Evangelium Veritatis, Leiden, 1984. 
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the GosTr is far more akin to later ‘orthodox’ Christian beliefs than to Valentinian 

cosmogony and teachings. In this sense, it exhibits ‘proto-orthodoxy’ according to a later 

canonical and ecclesiastical perspective. Likewise, its sacramental system is more 

indicative of a proto-orthodox congregation than a Valentinian one, this being the point of 

departure from Segelberg’s thesis that it is a Valentinian confirmation homily.  

The supposed Valentinian nature of the GosTr, however, has encouraged the belief that it 

has a close liturgical relationship with the Valentinian Gospel of Philip (GosPhil).382 In 

the latter Gospel, a post- baptismal chrism, separate and distinct from water baptism, is 

also found.383 In fact, the GosPhil is much more overtly liturgical than the GosTr and 

states explicitly what the GosTr only implies, namely, that the chrism is a superior and 

more important sacrament than water baptism (74.12-24). This chapter will now examine 

the relationship of the GosTr with Valentinian theology and practice while the next 

chapter will examine its relationship with proto-orthodox sacramental theology and 

practice. In this way, it will be demonstrated that the GosTr exhibits the characteristics of 

proto-orthodoxy rather than Valentinianism in its sacramental practice for the purpose of 

Christian redemption and deification.  

4.3 Valentinian Sacramental Theology and Practice 

According to Irenaeus, the denial by Valentinians of Christian water baptism, which he 

described as ‘regeneration to God’, amounted to a ‘renunciation of the whole [Christian] 

faith’.384 He states:  

                                                 
382 Ibid., p. 127. 
383 Wesley W. Isenberg, ‘The Gospel of Philip, Introduction and translation’, in Robinson, NHLE, pp. 139-
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384 AH, 1. 21. 1 (ANF, i, p. 345). 
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They maintain that those who have attained to perfect knowledge 

must of necessity be regenerated into that power which is above 

all. For it is otherwise impossible to find admittance within the 

Pleroma, since this [regeneration] it is which leads them down into 

the depths of Bythus. 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 animal 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.385 

As can be seen from the GosPhil, however, there were many Valentinians who viewed 

water baptism in a positive way.386 They did not deny the efficacy of water baptism so 

much as believe that it was not complete in its own right and needed to be augmented by a 

further chrismation ritual in order for the Christian to achieve perfection and ‘regeneration 

to God’. Although Irenaeus deemed this unacceptable because it negated water baptism, 

there is evidence that both water baptism and anointing of the Spirit— or the ritual of 

Chrism— were practised not only in the Valentinian schools or sects,387 but in many 

proto-orthodox Christian churches as well. Evidence for the latter is seen in the New 

Testament allusion to this practice as well as early Christian texts such as the Apostolic 

Tradition of Hippolytus in which both pre and post-baptismal anointing with oil is 

performed on the neophytes. Although scholars have urged caution in the assessment of 

                                                 
385 AH, 1. 21. 2 (ANF, i, p. 345). 
386 Majella Franzmann, ‘The concept of rebirth as the Christ and the initiatory rituals of the bridal chamber in 
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the Apostolic Tradition on the grounds that there is dispute over its authorship and 

provenance, 388 it is still considered by Bradshaw as the earliest Western source of both 

water baptism and chrism in the early Church.389  

While both proto-orthodox and Valentinian Christians had the same model for their 

baptismal ritual—the baptism of Jesus in the River Jordan at the onset of His earthly 

ministry (Matt 3:16-17; Mk 1:9-11; Lk 3:21-22; Jn 1:29-34)— many proto-orthodox 

Christians, represented by Irenaeus, believed that the rite of water baptism, when 

performed in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit (Matt 28:19), symbolised 

both repentance and the reception of the Holy Spirit by the believer. On the other hand, 

many Valentinians believed that both the water baptism of Jesus and His subsequent 

anointing by the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove, whereby He was publicly confirmed as 

the Christ, the Son of God, needed to be emulated in order for them to achieve 

‘regeneration to God’. To defend their practice, they pointed to both the words of John the 

Baptist that the baptism Jesus would perform with the Holy Spirit and fire would be far 

greater than His own baptism of water (Matt 3:11), as well as to the Pauline motif of 

redemption in Christ.390  

It is likely, however, that anointing with oil, before or after baptism, was not peculiar to 

the Valentinians but occurred in second century Christendom as a whole. As Rudolph 

points out, this was because of its close association with the name of Christ, ‘the anointed 

One’.391 Gabriele Winkler has demonstrated that the practice of pre-baptismal anointing 

with oil in the Syrian tradition evokes the occasion when David was anointed with oil by 
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the prophet Samuel as king and received the Spirit of the Lord (1 Sam.16.13)392— the 

main purpose of this practice. In addition, its perceived sealing and protective powers 

meant that it was used for the purpose of exorcising evil spirits prior to baptism.393 

It is, therefore, not on the basis of their two-fold practice of water baptism and chrism that 

Irenaeus was justified in his condemnation of the Valentinians. Rather, it was because of 

their erroneous understanding of the Spirit who descended upon Jesus at His baptism. 

Instead of believing that the Holy Spirit was the third member of the Trinity who 

descended upon Jesus, as was the proto- orthodox Christian belief, many Valentinians 

believed that the Dove was ‘the Spirit of the Father’s thought,’394 or, more precisely, the 

spirit of a second Christ, or Saviour, who was formed from all the aeons in the pleroma. 

This Saviour, described as the fruit of the pleroma, was different from the Christ and Holy 

Spirit, who had earlier been created by the Father as a separate pair or aeons, in order to 

assist the thirty original aeons in restoring the peace of the pleroma after the fall of 

Sophia.395 According to many Valentinians, it was only when this Saviour/Christ 

descended upon Jesus that He actually became divine. For example, Theodotus, a teacher 

in the Oriental Valentinian school, taught that Jesus did not perform any miracles before 

His baptism because, prior to that time, He was only human and not divine.396 The wish of 

the Valentinians to emulate Jesus and become a Christ, thus experiencing all the attributes 

of divinity — sonship, perfection, immortality and divine power — led many to re-enact 

not only His water baptism but also His anointing with the Spirit in the chrism ritual. For 
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them, it was not the washing away of their sins that was important as much as their wish to 

go beyond this and achieve deification. Even though Irenaeus was justified in his criticism 

of their aberrant theology, it is important to realise that the purpose of their ritual practices 

was essentially the same as his and other mainstream Christians — to achieve 

‘regeneration unto God’, or deification. 

4.3.1 Variation in Valentinian Sacramental Practice 

Despite the very real differences between the Valentinian and mainstream Christians in 

both their sacramental theology and practice, there also existed considerable variation 

within both groups themselves. As Irenaeus asserted regarding the Valentinians, ‘there are 

as many schemes of “redemption” as there are teachers of these mystical opinions.’397 

Although this statement was no doubt hyperbole for the sake of argument, it illustrates the 

considerable diversity in theological beliefs and sacramental practice that existed in 

Christian communities in the second century. In particular, Irenaeus was scornful of the 

variety of sacramental rituals practised by the Valentinians of Gaul called Marcosians. 398 

Some of these groups performed spiritual marriages, such as the sacrament of the bridal 

chamber described in the Valentinian GosPhil.399 Others practised water baptism by 

immersion, as in the proto-orthodox Christian churches, but uttering different invocations 

to that of the trinitarian formula taught in Matthew 28.19. One such invocation quoted by 

Irenaeus was: ‘Into the name of the unknown Father of the universe, —into truth, the 

mother of all things —into Him who descended on Jesus —into union, and redemption, 

and communion with the powers.’400 The difference between this Valentinian baptismal 
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formula and the more traditional trinitarian formula has led Alistair Logan to postulate that 

it is a Valentinian borrowing from the more extreme Gnostic liturgy.401 Still other groups 

performed only anointing with a mixture of water and oil, or with the ointment of balsam, 

described as ‘a type of that sweet odour which is above all things’.402 This recalls the 

metaphor in the GosTr: ‘the children of the Father are his fragrance, for they are from the 

grace of his countenance’  n_4hpe  m_piw`tʹ  n_tau  ne  pe3staei  `e  6n_abal  ne  6n_  

txaris  n_te  pe36o (33.39-34.3). Other Marcosian groups preferred not to have any 

visible rituals, believing that ‘the knowledge of the unspeakable Greatness is itself perfect 

redemption’. 403 There was also anointing, with invocations, just before death to ensure the 

safe passage of souls on their celestial journey. This latter ritual was termed apolytrosis 

and can be contrasted with the Catholic death rite of Extreme Unction a thousand years 

later. 404 All of these rituals illustrate the variety and sophistication of sacramental systems 

in second century Christianity.405  

4.3.2 The Apolytrosis Rite 

Lewis argues that the rite of apolytrosis had more in common with other initiation rites of 

early Christianity than with the later Extreme Unction rite of the Catholic Church.406 

According to her, the apolytrosis rite had multivalent meaning for different Valentinian 

groups, pointing to a likely source of disagreement between them. On the one hand, it 

could have a celestial, eschatological meaning, as in the GosPhil, marking the union of 

Achamoth with the Father. On the other hand, it had an earthly meaning, such as with the 

                                                 
401 Logan, ‘The mystery of the five seals: Gnostic initiation reconsidered’, VC, 51, 2, 1997,  p. 192. 
402 AH, 1. 21. 3 (ANF, i, p. 346). 
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405 Nicola Densey Lewis, ‘Apolytrosis as ritual and sacrament: Determining a ritual context for death in 
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Marcosians, whereby anointing at death sealed and protected the soul/spirit aggregate 

from the celestial powers on its journey to the pleroma.407 Extrapolating from her study of 

the Marcosian apolytrosis ritual, Lewis draws the conclusion that the primary function of 

baptism and chrism for the Valentinians was not ‘inclusion into a community united in 

Christ, but protection for the ascending being.  They are rites of separation, not rites of 

inclusion.’408 This interpretation may help explain why the Valentinians as a whole were 

not concerned with being institutionalised as was the mainstream Christian church. 

Although Lewis appeals to both Irenaeus and the GosPhil in support of her argument, the 

evidence for a variety of ritual practices among Valentinian groups, as well as the 

difference in theological meaning attached to these rites, means that the scholar needs to 

exercise extreme caution in applying her generalisation to all such groups. On the other 

hand, her statement that ‘Baptism and chrism would have helped to transform Christians 

into an eschatological community known as the “Perfect”’, 409 is close to the truth behind 

the sacramental theology and practice of the GosTr, without the necessary corollary, as 

she argues, of seeing the baptism and chrism rites as apolytrosis death bed rites because of 

the Valentinian world view. This is supported by Segelberg’s argument above— despite 

his view that the GosTr is a Valentinian text— that its chrism ritual was to initiate the 

neophytes into the community of the perfected ones before the celebration of the Eucharist 

feast.  

4.3.3 Receiving the Name 

The importance of receiving the Name in the chrism ritual was a key concept in the 

Valentinian sacramental worship not only in the West, as with the Marcosians, but also in 
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408 Ibid., p. 555. 
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the Eastern schools. For example, in Clement of Alexandria’s Exc.Theod., the Dove that 

descended upon the head of Jesus at his baptism is called ‘The Name’.410 At the end of the 

laying on of hands which bestowed the anointing, the Valentinians are quoted as saying, 

‘for the angelic redemption’ to signify the role that the redemption of their angelic 

counterparts also played in their receiving the Name.411 It was believed that being anointed 

in the name of the Trinity—the Father, Son and Holy Spirit— had both a sealing and 

transformative function: it signified that the person belonged to God and was protected 

from demonic powers while at the same time being released from corruption. Theodotus 

described the effect of the initiation ceremony as follows:  

For he who has been sealed by Father, Son and Holy Spirit is 

beyond the threats of every other power and by the three Names 

has been released from the whole triad of corruption. ‘Having 

borne the image of the earthly, it then bears the image of the 

heavenly’.412  

There are marked similarities between Theodotus’ and the Pauline view of baptism in 

symbolising the death of the old life dominated by fate and the evil powers and the new 

life in which Christ is ‘sole Lord’. Although Theodotus does not mention Paul’s baptismal 

prescription of participating in Christ’s death and resurrection, he obviously is drawing 

from Paul’s description in Romans 6 of the old life dominated by sin and fate and the new 

life under the Lordship of Christ where the neophyte is now a slave or servant of Christ 

rather than to the powers of sin and death. After baptism, Christians become ‘higher than 

all the other powers’ who now tremble before them. Thus they can then advance towards 
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God, unencumbered by the cosmic forces that formerly enslaved them. Theodotus also 

speaks of the dual nature of baptism: the sensible part of man is purified with water while 

the intellectual or spiritual part of humans is purified with the Spirit. That the latter is 

accomplished by the chrism ritual is indicated by the reference to the sanctification of the 

oil in the very next extract. 413  

According to Theodotus, all the elements described in the Valentinian rituals above—

Naming and water baptism, including exorcism and chrism by the anointing of oil and 

performed in the name of the Trinity—have a singular purpose: the public declaration that 

the new born Christian now ‘has the name of God through Christ as a superscription and 

the Spirit as an image’.414 If this was the sum total of Valentinian theology then it would 

be no different than that promoted by the GosTr and other proto-orthodox Christian 

literature. It would also have been unnecessary for heresiologists such as Irenaeus to have 

expended so much time and effort in exposing the Valentinians for their blatant 

misrepresentation of Christian teachings. However, a closer examination of the Exc.Theod. 

reveals that the key difference between the teachings of Theodotus and proto-orthodox 

beliefs lies not in the desire to be released from corruption and become higher than any 

other cosmic powers or principalities; rather, it lies in his eschatology and the identity of 

the members of the Trinity by which neophytes are sealed and ultimately released from 

corruption at death. For example, who is the Spirit Theodotus states is given to neophytes 

‘from above, since it is immaterial, [and] rules not only over the Elements, but over the 

Powers and the evil Principalities.’415 Who is the ‘Mother’ responsible for generating 

human death and the world in contrast to the life that Christ gives? Where is the Ogdoad 
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into which neophytes are transferred as a result of being regenerated by Christ? 416 Who is 

the invisible psychic Christ that Jesus ‘put on’?417 There are many more such features of 

Valentinian theology espoused by Theodotus that belie his attempt to associate his 

teachings with the Christian faith as taught by the New Testament in general and the 

Apostle Paul in particular.  

4.3.4 Sonship 

The concept of sonship, implicit in receiving the Name, was also viewed as a key 

ingredient in Valentinian baptism and chrism rituals. In the same way that Jesus was 

declared the beloved Son of God at his baptism and anointing by the Holy Spirit (Matt 

3:16-17; Mk 1:10-11; Lk 3:21-22; Jn 1:32-34)— an event recorded in all of the canonical 

gospels albeit indirectly in John— Valentinians also believed that they were adopted by 

God in their baptism/chrism ritual. Lewis has noted that the expression, ‘a son from the 

father’ was a ‘relatively fixed formula with connections to both sacraments [baptism and 

chrism], which in the Valentinian context conferred spiritual adoption’.418 However, it was 

primarily from their anointing that the Valentinians believed they possessed a liberating 

and transforming gnosis. Not only did they bear the name of God, they possessed a new 

knowledge of their true selves and identity in Christ, where they had come from and where 

they were going: 

But it is not only the washing that is liberating, but the knowledge 

of who we were, and what we have become, where we were or 
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where we were placed, whither we hasten, from what we are 

redeemed, what birth is and what rebirth. 419 

On the outside they may have seemed the same but their inner transformation, wrought by 

baptism and anointing, caused the evil spirits to tremble because they knew that the new-

born Christians were now impervious to their assaults.420 Although Ferguson states that 

this new gnosis was the result of a period of pre-baptismal instruction of the neophyte,421 

it is likely that there was still a supernatural dimension to this knowledge, despite the 

erroneous Valentinian view of the Trinity.  

As already seen in the preceding section, the Exc. Theod., which is representative of the 

Oriental School of Valentinians, explicitly refers to a rite of exorcism, through the use of 

both oil and water, as well as water baptism. In the exorcism, oil may have been mixed 

with water —as described by Irenaeus422—and, accompanied by prayers and invocations, 

poured on the heads of believers prior to their being baptised in water. It was necessary for 

the neophytes to be pure before they went down to the water to prevent evil spirits being 

sealed with them.423 In addition, it is also implied in Exc. Theod. that there was a further 

anointing of oil symbolising the Holy Spirit in order to give the believer sanctification.424 

The exorcism of demons, with the use of holy oil, was therefore only the first step in the 

total redemption of Valentinians. Anointing with oil was viewed as integral to the 

transmission of sonship, perfection and the gift of immortality.425 In the GosPhil, for 

example, anointing with oil from the olive tree is not only associated with both the cross 
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on which Jesus hung and the Tree of Life in Paradise; it is also said to bring the 

resurrection (73.15-19). DeConnick even suggests that the hidden quality of the oil in the 

GosPhil was for the purpose of consecrating ‘the person so that he may enter the fiery 

realm of heaven.’426   

4.3.5 Sacramental Practice in the Gospel of Philip 

Notwithstanding the variation in their ritual practices and distinctly different theories 

relating to the Godhead and eschatology, the Valentinians are still considered to be the 

most ‘orthodox’ of all the gnostic groups.427 More specifically, some scholars have been 

struck by the resemblance of the sacramental rites of initiation in the GosPhil to the 

‘orthodox catechisms from the second through fourth centuries’.428 This is despite the 

teaching of the GosPhil, in contrast to some proto-orthodox Christians, such as Irenaeus, 

that the chrism sacrament is superior to water baptism:  

The chrism is superior to baptism, for it is from the word ‘chrism’ 

that we have been called ‘Christians,’ certainly not because of the 

word ‘baptism.’ And it is because of the chrism that ‘the Christ’ 

has his name. For the father anointed the son, and the son anointed 

the apostles, and the apostles anointed us. He who has been 

anointed possesses everything. He possesses the resurrection, the 

light, the cross, the holy spirit. The father gave him this in the 

bridal chamber; he merely accepted (the gift). The father was in 

the son and the son in the father. This is [the] kingdom of heaven 

(74.12-24).429 
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The rite of chrism enabled believers to call themselves Christians because by being 

anointed with the Holy Spirit, they received Christ and were united with him. As a result, 

they believed they were begotten or born again (69.4-8). Although water baptism was still 

considered necessary and was one of the sacraments, it was the chrism that contained fire 

(57.27-28) and was ‘the light’ (69.13-14) because of the vital role played by the Holy 

Spirit.  

The GosPhil, in fact, enumerates a total of five sacraments that needed to be practised to 

ensure true redemptive efficacy. Besides baptism and chrism, there were also the 

Eucharist, a redemption and a bridal chamber (67. 27-30). These rituals are referred to as 

‘images’ because they were outward ritual enactments of the baptism and resurrection of 

Christ that symbolised an inner reality of rebirth and resurrection. In addition, the persons 

performing these rituals were also regarded as images because they were yet to unite in the 

bridal chamber with their celestial counterparts who represented their idealised selves: 430  

There is a rebirth and an image of rebirth. It is certainly necessary 

to be born again through the image. Which one? Resurrection? The 

image [performer] must rise again through the image [ritual] 

(67.12-16).  

Thomassen has called this phenomenon of only achieving the reality of rebirth and 

resurrection through an image or symbolic act a paradox because the symbol is effectively 
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eliminated in the process. This is because the symbol of the ‘Name’ becomes real in itself 

and the act of anointing, although ostensibly symbolic, achieves a power in itself. 431  

The GosPhil also stresses that these sacraments could only be efficacious if they were 

carried out in the names of the three members of the Trinity. There is also a reference to 

receiving the ‘power of the cross’ that the apostles called ‘the right and the left’ (67.24-27) 

which earlier is described as ‘inseparable’ from ‘light and darkness, life and death’ (53.14-

15). Participating in these sacraments for the Valentinians was therefore a matter of 

extreme importance and certainly not to be taken lightly. Thus the participants were 

warned that if they did not receive the intended spiritual blessings and power, such as the 

Name, in these rites, than they could not even call themselves Christians (67.22). On the 

other hand, if all these sacraments were performed correctly, and the intended blessings 

were received, then ‘this person is no longer a Christian but a Christ’ (67.26-27). Being a 

Christ was tantamount to ‘sonship’ and linked with deification, or ‘imperishability’ 

(75.10-13). It entailed becoming like the Father (61.31) and inheriting all that the Father 

possesses (52.4-10; 60.1–6). That is, the indwelling of both Christ and the Father through 

the sacraments meant that the Valentinian ‘Christs’ were now co-heirs with Christ of 

everything in the universe, including the perishable and the imperishable. It can be seen 

then that the sacramental system of the Valentinian Christians represented by the GosPhil 

was an intentional construction on their part to become Christs themselves. They took 

very seriously the idea that Jesus Christ became divine through His anointing by the Spirit 

at his baptism and thus were attempting to do likewise by means of their own five 

sacraments. This insight reveals why the Valentinians were included by Justin among the 

so-called Christians he describes as teaching ‘impious and blasphemous things’ about 
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Jesus Christ:432 because of their belief that through the enactment of their rituals they too 

could become Christs like Him.  

Although the sacrament of the bridal chamber, described as the ‘holy of the holies’(69.24-

25) and the highest mystery— in which gnostics clothed themselves with the perfect light 

by being married to their heavenly counterparts (70.5-9)— is clearly a heterodox teaching, 

the same cannot be said of the first three sacraments described in the GosPhil. The rites of 

baptism, chrism and the Eucharist were all practised by proto-orthodox Christians. 

Likewise, the invocation of the trinitarian formula and the symbolic signing of the cross 

were key features of proto-orthodox practice. The fourth sacrament of redemption is more 

obscure and said to have taken place in the bridal chamber (69.26-27). However, 

Segelberg suggests this sacrament’s association with oil could mean that it is a form of the 

rite of apolytrosis, in particular, the Byzantine church rite of euchelaion. This latter rite is 

not a death rite but is conferred on all those people who wish to receive it for health and 

forgiveness of sin. 433 Because of the similarity of much of their rituals with proto-

orthodox Christian practice, it is necessary to establish the veracity of the basic premise 

upon which the efficacy of their sacraments depended: whether or not the Holy Spirit in 

the GosPhil is in fact the true Christian Holy Spirit or another aeon or power in the 

Valentinian cosmogony. 

4.3.6 The Identity of the Holy Spirit in the Gospel of Philip 

As Rudolph points out, there was considerable variation concerning the Holy Spirit among 

the Western and Eastern Valentinian schools, with the Italian school even teaching that 
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she was in fact Sophia.434 The latter school also taught that it was only from the time of 

the baptism of Jesus, when He received the spirit of the Christ in the form of a dove, that 

He was spiritual. On the other hand, the Oriental school taught that Jesus was spiritual 

from his birth as a result of Sophia’s cooperation with the demiurge in His conception.435 

It is important to note here that this differentiation between the Oriental and Western 

schools is not a hard and fast rule. In fact, Casey states that Theodotus, who was of the 

Oriental school, shared views of both schools.436This has already been seen above 

regarding his belief that Christ was not divine until His baptism when Christ descended 

upon him. Because this higher Christ was divine and therefore impassable, he was 

believed to have departed from Jesus before his crucifixion without experiencing the 

suffering and death of the cross. If the GosPhil, despite its semblance of orthodoxy, 

viewed the Holy Spirit as either the fallen but restored Sophia or the docetic Christ, then 

this clearly is a departure from the proto-orthodox understanding of the Holy Spirit that 

she was one with the Father from the very beginning and involved in the conception of 

Jesus at His incarnation. 

In fact, the GosPhil does express the Valentinian belief that Jesus was conceived naturally 

rather than by the Holy Spirit (55, 24-36), implying that Jesus only became divine at his 

baptism. Despite this, Thomassen argues that the GosPhil, which presupposes the fall of 

Sophia, adhered to the Oriental Valentinian school in its soteriology. According to this 

view, although He had a spiritual body, Jesus himself needed to undergo redemption at 

His baptism in order to redeem others. Thomassen describes this as a ‘soteriology of 

mutual participation in incarnation and redemption between the Saviour and the spirituals, 
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and which entails a notion of a redeemed redeemer.’437 It would appear, therefore, that the 

GosPhil has characteristics of both the Oriental and Italian Valentinian schools, a finding 

which would seem to support the view that this gospel is ‘a collection’ of theological 

excerpts by a compiler/editor,438 rather than written by a single author. However, a more 

recent interpretation of the GosPhil views it as carefully crafted notes for baptismal 

instruction deliberately made enigmatic because of the secrecy of the sacraments.439 In any 

case, the GosPhil teaches that only the rituals of the Valentinians were efficacious, not 

those of mainstream Christians who had been deceived by the evil powers regarding the 

Trinity and the resurrection. If baptism was not performed with insight then the ritual itself 

was meaningless:440  

If one goes down into the water and comes up without having 

received anything and says, “I am a Christian” he has borrowed 

the name at interest. But if he receives the holy spirit, he has the 

name as a gift. (GosPhil 64.22-27).  

Pagels has pointed out that the question of their efficacy in enabling the believer to 

undergo regeneration or transformation into Christs was a key factor in the performance of 

the GosPhil’s distinctive rituals.441 Notwithstanding their heterodox views regarding the 

Holy Spirit and the nature of Christ, the Valentinians were thus vitally concerned that, by 

participating in their five sacraments, the believer would experience spiritual 

transformation and be united with God. This ardent desire on their part to achieve personal 
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deification, together with the profundity of their spiritual concepts as expressed in the 

sacramental system of the GosPhil, was no doubt influential in the adoption of the chrism 

sacrament by more mainstream Christian groups.442  

4.3.7 Conclusion 

It has been seen that in the sacramental system of both the GosTr and the GosPhil, the 

chrism ritual is regarded as having paramount importance in the objective of achieving 

deification. While this is explicitly stated in the GosPhil, only metaphorical references to 

chrism, such as the anointing by Christ of the disturbed with ointment resulting in their 

perfection (36.13-20), are seen in the GosTr. It will be demonstrated in Chapter 9 that 

these chrism references in the GosTr are primarily concerned with the eschatological 

kingdom of Christ during the millennial age when the Father and Son continue their work 

of salvation on the Sabbath day. This is why it does not focus on the other rituals of the 

Christian sacramental system such as water baptism as does the GosPhil, although it does 

allude to the pre-baptismal exorcism443and the Eucharist (18.24-31).444 These other 

sacramental references are sparse because of the eschatological nature of this text; it is 

focused on the bringing back of the totality to the Father, either before or after the 

Parousia through the anointing of the ‘disturbed’ with the Father’s ointment defined as His 

mercy (36.17-18). As Christ is the anointed one, so it is the privilege of the Father’s 

children to be also anointed and saved in His kingdom. The connection of the chrism ritual 

to the Kingdom of God is emphatically made clear in the GosPhil when the compiler 

states that receiving all the blessings inherent in this ritual is equivalent to the kingdom of 
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heaven (74.12-24).445 Likewise in the GosTr, there is an integral connection between 

chrism and its deification/ Kingdom of God motifs despite the factas already pointed 

out neither of these terms are actually mentioned in the text. It is in the Father that the 

GosTr declares the totality has perfection (21.8-11), and the chrism ritual symbolises this 

eschatological ascent to the Father by believers that brings them perfection.  

The perception that the GosPhil is a collection of excerpts from various sacramental 

sources has led scholars in the past to conclude that it lacks coherence and unity. On the 

other hand, Isenberg asserts that there is ‘a logical coherence because of the recurrence of 

certain themes’. 446 Indeed, more recent scholars are now treating this treatise as a 

coherent whole, opting to ignore the previous Christian/ Gnostic dichotomy, and viewing 

it instead as part of the broader early Christian biblical tradition. 447 As a result, many of 

its apparently unclear and conflicting statements, such as in Christology and 

pneumatology, are now being made more explicable. Notwithstanding these advances in 

GosPhil scholarship, however, the GosTr not only displays greater unity, coherence and 

purpose as the result of being the work of one author, it also demonstrates a commitment 

to the trinitarian teachings of the Church even at this early stage of doctrinal development. 

One would therefore expect this text to be efficacious in achieving its goal of Christian 

deification, despite the pessimistic view of the GosPhil regarding mainstream Christian 

ritual practice. Nevertheless, the GosPhil plays an important role in providing the scholar 

with both an early Christian context and a key to an understanding of the deification and 

Kingdom of God motifs that are central to the theology of the GosTr. 

                                                 
445 See section 4.3.5. 
446 Isenberg, NHLE, p. 139. 
447 Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, pp. 19, 156-162; Bas van Os, ‘The Gospel of Philip as gnostic initiatory 

discourse’, pp. 91-97. 



 

164 

Chapter 5  Proto-Orthodox Sacramental Theology 
and Practice. 

It is necessary to look at the biblical precedents for anointing, as well as early mainstream 

Christian accounts of pre and post-baptismal anointing, in order to highlight and explicate 

the references to sacramental theology in the GosTr. Tertullian’s treatise on baptism, de 

Baptismo, written about the year 200, provides the scholar with an early example of a 

proto-orthodox Christian anointing with oil associated with a baptismal rite.448 However, 

as already indicated, the oldest complete baptismal rite, including a pre and post-baptismal 

anointing, is contained in the Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus written also around the 

beginning of the third century.449 After examining the biblical precedents for anointing, 

these early Christian baptismal documents, as well as some early Syrian sources of 

baptismal rituals, will be surveyed in order to determine the nature and purpose of the 

chrism described in the GosTr.  

5.1 Biblical Precedents for Anointing 

Although it has been suggested that anointing with oil had a secular origin in ancient 

bathing customs, the most probable source of this ritual is the anointing with consecrated 

oil of kings, priests and prophets in the First/Old Testament.450 This direct association of 

Christian anointing with ancient Israelite tradition is apparent in the following blessing of 

the oil contained in the Apostolic Tradition: 

That sanctifying this oil, O God, wherewith thou didst anoint 

kings, priests and prophets, thou wouldest grant health to them 

                                                 
448 Leonel L. Mitchell, Baptismal Anointing, Notre Dame, 1978, pp. 1, 10. 
449 Bradshaw et al. Apostolic Tradition, pp. 2, 115-119.  
450 Georg Kretschmar, ‘Recent research on Christian initiation’, in Living Water, Sealing Spirit: Readings on 

Christian Initiation, ed. Maxwell E. Johnson, Collegeville, Minn., 1995, p. 27. 

 



 

165 

who use it and partake of it, so that it may bestow comfort on all 

who taste it and health on all who use it.451 

An Ancient Near East custom, anointing with oil was used in the First/Old Testament in 

order to set persons and objects apart for a divine purpose.452 Specific instructions were 

given to Moses by God for the making of the sacred anointing oil, described as ‘a fragrant 

blend, the work of a perfumer’ (Ex 30:22-25). It was employed not only to consecrate the 

tabernacle, including all of its furniture and vessels, but also for the anointing and 

consecration of Aaron and his sons who belonged to the high priestly class of Levi (Ex 

30:26-33; 40:9-16). The Israelites were admonished that this anointing oil belonged to 

God to be used in generations to come and therefore was sacred and not to be used for 

personal use as a perfume. Furthermore, if anyone disobeyed this ruling, they were to be 

cut off from the people (Ex 30:31-33). In particular, this sacred oil was used in the 

anointing of kings of Israel, such as King David by the prophet Samuel where it is stated 

that after his anointing ‘the Spirit of the Lord came upon David in power’ (1 Sam 16:13).  

According to both Jews and Christians, the anointing of David was a type of the anointing 

of the future messiah (or Christos, the ‘anointed one’), from the line of David, by God 

himself in order to usher in his eternal kingdom. For example, the Psalmist declared: 

Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever; a sceptre of justice 

will be the sceptre of your kingdom. You love righteousness and 

hate wickedness; therefore God, your God, has set you above your 

companions by anointing you with the oil of joy (Ps 45:6,7).  

In another messianic prophecy, Isaiah says, ‘The Spirit of the Sovereign Lord is on me, 

because the Lord has anointed me to preach good news’ (Is 61:1). In verse 3 of this same 
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chapter, Isaiah associates the ‘oil of gladness’ with the ‘crown of beauty’ and the ‘garment 

of praise’.   

Christians diverged from Jewish belief by maintaining that Jesus was the promised 

messiah who would fulfil these prophecies. Luke’s Gospel records that after His baptism 

and anointing by the Spirit in the Jordan, Jesus returned to His home town of Nazareth, in 

the power of the Spirit, and announced in the synagogue that He was the fulfilment of 

Isaiah’s messianic prophecy (Lk 4:21). The author of Acts confirms that ‘God anointed 

Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power’ (Acts 10:38). 

Despite the paradigm set by the baptism of Jesus, as well as indirect references to the 

baptism of the Spirit in the New Testament, there is, however, no clear evidence that this 

ritual was adopted by the apostolic church as part of its baptismal liturgy.453 The two key 

texts cited by scholars in support of such a post-baptismal unction of the Spirit in the early 

church are 2 Cor 1:21, 22 and 1 Jn 2:20-27. In the former, Paul says: 

Now He who establishes us with you in Christ and has anointed us 

is God, who also has sealed us and given us the Spirit in our hearts 

as a guarantee (NKJV).454 

Mitchell notes that here Paul uses terminology— ‘confirm’ (‘establishes’), ‘anointed’ and 

‘sealed’,— that was to become part of the later initiation rites of the church. 455 The 

passage, 1 John 2:20-27, associates the anointing with knowledge of the truth and eternal 

life. It begins, ‘But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know the 

truth.’ Although both Christ and the Father are involved in the anointing, the ‘Holy One’ 

may also be a reference to the Holy Spirit. In His prayer for the disciples before his arrest 
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and crucifixion, Jesus promised that He would send, from the Father, the Spirit of truth 

who ‘will testify about me’ (Jn 15:26). In addition, Jesus promised His disciples that the 

Spirit of truth would guide them into all truth (Jn 16:13), as well as bring glory to Him (Jn 

16:14). Through the anointing, believers received the Holy Spirit who gave them truth and 

knowledge. A key component of this truth was the fact that Jesus was the Christ/Messiah. 

1 John states that anyone who says otherwise is a liar and anti-Christ and does not have 

the Father or the Son (1 Jn 2:22-23). 

Because of the anointing of the Holy Spirit, Christians are assured that they not only 

remain in both the Son and the Father, but also have the truth and will not be led astray by 

false teachers: 

See that what you have heard from the beginning remains in you. 

If it does, you also will remain in the Son and in the Father. And 

this is what he promised us—even eternal life. I am writing these 

things to you about those who are trying to lead you astray. As for 

you, the anointing you received from him [the Holy One] remains 

in you, and you do not need anyone to teach you. But as his 

anointing teaches you about all things and as that anointing is real, 

not counterfeit—just as it is taught you, remain in him (1 Jn 2:24-

27). 

The burden of the writer was the protection of his flock from antichrists who had come 

into the church and were denying that Jesus was the Christ. He is assuring his flock that if 

they remain in their anointing, and thus in the Son and in the Father, they will 

acknowledge the Son as the Christ. They will then also receive eternal life which comes 

from knowing the Father and Jesus Christ (Jn. 17.3). In addition, they will be the 

recipients of the knowledge of God ‘about all things’. The reference to ‘real’and 

‘counterfeit’ anointing indicates that even at this early stage some Christian groups were 
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already practicing counterfeit anointing in their rituals. According to this Scripture, both 

the acknowledgement that Jesus is the Christ and remaining in Him, rather than be led 

astray by anti-Christs, is evidence of the ‘real’ anointing of the true Holy Spirit. The 

similarity of the consequence of anointing eternal life and knowledge about all 

thingsto the GosTr concept of ‘the living book of the living’ is readily apparent. 

5.2 Anointing in the Apostolic Tradition 

In the baptismal ceremony that appears in the Apostolic Tradition, the pre-baptismal 

anointing with the oil of exorcism is performed by the presbyter subsequent to the 

candidates renouncing the devil.456 The candidates are then baptised three times, the first 

time after affirming they believe in God the Father Almighty, the second time after 

affirming their belief in Christ Jesus, the Son of God, and the third time after affirming 

their belief in the Holy Spirit, the holy Church and the resurrection of the flesh. Upon 

coming out of the water, they are anointed one by one with the oil of thanksgiving. When 

the candidates have dressed and are brought from the baptistery into the church, they are 

given a further post-baptismal anointing in which the candidates are anointed on the 

forehead with the sanctified oil. Following a prayer, the bishop says ‘I anoint you with the 

holy oil in the name of God the Father Almighty and Jesus Christ the only Son and the 

Holy Spirit’, and signs the mark of the cross on each of the neophyte’s forehead.457 This 

baptismal ceremony is followed by the Eucharist, which also includes milk and honey to 
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signify the candidate’s entry into both the full fellowship of the Church as well as the 

Promised Land.458  

Although there have been divergent views regarding the historical value of the baptismal 

liturgies contained in the Apostolic Tradition, with some scholars viewing them as 

idealistic and Alexandrian in origin, they have traditionally been regarded as ‘the oldest 

complete rite of Christian initiation’, illustrative of Church practice as far back as the 

middle of the second century. 459 More recent scholarship, however, has argued that this 

text is a composite one, with the pre and first post-baptismal anointing rituals belonging to 

a later time than originally thought. It has further been suggested that the post-baptismal 

anointing with oil by the bishop was merely a ‘subsequent insertion into a post- baptismal 

sequence of episcopal actions’.460 Quinn agrees that this second episcopal anointing is an 

anomaly which concludes the initiation ritual and refers back to the first post-baptismal 

anointing that is claimed to be the most important second century addition to the New 

Testament baptismal ritual of water bath and handlaying.461 Although Bradshaw’s 

reconstruction of the Apostolic Tradition text has led him to conclude that the anointing 

described in this document actually occurred a century later than originally supposed, he 

still affirms it as the ‘earliest explicit testimony to a pre-baptismal anointing linked to 

exorcism, and to a full body anointing’ in what appears to be a Western source. He 

considers, however, that the lack of consistency and agreement relating to anointing in the 

                                                 
458 Ibid., pp. 120-23. 
459 Mitchell, Baptismal Anointing, pp. 8-9. 
460 Paul F. Bradshaw, Reconstructing Early Christian Worship, London, 2009, pp. 87-88. 
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ante-Nicene sources make the tracing of its origin and meaning ‘largely an 

impossibility’.462  

5.3 Syrian Sources of Anointing 

In early Syrian sources, such as the Acts of Thomas, there are also a variety of different 

forms of anointing. According to Bradshaw, they ‘represent different parallel traditions 

that were known in the area rather than a single line of development.463 Winkler has 

argued, however, that the original Syrian rite was in fact ‘only one prebaptismal anointing’ 

in which oil was poured over the head.464 She cites the Apostolic Constitutions, among 

other early Syrian and Armenian sources, to show that the purpose of this pre-baptismal 

anointing, originally bound up with the anointing of kings and priests in the First/Old 

Testament, was to anoint the baptismal candidate with the Holy Spirit and thus incorporate 

him or her into the eschatological royal priesthood and kingship of Christ (1 Peter 2:9).465 

Her evidence from the earliest Syriac sources shows that, like the Valentinians, early 

proto-orthodox Syrian Christians also viewed the anointing of Christ in the Jordan as 

having great spiritual significance and consequently modelled their baptismal liturgy very 

closely on this event —a concept she states ‘certainly represents the oldest and most 

powerful stratum in Syria’.466   

A passage she cites from the Didascalia Apostolorum, written early in the third century,467 

highlights the enormous power and authority possessed by the bishops in the early 
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Catholic church. They were virtually portrayed as God on earth, having the authority to 

administer the sacraments and bestow the Holy Spirit, and thus make believers the sons of 

the light:  

Through whom [the bishop] the Lord gave you the Holy Spirit, 

and through whom you have learned the word and have known 

God, and through whom you have been known of God [cf. Gal 

4:9], and through whom you were sealed [cf. Eph 1:13; 4:30], and 

through whom you became sons of the light [cf. Jn 12:36; 1Th 

5:5], and through whom the Lord in baptism, by the imposition of 

hand of the bishop, bore witness to each one of you and uttered 

His holy voice, saying: Thou art my son:[I] this day have begotten 

thee [Ps 2:7 (Lk 3:22)]. 468  

According to Winkler, it was this pre-baptismal bestowal of the Holy Spirit that was in 

Syria ‘the first and only visible gesture for the central event in Christ’s baptism: his 

revelation as the Messiah-King through the descent of the Spirit.’469 She argues that by the 

later fourth century the fundamental character of baptismal liturgy in Syria had been 

transformed from this mimesis of Christ’s baptism at the Jordan to one in which the 

emphasis was on a post-baptism reception of the Holy Spirit, while the pre-baptismal 

anointing was for the purpose of purification. Winkler’s thesis is that this occurred 

because of a reinterpretation of baptism from the Johannine concept of new birth in John 3 

to the Pauline concept of death and burial with Christ in the waters of baptism in Romans 

6. The latter emphasised the purification prerequisite of receiving the Holy Spirit and 

hence the need for the catechumen to undergo cathartic exorcism prior to being 
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baptised.470 All these elements of the developed Syrian baptism ritual —pre-baptismal 

renunciation and exorcism for the purpose of purification as well as post-baptismal 

anointing with oil for the bestowal of the Holy Spirit — are not only seen in the Apostolic 

Tradition of the Roman Church but were already present in the GosTr in the second 

century.  

Alistair Logan has criticised Gabriele Winkler for adhering to the single line of 

development theory rather than recognising the fact, as stressed by Bradshaw above, that 

there were different parallel traditions in Syrian initiation rites. Bradshaw’s postulation of 

a variety of Syrian baptismal rites has emboldened Logan to argue that, contrary to 

Winkler’s view that there was only pre-baptismal anointing in the early Antiochene rite, 

there was also, in some Syrian proto-orthodox communities of the second century, a post-

baptismal anointing with ointment (myron) symbolising the gift of the Spirit.471 Logan 

points to Ignatius’ Letter to the Ephesians (17:1; 18:2; 20:2) as an early example of post-

baptismal anointing because of its references to Christ breathing immortality after being 

anointed with perfumed ointment (myron)— rather than the olive oil used in the pre-

baptismal anointing— and the lack of any element of purification.472 He further argues 

that the incorporation of the so-called ointment (stinou3i) prayer from the Coptic 

fragment of the Didache (mid to late first century) into the Apostolic Constitutions (c.375-

380) is significant. This, together with the fact that the Constitutions include Ignatius’ 

reference to ‘the immortal aeon’, shows that the compiler of the Constitutions understood 

that his inclusion of these early Christian writings tacitly gave apostolic support to the 
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practice of a post-baptismal chrism in which perfumed ointment  (myron), was used.473 

Although challenged by Mueller,474 Logan’s thesis of a post-baptismal anointing of the 

Spirit in early Syria by at least some groups is certainly plausible, reflecting as it does the 

actual order of events in Christ’s baptism and anointing, as well as being consistent with 

our present understanding of the diversity of early baptismal traditions.  

5.4 The Influence of Gnostic Chrism/Anointing on 

Proto-Orthodox Christian Sacramental Practice 

The scarcity of sources relating to baptismal anointing in the second century Church, both 

in the East and West, means that there is often conjecture involved in determining how 

extensive this practice was and what form it took in the various Christian communities. 

However, Lampe’s thesis that Christian baptism was originally just immersion, rather than 

a complex rite including anointing and impartation of the Spirit,  475 has in the light of 

recent research been largely revised.  Kretschmer has stated that it is now difficult to speak 

of a ‘single original and therefore normative form of baptism.’476 He views the gnostic 

Christian groups that are represented by the Nag Hammadi library as belonging ‘within 

the broad stream of baptism tradition.’477 Although orthodox scholars in the past have 

often adopted a disparaging view of gnostic ritual practice, it is nevertheless true that the 

emphasis placed on both exorcism and chrism/anointing of the Spirit by gnostic groups, 

such as the Valentinians, played a significant part in influencing the church at large to 

eventually adopt these rituals in conjunction with baptism. As Ferguson states, ‘exorcism 
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in the baptismal ritual would be another practice along with anointing with oil where 

gnostic practice preceded and influenced orthodox practice.’478  

The common elements in the pre-baptismal exorcism procedures contained in the Excerpts 

of Theodotus (c.140-160), regarded as the earliest known evidence of the need to exorcise 

evil spirits before baptism479 and the Apostolic Tradition of Hippolyptus c 215, has led 

Leeper to hypothesise that the link between them is Valentinus, who taught in Alexandria 

before going to Rome. She argues convincingly that the common anthropology and 

soteriology held by Valentinus and his student Theodotus, namely that the human heart 

was full of demons and could only be cleansed by God, was the source of the pre-

baptismal exorcism ritual seen later in the Roman church. In support of her theory, she 

cites Segelberg’s belief that an allusion to such a pre-baptismal rite of exorcism is found in 

the GosTr where the perfected ones are exhorted to ‘not become a (dwelling) place for the 

devil, for you have already destroyed him [thrown him out]’ (33.19-21). Her analysis of 

the available sources concerning Valentinus himself also strongly suggests that, rather 

than being considered a heretic and even expelled from the Church, he was a respected 

Christian teacher in the Christian communities of Alexandria and Rome. 480Thus his views 

about exorcism and post-baptismal anointing—as presented in the GosTr —may well have 

influenced mainstream Christian sacramental practice.  

It is also likely that it was through gnostic writings, such as the GosPhil, that the rite of 

anointing was popularised and came to assume an even greater significance for early 

mainstream Christians. Although the GosPhil may not have been compiled until the later 
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third century, it still is representative of second century Valentinian practice as described 

by Irenaeus. It also is probably of Syrian provenance. 481 Therefore, the fact that 

Theophilus, Bishop of Antioch (c.168-181) expressed similar sentiments to the GosPhil 

Valentinians (74.12-14)  that it is from anointing that Christians derive their name is 

highly significant:  

And what work has either ornament or beauty unless it be anointed 

and burnished? Then the air and all that is under heaven is in a 

certain sort anointed by light and spirit; and are you unwilling to 

be anointed with the oil of God? Wherefore we are called 

Christians on this account, because we are anointed with the oil of 

God. 482  

Logan argues that the use of the term ‘oil’ rather than ‘ointment’ (myron) in this passage 

‘suggests pre- rather than post-baptismal anointing’. According to him, it not only 

confirms the existence of a rite of anointing in Syria at this time, but marks a possible 

transitional stage from a post-baptismal anointing — probably practiced by Ignatius— to a 

pre-baptismal anointing in which the distinctive Syrian order reflects an alternative 

paradigm of the pre-incarnational anointing of Christ. 483 The other significance of the 

above passage, however, is the need for Christians to be anointed by God in order to call 

themselves by that name.  

Yet there is also evidence that the borrowing of liturgical practices was a two-way state of 

affairs. For example, Tertullian criticised the Marcionites for their inconsistency in 

retaining Catholic practices in their sacramental system even though their dualistic 
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theology negated against the whole reason for performing these rituals. Although they 

believed in a God who was superior to the evil creator God of the Jews, the Marcionites, 

nevertheless, practised rituals that were based on the redemption by Jesus Christ of the 

world they professed to distain. Tertullian was also scathing of their hypocritical use in 

their rituals, of water, oil for anointing, milk and honey, as well as bread, which according 

to them were created by this lower demiurge.484 According to Evans, if this Marcionite 

practice of performing main-stream Christian rituals, including anointing, at the end of the 

second century stemmed back to Marcion himself, then this is evidence that the rite of 

unction, and other ceremonies in conjunction with water baptism, were being performed in 

churches as early as the fourth decade of the second century. 485 This is despite Justin not 

mentioning the rite of chrism in his description of water baptism.486 It thus becomes a 

question of who copied whom: the Marcionites or some proto-orthodox Christian 

communities? Lampe has acknowledged the likelihood of the second century Roman 

Church borrowing gnostic liturgy to supplement its core biblical rite of baptism. He 

insists, however, that this borrowing process, which he claims developed into the complex 

series of initiation rituals seen in the Apostolic Tradition, would have only been taken 

from the least extreme gnostic groups and in any case were subsidiary elements, including 

chrismation, of their baptismal liturgy.487 However, if this borrowing served to bring the 

mainstream Church back to core biblical principles of initiation and the impartation of the 

Holy Spirit that results in the deification of the Christian, then its value is in fact primary 

and cannot be over-estimated. The evidence presented thus far show that, in both the East 

and the West, the practice of chrism, or anointing, was an important part of early Christian 
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worship in many communities, being regarded with great significance by both proto-

orthodox and Valentinian Christians. The question to be asked now is wherein did the 

source of this significance lie? 

5.5 Significance of Anointing 

It is clear that the anointing of the Spirit, with its resultant confirmation and sealing of the 

Christian, had great significance in the early Church. Whether or not this was reflected in 

actual baptismal liturgy at the time of the writing of the New Testament, however, is a 

matter of contention. For example, Bradshaw asks if these references to anointing ‘reflect 

a literal use of oil or are they meant metaphorically?’ and warns of the danger of making 

assumptions about New Testament practice.488 What is beyond doubt, as Mitchell 

observes, is that these Scriptural references were used by Christians to justify their 

inclusion of post-baptismal anointing in worship. 489   

There is also much evidence to suggest that in many parts of the early Church, despite the 

varieties of anointing practised,490 the sacred anointing oil, used to anoint priests and kings 

of old, had become synonymous with the anointing of the Holy Spirit. In the later part of 

the second century, Irenaeus wrote:  

Therefore did the Spirit of God descend upon Him, [the Spirit] of 

Him who had promised by the prophets that He would anoint Him, 

so that we, receiving from the abundance of His unction, might be 

saved.’491  
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In contrast to some Christians elsewhere who associated the Holy Spirit with the laying on 

of hands, Hippolytus in the third century directly linked oil with the Holy Spirit: ‘And 

what was the oil, but the power of the Holy Spirit, with which believers are anointed as 

with ointment after the laver of washing?’492 Likewise, Clement of Alexandria identified 

the fragrant anointing oil with the Holy Spirit: 

For the feet anointed with fragrant ointment means divine 

instruction travelling with renown to the ends of the earth… the 

feet of the Lord which were anointed are the apostles, having, 

according to prophecy, received the fragrant unction of the Holy 

Ghost…. And let woman breathe the odour of the true royal 

ointment, that of Christ, not of unguents and scented powders; and 

let her always be anointed with the ambrosial chrism of modesty, 

and find delight in the holy unguent, the Spirit. This ointment of 

pleasant fragrance Christ prepares for His disciples, compounding 

the ointment of celestial aromatic ingredients.493 

In this passage, the Holy Spirit is described variously as ‘the fragrant unction’, the ‘holy 

unguent’, and the ‘ointment of pleasant fragrance’ prepared by Christ, while Christ 

himself is referred to as the ‘true royal ointment’. The parallels of this passage with the 

metaphorical terminology used by the GosTr to depict the ointment used for anointing as 

well as in describing the fragrance of the Father— described as his children (33.39-34.1) is 

striking. It will be shown in Chapter 8 that this similarity between Clement and the GosTr 

extends to other motifs, strongly suggesting that he was dependent on the GosTr for many 

ideas in his theology. Szabados argues that Clement’s contrast of the anointing of the Holy 

Spirit with the worldly use of ointments and perfumes, as well as his elastic use of the 
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concept of unction, is an indication of the unlikelihood of a post-baptismal anointing ritual 

being practised in Egypt at the time he wrote these words.494 However, it is more likely 

that the reverse is true: that the anointing of the Holy Spirit ritual was practised in the 

early Alexandrian church. Rather than depreciating the ritual of the unction of the Spirit, 

as Szabados implies, Clement’s contrast of the sacred anointing oil with its profane use 

actually has the effect of solemnising it, not unlike the injunction given by God to Moses 

that the sacred fragrant anointing oil was forbidden for personal use. In addition, 

Clement’s use of the obviously familiar unction of the Holy Spirit to draw spiritual 

lessons, together with his employment of the concept of unction in other forms, such as 

the ‘abundant unction of the Word’, the ‘unguent of faith’ and the ‘unction of acceptance’ 

in the soul as a result of the communication of the Holy Spirit, are likewise consistent with 

both a theology of the Spirit and the actual practice of post-baptismal anointing. 

Being called a Christian was regarded as no light thing by both proto-orthodox and 

Valentinian Christians. This appellation, indicating that individuals were sons and 

daughters of God and thus under His protection, was more likely to cause someone to 

tremble than practically any other natural appellation, such as a Jew, Roman, Greek, 

barbarian, slave or a free man (62.20-35). However, the real significance of the chrism 

was not merely that it enabled one to call oneself a Christian; it also had the potential to 

transform the individual Christian into a Christ with supernatural status and power. As 

already seen, the person, who has undergone the rite of chrism and the other sacramental 

rituals, is radically described in the GosPhil as ‘no longer a Christian but a Christ’ (67.26). 
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Despite the Johannine reference to the Jews accusing Jesus of blasphemy because he 

claimed to be God even though he was a mere man (Jn 10:33), there is evidence to suggest 

that the desire to be deified and be like God was considered a legitimate aspiration for 

both proto-orthodox and Valentinian Christians. Apart from this being a prominent theme 

in both the New Testament and the Church Fathers, including Irenaeus, Tertullian’s de 

Baptismo (c. 200), the first reference to a single post-baptismal anointing in extant 

‘orthodox’ Christian literature, implicitly states that the purpose for participation in the 

chrism ritual was for the very same reason given in the Valentinian GosPhil, namely, that 

the chrism candidates would be called Christs. According to Mitchell’s translation of the 

passage, Tertullian writes:  

Then having come up from the font we are thoroughly anointed 

with a blessed unction, in accordance with the ancient discipline 

whereby, since the time when Aaron was anointed by Moses, men 

were anointed unto the priesthood with oil from a horn: from 

which ye are called “christs” (christi dicti a chrismate) from 

the chrism, that is the anointing, which also lent its name to the 

Lord.495 

Scholars have, however, disputed the Latin translation of this passage. Evans, for example, 

renders the words ‘christi dicti’ as ‘christus dicitur’, with the result that the highlighted 

words in the above passage read, ‘That is why <the high priest> is called a christ, from 

'chrism' which is<the Greek for> 'anointing': and from this also our Lord obtained his 
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title’.496 The effect of this latter translation is that only the high priest and Jesus Christ, 

rather than ordinary Christians, received the name of Christ as a result of the chrism.  

As with the sacramental system of some of the Valentinians seen in Irenaeus’ treatise, 

Against Heresies,497 Tertullian’s Treatise on Baptism views water baptism as a sign of 

outward repentance and spiritual cleansing of sins while the subsequent anointing with oil 

emulates Christ’s own anointing by the Holy Spirit. Thus by emulating Aaron and Jesus 

Christ in the practice of chrism, Christians could also regard themselves as Christs.498 

Despite Tertullian’s strident attack on the Valentinians,499 it seems at least their baptismal 

liturgy was already influencing proto-orthodox practice. Although both Christian 

communities were obviously heavily influenced by the Scriptural descriptions of the 

paradigm set by Christ in his own baptism and anointing of the Spirit, for the Valentinians 

—especially those who regarded Jesus as only becoming Christ after his anointing of the 

Spirit— the emulation of this momentous event in the chrism ritual was similarly designed 

to make them also a Christ, transforming them from a natural man into a spiritual, perfect 

man.  

In his book, Gnosis, Rudolph has described the efficacy of this sacrament for the 

Valentinians: 

As the baptism of Jesus signifies the descent of the Spirit of Christ 

upon him so the baptism of the gnostic is an act which imparts to 

him the spirit (pneuma) of immortality, redemption and 

resurrection and thereby makes him a pneumatic. In baptism the 

                                                 
496 E. Evans, ‘Tertullian’s homily on baptism’, pp. 17, 70.  
497 See section 4.3. 
498 Tertullian, ‘On Baptism’, 7 (ANF, iii, p. 672). 
499 Tertullian, ‘Against the Valentinians’ (ANF, iii, pp. 503-520). 
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gnostic obtains his immortal garment or the ‘perfect man’ 

(Christ).500 

Likewise, in the proto-orthodox Syrian tradition, Winkler’s analysis of early sources 

demonstrate that the anointing of Jesus by the Spirit as the Messiah King/Priest was not 

only the culmination of the First/Old Testament leitmotif of the anointing of priests and 

kings, in particular, David, with sacred oil; it also set a paradigm for early Christians that, 

by a similar anointing of the Spirit at baptism, they too could participate in Christ’s 

anointing and be priests and kings in the Kingdom of God when they reign on earth (1 

Peter 2:9,10; Rev 1:6; 5:10). Winkler thus sees the pre-baptismal anointing in early Syria 

as marking the entry into the ‘eschatological kingship of the Messiah’ through the 

reception of the Holy Spirit. This is why in the early Syrian sources, such as the Acts of 

Thomas, the central feature in baptism is the anointing, not the immersion in water, thus 

following the pattern in the canonical accounts of the baptism of Jesus where his anointing 

by the Spirit is also the central feature of the story.501 The obvious parallels with the 

GosTr in which anointing references are also central suggests the author is endeavouring 

to make a similar point, namely, that the emulation of the anointing of Christ by the Holy 

Spirit holds the key to deification of the believer. 

5.6 The Eschatological Significance of baptismal 

liturgy 

Gieschen has convincingly argued that the prominence of the Divine Name motif in the 

book of Revelation, whereby the last day saints are sealed with the Divine Name before 

they enter the New Jerusalem, stems from early Christian baptismal praxis. Although there 

                                                 
500 Rudolph, Gnosis, p. 227. 
501 Winkler, ‘The Original Meaning’, pp. 36-37. 
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are actually three distinct names that are written on the foreheads of the elect/perfected—

that of the Father, the Lamb and the New Jerusalem (Rev 3:12; 14:1; 22:4) —they can all 

be understood as referring to the singular Divine Name of YHWH. This conclusion is 

derived from Revelation where it is also stated that the name of Christ is ‘the Word of 

God’ (Rev 19:13) who is identified in the First/Old Testament as the Angel of YHWH (Ex 

23:20-21). That this Divine Name of YWHW—probably represented by the Hebrew 

Taw—has the function of sealing the elect/perfected is clear from the vision given to John 

of the angel requesting the angels of the apocalypse not to harm the earth or sea until the 

servants of God are sealed upon their foreheads (Rev 7:2-3). As seen above in the baptism 

liturgy of the early Church, great emphasis was placed on the sealing of the initiates with 

all three names of the Trinity. This Divine Name, signifying ‘the personal reality of 

Christ’, was also said to dwell in the hearts of believers. 502  The parallel with the Book of 

the Living dwelling in the hearts of believers in the GosTr is again readily apparent. Yet 

Revelation goes beyond this ceremonial sealing of candidates by the bishop to the actual 

divine sealing of saints for entry into the Kingdom of God. Likewise, the white robe 

imagery in Revelation also is evidence of a baptismal liturgy in which the candidates, after 

being baptised naked, were dressed in white robes that symbolised purity and the new life 

of immortality. Gieschen concludes that baptism in Revelation ‘can be understood as the 

salvific event that purifies sinners’ in order for them to become priests and kings in the 

Kingdom of God on earth.503 In the GosTr, the prominent baptismal motifs of 

sealing/confirmation and the Divine Name is also evidence that this text was not simply 

written for the spiritual edification of early Christians but was a prophetic word pertaining 

                                                 
502 Charles A. Gieschen, ‘Baptismal praxis and mystical experience in the book of Revelation’, in Paradise 

Now: Essays on Early Jewish and Christian Mysticism, ed. April D. DeConick, Atlanta, 2006, pp. 342-49. 
503 Ibid., pp. 349-51. 
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to the sealing of the perfected ones at the end time prior to them entering the presence of 

God in His Kingdom.  

Similarly, the true intention of the chrism is also seen in the later Church Fathers, such as 

Cyril of Jerusalem, Ambrose and Augustine. As with Tertullian above, they too compared 

the chrism/anointing of Christians with that of the anointing of the ancient high priests in 

order for them to be kings and priests—that is, Christs— in Christ’s royal priesthood of 

believers. Augustine further taught that Christians will reign with Christ in His kingdom 

for a thousand years.504 As the next chapter will show, becoming Christs in the Kingdom 

of God does not mean becoming equal to Jesus Christ or sharing his divine essence. It is in 

the same sense of being sons and daughters of God and co-heirs of the kingdom with 

Christ. The children of God become immortal and incorruptible and reign with Christ in 

His kingdom. This eschatological motif of the GosTr will be elaborated on in Chapter 9 of 

this thesis.  

5.7 The Key Difference between Valentinian and 

Proto-orthodox Christians 

Thus far in this thesis it has been argued that the fundamental difference between 

Valentinian and proto-orthodox Christians, in their re-enactment of the post-baptismal 

anointing of Jesus, was their conception of the Holy Spirit, and thus of Jesus Christ 

Himself. While proto-orthodox Christians also wanted the same spiritual realities to flow 

to them from the unction of the Spirit in the chrism as did the Valentinians —sonship, 

immortality, redemption, resurrection and perfection— they believed this could only be 

achieved through the Saviour, Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God. Only if the 

                                                 
504 Robin M. Jensen, Baptismal Imagery in Early Christianity: Ritual, Visual, and Theological Dimensions, 

Grand Rapids, Mi., 2012, pp. 63-4. 
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Holy Spirit was viewed as the one sent from God the Father to testify about and glorify 

Jesus, could they be confident that their anointing was ‘real and not counterfeit’ (1Jn 

2:27). As Jesus said, if He was glorified, they also would be glorified by being brought to 

complete unity and having the love of God in them (Jn 17:23-26).  

The GosTr concept of the Holy Spirit as the third member of the Holy Trinity is in sharp 

contrast to that of the Valentinians who regarded her as being merely one of the multiple 

aeons in the Valentinian cosmogony. Thus Segelberg’s suggestion that in the GosTr there 

is a ‘antichristian’ reference to the Holy Spirit deceiving the Valentinian gnostic into 

receiving a Christian baptism, with the result that his or her unction vanishes (36.22-

24),505  is totally at odds with both the context of this passage— which is the parable of the 

jars—and the overall Christian portrayal of the Holy Spirit in this text. As will be shown 

in the next chapter, the GosTr portrays the Holy Spirit as being one with the Father and 

Son in the divine plan for the redemption and deification of the human race. It is therefore 

necessary to present a more comprehensive interpretation of the GosTr than a Valentinian 

liturgical one in order to fully grasp the literary and theological significance of this 

document. 

Rather than promoting Valentinian teachings, a much more likely rationale for the focus of 

the GosTr on the chrism is that its audience was a proto-orthodox Christian community 

who, like the Valentinians in the GosPhil, regarded the baptism of the Holy Spirit in the 

chrism ritual as the ultimate baptism for the believer. This does not mean that water 

baptism is devalued but that the writer/speaker of this sermon is focusing on the joy, 

blessings and knowledge of God that come with the baptism of the Holy Spirit. The water 

                                                 
505 Segelberg, ‘Evangelium Veritatis’, p. 14. 
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baptism of the believer is in the past and therefore the writer/speaker only refers to water 

once in the whole text and this is associated with a cold fragrance. The believer has died to 

sin and death and now the focus is on a life indwelled by Christ through the Holy Spirit. In 

contrast to the cold fragrance related to water baptism, the anointing of the Spirit is 

associated with a warm fragrance highlighting the love and immortal life of the indwelling 

Christ.506 Through the unction of the Spirit, the believer receives the indwelling of Jesus, 

the anointed one, sent by the Father to bring humanity back to Him. As with the GosPhil, 

where it is stressed that the efficacy of this ritual is dependent on it being performed in the 

name of all three members of the divine triad, the GosTr makes clear that each member of 

the Godhead is involved in the anointing of the Spirit. Because of their oneness/unity, as 

depicted in the GosTr, the Holy Spirit can thus act as the agency of the presence of the 

Father and Christ in the believer.  

5.7.1 Conclusion 

It is the thesis of the present author, therefore, that the GosTr is not Valentinian, as has 

been argued by most scholars, but proto-orthodox in its portrayal of the Holy Trinity. The 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit of traditional Christian theology are depicted as the central 

players in the spiritual cosmological drama that plays out in the GosTr. As the divine 

triad/Godhead, they cooperate in the divine plan of fulfilling the purpose for which the 

Saviour came into the world: the salvation of humans by bringing them back to the Father. 

Rather than salvation being dependent upon Valentinian distinctions between the material, 

psychic or spiritual classes of humanity, in the GosTr it is the anointing or baptism of the 

Holy Spirit that perfects the Christian, sealing him or her for the Kingdom of God. Thus, 

chrism/anointing in the GosTr has an eschatological dimension that pertain to the 

                                                 
506 Ibid., pp. 12-13. 
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inauguration of the kingdom of Christ. Outside the community of the perfected ones, there 

are those who still live in darkness and error under the reign of Satan and have not yet 

come to a knowledge of the Father’s grace in Jesus Christ. The message of the GosTr is 

that God desires that they too have healing, perfection and eternal life. Even after the 

eschatological judgment, it will be shown that those who are still outside the kingdom of 

Christ are given a second chance of salvation because of God’s mercy and grace. In 

addition, the GosTr mentions cosmic spiritual aeons who are also portrayed as needing the 

revelation of the Father by means of ‘the knowledge of the living book’ pisaune  n_te  

pi`wwme  etan6_ (22.38-23.18). They too need to know the Father and repose in him if 

the universe is to achieve complete harmony and rest in the Father (24:14-20). It is 

probable that these aeons are the spiritual rulers and powers in high places, against whom 

the Christian is combating (Eph 6:10-12). Thus the GosTr is saying that God’s grace 

extends even to them. 

The immediate beneficiaries of the work of grace and redemption accomplished by Christ 

in the GosTr are the ‘perfected’ ones who have received Christ through the ritual of 

chrismation or the baptism of the Holy Spirit. As a result, they have been sealed with the 

Divine Name for the Kingdom of God. This will be made clearer in Chapter 9 when the 

parable of the jars is discussed. If, as Rudolph states above, the Valentinian Christians 

believed that they could receive the ‘spirit (pneuma) of immortality, redemption and 

resurrection’ as well as their ‘immortal garment’, thus making them  pneumatic and like 

Christ through their chrism, how much more could the Christians in the GosTr receive 

deification through the baptism of the true Holy Spirit. Despite its sacramental allusions, 

however, the raison d’etre of the GosTr lies not in it merely being a Christian 

confirmation homily. Rather, its unique status derives from it being a spiritually profound 
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sermon spoken/written to a Christian community for the purpose of human deification and 

the inauguration of the Kingdom of God.  
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Chapter 6 Salvation/Deification in the Gospel of 
Truth  

6.1 The Concept of Deification 

The term ‘deification’ is a Middle English word that stems from ecclesiastical Latin 

deificare, from deus ‘god’, and is defined by the Online Oxford Dictionary as ‘to make 

godlike in character’507. Although the term ‘deification’ itself is not used by the early 

Church Fathers, the general language relating to deification, ‘becoming like God’, is 

extensively used by them. It was taken for granted that the ultimate purpose of being a 

Christian was to achieve this state of godlikeness. There are, however, different 

dimensions of deification. As well as being used in a nominal or analogical sense, there is 

its ethical component which involves philosophical and ascetic pursuits in becoming 

Godlike in character. On the other hand, there is the realistic dimension of deification that 

entails the transformation of humans into the image and likeness of God through 

participation in him. 508 It is in this realistic metaphorical sense that the Church Fathers 

mainly employed the concept of deification. Likewise, the GosTr uses it in this same sense 

of  participating in Christ and returning to the Father for the purpose of perfection and 

eternal life. The close relationship between christological development and the patristic 

concept of deification is also demonstrated in this text.509   In order to highlight the 

concept of deification in the GosTr, a survey of both Valentinian and proto-orthodox 

Christian efforts to achieve perfection and Christlikeness has already been presented. This 

chapter will now examine the meaning of this concept as it pertains to the early Christian 

Church in general and to the GosTr in particular.  

                                                 
507 ‘Deify’, Anon., Oxford Dictionaries, <http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/deify>, accessed on 15 
June, 2015. 
508 Norman Russell, The Doctrine of Deification in the Greek Patristic Tradition, Oxford, 2004, pp. 1-3. 
509 Ibid., pp. 8-9.  
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In sharp contrast to the historical centrality of this doctrine in Orthodox theology,510 the 

focus on deification of the Christian has been until recently discouraged by Western 

scholars. This is seen in their historical critique of the Orthodox Church’s understanding 

of deification as its ‘central dogma’ and ‘the ultimate and supreme goal for human 

existence’. 511 The theologian Harnack was largely responsible for this negative assessment 

because of his view that deification stemmed from the Hellenistic mystery religions, as 

well as diverting focus from the Gospels and the central dogma of the atonement. 

Drewery, too, viewed it with suspicion, partly in reaction to the polemical and positive 

assessments of this doctrine by Orthodox theologians, such as Lot-Borodine, Lossky and 

Sherrard.512 Jules Gross’s classic study on divinization in the Greek fathers in 1938, and 

its more recent publication in English, 513 has, however, helped stem the tide of Western 

suspicion and negativity towards this doctrine. Although Gross’s work predates the 

momentous discovery of the Nag Hammadi library—and the contribution that the GosTr 

makes towards the doctrine of deification—it led to the realisation that in the early 

Church, deification was not only ‘universally accepted’, but regarded as equivalent to 

salvation.514 Yet the patristic concept was still criticised for its mysticism and lack of 

practicality even through the sacraments, as well as the perception that it compromised the 

separation of creator and the creation.515 Russell’s more recent study on deification in the 

Greek patristic tradition has led to a greater understanding of this concept among scholars. 

                                                 
510 Andrew Louth, ‘The place of theosis in orthodox theology’, in Partakers of the Divine Nature: The 

History and Development of Deification in the Christian Tradition, eds. Michael J. Christensen and Jeffrey 

A. Wittung, Madison, NJ., 2007, p. 32. 
511 Emil Bartos, Deification in Eastern Orthodox Theology: An Evaluation and Critique of the Theology of 

Dumitru Staniloae, Carlisle, UK, 1999, p. 7; for a fuller treatment on the differences in deification between 

Western and Eastern theology, see A.N. Williams, The Ground of Union: Deification in Aquinas and 

Palamas, New York, 1999. 
512 Russell, Doctrine of Deification, pp. 3-5. 
513 Jules Gross, The Divinization of the Christian According to the Greek Fathers, translated by Paul A. 
Onica, Anaheim, Calif., 2002. 
514 Ibid., ‘Introduction to the English edition’, p. viii. 
515 Ibid., pp. xii-xiii. 
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It is now acknowledged that the early Church Fathers were only too aware of the 

impossibility of humans ever becoming equal to God. For them, deification always 

preserved divine transcendence, with humans only being deified as a result of adoption by 

God as His sons and daughters and attaining eternal life in His kingdom. While deification 

may not yet have been accorded the centrality and importance that it holds in Orthodox 

theology, it is now seen as a legitimate and illuminating branch of study in Western 

theology as evidenced by the many recent studies by scholars on this topic.516 The aim of 

this present thesis is to demonstrate that deification in the GosTr has a practical and 

dynamic element due to its sacramental system being integral to the inauguration of the 

Kingdom of God. 

6.2 Biblical Support for Deification 

There are many biblical texts used to support the argument that the key element of the 

Christian life is regeneration and sonship that results not only in ultimate personal 

glorification or deification, but also the transformation of the world. In fact, the whole of 

the New Testament was written for the purpose of proclaiming Jesus Christ as Lord and 

saviour as well as preparing the Christian church for the event of the Kingdom of God 

when those found in Christ would receive incorruption and immortality. The resurrection 

of Jesus Christ is central to this biblical hope of deification and the Kingdom of God. To 

                                                 
516 For example, Ben C Blackwell, Christosis: Pauline Soteriology in Light of Deification in Irenaeus and 

Cyril of Alexandria, Tübingen, 2011; Michael J. Christensen and Jeffrey A. Wittung, eds. Partakers of the 

Divine Nature: The History and Development of Deification in the Christian Tradition, Madison, NJ., 2007; 

Paul M. Collins, Partaking in Divine Nature: Deification and Communion, London, 2010; Stephen Finlan 

and Vladimir Kharlamov, eds. Theosis: Deification in Christian Theology, Eugene, Or., 2006; Veli-Matti 

Karkkainen, One With God: Salvation as Deification and Justification, Collegeville, Min., 2004; Daniel A 
Keating, Deification and Grace, Naples, FL: 2007; Vladimir Kharlamov ed. Theosis: Deification in 

Christian Theology, vol 2, Eugene, Oregon, 2011; George A. Maloney, The Undreamed has Happened: God 

Lives Within Us, Chicago, IL, 2003; Stephen Thomas, Deification in the Eastern Orthodox Tradition: A 
Biblical Perspective, Piscaraway, NJ., 2007; Norman Russell, Fellow Workers with God: Othodox Thinking 

on Theosis, New York, 2009; Daniel E. Wilson, Deification and the Rule of Faith: The Communication of 

the Gospel in Hellenistic Culture, Bloomington, In., 2010. 
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paraphrase the apostle Paul, if Christ is not risen from the dead, then not only his own 

hope, but the hope of all Christians is in vain since their resurrection and glorification 

depends on the resurrection of Christ. That is, Christ is the firstfruits of all those who will 

be raised in the resurrection (1 Cor 15:15-23). Paul states that ‘in Christ all will be made 

alive’ (1 Cor 15:22); at the Second Coming of Christ, not only the righteous dead, but also 

the righteous living will be made truly alive by receiving glorified bodies. This will be 

accompanied by the setting up of the universal kingdom of Christ when God the Father 

will put everything under his feet (1 Cor 15:24-27). It is important to realise, however, that 

Paul depicts the absolute universal reign of Christ as a process that is only gradually 

accomplished. He states: ‘he [Christ] must reign until he has put all enemies under his 

feet’, the ‘last enemy’ being death (1 Cor 15:25-26). It is only when Christ has destroyed 

‘all dominion, authority and power’ that He hands the kingdom over to His Father. This 

latter act is defined as ‘the end’ (1 Cor 15:24).  

6.3 Scholarly views on Deification 

So far in this chapter, the important contribution of both Gross and Russell to the scholarly 

understanding of deification in the early Church has been mentioned. This section will 

continue to discuss the input of modern scholars—both Eastern and Western— in relation 

to the doctrine of deification as it applies to the GosTr. Thus far, it has been argued that 

scholarly attempts to interpret the GosTr as a Valentinian text with a hidden agenda of 

convincing proto-orthodox Christians about the merits of its Valentinian teachings does 

not do justice to its true nature and purpose. Rather, it must be understood as a gospel of 

the Messiah—‘Jesus the Christ’ ih(sou)s  pexr(isto)s (18.16)— that is designed for 

the purpose of inaugurating the Kingdom of God. As such, it has validity for all Christians 

who desire to see the eternal and glorious reign of Christ over the universe. 
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Rather than deification being a homogeneous and universal doctrine from the outset, 

Kharlamov stresses its gradual development as a concept by the early Church Fathers. 

Although his view of the peripheral and often marginal nature of deification in patristic 

theology is correct insofar as it was not systematically developed as a doctrine until 

pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite‘s theology of theosis in the sixth century, 517 other 

scholars argue that a comprehensive doctrine of theosis is already found in Irenaeus.518 It 

will be seen from the discussion of Irenaeus, as well as of Justin Martyr and Clement of 

Alexandria in the next two chapters, that in fact deification was a given in the early 

Church, even if not explicitly laid down, because of the fact that it was intrinsic to the 

divine economy of salvation. The whole aim of the writings of these Church Fathers was 

to strengthen and reinforce the belief of early Christians, against the attacks of the heretics 

on the veracity of the Christian faith, that Jesus Christ was their only means of salvation 

and eternal life/immortality. These patristic authors also stressed the hope and certainty of 

the return of Jesus Christ in order to set up His eternal kingdom. 

The early patristic concept of deification was heavily based on the proof text of Psalm 

82:6: ‘I said, You are “gods”; you are all sons of the Most High.’ Nispel has argued that 

the traditional concept of ‘salvation as deification’ among later patristic authors was the 

natural outcome of ‘the church’s theological use of Psalm 82 in the late first and early 

second centuries’.519 On the other hand, Mosser asserts that Nispel’s evidence is 

problematic,520 and that the use of this text by early patristic authors is based instead on 

                                                 
517 Vladimir Kharlamov, ‘Theosis in Patristic Thought’, Theological Reflections, 9, 2008, pp. 156-58; 

Vladimir Kharlamov ed. Theosis: Deification in Christian Theology, Eugene, Oregon, 2011, pp. 10-11. 
518 Gösta Hallonsten, ‘Theosis in recent research: A renewal of interest and a need for charity’, in 

Christensen and Wittung, Partakers of the Divine Nature, p. 285. 
519 Mark D. Nispel, ‘Christian Deification and the Early Testimonia’, VC, 53, 3, 1999, pp. 291-92. 
520 Mosser, Carl, ‘The earliest Christian interpretations of Psalms 82, Jewish antecedents and the origin of 

Christian deification’, JTS, ns, 56, 2005, p. 32, n. 8. 
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their careful and logical exegesis of Second Temple Jewish salvation history themes. In 

addition, it was the divine sonship of Christians, rather than their godhood status, that was 

most significant for them in their exegesis of this text. Sonship anticipated both Johannine 

and Pauline teachings that the essence of God’s eternal plan for humans was immortality 

and the glory of the resurrected life.521 These studies show that the use of this text by the 

patristic writers was not to bolster Hellenistic ideas of deification, as Harnack maintained, 

but was the outcome of their own deeply considered biblically-based understanding of 

Christian salvation. Even in the period covered by the present thesis— up to the early third 

century— the concept of deification, if not the doctrine, developed in refinement and 

sophistication. This was not only the result of the proto-orthodox theologians— including 

the author of the GosTr— but also the agitation and focus of the Valentinians and other 

gnostic thinkers on this very topic. Both Western and Orthodox traditions are heavily 

indebted to the original patristic expression of the concept of deification. 522  This is 

particularly the case in trinitarian, sacramental and eschatological branches of theology, all 

of which are intrinsically related to this concept. 

Williams has rightly stated that the primary characterisation of the doctrine of deification 

is the careful balancing of its two poles: the ‘simultaneous emphasis on the unbreachable 

divide between creature and Creator and on the creature’s likening to the Utterly Other’.523 

The latter of these two poles refers to the gradual assimilation of Christians in their 

lifetime to the likeness of God which has as its apex their transformation at the Second 

Coming of Christ. The Church Fathers believed that this process of deification also 

continued into the next life when the saved have face to face communion with God. This 

                                                 
521 Ibid., p. 64. 
522 Daniel A. Keating, Deification and Grace, pp. 5-7. 
523 Williams, Ground of Union, p. 28. 
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belief in the ‘continuous ascent toward a more and more perfect divinization’ resulted in 

Christian mysticism with its temptation to adopt the Neoplatonic idea of the ecstatic 

merging of the soul into the divine. Yet Dionysius, in his theory of the mystical union of 

the soul with the divine, was able to resist this temptation because of his respect for the 

‘infinite distance between Creator and creature’.524 This acknowledgement by the Church 

Fathers of the unfathomable ontological gulf that exists between the divine Godhead and 

those deified denotes the other pole of the doctrine of deification that upholds the absolute 

transcendence of God. The fundamental distinction between the Creator and creation is an 

ontological one. Being adopted as sons and daughters of God enables the Christian only to 

partake of the divine nature, not possess the divine substance or essence of the Godhead. 

Humans only become ‘gods’ inasmuch as they receive perfection, power and knowledge, 

as well as incorruptibility and immortality through participating in the triune God (Ps 

82:6; 2 Peter 1:4). It is solely by grace, not nature, that the status of godhood is attained by 

humans.525   

The perception that deification/theosis attempts to blur the distinct boundaries between 

divinity and humanity has undermined a correct understanding of this doctrine. While 

Christensen has briefly addressed this problem in its psychological, philosophical and 

theological dimensions, 526 it is the theological aspect that mainly concerns the present 

thesis. Although Christians may progressively develop divine qualities, such as the 

spiritual gifts of love, joy and patience, they will always retain their humanity even when 

they acquire immortality and incorruption. This is despite the apostle Paul describing 

                                                 
524 Gross, Divinization of the Christian, pp. 270-71. 
525 Keating, Deification and Grace, p. 96. 
526 Michael J. Christensen, ‘The problem, promise and process of theosis’ in Christensen and Wittung, 

Partakers of the Divine Nature, pp. 28-29.  
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Christians as being transformed into the likeness of Christ by the Lord (the Spirit) ‘with 

ever- increasing glory’ (2 Cor 3:18). Although John says that the children of God do not 

yet know what they will be like when they are transformed, he assures them that when 

they see God at the Parousia they will become like Him (1 Jn 3:1,2). Yet the doctrine of 

deification still insists that even though Christians become like God with a glorified body 

they will not actually be ontologically like God in his essence. As Christensen states, 

‘Each retains his or her nature and personal identity. Yet all are filled with God’s spirit 

and perfected as creature.’527 This clarification of the meaning of deification is part of an 

ongoing process in which contemporary scholars have endeavoured to be more precise in 

their terms and symbols when describing the Christian concept of humans becoming gods. 

6.4 Grace in the Gospel of Truth 

The necessity of divine grace for deification is well articulated in the GosTr. In its opening 

sentence, it refers to the grace of the Father that enables the Christian to know Him: ‘The 

gospel of truth is joy for those who have received from the Father of truth the grace of 

knowing him’ peuaggelion  n_thme  outelha  pe  n_neei  n_ta6`i  pi6mat  abal  

6itoot3_  m_piwt  n_te  tmhe  atrousouwn3_  (16.31-33). This grace that enables humans 

to know God is embodied in the ‘power of the Word’ t2am  m_pi4e`e (16.34). Likewise, 

human perfection is the result of the ‘mercies of the Father’ nimn_t4an6th3  n_te  piwt  

(18.14-15). The very ointment by which God metaphorically anoints humans to give them 

perfection is described as the ‘mercy of the Father who will have mercy on them’  pnae  

m_piwt ete3nanae  neu  (36.18-19). It is not just the individual sinner, however, but the 

‘all’ whom the Father pursues in order to provide the grace of deification: ‘For what did 

                                                 
527 Ibid., p. 29. 
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the all have need of if not knowledge regarding the Father?’  gar  penerepthr3_   4aat  

m_ma3  eimhti  apisaune  apiwt (19.15-17). The GosTr’s depiction of the Father 

sending his son to be a guide and teacher so that the ‘all’ can know him and be deified is 

an astonishing act of divine grace. Traditional Christianity, influenced by the Book of 

Revelation, is comfortable with the idea of just a minority of righteous humans obtaining 

eternal life while the wicked, who make up the majority and whose names are not in the 

Book of Life, will be cast into the lake of fire designated as the ‘second death’ (Rev 20:14, 

15). In contrast, the GosTr depicts salvation in terms of the names of the ‘all’, rather than 

just the names of a minority, being in the ‘living book of the living’. This is a consequence 

of it being a gospel of truth and grace designed to inaugurate the Kingdom of God on 

earth. 

6.5 Deification in the Gospel of Truth 

6.5.1 Deification Terminology 

There are many terms and phrases relating to the Christian doctrine of deification in the 

GosTr. These include ‘redemption’ pswte (16.39), ‘perfection/completion’  p[i]`wk 

(19.4), ‘return to him [Father]’ ousto  4ara3 (19.5), ‘a perfectly unitary knowledge’  

ousaune oueei  6n_  ou`wk (19.6-7), ‘glorified’ au`i  eau (19.33), 

‘salvation/wholeness’  piou`eei  (20.8), ‘imperishability’  tmn_tatteko  (20.32),  

‘unity’ aumn_toueei (25.15), ‘a pleroma’ ouplhrwma, (36.10),  ‘the living book of the 

living’  pi`wwme  etan6_  n_te  netan6_ (19.35-36, ‘the knowledge of the Father’ 

pisaune  n_tm_   piwt (30.24),  ‘the perfect day’  pi6wou  et`hk  (32.32), ‘the light that 

does not fail’ pouaein  etema3w`n_  (32.34), ‘the discovery of the light of truth’ p2ine  

m_pouaein   n_tmhe (36.11-12),  sonship/ ‘the sons of interior knowledge’  ni4hre  n_te  

pm_me  n_6ht (32.38-39), the ‘warm pleroma of love’  piplhrwma   et6hm  n_te  5agaph 

(34.30-1) and the ‘unity of perfect thought’ 5mn_toueei te˙  n_te  pimeeue  et`hk 
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abal (34.33-34),  ‘rest’  m_tan  (41.29), ‘up in all the heights to the Father’  atpe  6n  

pi`ise  throu  4a  piwt (41.27-28),  possessing  ‘the glory of the Father’ m_peau  

m_piwt (42.3-4) and ‘true and eternal life’ piwn6  namhe  ̇auw  n_nanh6e (43.10-11).  

The motif of deification is also implicit in the liturgical language used throughout this text.  

It is by the ritual of anointing that believers are rendered perfect in the eyes of God: ‘But 

those whom he has anointed are the ones who have become perfect’ nenta3ta6sou  de  

ne  neei  nta6`wk  abal  (36.19-20). Those members of the Christian community 

represented by the GosTr who had undergone the sacrament of water baptism and 

anointing would have already realised this perfection through the grace of God. However, 

there is also a perfection associated with the metaphorical anointing of the ointment 

defined as the ‘mercy of the Father who will have mercy on them’  pnae  m_piwt 

ete3nanae  neu  (36.18-19). It will be argued in Chapter 9 that this subsequent anointing 

of God’s grace is a post-judgmental dispensation of God’s grace that effectively gives 

those who are outside the Kingdom of God a second chance of uniting with God’s people. 

There are thus two anointings delineated in the GosTr: the first anointings are in the pre-

judgment/Parousia period while the second anointings involves those ‘lost souls’ who are 

anointed with the ointment of God’s mercy in the post -judgmental Kingdom of God 

period. The purpose of this two-fold dispensation of God’s grace via anointing is so that 

the ‘all’ can be deified, not just the few.  

The GosTr makes clear, however, that even after the Father’s children have ascended to 

the heights of the Father in His eternal kingdom they are not made equal to Him in 

essence.. This is stated quite emphatically in a passage referring to the Father’s Kingdom 

when His children have returned to their source/root:  
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But they do not become manifest in this way, for they were not 

themselves exalted; (yet) neither did they lack the glory of the 

Father nor did they think of him as small nor that he is harsh, nor 

that he is wrathful, but (that) he is a being without evil, 

imperturbable, sweet, knowing all spaces before they have come 

into existence and he had no need to be instructed. 

seouan6  de  en  abal  n2i  neei  m-pirhte  `e  mpour_  tpe  

m_min  m_mau  oute  m_pou4wwt  m_peau  m_piwt  oute  n_semeue  

ara3  en  6ws  4hm  oute  `e  3sa4i  oute  `e  oubalk3_  pe  

alla  ouatpeqau  pe  ouat4tartr_  pe  ou6la2  pe  e3saune  

amaeit  nim  empatou4wpe  auw  ne3r  `ria  en  

atroutsebe  eiet3_  abal  (41.35-42.11). 

Before and after the above passage, the GosTr refers to the Father’s resting place. which 

elsewhere is defined as paradise (36.35-39). This is the resting place of the Father that 

Jesus had spoken about during His earthy ministry, the place where He himself had come 

from and where He said that He was going to prepare a place for those who believed in 

Him (40.30-41-3; Jn 14:1-3). As Jesus had glorified the Father, now those who had 

inherited the Father’s eternal Kingdom would also glorify Him. They are now described as 

resting in Him, being ‘in the Father, being perfect, being undivided in the truly good one, 

being in no way deficient in anything, but they are set at rest, refreshed in the Spirit’ n_tau  

eu6n_  piwt  eu`hk  abal  euoei  n_atpw4e  6n_  piagaqos  namhe  eu5  4ta  laue  

en  6n-  laue  alla  eu5  m_tan  eulhk  6n_  pepn(eum)a  (42.28-33). The resting place of 

God is now described as ‘the place of the blessed; this is their place’ ptopos  

n_nimakarios  peei  pe  poutopos  (42.37-38). 

6.5.2 Glorification of the ‘little children’ 

Another passage in the GosTr, already briefly examined in section 3.1, describes in some 

detail the deification of ‘the little children also, those to whom the knowledge of the 
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Father belongs’ nkekoui  4hm  neei  ete  pwou  pe  psaune  m_piwt (19.28-30). Their 

glorification is a direct result of the Book of the Living appearing in their hearts. This 

takes place after their anointing or confirmation when they receive the Word, or Jesus 

Christ, through the baptism of the Holy Spirit. The Word then develops into the ‘book of 

the living’ in their hearts, enabling them to be in the Father and the Son and the Father and 

the Son in them (Jn 17:21). They now have Christ living in their hearts and as a result are 

glorified.   

This account of the glorification of the ‘little ones’ in the GosTr is distinctive from the 

normative post-baptismal anointing that was practised in the community represented by 

the GosTr. Nowhere is there any evidence that such glorification of ‘little children’ as 

described here ever took place in the early Christian church. Even in the mainstream 

churches that practised anointing along with water baptism —where the catechumens 

received instruction for a period of sometimes up to three years prior to their baptism in 

order for them to demonstrate both knowledge of the fundamental doctrines of the 

Christian church and suitable character 528 —these newborn Christians were only 

considered as having being perfected and thus worthy for the coming New Age.529 They 

were never regarded as having been both perfected and glorified as are the little ones in 

the GosTr. This fact strongly suggests that this passage is a prophetic word of a special 

glorification of Christians that takes place in the future before the Parousia. As a result of 

being confirmed by the anointing of the ointment, the Book of the Living appears in the 

hearts of these ‘little children’. They thus gain a personal acquaintance or knowledge of 

the Father psaune  m_  piwt˙ (19.30), and are both perfected and glorified.  

                                                 
528 Bradshaw et al. Apostolic Tradition, pp. 96-8. 
529 Ibid., p.118. 
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This account of the ‘little children’ being glorified seemingly conflicts with the 

expectation of Christians that they will only be glorified at the Parousia. This expectation 

of course is based on the Pauline description of the glorious resurrected bodies that the 

righteous will receive at the Second Coming of Christ (1Cor 15:42-44). At the same time, 

however, there are also other Pauline texts that indicate the progressive glorification of the 

living righteous without mentioning either the Parousia or the resurrection of the dead. For 

example, Romans 8:30 mentions a theological sequence of states that concludes with 

glorification without the necessary pre-condition of the Parousia/resurrection. These states 

are termed ‘predestined’, ‘called’, ‘justified’ and ‘glorified’. All these states are ultimately 

conditional on believers being named and adopted as sons/children of God (Rom 8:18-23). 

Similarly, the GosTr stresses that these same theological states result in 

deification/glorification. It states:  

Those whose name he knew in advance [predestined] were called 

[called] at the end, so that the one who has knowledge is the one 

whose name the Father has uttered [naming/adoption]…  

Having knowledge [justified/perfected], he does the will of the one 

who called him, he wishes to be pleasing to him, he receives rest 

[glorified].  

neei  n_ta3r_   4arn_   n_saune  m_pouren  aqah  aumoute  arau  

6ws  oueei  e3saune  n_ta3  pe  n_ta3teuo  m_pe3ren  n_2i  

piwt  petem_pou`ou. . .  

e3saune. . 4a3eire. . m_pouw4e. . m_penta6moute..ara3  

4a3ouw4e  ar_  ene3  4a3`i  m_tan  (21.25-30; 22.9-12). 
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In this text it is apparent that the author of the GosTr is heavily dependent on the sequence 

of the theological states that are enumerated in Romans 8 for his explication of the 

deification/glorification process.  

Furthermore, Paul states that Christians are ‘being transformed into his likeness with ever 

increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit’ (2 Cor 3:18). He then 

announces that God has made ‘his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the 

knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ’ (2 Cor 4:6). It is this shining of the 

‘light of the knowledge’ of God’s glory in Christ, symbolised by the Book of the Living in 

the GosTr, that results in the glorification of the little children. The sequence of this 

glorification process in the GosTr is: ‘they knew, they were known; they were glorified, 

they glorified’ ausaune  ausouwnou  au`i  eau  au5  eau  (19.32-34). The 

glorification of the little children is thus a direct result of knowing the immortal mind of 

the Father through the Book of the Living written in the thought and mind of the Father 

before the foundation of the world. Like Paul in Romans 8, the GosTr apparently bypasses 

the climatic events of the Parousia/ resurrection to give the little children a direct path to 

the mind of God. This results in their personal glorification through the Book of the 

Living that was only made available through the death of Christ on the cross (19.27- 

20.14). These ‘little children’ thus represent a class of perfected believers at the end of 

time who have been chosen by God to be deified/ glorified before the judgment and 

Second Coming of Christ. This pre-Parousia supernatural experience of 

deification/glorification serves the purpose of demonstrating the veracity of the Christian 

teachings about the Holy Trinity to an unbelieving and sceptical world, thus leading more 

people to a saving knowledge of Christ.  

  



 

204 

6.5.3 The Parousia and Glorification 

The Parousia and the resultant deification/glorification of the perfected ones is 

dramatically described in the GosTr: 

When light had spoken through his mouth, as well as his voice 

which gave birth to life, he gave them thought and understanding 

and mercy and salvation and the powerful spirit from the 

infiniteness and the sweetness of the Father. Having made 

punishments and tortures cease—for it was they which were 

leading astray from his face some who were in need of  mercy, in 

error and in bonds—he both destroyed them with power and 

confounded them with knowledge. He became a way for those 

who were gone astray and knowledge for those who were ignorant, 

a discovery for those who were searching, and a support for those 

who were wavering, immaculateness for those who were defiled. 

ea34e`e  abal  6n_  rw3  n_2i  pouaein  oua6n_  5smh  n_toot3  

n_tasmise  m_piwn_e6  a35  neu  meue  6i  mn_trm_n_6ht  6i  nae  

6i  ou`eeide  6i  ppn(eum)a  n_2am  abal  6n_  5mn_t<at>arh`s_  

n_te  piwt  oua6n_   5mn_t6la2  ea3trouw`n_   n_2i  nikolasis  

mn  nimastigc  `e  n_tau  peteneusarm_   n_6re3  n_ni6aeine  

n_taur_  6ae  m_pinae  n_6rhi  6n_  5planh  oua6n  6n_sneu6  auw  

mn_   ou2am  a3balou  abal  auw  a3`piau  6n_  psaune  pe  

a34wpe  e3oei  noumaeit  n_neei  eneusarm_  auw  ousaune  

n_neei etoi   n_atsaune ou2ine  n_neei  eneu4ine  oua6n  

outa`ro  n_neei  eteneunaein  arau  oumn_tat`w6m_  n_neei  

ete  neu`a6m_   (31.13-35). 

In contrast to the accounts of the Parousia in the New Testament, the focus in the GosTr is 

on the power of the voice of Christ in giving life and newness to the children of God at 

His return. Not just his voice but light now speaks through his mouth meaning that He is 

now the glorified Saviour/Messiah. Light symbolises knowledge and life and the creative 

power of the word of God as in the Genesis creation account when God spoke and light 
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shined out of darkness (Gen 1:3-5; 2 Cor 4:6). Jesus Christ is the source of the light of life 

for every human being (Jn 1:4, 9). His voice gives birth to life itself. Whereas at His first 

coming many did not recognise Him (31.1-3; Jn 1:10), at His return every creature will 

know who He is. Because He is both the glorified Son and God, He is able to glorify the 

children of God. As well as incorruptible and immortal bodies (1 Cor 15:53-54), the 

perfected ones are given transformed minds: ‘thought’, ‘understanding’ ‘mercy’, 

‘salvation’ and the ‘powerful spirit from the infiniteness and the sweetness of the Father’.  

Whereas the Holy Spirit is only given as a relatively small portion to new-born Christians 

at baptism, at the Parousia she is given to them in fullness. Here the Spirit is described as 

‘powerful’ while at the beginning of the GosTr it is the Word who is depicted as powerful. 

The Spirit comes from the ‘infiniteness and sweetness of the Father’ while earlier in the 

GosTr it is Jesus who is described as ‘of the infinite sweetness’ (24.8-9). It appears, 

therefore, that at the Parousia both the Son and the Holy Spirit/Mother are sent to this 

world in order to prepare the redeemed for the glory of the Father before his 

‘manifestation… and his revelation to his aeons’, thus revealing ‘what was hidden of him’ 

(27.5-8). At His coming, Christ will put an end to oppression and injustice and make 

punishments and torture cease. He will both destroy with His power and confound with 

His logic and knowledge those who have failed to show mercy to the weak and who 

caused the ignorant to go astray from His face. In this account of the Parousia, therefore, 

Christ shows mercy to the weak, lost and ignorant. This is not then the wholesale 

destruction of the wicked on the Day of the Lord as depicted in both the First and New 

Testaments. Rather, Christ is portrayed here as a righteous and just God/king whose reign 

is tempered with mercy and compassion. Not only does He rule with mercy but the 

children of God receive the character trait of mercy when their minds and hearts are 

transformed at the Parousia. This indicates that the rule of Christ on earth only gradually 
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becomes a universal one with the saints also assisting in the salvation and judgment of the 

still unconverted inhabitants of the world. As the new king, Christ reveals to the subjects 

of His kingdom a new way, providing them with knowledge, support and 

‘immaculateness’ in place of their past sinful lives. This event also heralds the imminent 

‘downfall of (error) and all its emanations’ (26.25). In a word, it is the New Age of the 

kingdom of Christ.  

6.5.4 Three-fold Glorification in Gospel of Truth Eschatology 

In the eschatology of the GosTr, therefore, there are actually three phases of glorification 

of the children of God. First, there is the deification/glorification of the ‘little children’ 

that takes place prior to the Parousia and inauguration of the Kingdom of God on earth. 

Second, there is the deification/glorification of the perfected ones at the Parousia when 

they are transformed physically, morally and intellectually. Third, there is the post-

Parousia deification/glorification that effectively gives those who are still outside of the 

kingdom as a result of the judgment a second chance of salvation.  It must be realised, 

however, that these three phases of deification/glorification merely constitute the 

preliminary experience of glorification for the Christian. As the next two chapters will 

show, the early Church Fathers believed that being conformed to the glory of Christ is an 

eternal, never-ending process that begins when believers are born again at baptism. 

6.6 The Godhead in the Deification Process 

The term ‘trinity’ is not mentioned in either the First/Old or New Testaments. Neither is it 

mentioned in the GosTr because the doctrine of the Trinity was a fourth century 
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development that resulted from the Arian controversy.530 However, the doctrine of three 

divine beings in one was taught by Jesus Himself both before His death and after His 

resurrection. He promised the disciples that when He departed from this world He would 

send ‘another Counselor’ to be with them forever. He called this Counselor both the 

‘Spirit of truth’ (Jn 14:16-17) and ‘the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my 

name’ (Jn 14:26). Referring to this divine being by the masculine pronouns of ‘he’ and 

‘him’, Jesus said he would come from the Father, guide them into all truth and bring glory 

to Him (Jn 15:26; 16:13-14). Furthermore, the disciples would know the Spirit because he 

‘lives with you and will be in you’ (Jn 14:17). Thus the presence of Jesus would always 

continue to be with and in His disciples through the Spirit. This promise assured them of 

eternal life because the Holy Spirit and thus Jesus would be with them forever. There is 

therefore an identity of purpose between Jesus and the Spirit. Paul actually states that the 

Lord is the Spirit (2 Cor 3:18). Before he ascended into heaven, Jesus also commanded 

His disciples to preach the gospel in all the world baptising converts in the name of the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit (Matt 28:19-20). The essence of the New Testament 

teaching of the three members of the Godhead is, therefore, that they are three distinct 

divine persons who act as one in the salvation of humans.  

As the next two chapters will make clear, the doctrine of three members of the Godhead 

was taught by the Church Fathers. However, it will also be shown that there was a 

development of this doctrine in the patristic period. Many early Christians believed that 

the Son and the Holy Spirit were subordinate to the Father rather than equal divine beings. 

Yet, as Prestige points out, there was a common assent among early Christian writers as to 

                                                 
530 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine, 1) The Emergence 

of the Catholic Tradition (100-600), Chicago, 1971, pp. 193-201. 
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the divinity of each member of the holy triad which separated them from all other beings 

in the universe. Towards the end of the second century they were therefore recognised as 

the divine triad.  Initially, this term ‘triad’ was associated with the absolute monarchy or 

kingship of God and thus was an expression of monotheistic government.531 It has already 

been seen that the divine triad or Trinity is prominently featured in the GosTr. Although 

the GosTr clearly anticipates the future trinitarian doctrine of three in one distinct divine 

beings who are all integrally involved in the salvation of the human race, it differs from 

mainstream Christianity in also referring to a universal mother figure. Because the Holy 

Spirit is apposite to this universal mother figure in the text, it is argued in this thesis that 

the Holy Spirit is therefore the Mother. In any case, all three members of the divine triad 

are depicted as three divine personal beings in one as in later ‘orthodox’ trinitarian 

theology. The fact that the Holy Spirit is depicted as the divine Mother in the GosTr does 

not in itself contradict the teaching of Jesus when He refers to the Holy Spirit in masculine 

terms. This is because the sending of the Holy Spirit to the world after the ascension of 

Jesus was to enable Him to dwell in the hearts of believers (Jn 14:16-17; 26). As seen 

above, Jesus Himself said the Father would send the Spirit ‘in my name’ (Jn 14:26). The 

Son and the Holy Spirit are therefore united in purpose just as Jesus referred to His own 

oneness with the Father when he prayed that His followers might also be one (Jn 17:21-

23).  

The first indication that there is a divine triad in the GosTr is when Jesus is described as 

purifying and bringing the totality back into the Father and the Mother (24.5-9). The Holy 

Spirit is then described as the bosom of the Father: ‘The Father reveals his bosom. —Now 

his bosom is the Holy Spirit’ e32wlp_  m_pe3tap  abal  n_2i  piwt  pe3tap  de  pe  pipn 

                                                 
531 G. L. Prestige, God in Patristic Thought, London, 1959, pp. 92-95. 
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(eum)a  etouaab (24.9-11). That the Holy Spirit is feminine and also the Mother is not 

only strongly suggested by their being apposite to each other; it is also implied by the 

Holy Spirit being described as the Father’s bosom. In ancient times the metaphor of 

bosom signified not only the breast, the seat of emotions, such as love, but also intimacy 

and belonging to the inner circle. For example, the image of the bosom as designating the 

intimate and close relationship between the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit is seen 

much more overtly in the Odes of Solomon 19. Here the Holy Spirit is portrayed as 

milking the breasts of God from which comes the salvific milk of the Son.532 In contrast, 

the GosTr depicts the Holy Spirit as the Father’s bosom which, when uncovered, reveals 

the Son. This is precisely the place where the Son is depicted as being in John’s Gospel 

(Jn 1:18 KJV). The existence of textual variants in early manuscripts of John’s Gospel 

means that this text has been the subject of much scholarly dispute as to whether the 

correct translation refers to Christ as the only begotten Son (ho monogenês huios))or the 

one and only God (monogenês theos).533 Its key point, however, is that as the only 

begotten Son/God, Jesus was the only one able to reveal the Father precisely because of 

the fact that, before He became flesh, He dwelled in the closest possible place to the 

Father: in His bosom. Yet by stating that the Holy Spirit is the Father’s bosom, the GosTr 

also includes her in the same intimate divine relationship that the Father shares with His 

Son in John’s Gospel. This is conclusive evidence of the author’s conception of a triune 

God as distinct from the multiplicity of aeons that make up the Valentinian pleroma. From 

                                                 
532 Franzmann, Odes of Solomon, p. 147. 
533 For a technical analysis of early manuscripts of John’s Gospels, see Juan Chapa, ‘The early text of John’, 

in The Early Text of the New Testament, ed. Charles E. Hill and Michael J. Kruger, Oxford, 2012, pp. 143-

156; For a social perspective, see Bart D. Ehrman, ‘The text as window: New Testament manuscripts and the 
social history of early Christianity’, in The Text of the New Testament in Contemporary Research: Essays on 

the Status Quaestionis. A volume in honor of Bruce M. Metzger, ed. Bart D. Ehrman and Michael W. 

Holmes, Grand Rapids, Mich., 1995, pp. 361-379. 



 

210 

this place of intimacy and love, the Son goes into the world for the purpose of bringing the 

human race back to the Father’s abode of everlasting life, love and rest. 

In her study of feminine images of the divine in early Syriac Christianity, Susan Harvey 

has highlighted the need to distinguish between feminine divine activity and divine 

essence. A feminine image or activity is not necessarily equivalent to the divine essence 

which is ineffable and not determined or limited by the metaphor of gender. Despite early 

mainstream Syriac Christian writers not identifying the Holy Spirit as feminine pe se, 534 

Harvey argues that there are several reasons for the general understanding by ecclesiastical 

historians that in the Syriac church the Holy Spirit was believed to be feminine before the 

fifth century. First, this was due to the grammatical use of the feminine noun ruha' used 

for Spirit in the Syriac up to the beginning of the fifth century before it became a 

masculine noun. It is important to remember at this point that Syriac was a form of 

Aramaic, the language spoken by Jesus Himself. Second, this understanding of the 

femininity of the Holy Spirit was reinforced by the prevalence of active feminine images 

associated with the Holy Spirit. The latter is particularly seen in the use of the verb rahhef  

‘to hover’ to describe a mother bird protecting her nestlings. Harvey notes that in the 

Peshitto Old Testament, this verb rahhef and the noun ruhhafd not only ‘translate the 

Hebrew terms for mercy, pity, and compassion’, but are also closely associated with the 

Spirit in Zech 12:10. Third, some early non-canonical Christian texts explicitly stated that 

the Holy Spirit was female. For example, in the first century Jewish-Christian gospel, the 

Gospel of the Hebrews, Jesus refers to the Holy Spirit as His mother who had transported 

Him to Mount Tabor. The GosPhil also states that the Holy Spirit is female (55.23-26), as 

                                                 
534 Susan Ashbrook Harvey, ‘Feminine images for the divine: The Holy Spirit, the Odes of Solomon and 

early Syriac tradition’, St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly, 37, 2-3, 1993, p. 114. 
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does the Acts of Thomas.535 It has already been seen above that the Odes of Solomon 

depicts the Holy Spirit as a female figure who milks the breasts of the Father to gift the 

world the Son. Yet the Father is also portrayed as feminine here. Harvey concludes from 

her analysis of the Odes that while gender plays an important, if not crucial, role in 

identity, the members of the Godhead cannot be defined by gender, either masculine or 

feminine. Yet while gender imagery does not begin to reflect the complexity of divine 

reality, it may be a starting point in describing the different roles of the Godhead536 This is 

seen in the Fatherhood of God metaphor in the New Testament. Not only does the GosTr 

develop the Fatherhood of God motif, it also continues an early Christian tradition—seen 

in both Jewish Christian and gnostic literature— of referring to the Holy Spirit in feminine 

terms as the divine Mother.  

Another metaphor indicating the unity of the divine triad in the work of salvation is the 

reference to the Holy Spirit as the tongue of the Father. When Truth emerges triumphant 

after the downfall of Error and all its emanations, all the emanations of Truth are aware of 

it. As a result:  

they greeted the Father in truth with a perfect power that joins 

them with the Father. For, as for everyone who loves the truth—

because the truth is the mouth of the Father; his tongue is the Holy 

Spirit—he who is joined to the truth is joined to the Father’s 

mouth by his tongue, whenever he is to receive the Holy Spirit, 

since this is the manifestation of the Father and his revelation to 

his aeons.  

He manifested what was hidden of him; he explained it.  

                                                 
535 Ibid., pp. 114-18. 
536 Ibid., pp. 125-127, 132. 
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aur_   aspaze  m_piwt  6n_  oumhe  mn_  ou2am  es`hk  abal  

estwt  m_mau  mn_  piwt  `e  ouan  gar  nim  etmaie  

n_5tmn_tmhe  `e  5tmn_tmhe  pe  rw3  m_piwt  piles  n_toot3_  pe  

pipn(eum)a  etouaab  pettw2e  m_ma3  a5tmn_tmhe  e3tw2e  

m_ma3  arw3  m_piwt  abal  6m_  piles  n_toot3_  e3a`i  

m_pipn(eum)a  etouaab  epeei  pe  pouwn6_  abal  m_piwt  auw  

p2wlp_  abal  n_te3  4a  ne3aiwn   

a3ouwn6_  abal  m_pipeqhp  n_toot3_  a3bal3_   (26.30- 27.8). 

In the context of the eschatology of the GosTr,537 this text signifies the handing over of 

His Kingdom by the Son to the Father (1 Cor. 15:24). The Holy Spirit is depicted here as 

assisting the Son in this work of subduing all powers and enemies of truth by both 

communicating the truth to humans about the Father and joining them to Him. As a result 

of their joint work, the Father is finally acknowledged as the source of Truth —his mouth 

is identified with Truth itself—and the Holy Spirit identified as the Father’s tongue. All 

the emanations of the Truth—that is, all those who have loved God and the truth— now 

greet the Father ‘in truth with a perfect power’ and are joined by the Holy Spirit to the 

Father in His kingdom. This is the full manifestation of the Father to the universe when he 

will be ‘all in all’ (1 Cor 15:28). It also marks the time when death itself is abolished and 

when Error/Satan is fully exposed as the source of lies about the Father since the creation 

of the world. ‘When knowledge drew near it—this is the downfall of (error) and all its 

emanations—error is empty, having nothing inside’  epidh  a36w(n)   aras  n_2i  

pisaune  ete  peei  pe  piteko  n_tes  mn_  nes5h  throu  5planh  s4oueit  emn_  

laue  n_6hts_  (26.23-27). The absolute downfall of Satan/Error is the direct result of the 

full manifestation and revelation of the Father to the entire universe as a good and loving 

God. He is at last revealed as the true Father, king, creator and Sovereign God. Because 

                                                 
537 See chapter 9. 
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the term ‘Kingdom of God’ is not itself mentioned in the GosTr, this motif can only be 

identified if the GosTr is read in the light of this dominant motif in both the First/Old and 

New Testament. As already seen, even in Valentinian literature such as the GosPhil, entry 

into the kingdom of heaven/God was the hope and rationale for the sacramental system of 

early gnostic Christians, despite their heterodox views on the Godhead. It was also the 

central hope of the early patristic Church Fathers as will be seen in Chapters 7 and 8. The 

fact that the GosTr cannot be rightly interpreted without acknowledging its themes of 

deification and the Kingdom of God is key to the present argument that this text is a 

Christian esoteric text rather than a Valentinian exoteric one. In Chapter 9 the GosTr’s 

motif of the Kingdom of God will be further demonstrated. At this stage, it suffices to say 

that the above quote evoking the ultimate Kingdom of the Father is further evidence that 

the GosTr is a ‘royal’ gospel designed to inform humans living at the end time about the 

coming New Age.  

6.7 Conclusion 

All three members of the Godhead are thus seen as playing a crucial and cooperative role 

in ushering in the universal kingdoms of the Son and the Father. It will be seen in the next 

chapter that Irenaeus depicts the Son and the Spirit in anthropomorphic terms as the two 

hands of the Father in the work of creation and redemption. Similarly, the GosTr portrays 

the salvation of humans as being the work of all three members of the divine triad. Both 

the Son and the Spirit play a crucial role in bringing the totality back to the Father. The 

Son’s death on the cross so that the Book of the Living could be published is His ultimate 

revelation of the Father as a loving and good God who desires the salvation of all 

humanity. His portrayal as the Good Shepherd who leaves the ninety -nine and goes in 

search of the lost sheep also demonstrates the Son’s redemptive passion for souls. Even on 

the Sabbath day He is prepared to labour in order to rescue the lost sheep from the pit and 
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give life to it (31.35-32.22). The work of the Holy Spirit is depicted as communicating the 

truth about the Father and the Son, as well as ultimately joining humans to the Father in 

His eternal and universal kingdom. Thus the second century Christian belief that the holy 

triad was associated with the Kingdom of God is confirmed by the GosTr’s portrayal of 

the divine triad working, in perfect unison, to bring about the eternal and universal reign 

of God.  

The centrality of the holy triad in the GosTr is compelling evidence that this text is not 

Valentinian, as argued by the majority of GosTr scholars, including Segelberg, Attridge, 

Quispel and Helderman. This is because the Son and the Holy Spirit are in the inner circle 

of the Godhead, unlike in Valentinian theology where it is the thirty aeons who are in the 

inner sanctum.538 The uncovering of the Father’s bosom, the Holy Spirit, reveals the Son, 

the Word, who in turn reveals the true nature of the Father to the entirety, including the 

aeons. This whole cosmic event in which the Father is finally manifested to the universe is 

encapsulated in the chrism rite whereby the Christian candidates receive the Son into their 

lives through the baptism of the Holy Spirit, thus gaining an intimate knowledge of the 

Father. The centrality of the chrism ritual in the GosTr is due to the fact that it signifies the 

ultimate eschatological revelation of the Father to the universe and the establishment of 

His eternal kingdom. A correct understanding of the divine triad is therefore paramount if 

the main purpose for the writing of this gospel is to be realised: the 

deification/glorification of Christians concomitant with the ushering in of the Kingdom of 

God. For the chrism to be efficacious, and achieve the full redemption of the participant, 

there could be no confusion over the identity of the members of the Godhead who each 

played key roles in this sacrament. Otherwise, it would have been based on error, or 

                                                 
538 Cf. Irenaeus’ description of the Valentinian primary Ogdoad. AH, 1.11.1 (ANF, i, p. 332). 
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‘counterfeit’ (1 Jn 2:27) such as in the case of the Valentiniansand the transmission 

of truth regarding the Father resulting in deification would not have taken place. Each 

member of the Godhead is thus crucial for the true revelation of the Father to humanity 

and the aeons. 

It can be seen, therefore, that the majority view of the GosTr being a Valentinian 

document seriously diminishes the noble and majestic purpose of its author in writing this 

document. Rather than being a subtle attempt to persuade mainstream Christians as to the 

truth of Valentinian teachings, as Attridge and MacRae argue, 539 there is much evidence 

to suggest that the opposite is in fact the case; the author was attempting to convince his 

readers of the truth of proto-orthodox views regarding the divine triad. A primary way in 

which he does this is by associating the hypostasis Truth with all three members of the 

divine triad while at the same time associating Error with a creation that is a ‘substitute for 

the truth’ (n_t`b_biw  n_5tmn_tmhe  (17.20). In this sense, the Valentinian creation of an 

elaborate system of aeons emanating from the Father, as well as the fall of Sophia to 

explain the creation of the world in place of the Genesis account, would more than fit the 

author’s description of Error/Satan attempting to overthrow the truth. However, the author 

is supremely confident that this artifice of Error has no chance of succeeding against the 

‘established truth’ e5mn_tmhe  etshant_ (17.25-26), which is described as immutable, 

imperturbable, perfect in beauty’ ouat4b˂t˃s_  te  ouat4tartr_  te  

ouat˂t˃saeias  te(17.26-27). These adjectives describing the ‘established truth’ are 

referring not just to the hypostasis ‘Truth’ but also to the Kingdom of God when it is 

inaugurated on earth. This glorious event will be the ultimate proof of the veracity of the 

GosTr.  

                                                 
539 ‘Gospel of Truth’, Introduction, CGL, pp.79-80. 
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Chapter 7 Proto-Orthodox Christian Theories of 
Deification: Justin and Irenaeus  

7.1 Preamble 

Rather than being an exoteric document designed to introduce unwary Christians into the 

fundamentals of the Valentinian faith, the GosTr was written for quite different reasons. 

First, it was intended to reinforce the veracity of the core trinitarian teachings of the 

Church that were under attack by heretical groups and being so vigorously defended by 

the Church Fathers. Second, it was designed to be an esoteric document for the purpose of 

the deification of humanity and inauguration of the Kingdom of God on earth. The 

circumstances of its appearance in the second century, during a polemical doctrinal war 

between proto-orthodox and Valentinian Christians, was highly unfavourable for an 

objective examination and appraisal of this document. Not only was it dismissed as a 

Valentinian gospel by Irenaeus, it was also perceived as being in competition with the four 

Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. For this reason, Irenaeus’ condemnation of 

this gospel as blasphemous and nothing like the four Gospels is not an indication of a 

close and dispassionate reading of this new gospel. Despite Steenberg arguing that the 

GosTr was a primary source text used by Irenaeus in his disputation against the 

Valentinians in Against Heresies,540 Irenaeus never directly refers to the GosTr other than 

the one time in his third book. Indeed, as already seen, van Unnik and Schoedel are both 

of the view that it is unlikely that he even read or sighted this document.541 

Notwithstanding the polemical nature of his writings, however, Irenaeus still treated his 

opponents with respect by closely examining their arguments through the reading of their 

                                                 
540 M.C. Steenberg, Irenaeus on Creation: The Cosmic Christ and the Saga of Redemption, Leiden, 2008, 

pp. 12-13. 
541 See section 1.2 of this thesis. 
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literature and personal intercourse with them,542 He also acknowledged that they too 

‘possessed the spiritual ambition to identify with the Saviour’.543This thesis will now 

examine in more detail not only Irenaeus’ theory of deification but also those of two other 

prominent proto-orthodox authors of the second century, Justin Martyr and Clement of 

Alexandria in order to demonstrate that the GosTr is much more akin to proto-orthodox 

theories of deification/salvation than to those of the heterodox Valentinians and that 

scholarly pre-conceptions towards this document must therefore be greatly revised.  

A similar comparison between Justin and the GosTr in relation to second century ‘pattern 

of orthodoxy’ has already been attempted by Cullen Story. His investigation found that 

while Justin Martyr ‘exemplifies an orthodox position’ in being faithful to the biblical 

revelation and apostolic witness to Jesus Christ, the GosTr ‘expresses an overt 

thoroughgoing realism which, while accepting Divine revelation as a base, constructs an 

ontological system which exceeds by far the bounds of Biblical data.’544 Story concludes 

that, although both Justin and the writer of the GosTr exercised a certain degree of 

freedom in relation to 1) Christology 2) cosmology and 3) soteriology, the GosTr has a 

fundamentally different approach to salvation than Justin. According to Story, in the 

GosTr ‘the Gnostics alone…have a name and existence.’ At the same time, however, 

Story acknowledges the fact that, far more than Justin, the GosTr encourages believers ‘to 

think through the meaning of their existence and correspondingly, the meaning of the 

incarnation, the cross and resurrection.’ Despite this astute observation, Story asserts that 

the viewpoint of the GosTr, in contrast to that of Justin, ‘failed and rightly so’.545 In the 

                                                 
542AH, 1, Preface (ANF, i, p. 315).  
543 Pheme Perkins, ‘Identification with the Savior’, p. 183. 
544 Story, The Nature of Truth, p. 220. 
545 Ibid., pp. 220-223. 
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eyes of Story, therefore, Justin was a theological winner and the GosTr a theological 

failure. Thus in his introduction, he asserts that if Justin had read the GosTr, he would 

have been no less offended by it than Irenaeus.546 It is to counter such negative 

assessments of the GosTr, based on erroneous preconceptions of its Valentinian nature, 

that the present comparison is made between Justin and the GosTr in relation to 

salvation/deification. This will be followed by a study of Irenaeus’ recapitulation theory of 

salvation/deification, while in the next chapter Clement of Alexandria’s concept of true 

Christian gnosis and salvation/deification as it relates to the Kingdom of God will be 

examined. By this analysis of other theories of Christian deification in the second century, 

it will not only place the GosTr in its proper context within a Christian as opposed to a 

‘gnostic’ trajectory, it will demonstrate the profundity of this text in respect to its 

trinitarian, soteriological and Kingdom of God themes.  

7.2 Justin’s Theory of Deification through the Divine 

Logos 

It is not certain when Justin Martyr arrived in Rome, but it was probably towards the later 

part of Valentinus’ time there under the episcopal rule of Anicetus (155-166). He founded 

a Christian school and between 155-157, on the occasion of the martyrdom of Polycarp,547 

penned his two Apologies The First Apology was addressed to the Roman Emperor, 

Antoninus Pius, and his two adopted sons as a petition on behalf of Christians ‘of all 

nations who are unjustly hated and wantonly abused, myself being one of them’.548  His 

Second Apology ‘for the Christians’ was addressed to the Roman Senate and written to 

                                                 
546 Ibid., p. xxi. 
547 Robert M. Grant, Greek Apologists of the Second Century, London, 1988, pp. 52-54. 
548 ‘First Apology’, 1 (ANF, i, p. 163). 
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refute the ‘wicked and deceitful’ doctrines of Simon.549 A later work by Justin, Dialogue 

with Trypho, is in the literary genre of a debate with a Jew named Trypho, a refuge from 

the Bar Cocheba messianic uprising of 133-135. The Dialogue is especially concerned 

with Christ being the fulfilment of Hebrew messianic prophecies and the relation between 

Church and Synagogue in the second century.550  Another work attributed to Justin, his 

Hortatory Address to the Greeks will also be cited in this analysis of his theology.  

7.2.1 Pre-Christian Search for Truth 

Before being converted to Christianity, Justin had been a student of many of the 

philosophical schools of the day in his search for truth, happiness and knowledge of God. 

He relates in his Dialogue with Trypho that he had studied the Stoics, Perepatetics, 

Pythagoreans and Platonists but had become increasingly disillusioned with their theories 

of human existence and the Deity. In particular, his expectation that he would ‘look upon 

God’ with his mind’s eye as a result of his Platonist philosophical endeavours soon began 

to appear unattainable as he became convinced of the great gulf that existed between God 

and humans.551 In his view, this difference was primarily one of essence because ‘God 

alone is unbegotten and incorruptible, and therefore he is God’. On the other hand, 

everything that comes after God, including humans, are ‘created and corruptible’. This 

meant that the human soul is not immortal, as Plato had argued, but subject to death. 552 If 

the soul was immortal it would have been unbegotten and therefore God. However, the 

will of God can cause the pious to have immortal souls as He is the author and giver of 

life. It was Justin’s deep abiding belief in the one universal eternal creator God whose 

                                                 
549 ‘Second Apology’, 15 (ANF, i, p. 193). 
550 Henry Chadwick, The Church in Ancient Society: From Galilee to Gregory the Great, New York, 2001, 
pp. 94-95. 
551 ‘Dialogue’, 2, (ANF, i, p. 195). 
552 ‘Dialogue’, 5 (ANF, i, p. 197). 
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ultimate will was for humanity to observe an ‘eternal and final lawnamely, Christ’ and 

be made like Him that underpinned Justin’s concept of deification.553 As with the GosTr, 

which describes the grace of knowing the Father as being ‘through the power of the Word’ 

6n_  t2am  m_pi4e`e  (16.34), the means of achieving deification for Justin was Christ who 

was the full incarnation of the Logos. At last, according to Justin, the Logos, which had 

hitherto only partially been available to humans, had arrived in all its fullness in Christ 

whom He saw as the eternal Law itself. Thus the power of the Logos in Jesus was stressed 

by both Justin and the GosTr. 

7.2.2 Christology 

It was argued in Chapter 2.1 that Justin’s view on Christology would have been very close 

to those expressed in the GosTr. This is despite the fact that Justin does not mention 

Valentinus himself but only his followers, the Valentinians, who took their name from 

him. Although he mentions other heretics by name whom he accuses of being demon 

possessed and deceiving Christians.554 Justin’s failure to name Valentinus himself in his 

account of heresies is considered by Eric Osborn as ‘strange’, especially in the light of the 

fact that they were both Christian contemporaries in Rome. Osborn attributes this 

omission to either of two factors: Justin had alternatively named Valentinus in the work on 

heresies he mentions (the Syntagma) or Valentinus was still ‘not clearly outside the 

fellowship of right belief’.555 The first explanation has been convincingly refuted by 

Geoffrey Smith,556 leaving the second the most plausible. As already seen, it was the 

‘Valentinians’ whom Justin includes in his list of suspect Christians, not Valentinus 

                                                 
553 ‘Dialogue’, 11 (ANF, i, pp. 199-200). 
554 ‘First Apology’, 26; 58 (ANF, i, pp. 171-72; 182). 
555 Eric Osborne, Justin Martyr, Tubingen, 1973, p. 60. 
556 See section 2.1 of this thesis. 
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himself. It is therefore quite feasible to argue that Valentinus was still at this time a 

respected and influential teacher who shared similar views on Christology with Justin. 

This further supports the case for the authorship of Valentinus himself of the GosTr. 

Although Brakke’s argument that Justin vehemently denounced Valentinus as a heretic 

therefore needs to be revised, he rightly stresses the fact that the normal categories of 

‘proto-orthodox’ and ‘Gnosticism’ that modern scholars use to situate Justin and 

Valentinus respectively do not do justice to the similarity of much of their theology. 557 It 

is argued here that this similarity in their theology is seen particularly in the GosTr.  

In contrast to the Valentinians who believed the human Jesus needed to be united with the 

divine Christos at his anointing at Jordan in order to impart divine gnosis to the pneumatic 

class,558 both the GosTr and Justin confess that Jesus Christ was sent by the Father to this 

world for the salvation of all humans. This is made clear at the very opening of the GosTr 

when the Word is called ‘Saviour’ because of His designated work of bringing 

redemption/salvation to all those ignorant of the Father, that is, ‘the totality’ (16.37-17.6). 

Both Justin and the GosTr also stress the pre-existence of Jesus as the Word who had 

dwelled with the Father for eternity (16. 35-36). 559 Thus He was already Christ when He 

first came into the world rather than only becoming Christ at His baptism by election, as 

the Valentinians believed. As the pre-existent Son of God, He was therefore worthy to be 

worshipped and glorified as Saviour and God. Brakke points out that, compared to the 

Gnostics, Valentinus placed Jesus Christ at the centre of His thought.560 On the other hand, 

the Valentinians’ worship of Jesus Christ was problematic at best. As already seen, not 

                                                 
557 Brakke, Gnostics, p. 111. 
558 Hans Jonas, The Message of the Alien God and the Beginnings of Christianity, 3rd ed. Boston, 2001, p. 
195. See section 2.1 for Justin’s description of the early Valentinians. 
559 ‘Dialogue’, 48 (ANF, i, p. 219). 
560 Brakke, The Gnostics, p. 102. See Chapter 2.1 of this thesis. 
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only did many claim that Jesus Christ only came from the pleroma as distinct from the 

Father, their whole sacramental system was based on the premise that the human Jesus 

only became Christ at His baptism when He was anointed by the Holy Spirit. Thus they 

also believed that they likewise could become Christs as the result of the chrism ritual.561 

Although the GosTr does in fact also state that the powerful Word came from the pleroma, 

it immediately clarifies this statement by then saying: ‘the one who is in the thought and 

mind of the Father’ (16.34-36). That is, the Word/ Jesus Christ, is essentially different 

from all the other aeons whom the Valentinians asserted made up the pleroma because He 

alone was both in and came directly from the Father in His heavenly abode, rather than 

from the Valentinian divine world of the aeons. Likewise, Justin refers to Jesus as ‘the 

Christ of God’.562 There was thus no question as to whom either the author of the GosTr 

or Justin worshipped.  

As seen in the previous section, both Justin and the GosTr show much agreement in the 

crucial role played by the Logos in the process of deification. Justin’s Logos Christology 

has already been briefly described in this thesis when discussing the Hellenistic concept of 

the Logos.563 Justin combined the Christian concept of the ‘Word of God’ with Philo’s 

idea, influenced by Middle Platonism, of the Logos mediating between the transcendent 

God and the material world. According to Justin, the divine voice of the Logos first spoke 

through the prophets and philosophers, such as Moses and Socrates, before finally 

becoming personified in Christ.564 Scholars have disagreed as to the respective role of the 

Logos and the Holy Spirit in Justin’s thought because his concept of the Holy Spirit is not 

                                                 
561 Lundhaug, Images of Rebirth, pp. 165-67. 
562.‘Dialogue’, 48 (ANF, i, p. 219). 
563 See section 2.2.1. 
564 Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, pp. 9-11; Dawson, Allegorical Readers, p. 187. 
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sufficiently developed to distinguish the Word/Logos and Holy Spirit in their identity and 

activity. Briggman has attributed this ambiguity to the tension that exists in Justin’s 

thought between his binitarian logic and trinitarian convictions.565 He argues that such a 

confusion between the activities of the Word/Logos and the Spirit —for example, in 

Justin’s description of the Word/Power/Spirit that came upon Mary in her conception of 

Jesus— was indicative of the existence of a common binitarian tradition in the early 

Church that did not separate the Word/Logos from the Spirit.566 It may also be a function 

of the fact that before Irenaeus, less attention was paid to the Holy Spirit in Christian 

thinking than the Word/Logos.567 Even so, as Story points out, the GosTr is closer than 

Justin to the New Testament conception of the power of the Holy Spirit in interpreting the 

truth of Jesus’ revelation of the Father.568  

Justin believed that in order to achieve the divine plan for human salvation, God’s Son, the 

Logos, was incarnated as Jesus Christ. Because of His indwelling in humans as the full 

expression of the Logos, everyone could now understand that Jesus is ‘the new law, and 

the new covenant, and the expectation of those who out of every people wait for the good 

things of God’.569 It was therefore no longer necessary for Christians to keep the Torah. 

All that was now needed to know God was to believe in and confess the name of Jesus as 

Lord and Saviour and follow His commandments. The latter was made possible by the 

process of the new birth in which Christians were begotten by God and made His children. 

Justin was not content just to base these postulates on mere belief but sought to prove by 

rational argument and through Hebrew Scripture that Jesus was the promised messiah. The 

                                                 
565 Anthony Briggman, Irenaeus of Lyons and the Theology of the Holy Spirit, New York, 2012, pp. 9-10. 
566 Ibid., p. 23. 
567 Ibid., p. 3. 
568 Story, Nature of Truth, p. 149 
569 ‘Dialogue’, 11 (ANF, i, p. 200). 
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circumstances of Jesus Christ’s first advent in which He had suffered an ignoble death by 

crucifixion, he argued, were in fact a fulfilment of Jewish prophecy. Likewise His 

resurrection and ascension had also been predicted by Hebrew prophets, as was His 

forthcoming return in glory to set up His eternal kingdom to complete the work of 

salvation. His everlasting kingdom would be one of righteousness and equity/justice over 

the earth. Jesus would not only reign as king but also be worshipped as Lord God. Upon 

receiving his eternal kingdom, all the kingdoms of the earth would be made subject to 

Him.570 Elsewhere Justin states that he and other ‘right minded Christians’ believed the 

word of the prophets, such as Isaiah and Ezekiel, that the reign of Christ will last for a 

thousand years after the resurrection of the dead and be centred in a rebuilt, enlarged and 

beautified Jerusalem.571 This new millennial age would be the ultimate proof for Justin 

that Jesus Christ was both the messiah and God.  

Although Justin believed that Jesus Christ was God,572 he still placed Him second to the 

Father, while the ‘prophetic Spirit’ was placed third.573 Such a subordinationist 

Christology was common among early church apologists as well as the New Testament 

writers.574 According to Justin, the Father is the unbegotten creator of the universe while 

the Son is the first begotten of the Father. He maintained that a consequence of this fact is 

that, while the ‘Son’ is an appropriate name for God’s only offspring, the unbegotten 

Father has no name that is fitting for him. Even ‘Father’ and ‘God’ are both appellations 

                                                 
570 ‘Dialogue’, 38-39 (ANF, i, pp. 213-14). 
571 ‘Dialogue’, 80 (ANF, i, p. 239). 
572 ‘First Apology’, 63 (ANF, i, p. 184). 
573 ‘First Apology’, 13 (ANF, i, p. 167). 
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and do not really define the ‘inexpressible reality’ behind the idea of God.575 Justin states 

that the Son was ‘begotten as a Beginning before all His creatures and as Offspring by 

God’576. He thus was begotten, not created, and shares the same divine, incorruptible 

nature or substance of the Father. Like God the Father, Jesus is also worthy of worship as 

God because not only is He the Word and Son of God, but became a man, suffered and 

died in order that humans might have healing and salvation.577  

The above reflections by Justin on the divine name and the relationship of the Son to the 

Father, as well as his conception of the Holy Spirit, is indicative of the deep theological 

thinking among Christians regarding the Godhead in the mid -second century. These same 

considerations are also seen in the GosTr, especially in the section on the Son receiving 

the Name of the Father, the Tetragrammaton, YHWH (38.7-40.29). According to Justin, 

God was nameless as no human appellation such as Father or God could adequately 

describe Him.578 As He is the one and only god, no one existed before Him in order to 

give Him a name. However, because the Son was begotten, the Father was able to give 

Him a name. While the GosTr also points out this exact same point, (38.34), Justin’s 

analysis of the divine name in Jesus is mainly historical, that is, the manifestation of God 

in Jesus in the world before His Incarnation. He believed it was not the Father but Jesus 

who spoke to Moses from the burning bush and was the angel who led the people of Israel 

into the promised land. This contrasts with the Valentinian doctrine that the demiurge, not 

Jesus, was the god of the Jews. However, while Justin believed that Jesus thus possessed 

the name of God, the great I AM, and was the manifestation of God Himself in the 

                                                 
575 ‘Second Apology’, 5, in Henry Bettenson, The Early Christian Fathers: A Selection from the Writings of 

the Fathers from St. Clement of Rome to St. Athanasius, Oxford, 1969, p. 63. On some occasions I will use 

the translation from this text rather than from ANF. 
576 ‘Dialogue’, 62 (ANF, i, p. 228). 
577 ‘Second Apology’, 13 (ANF, i, p. 193).  
578 Justin, ‘Hortatory Address to the Greeks’, 21 (ANF, i, p. 281). 
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Old/First Testament, he held that the name God gave Him was actually the name of 

‘Jesus’. 579  Thus Wilkinson states that ‘Justin’s theology of the divine name is a theology 

of the divine name of Jesus’.580  

In contrast, the GosTr declares that the Father gave the begotten Son His own name, the 

name of the Father:  

He gave him [the Son] his name which belonged to him; he is the 

one to whom belongs all that exists around him, the Father, His is 

the Name, his is the Son.  

a35  pe3ren  ara3  ete  neoun_te3s_  n_ta3  pe  ete  oun_te3  

n_keei  nim  eu4oop  6a6th3  n_2i  piwt  oun_te3  m_pre(n)   

ounte3  m_p4hre (38.11-15).  

In the above passage, the following important points are made: First, the Father possesses 

the name. Second, He possesses the totality, that is, everything around Him. Third, it is the 

Father’s prerogative to choose to give His name that symbolises His authority, power and 

glory to His only Son. Fourth, He gives His own name to the Son. It can therefore be 

concluded that by giving the Son His Name, the Father effectively bequeaths His Son the 

eternal kingdom. This is not only the logic of this passage but the logical progression of 

the whole of the GosTr. Already it has been seen that as the result of the Father’s edict or 

will/ testament published on the cross by Jesus, believers are to receive their eternal 

inheritance. Now, as the result of the Son’s infinite sacrifice and successful completion of 

His soteriological mission, He is given the kingdom by the Father. Receiving the name of 

the Father thus symbolises receiving the Father’s sovereign authority as YWHW to rule 
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227 

His universal kingdom (cf. Phil 2:6-11).581 As a result, the GosTr states that the once 

invisible Father is now visible in the Son: ‘It is [now] possible for him to be seen’ (38.15-

16). In not only receiving the divine name but being the divine name, the Son is portrayed 

in the GosTr as now equal to the Father, not subordinate as in Justin’s conception of the 

Godhead. 

7.2.3 Universal View of Salvation 

Justin’s concept of soteriology/deification has a universal dimension to it. He argued that 

the teaching of Jesus was for the purpose of the ‘conversion and restoration of the human 

race’.582 This would only be achieved by everyone coming to know and believe in Jesus 

who was the Logos. According to Justin, the ‘spermatic word’,583 or ‘the divine generative 

Logos’, 584 was ‘implanted in every race of man’ and is evidenced by the achievements of 

past poets and philosophers.585 However, it is not just the intellectuals of the different 

races who owe their power of thought and reason to the indwelling of the Logos; Justin 

asserts that all humans have been given the rational power to choose between right and 

wrong and are therefore ‘without excuse before God’.586  This is despite the spermatic 

word only being diffused in part throughout humanity before the coming of Jesus Christ. 

As a result of the complete incarnation of the Logos in Jesus Christ, humans are at last 

able to experience heavenly wisdom and perfect knowledge in its fullness. Buell points 

out that the teachings of Jesus gave the Gentiles full access to the Logos and restored what 
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had been lost to the Jews because of imperfect teaching.587 Justin thus believed that the 

incarnation of Jesus the Word was ‘for the human race’,588 with the corollary that all races/ 

humans have a share in Him as the implanted Logos.  

Cullen Story suggests that the universalism of Justin contrasts with the GosTr teaching of 

a limited salvation confined to only those whose names are in the ‘book’ published on the 

cross.589 However, it is the present thesis that the names in the Book of the Living in the 

GosTr are those of the ‘totality’, or the ‘All’. In contrast, there are limitations in Justin’s 

apparent universalism of salvation. Because the work of the implanted Logos in humans 

was hindered by the ‘wicked demons’, who allied themselves with the natural propensity 

for wickedness, humans must choose to believe in the power of God to save them and then 

act on this knowledge. For Justin, eternal salvation is therefore conditional on both 

believing in, and emulating God. He states:  

But we are taught, and believe with conviction, that he [God] 

accepts only those who imitate those virtues of the divine 

character, such as moderation, righteousness and love of man, such 

qualities as are the essential properties of God…and if by their 

deeds men show themselves worthy in respect of his purpose, we 

believe that they are admitted to his society, to reign with him, 

released from corruption and suffering. For as he made us at the 

beginning from non-existence, so we suppose that those who 

choose what is pleasing to him are, in virtue of that choice, 

admitted to immortality and fellowship with God.590   
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Although Justin expressed optimism in the ability of everyone to make the decision to 

follow Christ because of the implanted Logos, he also made references to the ‘everlasting 

punishment’ of the wicked.591  According to him, the fate of the wicked would be 

determined at the Second Coming of Christ when they will be sent ‘into everlasting fire 

with the wicked devils’. This fire would never be quenched despite them repenting. On the 

other hand, the righteous would be clothed with immortality,592 henceforth to live a pure 

life in the abode of God. The hope of such an eternal salvation led early Christians to 

confess their faith, rather than tell a lie, even when they knew that this would mean death 

in the present life.593 Although the destiny of Christians was immortality and eternal 

salvation, the Church Fathers accepted that this was only a ‘shared incorruptibility’.594 

They would never become the equal of the unbegotten Father, his Son or the Holy Spirit 

who made up the Godhead. This is despite Justin’s subordinationist concept of the divine 

triad seen above. Briggman, building on the analysis of both Goodenough and Oeyen, 

argues that Justin displays a Spirit Christology in viewing the Son and the Spirit as 

irreducible angelic Powers.595 Nevertheless, all three members of the divine triad were 

worshipped as God. This is clear from the prayer that accompanied the rite of water 

baptism performed for the remission of sins and regeneration, or new birth of the believer: 

‘For, in the name of God, the Father and Lord of the universe, and of our Saviour Jesus 

Christ, and of the Holy Spirit’.596 If one accepts that the ‘name of God’ in this formula 

encompasses all three members of the Trinity—including the Holy Spirit—rather than 

only the Father being apposite to God, then this is a clear indication that Justin believed, 
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despite his subordinationist view of the Holy Spirit, that the third member of the Trinity 

was also God. Justin still stressed, however, that it is Christ who will be worshipped in the 

eternal kingdom as King: ‘For he is the chosen Priest and eternal King, the Christ, 

inasmuch as He is the Son of God.’597 

7.2.4 Deification 

A key strategy utilised by Justin to highlight the fact that it was God’s will to deify 

humans and make them gods was his use of Psalms 82:6. Russell has noted that this is the 

first use of this text in Christian literature to argue the case for deification. 598 As already 

seen in section 6.3, this text was a prominent proof text by the early patristic writers in 

support of the concept of deification. Its use by Justin was to support his argument against 

the Jews that Jesus was the promised messiah and that Christians were now the true 

spiritual heirs of Jacob and Abraham and thus inheritors of the promises of God. Russell 

states that Justin’s contribution to this debate was to link the destiny intended by God for 

Adam and Eve that they become gods to the Johannine and Pauline children of God 

instead. 599 By participating in and imitating Christ the Logos through the sacraments of 

the church, Christians are given the grace necessary to fulfil their divine destiny.600 In 

water baptism, they are regenerated and born anew as children of God. By partaking of the 

Eucharist, they are nourished by the blood and flesh of Christ, enabling them to share in 

the eternal salvation that He secured for them through His sacrifice on the cross.601 
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In contrast, the GosTr does not focus on apologetics of the Christian faith or its 

sacraments but rather on the grace and joy that comes from knowing the Father as a result 

of the work of the Logos and the Holy Spirit. Although this is already the experience of 

those believers who know the Father, the focus of the text is on their participation in the 

soteriological work of the three members of the Godhead, not just in the present but 

during the eschatological kingdom of Christ. The task of Jesus and the Holy Spirit is seen 

as dispelling the ignorance of the totality regarding both the existence and goodness of the 

Father and ultimately bringing the totality back to Him for the purpose of human 

deification/immorality in the kingdom of God. This process is achieved by means of 

Christ the Logos and the Holy Spirit indwelling the hearts of believers through the 

metaphorical Book of the Living.  

7.2.5 The True Spiritual Israel 

According to Justin, the believers from all nations who confessed their faith in Jesus 

Christ and maintained piety constituted the ‘true spiritual Israel’.602 In effect, they 

constitute ‘another race regenerated by Himself [Christ] through water, and faith, and 

wood, containing the mystery of the cross; even as Noah was saved by wood’.603 Buell 

argues that in this text there is an ethnoracial dynamic at play in which Justin interprets 

Christ as ‘the progenitor of a new “other” people through baptism, faith and the cross’.604 

The new race of Christians is directly contrasted with members of the Jewish race who, 

because of their disobedience and rejection of Christ as the messiah, have forfeited their 

right to be the inheritors of the promises given to the patriarchs Abraham and Jacob. No 

longer can the Jewish people rely on physical descent or ‘flesh and blood’ for their 
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232 

salvation but, instead, must now rely on Christ. Justin makes this dramatically clear when 

he states: ‘As, therefore, Christ is the Israel and the Jacob, even so we [Christians] …are 

the true Israelitic race.’ 605 All the prophecies of salvation and blessings originally 

intended for the Jews are now reapplied by Justin to the new race of Christians. They are 

now the ‘holy people, redeemed by the Lord’ (Is 62:12). If Jews or of any other race on 

earth wish to be saved, then each individual of those races must now believe in and 

confess the name of Jesus Christ. Furthermore, the new universal race of Christians are 

able to claim Abraham as their spiritual father because like him they responded to the call 

of God in Christ ‘with faith and action’.606 Buell points out that Justin positions Trypho as 

representing the particular and limited/ fixed perspective of the Jews in their observance of 

the old Mosaic law in order to highlight the universal and fluid position of the new holy 

race/ (genus) of Christ in its keeping of his law which is ‘universal and eternal’.607 The old 

law has been abrogated and Christ himself is now the new universal law.608 Herein lies the 

key for keeping the new law—a requirement that Justin says is necessary for both 

membership in the new universal race and ultimate salvation/deification: a personal 

relationship with the divine Logos/Christ, the personification of the new law, who 

indwells in the individual believer.  

The similarity of the GosTr metaphor of the Book of the Living to Justin’s concept of 

Christ the Logos dwelling in the believer is thus readily apparent through the above 

analysis of the writings of Justin. His vision was a new genus or race of Christians, the 

new spiritual Israel, who would keep the eternal law defined as Christ Himself. This new 
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race would ultimately inherit the Kingdom of God where they would enjoy eternal joy and 

happiness. On the other hand, the vision of the GosTr in Christ bringing the totality of the 

human race back to the Father for the purpose of sharing in the glory, love, rest and eternal 

life of the Father’s kingdom, while standing in the same proto-orthodox Christian 

tradition, goes far beyond that of Justin or even the New Testament.  

7.3 Irenaeus’ ‘Recapitulation’ Theory of Deification 

7.3.1 The Christian ‘Hypothesis of Truth’ 

Irenaeus was the bishop of Lyons in the later part of the second century. He wrote his 

treatise of five books, On the Detection and Refutation of Knowledge Falsely So Called 

(Against Heresies)—a work designed to combat particularly the Valentinian heresy—

during the time of the bishop of Rome, Eleutherus (c.175-189).609 In the preface of Book 

4, he states that, because the leaders before him had been unsuccessful in converting the 

heretics, his objective was to investigate thoroughly their systems in order to find a cure 

for their doctrinal malaise.610 This is despite his writing in Book 3 about the success of 

bishop Polycarp of Smyrna in restoring Valentinians and other heretics back to the church 

in Rome under the episcopal rule of Anicetus two or three decades earlier. Polycarp’s 

success was due to him being able to proclaim that he had received the truth embodied in 

the Church from the apostles themselves.611 Evidently the heresy problem was still a great 

concern for the worldwide Church and it was for the purpose of stamping it out once and 

for all that Irenaeus wrote his great work. Not only does he provide the modern day 

scholar with prodigious detail about the numerous Christian heresies in the second 
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century, he also gives an unrivalled firsthand literary and theological account of early 

proto-orthodox Christianity between the period of the apostles and Origen, at least outside 

the more speculative Christian faith practised in Alexandria.612 A lesser known work of 

Irenaeus, The Demonstration of Apostolic Preaching (Dem.), which sets out to prove the 

apostolic writings as the ‘definitive word of God’ by linking them to the prophecies of the 

First/Old Testament,613 will also be referred to in the following appraisal of Irenaeus’ 

thought regarding salvation/deification.  

After describing the origins and dualistic manifestations of the Valentinian heresy, such as 

two gods— the unknowable Father and the creator god, the demiurge— Irenaeus launches 

into a defence of the Christian ‘hypothesis of truth’.614 He declares that the church 

believes in one God, the Father, the creator of the universe and Father of Jesus Christ, 

‘who became incarnate for our salvation’, and the Holy Spirit who revealed to the 

prophets the divine plan or ‘dispensations’ for human salvation. The climatic event of this 

plan of salvation was the Second Coming of Christ when He will ‘gather all things in one’ 

(Eph 1:10). This would be achieved through the resurrection of all flesh so that all might 

be judged and all might acknowledge the universal lordship of Jesus Christ. The righteous 

judgment of Christ will result in the wicked being cast into everlasting fire while the 

righteous will receive the gift of immortality.615 Already, in this early chapter, is seen the 

key motif of recapitulation by Christ that runs through the entire five books of Against 

Heresies. For Irenaeus, the logical conclusion of the incarnation, in which Christ 
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accomplishes a whole series of recapitulations, will be when he gathers ‘all things in one’ 

and reigns supreme as King of kings and Lord of lords over all the universe.  

7.3.2 Recapitulation: The Summing up of all things in Christ 

Although Irenaeus employs the term ‘recapitulation’ in several ways—such as the 

restoration of all things to its perfect state before the Fall— 616 its primary meaning is the 

‘summing up’, or ‘consummation’ by Christ of all things in Himself. As well as the 

recapitulation of every stage of the human life cycle in Christ, ‘recapitulation’ involves the 

consummation in Him of the entire human race since the Fall, including death, as a result 

of the victory Christ achieved over Satan during His incarnation.617 According to Irenaeus, 

this was only possible because Christ became a man, like the original Adam, in order to 

undo the work of Satan in fallen humanity.618 ‘Recapitulation’ also includes the final 

consummation of all things, both heavenly and earthly, in Christ by the Father. This final 

act of consummation in Christ, in which He draws all things to himself, makes Christ, the 

Word of God, supreme and preeminent in the universe.619 Its concomitant is the 

‘perfecting [of] man after the image and likeness of God’,620 as well as the restoration of 

creation to its original primeval state. 621  

7.3.3 Christ’s Whole Incarnation Necessary for Deification 

For Irenaeus, the whole incarnation of Christ, not just His death on the cross, was 

necessary for human redemption. Although he writes about Christ propitiating a righteous 
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God because of human transgression, 622 the atonement of Christ is not centred on His 

sacrifice on the cross, but rather on the obedience and faithfulness that characterised His 

entire life, including His death. It was a fully human Jesus in coexistence with the divine 

Word, rather than a divine being who just had the appearance of a man, who came to this 

world to restore communion and friendship between God and humans. Irenaeus believed 

that the reconciliation of humans with God necessitated that Christ, the ‘second Adam’,623 

sum up or recapitulate every stage of the lives of sinful humans —infancy, boyhood, 

youth, maturity and old age—by obedience to God in His own life in order to undo the 

disobedience of the first Adam. Even in his death, Christ became the ‘first-born from the 

dead’, demonstrating His pre-eminence in all things, that He was the ‘Prince of life, 

existing before all, and going before all.’624 Not only were all stages of human life 

sanctified by the obedience of Christ, all human existence since Adam was summed up 

and recapitulated in Him. Irenaeus writes that Christ thus secured a ‘comprehensive 

salvation, that we might recover in Christ Jesus what in Adam we had lost, namely, the 

state of being in the image and likeness of God’.625 The purpose of this recapitulation of 

the whole of humanity was for Christ to gather all things unto Himself for the 

establishment of His kingdom.626  

The whole incarnation of Christ was also primary for Irenaeus because it established an 

ontological foundation for the deification of humankind.627 Irenaeus declares that Christ 

joined man to Spirit ‘causing the Spirit to dwell in man’, thus effecting a new spiritual 

order in humanity. Christ is now the head of the Spirit on earth and the Spirit is the head 
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of man ‘for through Him (the Spirit) we see, and hear, and speak’.  628 Just as the 

coexistence of divinity and humanity was seen in Christ, humans could also be made in 

the likeness of God through their union with the Holy Spirit. In fact, Irenaeus’ version of 

the exchange formula, based on the Pauline text that Christ ‘though he were rich yet for 

your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty may become rich’ (2 Cor 8:9), 

succinctly states that the primary purpose for the coming of Christ to this world was for 

the deification of humans:  

the Word of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, who did, through His 

transcendent love, become what we are, that He might  bring us to 

be even what He is Himself’.629  

As already seen in the previous chapter, a common misunderstanding of the concept of 

deification is that it purports to make humans identical to the divine nature in its essence 

Russell points out, however, that in the exchange formula above, believers receive 

adoption as God’s sons rather than an ‘identity of essence’. Although as adopted children 

of God, they will ultimately receive ‘the Son’s immortality and incorruption’,630 they will 

never realise equality with God. 

7.3.4 Deification: The Divine Plan for Humans 

Although there is no mention in Irenaeus’ writings of the actual term of ‘deification’, or its 

Greek equivalent theosis (divinisation),631 he makes abundantly clear that it is the divine 

plan for man to be both like God and, by implication, gods themselves. Making humans 
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like God involves them in effect returning to their original state when they were created in 

the image and likeness of God (Gen 1:26-27). However, the ultimate result of the 

soteriological process for Irenaeus is that humans literally become gods, with the proviso 

that they are not equal with the members of the Godhead. This is the unmistakable 

meaning of his interpretation of the text Ps 82:6. In Irenaeus view, the ‘gods’ referred to in 

this text are those Christians who have received the grace of adoption by which they cry 

‘Abba Father’. Yet he is careful to distinguish these gods by adoption both from the gods 

of the heathen, who are not really gods at all, as well as from God the Father and God the 

Son, who he says are called God and Lord by the Holy Spirit.632  Thus, salvation for 

Irenaeus is virtually equivalent to the later definition of theosis or deification which has 

been defined as the affirmation ‘that human beings (by grace) become “gods” (theoi).’633 

Irenaeus believed that it was only fitting that those Christians who had suffered in the 

damaged creation as a result of sin should be rewarded by reigning in the restored creation 

as incorruptible beings.634 Through their union with the Holy Spirit, they will receive 

immortality at the return of Christ and then reign as gods in Christ’s eternal kingdom. In 

fact, Irenaeus’ whole concept of divine oikonomia — the organised economy of salvation 

history from creation to the resurrection— is to highlight the coming of Christ to this 

world for the purpose of the deification of humanity.635  

7.3.5 Humans Created for Deification 

In the divine oikonomia, all creation is viewed by Irenaeus as being not only for the 

purpose of human immortality (deification) but also their ‘eternal subjection to God’. He 
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states that creation was for the benefit of humans after they have been ripened for 

immortality as a result of their voluntary adaptation on earth in service to God. 636 The 

original purpose of creation was to bring humans to full maturity in Christ, the image of 

God. Steenberg points out that in Irenaeus’s thought, the end or telos of creation will not 

be realised until humans receive immortality and perfection in Christ. 637 The growth and 

ultimate deification of human beings is therefore the sole reason why God created the 

cosmos. Yet despite being at the centre and end of God’s creation, humans will never 

come close to achieving equality with the Godhead. Irenaeus makes this clear in his 

reference to humans being in eternal ‘subjection to God’. The work of Christ in the 

incarnation was therefore to make possible both the deification and the eternal subjection 

of humans to God by recapitulating the whole creation in order to bring it back to God, 

destroying the adversary (Satan) and perfecting humans by restoring them to God’s own 

likeness and image.638 That is, the deification process of making humans gods has the 

paradoxical effect of bringing them into subjection to the triune Godhead.  

Steenberg rightly states that the ‘intentionality and progression’ seen in Irenaeus’ 

depiction of God’s creation of humans is in stark contrast to the Valentinian notion of 

creation being the result of ignorance or defect in the divine world.639 Yet the same GosTr 

that Steenberg suggests was a primary source document for Irenaeus’ knowledge of the 

Valentinian system repeatedly makes reference to the above intentionality of God in 

creating humans. Rather than creation being an afterthought, as in Valentinian doctrine, 

there are numerous references in the GosTr of the Father’s eternal purpose through his Son 
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Jesus Christ in creating the ‘All’ or universe (e.g. 18.32-5; 19.35-20. 6; 21.23-30; 28.5-7). 

Steenberg makes the important distinction in Irenaeus’ thought between the idea of God 

creating the universe as ‘the expression of his goodness’ and creating it ‘for the 

advancement and perfection of the human creature’. This is because the latter idea is the 

outworking of the goodness of God in creation which in turn is summed up in the 

goodness of the incarnate Son, the expression of the Father’s will. The glory of the triune 

God in relationship with one another before creation is seen in the glory of perfected 

humans, exemplified in the incarnate Son.640   

7.3.6 The Two Hands of God: The Word and the Holy Spirit 

According to Irenaeus, all three members of the Godhead were involved in the creative 

process. He uses anthropomorphic language to describe how God the Father was assisted 

by His two hands, the Word and Wisdom, in the work of creation. Both the Word/Son and 

Wisdom/ Holy Spirit were with the Father from the beginning641 and had distinctive roles 

during creation. For example, the Word made all things while Wisdom adorned all 

things.642 In Dem., Irenaeus elaborates further:  

Since then the Word establishes, that is to say, gives body and 

grants the reality of being, and the Spirit gives order and form to 

the diversity of the powers; rightly and fittingly is the Word called 

the Son, and the Spirit the Wisdom of God.643 

As in the mother figure of the GosTr, Wisdom and the Holy Spirit are here identical in 

Irenaeus’ account of creation. His portrayal of the unified work of the Godhead in creation 
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above is also seen in the redemption of humans. It is by the two hands of God, the Son and 

the Spirit, that humans are made in the image and likeness of God.  644 The Son came to 

restore in humans the image of God, which, according to Irenaeus, is the pre-existent Son 

Himself.645 He is assisted by the Holy Spirit who bestows the grace of the incarnated Son 

in order to re-make humans in the likeness of God. Thus, it is by the Word and the Spirit 

acting in concert that humans finally see God and become immortal. Hence the famous 

dictum of Irenaeus: ‘For the glory of God is a living man; and the life of man consists in 

beholding God.’646 Irenaeus is here referring to the ‘incorruption for eternal life’ that the 

Father bestows on humans as a result of them seeing Him. However, immortality and 

incorruption are not all that Irenaeus regards as being the human birthright. He states that 

God’s purpose in creating the human race was so it could share in the eternal glory of the 

triune God before creation. Irenaeus describes this glory as knowing and experiencing the 

goodness of God through fellowship with him. Thus, in enjoying fellowship with the 

triune God, humans can truly attain unto God. 647 

Although Irenaeus says that the act of creation was a united effort between the Father and 

His two hands, the Word and Spirit, it was in the image of the incarnated Son that He 

fashioned Adam.648 The locus of God’s image is therefore the flesh, which explains the 

insistence of Irenaeus that the whole person, including the flesh, will be resurrected at the 

eschaton. He derided the Valentinian doctrine that only the pneumata or the part of 

humans that was already immortal would be saved and not the flesh. According to him, 

this denied the creative power of God to recreate the whole human, including the flesh, in 
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the resurrection. Yet he also insists on the ‘radical otherness’ between the Father who 

creates and the human creature who was made originally in the likeness of God.649 

Although this likeness to God was lost in the Fall, the divine plan and economy is that it 

be progressively regained in this life and more fully after the eschaton when humans see 

God. Steenberg has pointed out the importance of the concept of the ex nihilo creative 

power of God for Irenaeus’s whole divine economy that joined the creative, redemptive 

and eschatological activity of God.650 Without his belief in the absolute power of God to 

create human entities out of nothing, rather than from pre-existing matter, Irenaeus could 

not have held together, against the gnostics, his wide ranging arguments relating to the 

cosmological recapitulative work of Christ. The latter was only possible because of the 

combination of God’s will and power seen, not only in his creation ex nihilo, but also in 

the attendant ‘cosmic connection of the incarnate Christ to each created being’651 that is 

essential for the re-creation of the human race.  

7.3.7 The Role of the Word in Deification 

Irenaeus argues that it was necessary for the Father’s own Word to become a real human 

being in order to both teach humans about the Father and free them from the captivity of 

Satan, sin and death. Because the Word is the only one to have known the mind of God or 

been his counsellor (Rom 11:34), Christ is viewed by Irenaeus as the ‘only true and 

stedfast [sic] Teacher’. Only by humans personally having communion with the Teacher, 

the divine Word who existed before creation, was it possible for them to be united to 

divinity and become like God.652 Even though their destinies were determined by God 
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according to His foreknowledge before they came into existence, it is only through the 

Word that humans are made into the image of Christ and receive His gift of immortality.  

653 The obedience of Christ as a real human being, demonstrated in both His life and death 

on the cross, served to break the power of Satan that was deceptively obtained over the 

human race as a result of the fall of the first Adam. Irenaeus states that the ransom price 

for the release and liberation of humanity from Satan was the blood of Christ. Rather than 

the deceptive and violent methods Satan had used to bring the human race into captivity, 

Christ’s methods for securing the freedom of the human race were by persuasion and 

judicial means as befitting the righteousness of God.654 Irenaeus’ ransom theory of the 

cross whereby God bought back the human race held captive by Satan with the blood of 

His Son contrasts with the revelatory aspect of the cross in both the Gospel of John and 

GosTr. For both these gospels, the cross is the highpoint of the revelation of the Father by 

Jesus. Despite the importance placed by Irenaeus on the death and resurrection of Jesus, 

some scholars have argued that he even downplays the significance of the cross because of 

his emphasis on the whole of the Incarnation being crucial for His ultimate victory over 

Satan, sin and death. 655 According to Irenaeus, however, in contrast to the Valentinian 

phantom Christ, it was necessary for Jesus to demonstrate obedience to the will of God as 

a real human being of flesh and blood in the whole of His life if He was to unite humans 

to God and give them immortality/deification in His kingdom. 656 As Gustaf Aulan has 

pointed out, the work of redemption could only have been accomplished ‘by the Logos 

through the manhood as his instrument’ in the sense that God was accomplishing His will 
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for human deification through His Son, rather than Jesus as man offering a sacrifice to 

God.657 

7.3.8 The Role of the Holy Spirit in Deification 

 After his resurrection and ascension into heaven, the incarnation of Christ continued 

through the out-pouring of the Holy Spirit by the Father. According to Irenaeus, salvation 

for the individual believer is the result of sharing in the Holy Spirit’s anointing of Jesus at 

his baptism. As already seen in section 5.5, Irenaeus states:  

Therefore did the Spirit of God descend upon Him, [the Spirit] of 

Him who had promised by the prophets that He would anoint Him, 

so that we, receiving from the abundance of His unction might be 

saved. 658  

In a recent article, Briggman has clarified the meaning of this statement by Irenaeus. He 

argues convincingly that it was the Holy Spirit, not the aeon of Christ or an impersonal 

power of God as the gnostics believed, who descended upon Jesus at his baptism.  

Furthermore, it was not His divinity but the humanity of Jesus that was anointed in the 

Jordan by the Holy Spirit.659 Insofar as He was already divine as the result of the 

Incarnation, the anointing of His divinity by the Spirit was not necessary; it was only His 

humanity that needed the Spirit’s anointing to enable Him to fulfill His Christological 

mission.660 In fact, Briggman maintains that there were only two qualitative changes that 

the humanity of Christ experienced during His lifetime. The first change was at His 

incarnation when the divine Word united with Jesus the man giving Him 
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incorruptibility/deification.661 It was not until His glorification, however, that He received 

a second qualitative change. This was when the Unction of Christ was made 

communicable to believers at their baptism, granting them the same incorruptibility that 

Jesus had received at His incarnation.662 Briggman declares that Christ’s glorification was 

therefore the ‘moment that Jesus’ flesh became the salvific principle for the rest of 

humanity’.663 According to Irenaeus, the Holy Spirit’s indwelling of Christ during His 

earthly ministry had accustomed her for this role of mediating the unction of Christ to the 

human race. Her work of indwelling believers for the purpose of pouring out the unction 

of Christ thus began at the glorification of Christ when His unction became 

communicable.664 This unction, which Irenaeus equates to the Word of God/Salvation665 

was the means of human deification. The parallel with the GosTr’s concept of the Book of 

the Living, likewise the means of human deification because its content is Christ Himself, 

is striking. 

7.3.9 Two-Rite Baptismal Liturgy 

In his book, Briggman elaborates on Irenaeus’ description of the anointing that believers 

received at the time of their baptism. He subscribes to the view that it is the two-rite 

baptismal liturgy that best fits Irenaeus’ description of the anointing of the Spirit, as 

opposed to the main consensus that it is received in just water baptism.666 He argues that 

Irenaeus’ statement that ‘our bodies have received unity among themselves by means of 

that laver which leads to incorruptibility; but our souls, by means of the Spirit’,667 can only 
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be explained in the context of a two-rite baptismal liturgy. While water baptism prepares 

the believer for the second rite of the anointing of the Holy Spirit through the washing of 

the body, it is in the latter, either by the imposition of hands or chrism, that the soul of the 

catechumen is washed by the Holy Spirit and receives the guarantee of incorruptibility as a 

result of being joined to Christ. In early Christian two rite liturgies, the cleansing of the 

internal soul was only thought possible through the Spirit not the external water,  668 hence 

the need for the second rite that ‘leads to’ the incorruptibility that Irenaeus taught would 

only be realized when Christians see the face of God in His kingdom.669 Briggman’s 

conclusion that Irenaeus refers to a two- rite baptism in order that Christians realise 

incorruptibility supports the present thesis that the allusions to anointing/chrism in the 

GosTr are indicative of the post-baptismal anointing of the Holy Spirit and holds the key 

to Christian deification.  

7.3.10 The Development of Irenaeus’ Views on Deification 

 Irenaeus’ views regarding the human perfection/ deification process undergo a marked 

development during the course of the five books of his corpus. In the latter portions of 

Book 5, he diverges from earlier statements he had made regarding the millennium, as 

well as statements made by Christians martyrs who believed that at their death they would 

immediately attain God. Charles Hill attributes Irenaeus’ departure from traditional 

Christian eschatological thinking to one cause only: ‘the increasing urgency of the 

confrontation with Gnosticism’.670 According to Hill, it was in order to counteract the 

beliefs of both the Valentinians and Marcionites in an intermediate celestial existence with 
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God after death that Irenaeus developed his chiliastic/millennial views of an immortal 

bodily intermediate state in which the just gradually came to be like God. The fact that this 

immortal bodily state would be in the restored creation on earth, rather than heaven, was a 

pointed contrast to the Valentinian denial of bodily and material post-mortem existence.671 

In Book 5, Irenaeus writes: 

the mystery of the resurrection of the just, and of the [earthly] 

kingdom which is the commencement of incorruption, by means of 

which kingdom those who shall be worthy are accustomed to 

gradually partake of the divine nature (capere Deum).672  

According to the above passage, the earthly Kingdom of God is marked by the 

commencement of incorruption. Furthermore, the partaking of the divine nature, or 

deification, is seen as a gradual process that occurs after the righteous have received the 

gift of immortality. The Latin phrase, capere Deum means ‘gradually to comprehend 

God’.673  This gradual process of deification is in marked contrast to Irenaeus’ earlier 

position where he appears to view the process of deification as instantaneous when the 

saints inherited the Kingdom of God. He had previously compared the effect of the ‘first 

instalment’ of the Spirit given to Christian at their new birth (Eph 1:14)), which makes 

them spiritual and causes them to say ‘Abba, Father’ (Rom 8:15), with that of the ‘whole 

grace of the Spirit’ given when they see God face to face: ‘it will make man in the image 

and likeness of God’.674  He had also stated that the portion of the Spirit given in the 

present life was ‘for our perfecting and for our preparation for immortality, as we 
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gradually become accustomed to receive and bear God’.675 Thus Irenaeus earlier described 

the process of deification as gradual in the present life but instantaneous in the next 

immortal life when Christians see God face to face.  

Later in Book 5, however, Irenaeus views the process of becoming like God as being a 

gradual process in the kingdom of Christ as well. He now writes that during the earthly 

kingdom ‘the righteous shall reign in the earth, waxing stronger by the sight of the Lord: 

and through Him they shall become accustomed to partake in the glory of God the 

Father’.676 It is in this post-resurrection period, when the righteous have gained 

immortality and have bodies akin to the immortal glorified body of Jesus, that their 

deification will now advance. This ongoing process of deification will be facilitated 

through fellowship with Christ and the Holy Spirit, as well as other spiritual beings. It is 

significant however, that Irenaeus now states that during this time of the kingdom of 

Christ the righteous will only be prepared ‘to partake’ in the glory of the Father rather than 

see Him face to face. In order to reinforce his millennial views, Irenaeus invokes the 

Hebrew prophecies that foretell Jerusalem being the glory of God in the world.677 At this 

time, he declares, Jerusalem will be rebuilt after the pattern of the heavenly Jerusalem and 

the earth restored to its pristine condition. The climax of the millennial kingdom of Christ 

will be when He hands over his kingdom to His Father. This will be accompanied by the 

events depicted in Revelation 21: the creation of a new heaven and earth, the descent of 

the heavenly Jerusalem and the dwelling of God with His people.678  
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As seen above, this development or change in Irenaeus’ thinking has been attributed to his 

ongoing debates with the Valentinians and Marcionites. The fact that proto-orthodox 

believers held similar views to the heretics, namely that the soul ascends directly to 

heaven after death, did not make the task of Irenaeus any easier. This was compounded by 

the fact that he himself —before he wrote Book 5—also believed that at death the souls of 

all the faithful— not just the martyrs— would ascend to heaven.679 Such a belief, 

however, was similar to the teaching of the heretics that after death the righteous souls 

would enter directly into the presence of God. Irenaeus came to realise that this doctrine 

would have the effect of making the millennium— in which the righteous were gradually 

accustomed to ‘apprehend God and his glory’— redundant because the intermediate 

heavenly state would take the place of the Kingdom of God on earth. 680 As a result, he 

subsequently denies this intermediate heavenly state for the righteous dead even accusing 

those ‘orthodox’ Christians who believed this doctrine of entertaining heretical views. 

Instead, they are now taught the divine ‘plan for the exaltation of the just’ which included 

the resurrection of the flesh that the heretics denied as well as the millennial rule of Christ 

on earth. In the interim period, between death and the resurrection, the souls of the 

righteous remained in the place of the sepulchre or the lower earth. 681 Irenaeus cites the 

bodily resurrection and ascension into heaven by Christ, the firstborn of the dead, as proof 

of his argument that the whole person, not just the soul, would be resurrected at the 

Parousia.682 It is during this millennial period that the righteous are further disciplined for 

incorruption so that they do not grow old and are trained to receive the glory of the Father 

in his subsequent eternal kingdom when Christ hands the kingdom over to Him (1 Cor 
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15:27-28).683 In Irenaeus’ desire to totally distance himself from the Valentinians, he 

therefore distanced himself not only from his own former beliefs, but also those other 

proto-orthodox Christians who still believed in the ascent of the soul at death. It will be 

shown in Chapter 9 that his more advanced eschatological views, such as the millennial 

age being preparatory for the eternal kingdom of the Father, are similar to those of the 

GosTr which he purportedly rejected out of hand. Smith has pointed out that salvation in 

the GosTr is actually the beholding of the face of the Father by the totality after Christ has 

mediated its return to Him.684For both Irenaeus and the GosTr, beholding the glory of the 

Father will take place in the eternal Kingdom of God after the millennial kingdom of 

Christ. Thus Irenaeus may have been more indebted to the GosTr for his later 

eschatological view than he cared to admit. What his change in theological perspectives 

does demonstrate, however, is that the eschatological views of even bishops—supposedly 

the sole recipients of apostolic teaching— were not fixed in this early period of the 

Church’s history, but were still being shaped according to existing circumstances, the 

reading of Christian texts and the leading of the Holy Spirit.  

7.3.11 The Image and Likeness of God in Humans 

 As well as the work of Christ in His incarnation, the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit in 

restoring the image and likeness of God in humans is of paramount importance in 

Irenaeus’ thought. He was adamant that ‘without the Spirit of God, we cannot be saved’. 

685 He interpreted Paul’s words that ‘flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God’ 

(1 Cor 15:50)—the text used by his gnostic opponents to bolster their arguments that only 

the spiritual part of humans, and not the flesh, will be resurrected— as really meaning that 
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without the Spirit of God no flesh will be saved. He believed in the resurrection of the 

complete person: ‘flesh, soul and spirit’.686Although the Valentinians also considered that 

a person was constituted of these three substances, they only believed that the spiritual 

part, the pneuma, would definitely be saved while the soul element, the psyche, could go 

either way –the way of pneuma or the way of the flesh/matter (hylic), which was the part 

of man that could not be saved. The gnostics believed that they were the class of 

pneumatics and were already incorruptible in their essence and assured of salvation 

despite their actions. They believed they would be saved as pure spirits when their 

spiritual essence was released from their souls and bodies. Gross has described their return 

back to the pleroma as ‘a veritable redivinization of the “spiritual substance” [pneumatikh\  

u(po&stasiv] that has been hidden in the pneumatic’.687 In sharp contrast to these views, 

Irenaeus argued that it was not the human pneuma that reigned or was the dominant factor 

in individual salvation, but whether or not individuals possessed the Spirit of God. If a 

person possessed the Spirit of God by faith in Jesus, that person will inherit the Kingdom 

of God with his or her total being, including the body. Conversely, if a person does not 

possess the Spirit of God, his or her flesh and blood will not inherit the kingdom of 

God.688  

Thus, for Irenaeus, it is the Spirit of God that makes up for human deficiency, or fleshly 

weakness, in the salvation/ deification process. Human perfection and salvation is a 

consequence of the co-mingling of the Spirit of God with the soul and body. A ‘spiritual’ 

person is not one that has had the flesh stripped away and thus becomes completely 

spiritual, as the Valentinians believed would happen at death, but one that has partaken of 
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the Spirit of God. That person would then manifest the gifts and fruits of the Spirit. By the 

same token, a carnal person is one who does not have the Spirit of God and thus lacks the 

similitude of God that is available through the Spirit. Although Irenaeus refers to the Spirit 

of God co-mingling with the human person,689 he sometimes does not distinguish between 

the human spirit and the divine Spirit. This is because he is referring to a spiritual person 

in whom the Spirit of God has, in principle, supplanted the natural spirit. It is the life 

giving Spirit that makes a person pneumatic and perfects the body and soul. Thus a saved, 

spiritual person is really one that consists of the Spirit of God, the soul and body that was 

originally made in the image of God. Irenaeus’ distinction between the natural spirit of a 

person and the Spirit of God is therefore crucial to an understanding of both his 

anthropology and soteriology. 

7.3.12 The ‘Universal Salvific Will’ of the Father 

It is the Father who Irenaeus says initiates salvation and bestows life or immortality on 

humans by revealing Himself through Christ to humankind. According to Tiessen, this 

implies a ‘universal salvific will’  690 Despite Irenaeus’ acknowledgement of the ‘good 

will’ of the Father towards humans in desiring their salvation, he insists that humans are 

free agents and that salvation is the result of human choice, not force on the part of God. 

He will reward those who obey Him with honour and glory. On the other hand, those who 

reject or despise God’s continual good will in revealing Himself will suffer righteous 

judgment.691 According to Irenaeus, this was a telling argument against the Valentinians 

who believed they were good not by choice and obedience to God’s law but by nature. He 
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asks why then should God reward them if they are saved by nature.692 He also rails against 

those people who express ingratitude at not being created ‘gods from the beginning’. They 

should accept the laws of human growth and realise that it was God’s plan for them to be 

‘at first merely men and then at length gods’. Irenaeus was supremely confident that God 

had made provision through Christ for the weakness of created nature. He states that 

eventually human infirmity will be swallowed up by immortality and incorruption, and 

humans will finally be made ‘after the image and likeness of God’.  However, God will 

always have the pre-eminence in all things because of the fact that He is uncreated and the 

cause of the very existence of all other beings in the universe.693 

The recognition by Irenaeus of God’s ‘good will’ towards humans in desiring that all be 

saved echoes the GosTr’s statement that ‘the Father is sweet and in his will is what is 

good’ `e  piwt  gar  36al2  auw  6n_  piouw4e  n_toot3  oupetna  nou3  ne  (33.33-

34). For Irenaeus, salvation depended entirely on whether this gracious offer by God was 

accepted or rejected by an individual, not on the Valentinian distinctions between the 

different categories humans fall into by nature. As already seen, despite Irenaeus’ rejection 

of the GosTr, there is no indication that this text teaches such distinctions between 

humans.694 In fact, the GosTr’s teaching of the need for human repentance in order for 

both individuals and the totality to return to God shows that the opposite is the case 

(35.20-23). Irenaeus’ conviction that God has made provision through Christ for human 

weakness is also similar to the GosTr’s teaching that God fills up human deficiency with 

His grace and forgiveness (35.24-36.3). By rejecting this new gospel, however, Irenaeus 

no doubt believed that he was doing the will of God. After all, it was not written by an 
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apostle of Jesus Christ or a fellow bishop whom he believed were the sole custodians of 

the true Gospel tradition.695 On the other hand, it can be argued that the reappearance of 

this gospel in the modern era was also in the divine will because of the fact that its 

eschatological esoteric message is clearly designed for the end times. If Irenaeus had 

examined the GosTr more thoroughly, there is every indication that he would have 

realised that it was written for the same objectives for which he and all genuine Christians 

were striving: ‘regeneration unto God’ or deification and the ushering in of the Kingdom 

of God.  Moreover, he would have also discovered that the foundation stone of deification 

in the GosTr was the same as his own concept of deification: a correct understanding of 

the role of each member of the divine triad. 
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Chapter 8  Proto-Orthodox Christian Theories of 
Deification: Clement of Alexandria 

In order to draw out and explicate the deification and Kingdom of God motifs in the 

GosTr, it is necessary to examine the deification theories not only of heterodox Christians 

such as the Valentinians but also of proto-orthodox Christians who lived in the second 

century. It has been seen thus far that the interaction between proto-orthodox and 

heterodox Christians led to the development of doctrine in the early Church. This is not 

only seen in clarification of the nature of the three members of the Godhead, as well as 

their relationship with one another, but also in the sacramental worship of early Christians. 

Issues relating to eschatology, such as the nature and time of the Parousia, how humans 

would become immortalthat is, deificationand whether the Kingdom of God would 

be in heaven or on earth were also a matter of intense debate. In Chapter 7, the deification 

theories of two proto-orthodox Christian Fathers, Justin and Irenaeus who both held that 

Christ would reign on earth during the millennium, were examined. This chapter will 

examine another proto-orthodox Church Father, Clement of Alexandria, who, contrary to 

Justin and Irenaeus, believed that the kingdom of Christ would be in heaven. However, as 

with Justin and Irenaeus, it will be demonstrated that many similarities also exist between 

the theology of Clement and the GosTr . This similarity may stem from not only the fact 

that both the author of the GosTr and Clement were products of the philosophical and 

Christian influences of their Alexandrian milieu, but also that the latter’s reading of the 

GosTr itself may well have helped to shape his theological thought.  

8.1 Clement’s Contribution to the Doctrine of 

Deification 

Titus Flavius Clemens was born around the middle of the second century probably in 

Athens to pagan parents. Not many details of his life are known but he early developed a 
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love of learning that is apparent in his writings as a Christian philosopher and theologian. 

Upon converting to Christianity, he travelled extensively throughout the eastern 

Mediterranean, learning at the feet of renowned teachers in such countries as Greece, Italy, 

Palestine and Egypt. He finally settled in Alexandria where he became the pupil of 

Pantaenus, who he succeeded as the head of the Catechetical School about 189. According 

to Eusebius, Origen was in his early years a pupil of Clement and later also became the 

head of the Catechetical School in Alexandria.696 This succession between Pantaenus, 

Clement and Origen has, however, been the subject of much scholarly debate.697 In 202 

persecution forced Clement to flee to Palestine where he died about 215.698  Although he 

has been misunderstood by some scholars, especially in the assertion that he only taught a 

limited salvation,699 his delineation of the process of human perfection and deification has 

assured him of a ‘unique place within patristic theology’.700 

Clement’s distinction between the image and likeness of God in humans has been 

described by Osborn as one of his ‘chief contributions to Christian theology’.701 By his use 

of these two terms and their connectedness, he was able to explicate the process by which 

humans are deified. Russell notes that Clement was the first Christian writer to use the 

Greek verb qeopoiew (to deify) in connection with Christian deification, using it three 

times.702 This was possible because it had not been applied previously to humans in pagan 

deification. He also occasionally uses the verbs qeo/w and e0kqeo/w (to deify) and the 
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adjectival noun qeopoio/s (deifying). More generally, he employs the term qeo/s (God or 

god) to denote the perfected Christian. He is in fact the first Greek writer to use e0kqeo&w 

and qeopoio&s as meaning ‘to deify’ and ‘deifying’ respectively.703 His strong 

ecclesiastical faith motivated Clement to seek to formulate ‘the true philosophy’ that 

would supersede all other human philosophies and enable Christians who practised this 

true gnosis to ultimately become gods. The resultant ‘gnosis of divinization’704 is based on 

the knowledge of God obtained through Scripture and the incarnated Logos/Holy Spirit, 

and realised in the moral and intellectual perfection of the Christian gnostic.  

In his search for a proto-orthodox theology of Christian deification, Clement examined not 

only the writings of both proto-orthodox and gnostic Christian authors, including Justin, 

Irenaeus, Valentinus and Theodotus, but also the works of Jewish and Greek philosophers 

in order to glean the best of their ideas.705 In fact, it will be shown that many of the same 

motifs that appear in the GosTr also appear in the writings of Clement. Yet Clement does 

not mention the GosTr. Nor for that matter does he mention Justin Martyr despite being 

obviously dependent on him. This is clear in his belief that Christ the Logos summed up 

all wisdom as well as in his use of Scripture in countering the Middle Platonic 

philosophical ideas of the time. Like Justin and the GosTr, Clement believed that the role 

of the Word/Logos was crucial in the transformation of the believer. It is also evident that 

he was influenced by the theology of Irenaeus; a papyrus fragment of Against Heresies 

dated to the second century shows that this work of Irenaeus was already available in 

Alexandria at the time Clement was writing.706 Clement thus utilised the Irenaean motif of 
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human advancement from the imperfection/immaturity of the first Adam to ultimate 

perfection and likeness to God in Jesus Christ, the second Adam.707 Although there are 

thus numerous similarities that exist between him and both Justin and Irenaeus, he differs 

significantly from them in regard to the destination of Christians after the Parousia. As 

already seen, both Justin and Irenaeus believed that the millennial kingdom of Christ 

would be on earth. On the other hand, it will be shown that Clement believed Christians 

would reign with Christ in heaven where the process of perfection and deification begun 

on earth would reach new heights through the contemplation of God face to face.708  

Although Clement’s three main extant works, The Exhortation to the Heathen 

(Protrepticus), The Instructor, (Paedagogus) and The Miscellanies or Stromata 

(Stromateis) have been said to form ‘parts of one whole’,709 in reality the Stromata is quite 

distinct from the other two treatises with the result that they do not form a natural trilogy. 

Dawson has argued that the actual third treatise in the trilogy remains unwritten, having 

being replaced by an esoteric and veiled description of the Christian faith ‘as the true 

gnosis’, 710 On the other hand, Ittis concludes that the consistency in scholarship regarding 

the Stromateis suggests that they appear in ‘exactly the form’ Clement desired. This 

means that their miscellaneous structure holds the key to their esoteric content.711 Osborn 

states that the key to understanding them is the ‘absolute priority of Scripture, which is the 

written expression of truth’. However, Clement also seeks to impart to his readers an 

‘unwritten tradition’ to which he was privy. 712 His method for teaching this gnosis is to 
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scatter seeds of truth that will illuminate discerning readers and at the same time solve his 

own dilemma of teaching both a written and oral tradition of truth. The title of Stromata or 

Miscellanies itself reflects its scattered and seemingly disorganised nature. However, 

Clement makes no secret of his agenda, even revealing it at the beginning to the reader: 

the planting of spiritual seeds —both from written and oral traditions— that will result in 

spiritual growth and eternal life for his readers.713 For the present purposes, however, 

despite the dissimilar nature of the third treatise, all three treatises will be referred to as a 

trilogy, the purpose of which is the advancement of humans from pagan idolatry and 

ignorance to the perfection of the Christian gnostic, as well as their ultimate deification in 

heaven. 

8.2 The Exhortation to the Heathen (Protrepticus) 

In the very first chapter of Protrepticus, Clement introduces the pre-existent Word to his 

heathen readers. He refers to the Word as the Christ, the ‘New Song’ or instrument of God 

who will bring harmony and healing to the universe. He is ‘our Teacher’, the creator who 

now brings eternal life and salvation to humanity. 714  Moreover, Clement informs his 

pagan readers that ‘the Word of God became man, that thou mayest learn from man how 

man may become God’.715 Christ is the door to knowing and being like God. Clement 

states that ‘the image of God is His Word’ while ‘the image of the Word is the true man’. 

It is by the minds of Christians being assimilated to the Word that they are made into the 
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image and likeness of God. Because the Word is rational, the deified person will also be 

rational.716  

In the last chapter of Protrepticus, Clement composes a prayer by Jesus addressed to 

‘whoever among men are endowed with reason, both barbarians and Greeks’. In this 

prayer Jesus pleads for all the human race to come to him for the purpose of having 

immortality bestowed upon them: 

I call on the whole race of men, whose Creator I am, by the will of 

the Father. Come to Me, that you may be put in your due rank 

under the one God and the one Word of God; and do not only have 

the advantage of the irrational creatures in the possession of 

reason; for to you of all mortals I grant the enjoyment of 

immortality. For I want, I want to impart to you this grace, 

bestowing on you the perfect boon of immortality; and I confer on 

you both the Word and the knowledge of God, My complete self. 

This am I, this God wills, this is symphony, this is the harmony of 

the Father, this is the Son, this is Christ, this the Word of God, the 

arm of the Lord, the power of the universe, the will of the 

Father…I desire to restore you according to the original model, 

that ye may become also like Me. I anoint you with the ungent of 

faith, by which you throw off corruption, and show you the naked 

form of righteousness by which you ascend to God.717 

In the above prayer, Jesus claims that His authority for seeking to bestow on humans 

immortality and the knowledge of God is not only that He is creator of the human race but 

that it is the will of God. He then asserts that it is imperative for humans to ascend to God 

and become like Him because this is ‘the harmony of the Father’ and ‘the power of the 
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universe’. In other words, nothing can thwart the divine plan for the human race to be 

deified because it is intrinsic to the fabric of the universe.  

In the deification process described in this prayer, the Word of God plays a crucial role as 

both creator and saviour. The Word confers His complete self onto humans, thereby 

imparting to them the knowledge of God, one of the ingredients of which is immortality. 

For Clement, the beginning of incorruption and ascent to God takes place at the anointing 

with the unguent of faith. He later elaborates on this metaphorical anointing of faith that 

neophytes receive at baptism. It is by their faith that they can grasp in the present the 

substance of what they will receive after the resurrection—incorruption and eternal life— 

in fulfilment of the words of Jesus ‘Be it according to thy faith’.718 Even so, the image of 

throwing off corruption in the present life is remarkable given Clement’s relative silence 

compared to Justin and Irenaeus regarding eschatological events.719 There is no real 

dramatic event, such as the Parousia or resurrection, in Clement’s schema of end time 

events that dramatically demarcates the present and heavenly life of the Christian. It is by 

the Word dwelling within believers that they are made like not only to the Word but to 

God the Father. Clement actually says that when the Word dwells in man, he ‘becomes 

God, since God so wills.’720 In order to support his concept of the progressive perfection 

of the soul of the Christian through the indwelling Word, Clement adapts Irenaeus’ theme 

of the redemption of the flesh. He argues that as a result of the Word of God dwelling in 

man, the flesh is set free and endowed with incorruption and immortality. Therefore, 
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Christians should desist from fleshly passions and adornments that have a detrimental 

effect on the ongoing perfection of the soul. 721  

As with both Justin and Irenaeus, Clement grounds the one divine economy of salvation 

on the creative power of God. He contrasts the futility of the worship of man-made idols 

by the heathen with the wisdom of worshipping the one God who created the universe. He 

states that the only work of the Lord is the salvation of humans. Both the Son and the Holy 

Spirit are involved in this work of salvation. They both speak to mankind through the 

Scriptures, the reading of which is both sanctifying and deifying.722 Clement refers to the 

Holy Spirit as the ‘mouth of the Lord’,723 reminiscent of the GosTr’s portrayal of the Holy 

Spirit as the tongue of the Father. As also in the GosTr, Clement depicts the relationship 

of God to humans as a loving father who gently admonishes his children, guiding them 

into a saving knowledge of Him through His Word, Jesus Christ. Only by humans being 

born again and becoming like little children can they receive ‘the truly existent Father’ and 

enter into the kingdom of heaven. They are only worthy to enter the kingdom if they 

acknowledge God as their Father and become fellow sons and heirs with his Son. This, 

Clement says, is essential if they are to enrol as citizens of the kingdom. 724 Clement is 

incredulous at the foolishness and hard-heartedness of those who reject the freedom of 

sonship and eternal life in favour of bondage and destruction. All they will face at the 

judgment is condemnation. Thus the eschatological judgment is here stressed by Clement 

in an attempt to bring the heathen and impious to repentance.  
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Clement describes the Father in a similar way to the GosTr as being proactive in 

awakening those who are asleep and raising up ‘those who have wandered in error’.725 

Also like the GosTr, he attributes the folly of the unsaved to lack of gnosis or 

knowledge/truth about God.  This caused the Father to send Christ— the ‘Word’ and the 

‘good Shepherd’726— and the Holy Spirit— the Paraclete— to this world for the purpose 

of educating humans in the ‘knowledge of the truth’, defined by Clement as 

‘Godliness’.727 Not only does this gnosis equate with eternal salvation, it enables humans 

to be transformed by the Holy Spirit and become new creatures in Christ.728 It also brings 

them together ‘into one love, according to the union of the essential unity’.729 This is 

evocative of the ‘warm pleroma of love’ and the ‘Unity’ kingdom of God motifs of the 

GosTr. Clement’s reference to the eternal day of God— ‘the true to-day, the never-ending 

day of God, extends over eternity’730—also brings to mind the GosTr eschatological 

Sabbath rest and ‘perfect day’. These multiple GosTr motifs seen in just the Protrepticus 

reveal that Clement not only read the GosTr in his quest for the ‘true philosophy’ but was 

deeply influenced by its theological teachings.  

Clement summarizes the key ingredients of salvation that will ensure his non-Christian 

readers reach their destination of heaven where they will receive the vision of God and ‘be 

initiated into the sacred mysteries’. In order to escape destruction and ruin, he exhorts 

them to exert their will to follow Christ. They must then bind themselves ‘to the wood of 

the cross’. That is, they must continually rely on the merits of Christ’s sacrifice on the 

cross for their righteousness. They will then be piloted by the word of God and the Holy 
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Spirit will bring them to ‘anchor in the haven of heaven’.731 Thus, for Clement, the road to 

salvation and the perfection of the soul for humans is initially an act of will and faith in 

Christ combined with the grace of God in ensuring the successful completion of their 

journey. By submitting themselves to the sanctifying power of Scripture and the tutelage 

of the Word/Logos, believers will progress in knowledge, love and perfection of the soul. 

Like his predecessors, Justin and Irenaeus, Clement quotes Ps. 82. 6 as exemplifying the 

grace of God in deifying Christians. He applies the epithet ‘gods’ in this text to those 

adopted by God the Father, reserving the Fatherhood of God to just Christian believers. 

They alone are ‘rich and wise, and of noble birth.’ Not only were they created in the image 

of God, ‘by Jesus Christ’ they are also like God, being ‘righteous and holy and wise’. On 

the other hand, pagans are presented with the stark choice of ‘judgment or grace’.732  

8.3 The Instructor (Paedagogus) 

In the Paedagogus, written for the instruction of regenerated, born again Christians, 

Clement develops his theme of Jesus the Logos being the divine Teacher/Instructor in all 

aspects of the new life of faith. It is noteworthy that in the GosTr the role of Jesus as 

teacher of divine knowledge of the Father is also highlighted, not only in schools where 

He spoke the word and confounded the learned scholars, but through the Book of the 

Living in which He taught the little children ‘the impressions of the Father’ or godliness 

(19.19-32). In the case of Clement, his objective in this second work of his trilogy is not 

only to make new-born Christians aware of the significance and reality of their new status 

as the people of God; he is also concerned with their ultimate character development as a 
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result of their instruction by the Paedogogus Logos.733 Yet despite the latter concern, he 

states that at the moment of baptism the new Christian has already received illumination, 

sonship, perfection and immortality, and become a god as a result of the grace imparted by 

the Father through the Holy Spirit.734 He argues that just as Christ was both perfected 

through His baptism and sanctified by the descent of the Holy Spirit, so too are believers 

who follow His example in undergoing these rites. This is because the Father is perfect 

and therefore His gifts of grace are perfect. For Clement, it is the power of the Father’s 

will in accomplishing all these outcomes in believers that is the key to their being fully 

realised in the present moment.735 Behr points out that it is Clement’s concept of the 

believer’s faith as ‘perfect and complete’ in its anticipation of the fulfilment of the 

promises of God that underlies his reference to the neophyte being perfected immediately 

after baptism. By receiving eternal life and its concomitant blessings as a reality in the 

present, Christians are in fact proleptically living their future glorious immortal life in the 

future. Behr thus calls Clement’s eschatology a proleptic one in contrast to the argument 

by most scholars that Christians receive at baptism a seminal perfection that must be 

subsequently developed in both the present and future life.736  

It is more feasible, however, given the continual references of Clement to Christians as 

infants or children who need to develop and grow into the fullness of Christ, that both 

these arguments above are correct. In contrast to the GosTr, which calls the Holy Spirit the 

bosom of the Father, Clement describes the Word as the breast of the Father, bestowing 

the ‘milk of love’ on Christian infants/children. He also calls the Word bread, meat, blood 
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and food and other metaphors to reinforce the all-sufficiency of Christ to satisfy human 

spiritual hunger and thirst.737 He views regenerated Christians as being continually formed 

in the image of the Son who is the perfect child in Scripture.738 Christians also cannot be 

touched by old age because they are ‘always growing to maturity in intelligence’.739 By 

partaking of the incorruptible Word, they not only develop Christian character in the 

present life but also participate proleptically in the future life of incorruption and 

immortality. Clement calls the Word ‘Tutor (Paedagogue or Instructor)’, whose role is to 

train the Christian to lead a virtuous life.740 He views sin as ‘irrational’ or ‘contrary to 

reason’,741 so the Instructor, being the personification of divine reason, purifies and heals 

the soul by preventing sin. Clement’s concept of salvation as a series of progressive steps 

causes him to distinguish the more practical role of the Word—that of leading Christians 

to forsake their fleshly passions and pursue a life of obedience to Christ— from the 

exhortary and didactic roles. The exhortary Word is seen in the persuading of the heathen 

to accept Christ. After baptism, Christians are tutored by the Paedagogue/Word to live a 

virtuous life. It is only then that the soul is receptive and able to partake of the didactive 

function of the Word, which is to lead Christians into all knowledge necessary for their 

eternal salvation.  Clement describes this progressive work of the ‘the all-benignant Word, 

who first exhorts, then trains and finally teaches’ as a ‘beautiful arrangement’, 742 and 

follows a similar pattern in his own trilogy of writings.  
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8.4 The Role of the Holy Spirit in Deification 

Although Clement’s emphasis is on the Word as instructor in the process of deification, 

the work of the Holy Spirit is not neglected. As the third member of the Holy Trinity,743 

she plays a vital role in human salvation. Not only did she inspire the writers of 

Scripture—such as Jeremiah, Hosea, Isaiah, the Psalmist and Paul— to exalt YHWH as 

the one true God, creator and saviour,744 she is foundational in training humans in the life 

of faith.745 She begets and adopts them as God’s children,746 transforming them as new 

creatures in Christ.747 The Lord Jesus Himself is the union of the Spirit and Word, ‘the 

Spirit made flesh’. 748  Later in the Stromata, Clement includes the Holy Spirit as the tenth 

constitutive element that has been added by faith to the Christian749 in contrast to his 

former delineation of the ten elements of humans in which the tenth element is the 

‘intellectual or spiritual faculty’. According to Clement, the tenth faculty is the highest 

element of humans because it is through the mind that they receive divine knowledge.750 

Although Behr argues that the Holy Spirit has been substituted for the body in the later 

delineation of the ten elements of humans, Clement’s main point is to stress the perfection 

of Christians as new creations in which the Holy Spirit now occupies the place— 

symbolised by the sacred number ten— of their highest intellectual and spiritual faculty. 

Behr rightly states, however, that here Clement emphasises the point that the Holy Spirit is 

added to Christians by faith and hence they are no longer just ‘natural’ but also 

                                                 
743 ‘Stromata’, 5.14 (ANF, ii, p. 468). 
744 ‘Protrepticus’, 8,9 (ANF, ii, pp. 193-96. 
745 ‘Paedagogus’, 1.6 (ANF, ii, p. 217). 
746 ‘Paedagogus’, 1.5 (ANF, ii, p. 214). 
747 ‘Protrepticus’, 11 (ANF, ii, p. 203). 
748 ‘Paedagogus’, 1.6 (ANF, ii, p. 220). 
749 ‘Stromata’, 6.16 (ANF, ii. p. 511).  
750 ‘Stromata’, 2.11 (ANF, ii, p. 359). 



 

269 

spiritual.751 The Spirit thus plays a vital role in the perfection and salvation of Christians. 

However, Clement gives priority to the Word over the Spirit because, in the Christian 

economy, it is the Spirit’s role to be Christ in the believer. It is ‘by His own Spirit’ that 

Christ the Word nourishes and sustains the souls of believers. 752 The Spirit causes the 

regenerated Christian to grow up into the image of Christ who is ‘the perfect realisation’ 

of the image and likeness of God.753  

Despite this prominent role given to the Holy Spirit in the process of deification, there are 

indications that the Holy Spirit still plays a subordinate role to the Father and the Son in 

Clement’s thought. Bucur has pointed out the seeming reluctance of Clement to make the 

Holy Spirit the object of worship in the same way as the Father and the Son are 

worshipped. 754 He states that while Clement’s intention is trinitarian, he is governed by a 

‘binatarian framework’.755 As already seen above, this is similar to the case of Justin’s 

Logos Christology where there is also ambiguity between the roles of the Logos and Holy 

Spirit.756 Clement’s Spirit Christology will be discussed further in section 10 of this 

chapter.  

There is still enough evidence to conclude, however, that for Clement the members of the 

Trinity are separate and distinct divine personalities who act as one in the work of human 

salvation. He states that ‘the universal Father is one, and one the universal Word; and the 

Holy Spirit is one and the same everywhere’.757  In a prayer that celebrates the Word as 
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the world’s Instructor, Clement describes the three members of the divine triad as working 

in concert for human salvation. He prays that the likeness of the image of the Son and 

Father will be perfected in the Father’s children who will come to know Him with all their 

power. In addition, he asks God to cause all those who have been translated into his 

Commonwealth to be ‘wafted in calm’ by the Holy Spirit and the divine wisdom ‘to the 

perfect day’. It is significant that ‘the perfect day’ is the same phrase used in the GosTr 

(32.32) for the final destination of Christians. The prayer concludes with a paean of praise 

for the all-encompassing nature of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit who are ‘all in 

One, in whom is all, for whom all is One, for whom is eternity’.758  

8.5 The Stromata (Stromateis) or Miscellanies 

One of Clement’s main purposes in writing his greatest work, The Stromata, was to 

describe those mature Christians who were closest to being deified and like God in this 

life. He refers to them individually by the appellation of Gnostic and describes their lives 

as ‘nothing but deeds and words corresponding to the tradition of the Lord.’759 They have 

advanced further than other Christians in their knowledge of the Saviour due to their 

greater assimilation of both the indwelling Word and wisdom from Scripture, 

contemplation and good deeds.760 Rather than their divine knowledge making them 

conceited or ‘puffed up’, it produces profound trust in God, power, expansion of their 

intellects and contempt for sin.761 Their present lives are in keeping with their final destiny 

which is to become divine (qew~) in heaven.762 In short, they are characterised by godliness 

which is the result of being assimilated to God in this life as far as possible given their 
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mortal state.763 Yet even when they are with the Lord in the next life, having received 

immortality and deification, Clement makes clear that they will never achieve perfection 

comparable to that of God. They will also never achieve equality with the Son but will 

always be in subjection to Him in the eternal Kingdom of God. 764 Therefore, the gnostic is 

not impious but worships God as king, sovereign and ruler of the universe.765 This piety 

extends to being concerned for the good of one’s neighbour which means caring for 

oneself first,766 an ethical trait also highlighted in the GosTr (33.11).  

As in the GosTr, there is a christological development seen in Clement’s three major 

writings. While the role of the Word/Logos in the salvation/deification process is the 

theme of the Exhortation and the Instructor, the Sonship of Jesus Christ and his intimate 

relationship with the Father is a dominant motif of the later section of the Stromata. 

Corresponding to this change in emphasis from the Word to the Son is Clement’s 

description of the true gnostic, who represents the flowering of the fruit of gnostic 

knowledge given by the Word. Not only does the didactic instruction by the Word produce 

the true gnostic who is distinguished above all by godliness, it also results in three types of 

gnostic power. Firstly, gnostics obtain divine knowledge. Secondly, they are able to 

perform ‘whatever the Word suggests’. Thirdly, they are given the capacity to deliver in a 

godly manner the divine secrets to which they are privy.767 The source of this gnosis that 

produces such power is Jesus Christ, ‘the Light and the true Knowledge.’768   

                                                 
763 ‘Stromata’, 2. 18, (ANF, ii, p. 365). 
764 ‘Stromata’, 7. 2 (ANF ii, pp. 524-25. 
765 ‘Stromata’, 7. 9 (ANF, ii, p. 538). 
766 ‘Stromata’, 7. 3 (ANF, ii, p. 527). 
767 ‘Stromata’, 7. 1 (ANF, ii, p. 524). 
768 ‘Stromata’, 6. 1 (ANF, ii, p. 480). 



 

272 

Drewery has criticized Clement for having an inconsistent eschatology in his concept of 

deification.769 He states that Clement not only asserts that humans are deified after death 

when they receive immortality, but also that it is possible for them to be gods in this life. 

For example, even the mere return of a man to the truth after being deceived by heresies 

makes him a god and not a man.770 Similarly, a person who obeys the prophecy of the 

Lord is perfected and becomes a god like his divine teacher. This latter person is described 

by Clement as a ‘god going about in flesh’.771 Butterworth also comments on the loose 

usage of the appellation ‘gods’ by Clement compared with that of his famous pupil 

Origen. He attributes part of the problem to the language of deification and in particular to 

the definition of ‘a god’ as distinct from qeo/s or ‘God’. He argues that Clement’s concept 

of ‘a god’ would have been ‘one of a number of spiritualized and exalted beings, endowed 

with immortality, free from bodily passions, and devoted solely to the contemplation of 

God.’772It was this heavenly ideal that Clement held out to his gnostics. Yet this 

explanation does not clarify why Clement still referred to some Christians in this world a 

‘god’. Of course, this may have been in the same sense that he describes newly baptised 

Christians as perfect and gods; they are righteous and already gods because of their faith 

and anticipation of the fulfilment of God’s promises that they would become gods in the 

afterlife.  However, he also considered gnostics ‘gods’ because they were the presence of 

Christ in the world by being the bread of heaven as well as the ointment of Christ that 

anointed the world through the spread of the gospel. By possessing the power of God 

through Christ, gnostics could become not just warm, but ‘wholly light’. 773 At the same 
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time, Clement constantly qualifies the deification of Christians in this world with caveats 

such ‘as far as possible’ or ‘given their mortal state’.774 It is not until after death or the 

Parousia—when they receive incorruption/immortality and see God—that they are truly 

deified.  

8.6 Salvation: Faith and Gnosis 

For Clement, it is faith in Christ as Lord and Saviour that is the foundation stone to higher 

knowledge. There is no innate exclusion of the fleshly and many of the psychic classes as 

with the Valentinians because of their pneumatic by nature concept. Rather, the universal 

salvation of humanity starts at the same level of faith in Christ that makes all persons 

righteous before God. However, even this gift of faith, which Clement initially said was 

‘perfect and complete in itself’,775 undergoes development by being perfected through the 

knowledge of God that leads to perfection and deification.776 Clement also qualifies his 

statement that all Christians are equal before God through faith in Christ Jesus by stating 

that all who have abandoned fleshly lusts are ‘equal and spiritual’ before God.  He thus 

views repentance of former sins and purification by baptism as crucial for the return of 

God’s children to the ‘eternal light’ of the Father.777 Such a motif of humans returning to 

the Father, as well as the crucial role of faith and repentance in the deification of the 

Christian, is again very similar to the doctrine espoused by the GosTr (34.28-34; 35.22-

29). As has already been seen, both Clement and the GosTr emphasised the pivotal role of 

God’s grace in salvation. In light of the many similar concepts in both Clement’s writings 
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and the GosTr, it is almost certain that the latter was influential in the formation of 

Clement’s ‘true philosophy’. 

For Clement, Christians who are children of God through faith are now under the 

jurisdiction of the Word, not the schoolmaster of the law.778 Clement goes so far as to say 

that faith is the foundation of all knowledge because it presupposes the ‘assent of piety’, 

that is, the rational choice of individuals to know and understand God. It is the exercise of 

the ‘sure foundation’ of rational faith that results in gnosis or saving knowledge. 779 

Simple pistis in the literal meaning of Scripture, however, needed to be developed into a 

higher form of gnosis based on individual research and interpretation. Clement defines 

knowledge as the ‘strong and sure demonstration of what is received by faith, built upon 

faith by the Lord’s teaching, conveying [the soul] on to infallibility, science, and 

comprehension.’780 Lilla has pointed out that Clement’s concept of religious pistis also 

involves an epistemological pistis that require scientific demonstration; this explains why 

pistis and gnosis are inseparable concepts for Clement.781 His coherent doctrine of faith 

and knowledge also explains Clement’s antipathy towards the Valentinians who 

arrogantly preached the superiority of gnosis over faith. If faith was unnecessary, then 

repentance also was superfluous for the Valentinians who claimed to be saved by nature as 

a result of their natural pneumatic state.782 There is thus a vast difference between 

Valentinian gnostics who scorn faith and Clement’s proto-orthodox gnostics who obtain 

true gnosis by faith. The latter are not puffed up by their knowledge but receive it by 
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275 

humbling themselves as little children. They believe that the Word is truth and are 

obedient to His voice. According to Clement, the gnosis obtained by faith is the surest 

gnosis of all. It is subject to scientific demonstration and pertains to the true philosophy 

that makes the gnostic immovable. The reason of gnostics, which guides and governs their 

souls, is buttressed by faith and knowledge of the truth, resulting in their equanimity.783 It 

is by faith that the person receives the Word who is the source of divine truth and 

knowledge. Although philosophy and other arts and sciences may contribute to the 

discovery of truth, it is only by the eternal Logos/Son that complete and perfect truth is 

obtained. Clement describes this truth as ‘the power and wisdom of God’ (1 Cor 1:24).  784 

In his stress on faith and gnosis in human salvation, as well as the role of the Word and 

Son in the revelation of the Father, Clement is again echoing the GosTr.  

8.7 The True Gnostic: the ‘third divine image’ 

Clement believed that true gnostics were most assimilated to the Word/Son whom he 

viewed as the ‘express image of the universal King and Almighty Father’. He therefore 

described the gnostics as the ‘third divine image’.785 He agreed with Irenaeus that humans 

are not only created in the image of the Word/Christ; there is also a distinction between 

the imago and similitudo. While the image of the divine Logos is the rational capability or 

mind (nous), the similitudo dei—the likeness of God that was lost at the Fall— is 

recovered by means of the Christian’s progressive assimilation to the Logos.786 Becoming 

like God, for Clement, entailed advancing rationally from faith to divine gnosis and moral 

perfection by means of the divine Logos and the practice of virtue. The epitome of this 
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perfection is ‘the fulness (sic) of Christ’ (Eph 4:13).787 This will not be realised until the 

next life when the soul becomes a god and, in a state of perfect rest, has face to face 

communion with the Godhead.788  

It is because of Clement’s conception of gnosis as being foundational to the process of 

deification that Clement makes the true gnostics, and the delineation of their attributes, 

one of his main foci in the Stromata. As already seen above, he believed that it is the 

gnostic who has advanced furthest along the path of likeness to God. Yet this spiritual 

advancement of the gnostic is entirely due to the indwelling of the Word/Son who 

provides true gnosis of the Father. Therefore, the Son and the Father, not the gnostic, 

occupies the highest place of honour in Clement’s doctrine of deification. Given the clear 

evidence of Christological development in Clement’s trilogy of writings— in which the 

role of the Son is progressively advanced from the incarnate Word as 

Instructor/pedagogue of the world, to his uppermost status as the ‘Saviour and Lord of 

all’789— the place of the true gnostic in Clement’s overall schema will now be analysed.  

True gnostics are characterised by godliness because they worship one God and are 

always attended by love.790 They are also untrammelled by passions because they have 

disciplined themselves through self-restraint in order to be like the divine nature that is 

characterised by apatheia.791 Lilla points out that what distinguishes Clement’s ethical 

system from that of Philo, Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism is not the ideal of 

apatheia, but that this ideal is reached uniquely in the gnostic through the intervention of 
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the Logos. It is this mediatorial role of the Logos in revealing the unknowable God to 

humans that makes Clement’s philosophy unique. 792 What is not possible by purely 

human reason— which for Clement in any case is the divine element or image of Christ in 

humans— is made possible by the Logos who instructs, guides and educates the Christian 

in personal and practical ways. According to Lilla, such a divine intervention by the Word 

to help the Christian achieve the philosophical ideal of apatheia is unparalleled in the 

whole Platonic tradition and represents a perfect synthesis between Christianity and 

Hellenism.  

Clement believed that only when the ideal of apatheia and likeness to God was realised in 

the gnostic were they ready to receive the esoteric teachings contained in divine gnosis.793 

He was steeped in the Alexandrian allegorical tradition that stemmed from Philo and 

believed that there was hidden symbolic meaning in Scripture, as well as esoteric gnosis 

taught by Christ, that was transmitted by his disciples to a select few. The Stomata, in 

particular, reflects his belief that only the initiated and elect Christians are able to 

comprehend the divine secrets contained in the esoteric, higher gnosis. The Christians 

whom he deemed most suitable to receive this higher gnosis were gnostics because of their 

affinity to the Lord in love and apatheia. Even though he distanced himself from heretical 

Gnosticism in general, his esoteric conception of gnosis can be considered as akin to Nag 

Hammadi gnostic gospel claims that Jesus taught a secret tradition to a select few of his 

disciples after his resurrection. In fact, Lilla uses the GosTr as an example of such a gospel 

in which Jesus teaches a ‘hidden mystery’ or gnosis to those Christians worthy enough to 
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receive it.794 The idea that the GosTr teaches a limited salvation has already been 

encountered in this thesis.795 While this view may be true for Gnosticism in general,796 it is 

not representative of all the facts regarding the purpose, nature and theological vision of 

the GosTr. Similarly, the proposition of Lilla that Clement teaches a limited salvation is a 

misinterpretation of the whole thrust of his theological system.  

8.8 Salvation: Limited or Universal?  

Lilla argues that Clement replaces universal salvation as a result of Christ’s sacrificial 

death on the cross with an esoteric gnosis that is only obtainable by a select initiated group 

of Christians. He writes:  

For Clement Christ is, first of all, a gnostic teacher who has come 

down to the earth in order to lead a few selected persons to the 

higher gnosis of his father, by educating them to the perfect 

a0pa/qeia and by teaching them secret doctrines based on the 

allegorical interpretation of Scripture. This is what Clement means 

by salvation. 797 

Although Clement does emphasise that the Christian life is a series of progressive steps 

that culminates in a higher gnosis leading to deification, he also stresses that at the heart of 

his theological system is the simple faith of believers that immediately makes them 

justified and perfect before God. He explicitly states the ‘faith [of baptism] is the one 

universal salvation of humanity’.798 His purpose in the Exhortation is to provide the 

                                                 
794 Ibid., p. 152. 
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unbeliever with an educated choice between salvation and judgment. If the former choice 

is made, believers are then the recipients of the divine incarnated Word who guides and 

educates them in the present life towards the goal of immortality and eternal life. It is 

important to emphasise here that Clement refers to the Word as the ‘world’s instructor’, 

not just the instructor of those few initiated Christians, the gnostics. In the Paedagogus, 

Clement assures ordinary Christians that when they are baptised and receive regeneration, 

they immediately attain perfection and immortality. 799 Because of God’s perfect gift of 

grace to them, they are complete and assured of salvation. The Stromata represents an 

attempt by Clement to synthesise the ideas that he has attained from diverse Christian and 

non-Christian sources into the ‘true philosophy’ that is epitomised in the present life by 

the godliness of the gnostic. Yet the gnostic is not the pinnacle of the Christian life but just 

the prime exemplar of the fruit of gnosis by the Word prior to Christians attaining ultimate 

deification in heaven. Clement’s delineation of the attributes of the gnostic in the Stromata 

by no means excludes other ordinary Christians from salvation as they have already been 

assured of their status as children of God and therefore gods in heaven. The assertion that 

Clement taught a limited salvation, therefore, clearly cannot be sustained.  

In fact, Clement’s doctrine of apokatastasis — meaning ‘restoration’ or ‘restitution’, that 

is, a ‘return of things to a former state’800—has led other scholars to argue that, like his 

pupil Origen, he actually taught a doctrine of universal salvation.801The New Testament 

refers to this term apokatastasis in the context of Christ restoring ‘everything’ when He 

returns (Acts 3:21). Although Clement does not refer to this text, he also uses this term 
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mainly in an eschatological sense.802 For example, he refers to ‘the restoration of hope’ in 

the context of Paul’s reference to the hope of eternal life at ‘the end’ (Rm 6:22 KJV).803 

Rather than a return to a former state, apokatastasis for Clement involved the future hope 

of the Kingdom of God as a result of being fellow heirs with the Son because of His 

‘perfect adoption’, as well as receiving the ‘rest laid up for us’.804 Itter has also pointed out 

the tension in Clement’s thought between the ‘universal capacity’ of God to save and the 

autonomy of humans to consent to that salvation.805 It is faith that is the ground of 

Clement’s concept of universal salvation. This faith extends beyond the Church to those 

humans who just have a ‘preconception’ of a God whose beneficence affects their lives. 

Clement states that no person or race can live ‘without being imbued with the faith of a 

superior being’.806. Like Justin before him, he attributes this faith to the universal work of 

the Word. 807 Although Itter argues that Clement’s doctrine of apokatastasis is achieved 

primarily through the gnostic, this is only because they are agents of Christ in restoring all 

thing to Him.808  

It is in the context of his doctrine of universal salvation, therefore, that Clement’s 

conception of a secret tradition of knowledge that only a few initiated Christians were 

worthy enough to comprehend must be explained. Like Justin, he viewed all existing 

human philosophies as merely the preparatory work of divine providence for the perfect 

gnosis found in Christ.809 Clement believed, however, that the ‘true philosophy’ of Christ 

needed to be communicated in veiled and secretive language so that it would not be 
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misunderstood or misrepresented by the heathen, ignorant or immature Christians. He 

wrote that ‘the seeds of truth [must] be kept for the husbandmen of faith, and no others’.810 

Only the gnostics, who had already proven their worth by their godliness and love, were 

capable of receiving such esoteric higher gnosis from the Logos. Because of the 

purification that they had already undergone, gnostics were able to detach themselves 

from the material world of the flesh and contemplate the wisdom of God. As a result, they 

were more likely to enter into the ‘state of impassible identity’ so that, instead of 

possessing science and knowledge, they are ‘science and knowledge’.811 Clement was 

influenced by the Platonic separation of sensible and intelligible things in that the latter is 

only able to be contemplated by the nous, the divine element in humans when the mind is 

free of corporeal concerns. However, the attainment of the Greek contemplative ideal, as 

well as apatheia and likeness to God, was only possible, according to him, because of the 

personal intermediary role of Christ the Logos as the divine teacher of gnosis.812 The true 

gnostics can therefore be seen as the prime exemplar for Clement of his ‘true philosophy’; 

they are a living demonstration in the present life of the vital relationship between the 

gnosis of Christ and moral perfection/ likeness to God.  

8.9 Clement’s View of God 

Clement’s doctrine of the transcendence and unknowability of God has many similarities 

with that of Philo, Middle Platonism and Gnosticism.813 Lilla has included the GosTr in 

the general category of Gnosticism, noting that, in common with gnostic doctrine, it 

teaches that God is the ‘incomprehensible, inconceivable one who is superior to all 
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thought.’814 Clement also states that it is impossible to express God in words because he is 

the ‘All’ and the ‘Father of the universe’. For him, God is the first cause, the Unbegotten, 

and no epithet such as the ‘One’, the ‘Good’, the ‘Mind’, the ‘Absolute’, ‘Father’, ‘God’ 

or ‘Creator’, adequately describes him. Like the GosTr (17.8-9; 40.16-17), Clement 

asserted that God is indescribable, limitless and cannot be named. 815 Although he 

considered that nous or rationality most closely corresponded to God, 816  by no means did 

he conceive of God as simply mind (nous). According to him, ‘the image of God is the 

divine and royal Word, the impassible man’. 817 The human ‘image’ (ei0kw/n) and ‘likeness’ 

(o(moi/wsij) of God in any case undergoes change because of the dynamic relationship that 

exists between these two concepts in the process of Christian perfection and assimilation 

to God. The stable factor in this dynamic is the Word/Christ being the perfect image of 

God and the Holy Spirit becoming a constituent part of humans in order to enable them to 

rationally conform to the image of Christ.818    

According to Clement, it is only through the grace of God that the divine Word was sent 

to this world in order to make the unknown God explicable to humans.819 He thus holds a 

similar view of God as the GosTr, not only in regards to the transcendence of God and the 

role of the Word in making him known to humans, but also in the sense of the unity of 

God. Neither Clement nor the GosTr teach the separation of the Word, Jesus and Christ as 

does Gnosticism. Nor do they teach the concept of a lower creator god, the demiurge who 

was spawned as a result of the error of Sophia. 820 Another feature that Clement shares 
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with the GosTr is that both have been misunderstood by many scholars. While the GosTr 

has been described as a Valentinian gospel, Clement’s gospel has also been depicted as 

being exclusive and unbiblical because of its divisions between Christians.821 It has been 

argued above that this latter view is due to a misunderstanding of Clement’s distinction 

between those Christians of simple faith and the more mature gnostics. Both Clement and 

the GosTr are united in teaching the doctrine of the incarnated Word of God —Jesus 

Christ, the Son of God— who came to reveal the incomprehensible God to humans and 

offer them salvation.  

8.10 Reciprocity: The Primary Relationship of the 

Father and the Son 

Osborn has observed that the reciprocal relationship between the Father and the Son 

underpins Clement’s understanding of God. To illustrate his point, Osborn uses the 

analogy of God and the Son as being two foci on a primary ellipse while the second ellipse 

has God and humans as its foci. A third ellipse has humans with other humans as the foci.  

822 For Clement, the relationship of the Father with the Son is primary, being both 

substantive and definitive of all other relationships in the universe. Their relationship is 

also eternal and incomparable. Only the Son, the express image of the Father, has known 

the unbegotten Father—the first principle of the universe— from the beginning and can 

counsel him. He is closest to the Almighty and shares His divine power, ordering all 

things according to the Father’s will. For Clement, the Son is therefore, next to the Father, 

the most ‘perfect’, ‘holy’, ‘potent’, ‘kingly’ and ‘beneficent’ of all beings in the 
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universe.823 He is always constant and can never be displaced or divided. He is both the 

One and the All. He is ‘complete mind’ and the Wisdom of God. In essence, the Son has 

all the divine attributes of the Father, controls the administration of the universe, and is to 

be worshipped as God. Everyone in the universe—gods, angels, kings and ordinary 

people—are in subjection to him. The wonder of it, according to Clement, is that this 

supreme God, the Word, is the Teacher of not only the gnostics but all the ‘beings formed 

by him’. All humans are His by virtue of their creation, even though many do not know 

this yet. He deals with each person individually, according to their knowledge, degree of 

faith or ignorance of him.  He is Lord of all and therefore desires the salvation of all. Yet 

he will never compel anyone to believe but only persuades those who have first given their 

assent. This Teacher, Clement affirms, is the Son of God, ‘the Saviour and Lord of all’, 

even those who have not yet believed. 824 

The above affirmations of the supreme power, divinity and all-encompassing love of the 

Son for the human race convey the universality of Clement’s idea of salvation. He 

describes the Son as ‘an energy of the Father’.825 His meaning is that there exists a 

perpetual bond of love or energy between the Father and the Son that is also seen in their 

love for the human race. This love extends to the human flesh which Christ assumed 

himself in his incarnation—a clear denial of the anti-materialistic doctrine of the 

Valentinians. Such a view of the Incarnation in which Christ assumed a real human body 

is also seen in the GosTr.826The unchanging nature of the relationship between the Father 

and Son in the primary ellipse means that the second ellipse will also be constant in that 
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God’s love for humans never changes. The human foci in this second eclipse are a 

function of the free choice of humans to assimilate to God. As well as assimilation, 

Clement employs the Stoic terms of appropriation, imitation and following to describe the 

process of deification that takes place as a result of the human response to the divine 

claims of God in the second ellipse.827 God’s love and forgiveness for humans, seen in the 

incarnation and the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, elicits the human response of faith and 

love to God. Like the bond between the Father and the Son of the primary ellipse, there is 

a communion of love between the Word and the human soul which in turn will have a 

flow on effect of love for one’s neighbour or fellow human. The latter human relationship, 

based on love for one another, encapsulates the dynamics of the third ellipse. Rather than 

just a common affection, this love is actually divine because Clement states that when 

humans love God they will love the ‘Creator in the creatures’.828 Upon the reciprocal 

relationship of the Father and the Son thus hangs all other relationships. Their relationship 

defines the reciprocal relationships of the two secondary ellipses so that eventually divine 

love will fill the universe. All the relationships described in the above metaphor of ellipses 

are thus the result of the will of the Father and are overseen by the Son. As the 

‘Administrator of the universe’, Christ embodies the will of the Father in directing ‘the 

salvation of all’.829 

The question remains, however, where the Holy Spirit fits into the reciprocal relationship 

of the Father and the Son described above. According to Osborn, the Father and Son 

reciprocity proliferates through the Spirit to the other relationships and results in ‘the 
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ultimate union of believers in God’.830 He therefore concludes that Clement has a sound 

doctrine of the divine triad— as indeed the foregoing section on Clement’s pneumatology 

confirms.831 However, Bucur argues that a complete understanding of the Holy Spirit in 

Clement’s thought is only possible when his lesser known and neglected works of the 

Hypotyposes —the Excerpta ex Theodoto, the Eclogae Propheticae, and the 

Adumbrationes832— are also examined. According to him, it is the Hypotyposes, not the 

Stromata—as in the conventional view—833 that represents Clement’s most advanced 

exposition on doctrinal matters. Bucar endorses Oeyen’s thesis that Clement demonstrates 

a Spirit Christology which had been influenced by Jewish Christian speculation about the 

first created (πρωτόκτιστοι) seven angelic spirits that are in the presence of the throne of 

God. 834Oeyen concluded that ‘the protoctists simply are the Spirit, a plural designation of 

the sevenfold Holy Spirit.’835 This idea is already seen in Clement’s trilogy where he 

refers to the ‘heptad of the Spirit’836 as well as ‘all the powers of the spirit’ having their 

perfection and terminus in the Son. In fact, Clement declares that the Son is ‘the circle of 

all powers rolled and united into one unity.’837 These angelic spirits are in the service of 

the Son and fulfill his mission in the universe. In Clement’s celestial hierarchy, the details 

of which were imparted to him by the elders and depicted in the Hypotyposes, the Face of 

the transcendent God is the Logos, who is at the pinnacle of a descending angelic and 

human order, all of whom contemplate the Face. Just below the Logos in this celestial 
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hierarchy are the seven protoctists who minister to Him.838 While there is no hierarchy in 

relation to the Father and the Son, the divine triad is conceived by Clement as being a 

‘sequence’ of the Father, Son and protoctists.839 According to Bucar, Clement undermines 

his own thesis by ‘a constant process of internalization and spiritualization’.840 Clement’s 

‘angelomorphic pneumatology’,841 based on Jewish esotericism about the heavenly world, 

is evidence of the binatarian framework in which he operated and the still fluid nature of 

second century views concerning the Holy Spirit.842 However, the angelomophic nature of 

the Holy Spirit was later discarded from mainstream Christian theology because it does 

not conform with the teachings of Jesus. In contrast, the GosTr teaching that the Holy 

Spirit is the bosom of the Father, and thus of the same divine essence as the Father and the 

Son, is consistent with New Testament pneumatology. 

8.11 The Church and the Kingdom 

Clement refers to Christ as the King who is the head of the Church. He also describes him 

as the ‘royal Head’ by whom the Church is made perfect.843 In the Stromata, he argues 

that the Catholic Church is pre-eminent because of the unity and oneness of its true faith. 

This oneness is based on both the unity of God and his Son, as well as the two Testaments 

that form a unified whole.844 Already there is the idea of an authoritative and divinely 

inspired New Testament despite it not being canonised until well after Clement. He highly 

valued the Scriptures because, like Justin and Irenaeus, he viewed them as the criterion for 
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distinguishing between true and false doctrine.845 In particular, they exposed the false 

doctrines of the heresies that were threatening the integrity of the Church. By establishing 

a historical time line from Jesus to the heresies of Simon, Basilides, Valentinus and 

Marcion, he concluded that the heresies were posterior to the antique and ‘perfect truth of 

the Church’ and as such were ‘new inventions, falsified [from the truth]’. He therefore 

likened the heretics as not entering the Church ‘through the tradition of the Lord’ but 

bursting in the side door and seeking to break down its wall with their false mysteries.846 

However, it was not only the Scriptures that he viewed as the valued possession of the 

Church that pointed to it being the true historical people of God; for him the ecclesiastical 

tradition also included the oral teachings handed down by the elders. This latter point is 

significant for the argument of this thesis that there was a secret hidden tradition handed 

down by the elders from Jesus to the spiritually mature of the church. Unlike Justin and 

Irenaeus, Clement frequently makes reference to this oral body of tradition. He also 

believed that the truth in the Scriptures themselves was veiled and often hidden in parables 

and symbols, thus requiring an authoritative guide to establish its true meaning.847 The 

rule of faith, or canon, was this authoritative guide. Indeed, Clement’s survey of the 

numerous pagan philosophies, mystery religions and Christian heresies in order to 

delineate the ‘true philosophy’ was only possible because of his adherence to the canon of 

the church. 848  

Clement taught that although the heresies had made the discovery of truth more difficult, 

Christians must persevere through contemplation and reasoning in order to distinguish 
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289 

between truth and error. He writes of receiving ‘the rule of the truth’ in the truth itself. He 

also stressed that the ‘voice of the Lord’ was the only sure demonstration of truth.849 This 

voice could be heard through applying hermeneutical principles, such as allegory, in 

reading Scripture as well as purificatory conditions.850 Clement defined the real truth as 

alone having as ‘its object the true God’.851 Divine knowledge, and ultimately human 

deification, was the result of heavenly teaching being written in the hearts of humans by 

the Word.852 Again, this epitomises the concept of the Book of the Living in the GosTr. 

For Clement, truth and the Scriptures are not identical, although a claim to truth about God 

must always be rationally demonstrated from Scripture. On the other hand, truth and the 

Church are inseparable because it is both the Word and the rule of faith that results in true 

gnosis of God.853  

The true Church is God’s dwelling place on earth and composed of all those predestined to 

be saved from before the foundation of the world. Its divine nature, reflecting the oneness 

of God, makes it preeminent of all earthly institutions and the end point of the divine 

economy and God’s covenants with his people. The unity of God’s one Church, in stark 

contrast to the disunity of the numerous sects of the heretics, is a sign of its divine 

origin.854 For Clement, the Church ministers on earth ‘the power of the Word’855 for the 

purpose of salvation.856 Because salvation is the one work of the Lord,857 the salvation of 

their fellow humans must therefore be the priority of Church members who are the body 
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of Christ. Clement’s focus, however, is on Christ the head of the Church into whom 

members grow up. They are privileged to know and participate in the ‘power of the 

incorrupt One’ and have incorruption themselves. Through the Church, they can partake of 

the mysteries of Christ and grow into His fullness.858 Clement likens this growth of 

members to advancing from the milk of catechetical instruction to the meat of mystical 

contemplation, which is ‘the comprehension of the divine power and essence’. He further 

equates this knowledge to ‘the meat and drink of the divine Word.’ 859 At the heart of 

Clement’s concept of the Church, therefore, is the focus on the growth and participation of 

members in the incorruptible Word for the purpose of personal and universal 

salvation/deification.  

As well as on Christ, Clement’s focus is on the ascent of the people of God to their 

heavenly rest. He wrote that the Church on earth was the ‘image of the heavenly’ and 

urged his readers to aim for perfection and excellence. Christians were to strive for the 

goal of ‘the perfect man’, be controlled by the peace of God and have ‘the unity of the 

faith’. They were also to be thankful because in heaven, where Christ their Lord ‘is all, 

and in all’, they will receive justice and their eternal reward. Thus they are to love one 

another because love is the promise of perfection.860 Clement defines love as not desire 

but a ‘relation of affection’, befitting the gnostic who is impassible like the Saviour. It is 

divine love stemming from the knowledge of God that makes the gnostic like the 

impassible God and not desirous of any other gift or reward. 861 The gnosis of God leads to 

perfection, immortality and eternal rest in heaven, where the saints will be called gods and 
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be enthroned with not just God but ‘other gods’. Clements says they will gaze on the face 

of God, ‘face to face’, and embark on ‘mystic stages of advancement’ for the purpose of 

attaining divine comprehension and knowledge. Only when they are in immediate 

proximity and subjection to the Lord— after the process of purification and discipline on 

earth—do the gnostic souls achieves perfection.862 Clement refers to the ‘first-born 

Church’ as composed of the Father’s children who are the first born of those enrolled in 

the kingdom of heaven. They will share the kingdom with His Son and are the first 

humans who attain to divine knowledge.863  

As already indicated, there are many similarities between the GosTr and the thought of 

Clement. It is clear that he had not only read the GosTr but also uses many of its motifs in 

delineating his ‘true philosophy’. These include the concept of Christ awakening the 

sleeping and raising up those ‘who have wandered in error’,864 the notion of him being the 

saviour of the  ‘All’ rather than the few, the enrolment of the children of God in the 

kingdom and entering into God’s rest, the eternal and perfect day. In addition, the GosTr 

and Clement both employ metaphorical language of anointing with the ointment. In the 

case of Clement, he refers to the ‘sweet fragrance’ of the ointment as the ‘perennial 

immortal bloom of gladness’.865 On the other hand, in the GosTr, the Father causes His 

fragrance, which are His children, to ‘surpass every form and every sound’ (34. 8-9), 

which indicates that the fragrance symbolises the immortality of the children. All these 

concepts are predicated on the primacy of divine grace in human salvation. For both the 

GosTr and Clement, the sole purpose of the coming of Christ to this world was for the 
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salvation of humans. 866 Despite warning his readers of the certain punishment of the 

wicked, including the destruction of Satan and his angels by fire,867 Clement envisaged a 

universal salvation posterior to the salvation of the first-born church of those enrolled in 

the kingdom of heaven. He emphasised that it was God’s will that all humans be saved. 

For example, he says ‘the Lord in his love to man, invites all men to the knowledge of the 

truth’.868 Again, in symbolic language echoing the GosTr, he exhorts humans to ‘put away 

oblivion of the truth, viz, ignorance’, dispel the darkness and see the light of the true God 

through His Son. He then cites the prophecy of Jeremiah (31:33-34) that God will inscribe 

his laws on the hearts and minds of humans so that all will know Him. This promise also 

comes with the forgiveness of their sins.869   

In the Exhortation, Clement argues from the writings of the philosophers, poets and the 

biblical prophets that God is creator of the universe and therefore the only true God and 

universal king who is to be worshipped by all. Indeed, Moses declares that He is the great 

‘I AM’ and that there is no God besides Him.870 Clement inverts Psalms 34:8 and exhorts 

the heathen to ‘taste and see that Christ is God’. 871 That is, Christ is also the great ‘I AM’. 

The only consideration of his readers should be whether to worship God and Christ, His 

divine image. If they believe in Christ, they will inherit the kingdom.  872 He thus equates 

Christ with the Father, stating that the Son/Word is ‘truly most manifest Deity’. Because 

of the manifestation of the Son, the Father has shone on the earth making it an ‘ocean of 
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blessings’. 873 The Word is the Teacher of divine knowledge, turning the whole world into 

his domain. In yet another GosTr image, the Son is depicted as the good shepherd, sent by 

God to ‘save the flock of men’.874 There is no place too difficult or obscure for Him to 

save the lost.875 As also in the GosTr, Clement views the Word/Son as fulfilling the 

Father’s will that humans be deified. The Son achieves this through His heavenly life and 

teaching that enables humans to be anointed with ‘that ointment of sweet fragrance’ thus 

giving them the gladness of immortality.876 Clement says that the Lord ‘receives all who 

believe on him’. However, even though Christ possesses the wisdom and ‘kingly faculty’ 

to ‘sway willing subjects’, it is the Father, for His own glory, who ultimately delivers the 

kingdom to His Son, Christ the King, so that the entire universe worship him. 877 

8.12 The Government of the Son 

Clement states in the first chapter of Book 7 of the Stromata that his intention is to prove 

to the pagan Greek philosophers that, rather than Christians being impious as was 

commonly believed, it is the gnostic who ‘alone is truly holy and pious’, worships the one 

true God and is continually occupied with the service of God.878 The reason they exhibited 

godliness was because they were already undergoing assimilation to God as part of their 

divine destiny.879 Yet the discerning reader sees Clement’s true intent when, rather than 

continuing to elaborate on the true gnostic, he abruptly changes the subject to the 

relationship between the Father and the Son. It is at this juncture that he delineates the 

unparalleled divine attributes of the Son that qualifies Him to be the universal ruler and 
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king. He then announces that ‘to Him is placed in subjection [by the Father] all the hosts 

of angels and gods’. 880 Hitherto, Clement has depicted the Word as being the Instructor of 

Christians in the present life by imparting divine knowledge to them for their deification. 

However, he now portrays the Son as already ruling His universal household through his 

omnipresent manifestation and providence in the universe. Thus the Son is now not just 

the Saviour but also the ruler of all. He asserts that the Son monitors and administers every 

facet of heavenly and earthly existence in the universe. All beings in the universe, even 

those who do not know Him, are already under the administration of the Son. This 

amounts to a fait accompli, which is not entirely unexpected as Clement has already 

described the Instructor as uniting Christians to himself through the ‘teaching and all-

surveying Word’.881 It is also consistent with Clement’s stated purpose in the Stromata of 

concealing the pearls of truth from the heathen, ignorant and immature Christians, and 

only imparting them to the spiritually mature. He is preparing them for the glorious and 

eternal reign of the Son who is now unobtrusively going about His Father’s business of 

ushering in the kingdom.  

Clement explains that the best possible government would be one appointed by God and 

administered by the Word whom, he has shown, already ‘truly rules and presides’. He 

declares that in the natural order of government, the superior one capable of management 

rules over the inferior one less capable of management. This clearly designates the divine 

Word as having a divine right to rule over the inferior human. 882 As exalted, holy and 

pious the true gnostics may be, they will always be inferior to the Son and therefore 

always in subjection to him. This maxim will always apply, despite the gnostic finally 
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reaching his or her destiny of becoming divine. Clement has therefore revealed his real 

purpose in the Stromata. It is not to exalt the gnostic, as he on the surface seems to do. 

Rather, it is to glorify the Son, whom he has already proven to be far superior to both the 

pagan philosopher and the Christian gnostic alike. In fact, it is from the Word that the 

gnostic has received the true gnosis that has enabled him to be like God in the first place. 

This also explains why, in his trilogy of works, Clement does not dwell on the major 

eschatological events, such as the Parousia, resurrection and judgment. He is concerned 

primarily with the deification of Christians through the true gnosis of the Word/Christ in 

this life and their subsequent reign as gods in the heavenly kingdom. His focus is not 

really on the true gnostic and their characteristics but on divine relationships stemming 

from the primary relationship of the Father with the Son down to the relationship of 

humans with fellow humans. In this relational focus, he is seeking to demonstrate that the 

same God who can transform human lives in the present life, and ultimately make them 

gods, can also establish his eternal kingdom that will encompass all celestial and earthly 

beings. In addition, by exhibiting, as it were, the true gnostics— who exemplify his theory 

of godliness and love through true gnosis of the Word— he wishes to build up the faith of 

God’s people that the Son’s power and grace is sufficient for all exigencies that pertain to 

the ushering in of his kingdom. He wants the reader to understand that the Son is already 

ruling in human affairs, being attentive to every detail of human existence, and carrying 

out the will of the Father. Just as the Word is able to perfect humans by imparting to them 

the knowledge of God, the Son is able to establish his universal eternal kingdom in due 

course. This is Clement’s version of eschatology, in contrast to his predecessors, Justin 

and Irenaeus. His main concern was not so much the dramatic eschatological events that 

will accompany the inauguration of the heavenly kingdom of Christ but, rather, the need 

for humans to be led heavenwards by the Word and the Holy Spirit to their eternal 
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destination. This necessitated their present moral transformation and growth in godliness. 

As already seen, the gnostics were his prime exemplars of the godly lives that it was 

possible for Christians to live in the present world. 

This same Word/Son, Clement says, is, by the will of the Father, the cause of all that is 

good. Because He has the Father’s power, the Son cannot be thwarted in His assigned task 

of setting up and administering His government. He is attentive to even the minutest detail 

of His administration and directs the salvation of everyone in the universe. Thus it is a 

universal government. Before it can be properly ushered in, however, efforts must be 

made to persuade all to join the coming kingdom. This is the first rule of the government 

of Christ: salvation and registration must be the free choice of all. No one can be 

compelled to join. Clement says that volition has precedence over all else.883 It is not just 

God who must will the salvation of humans; it also depends on the will of humans even 

though Clement then depicts the Holy Spirit as a magnet that draws the virtuous/willing 

into the kingdom. Christ the great high priest is the head of this new administration and 

under him is a hierarchy of administrators.884 These no doubt will include the true gnostics 

and those who have given their lives for Christ in martyrdom.  

The subjects of Christ are described as ‘those who are perfected through faith’.885 Clement 

views faith in the Son as vitally important if believers are to grasp his hidden meaning 

about the Word/Son’s present role in establishing His universal kingdom. In Book 5 of the 

Stromata, he has already broached the necessity of having faith in the Son. He describes 

this as the sequel to his previous cursory remarks about the true gnostic. He insists that 
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faith must be directed to the Son and not the Spirit whom some believers think is the 

source of their gnosis. Clearly, Clement is directing his remarks to those Christians who 

have been confused by the Valentinian and other heresies into thinking that the Son was 

not really Jesus Christ but, rather, a Spirit who descended from the pleroma upon the man 

Jesus when He was baptised. This Spirit then dwelled in Jesus, giving Him divine wisdom 

and the ability to perform miracles, before returning to the pleroma prior to the 

crucifixion. Thus the divine Christ/Spirit was said to have only appeared to die on the 

cross. Clement’s argument is that the pre-existent Word and the man Jesus Christ are the 

same person, the only begotten Son of God, who died on the tree at Golgotha. His focus is 

therefore on the Word and the Son, rather than the Holy Spirit, as being the source of the 

gnosis that enables Christians to become like God.  In addition, the Son cannot be the 

object of faith without understanding His relationship with the Father, whom He came to 

reveal. Clement sums this up succinctly in the words, ‘for from faith to knowledge by the 

Son is the Father’.886 It is only the rightly based faith in the Son that will enable believers 

to grow and be perfected. Clement thus views his own role as the facilitator and 

strengthener of the faith of Christians in the real Jesus Christ, who is the Word and the 

Son of God.  

The question arises as to what degree of deification is necessary to be one of the elect in 

this administration of the kingdom of Christ. The answer is immediately apparent given 

that, according to Clement, deification is the prerogative of all those adopted by the Father 

as His children at baptism. If sonship is the equivalent of being gods in the kingdom of 

Christ, then all Christians will be gods and rule in the heavenly kingdom. But Clement 

qualifies this by saying that even adoption will never make Christians the same substance 
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or essence as that of the Godhead. To support this statement, he quotes the words of Jesus 

that the disciple is not ‘above his master’.887 Given that Christians will never attain the 

essence of God and in fact will always be in subjection to him, it is still clear that there are 

levels of deification beyond the basic level of receiving incorruption and immortality at 

the Parousia. It has already been seen above in section 8.11 that Clement speaks of the 

believer as continually contemplating the Lord throughout eternity. Even if the true 

gnostic has attained apatheia and relative perfection in the present life, he or she will 

continually advance in gnosis and love for God when they abide in His heavenly rest. 

Despite adhering to the Pauline hierarchy of Christ over the husband and the husband over 

the wife,888 Clement makes clear that both male and female Christians are equally capable 

of attaining moral perfection.889 In order to show that ‘the one whole Christ is not 

divided’, he quotes Paul’s statement that in Christ there will be no male or female or other 

discrimination (Gal 3:28). On the other hand, he states that the disciples of Christ are 

transformed into ‘a new man’ by the Holy Spirit.890 Although he consistently maintains 

the priority of the Father-Son relationship, Clement employs many feminine images when 

referring to the compassionate side of God. For example, he uses the same image as in the 

Odes of Solomon of the salvific Word being milked from the breasts of the Father.891 In 

addition, Clement actually states that, although ‘in his ineffable essence He is Father; in 

His compassion to us He became Mother. The Father by loving became feminine.’ 892 It is 

the feminine side of God that comes to the fore in His love for the human race. This brings 

to mind the GosTr depiction of the Godhead as the triad of Father, Mother and Son.  
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Although there is no discrimination based on gender, race or wealth/social status in the 

universal government of the Son, Clement makes clear that in heaven there are degrees of 

deification, blessedness and glory. In the prayer of Jesus quoted in section 8.2, he calls all 

people to Him to receive their due rank under the one God and the one Word. That is, the 

first order of rank in the government of the Son is that all believers in the kingdom will be 

in subjection to the Godhead. Yet while in this respect God calls all humans equally to the 

kingdom, He has ‘assigned special honours’ to those of exceptional faith.893 For example, 

Clement singles out the martyrs as earning a special place in the kingdom because of their 

proven love for Christ in laying down their lives rather than denying Him. He cites the 

Wisdom of Solomon (Wis 3.2-8) in saying that the martyrs have been tried in the fire and 

have undergone a great purification. By their death, they have proven their love for the 

Saviour and, as a consequence, will shine in the kingdom of God. They will be rewarded 

by reigning with the Lord and assisting Him in judging the nations and ruling the 

peoples.894 Clement also says that the rewards of the righteous are different depending 

upon whether their motivation has been from genuine love for God or fear of punishment. 

The gnostic will receive rewards beyond comprehension while those of simple faith will 

be compensated a hundred fold for what they have lost as a result of following Jesus.895 

Yet Clement admits that not even the gnostics are perfect in everything according to the 

standard set by Christ. He therefore exhorts them to be as perfect as possible while still in 

the flesh.896 It is only by faith in Christ that even they are accounted righteous by God. So 

the decisive factor in the blessedness of believers in heaven is still the sovereign grace of 

God.  
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Yet Clement still singles out those who have excelled in spiritual attainment, such as the 

gnostics and church leaders, for special glory in the heavenly kingdom. He believed the 

organisation of the heavenly church would reflect ecclesiastical positions on earth. Not 

only did he assert that the gnostics who had developed relative perfection in their mortal 

state were equal to the angels, he foresaw their enrolment as apostles in heaven. Even if 

they did not occupy the chief presbyter seat on earth, he encouraged them by saying they 

might well be one of the twenty four elders who sit on thrones before God ‘judging the 

people’. The priority Clement placed on obtaining ‘perfect knowledge’ in the present life 

was thus reinforced by the promise of heavenly honour and glory in the heavenly 

government. Likewise, bishops, elders and deacons would be promoted in heaven 

commensurate to their earthly ecclesiastical office. 897 In addition, there would also be 

opportunity for promotion from the seventh heaven of rest to the eighth heaven of pure 

contemplation of the vision of God. 898 The heavenly mansions occupied by the saints 

were also ranked in three degrees of perfection according to their success in attaining to 

the perfect image of Christ. Most of the church, however, would occupy the lower part of 

the temple of God. 899 For Clement, personal salvation was just the first step; thereon after 

in heaven there were still further worlds to conquer.   

The fate of the wicked is intertwined with the problem of evil and the goodness of God. 

As with the GosTr, one of the main purposes of Clement in his trilogy is to demonstrate to 

a disbelieving world that God is good. Rather than God being the cause of evil, He is the 

instigator of all that is good. This is because all things in the universe are arranged for the 

purpose of not just human salvation but the salvation of the universe. God the Father saves 
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by the Son, who is the Lord of the universe. 900 As seen in the prayer of Jesus above,901 

salvation/immortality for humans is both the will of God and the ‘power of the universe’. 

The salvation/deification of humans is therefore necessary for the salvation of the 

universe. It is the logical and necessary outcome of the First Principle, or the will of the 

Father, which in turn is personified in the Son. According to Clement, the image of God is 

His Son and the Son’s image in humans is their mind—their intellectual and logical 

capacity. God’s will is personified in the Son and therefore in believers who have His 

image. Clement says that even though humans are God’s creatures, they are not part of His 

essence but ‘the work of His will’. He asserts that the greatest proof of God’s goodness is 

that God had mercy on estranged humans and made them His children through adoption. 

902 Christians are thus only related to God through his Son as a consequence of His being 

the creator and redeemer. It is the will of God that humans regain His image through the 

indwelling of the Word. If the image of God in Christians reflects the mind of Christ, then 

they will have His word and commandments written in their hearts and minds. The will of 

God is that humans be deified and thus this imperative will be written in the mind of born- 

again Christians. Failure to fulfil this imperative is therefore contrary to both God’s will 

and the mind of Christ in Christians—hence the logic of the universe— and deemed as 

sin. For Clement, immortality is not only the prize of Christians903 and the excellent 

medicine for the human race;904 it is the imperative of the universe.  

Clement’s conviction that it is God’s will that humans be deified and made immortal by 

returning to the Father and becoming like Him is also the preeminent theme of the GosTr. 
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For both Clement and the GosTr, there is only one way for this to happen: through the 

Logos, Jesus Christ, the Son of God with the help of the Holy Spirit. The Son’s 

relationship with the Father is seen as primary in Clement’s thought for modelling both 

the relationship of love between God and humans as well as between humans themselves. 

As a human model of this divine relationship, the ‘gnostics’those Christians who had 

obtained the highest degree of godliness were Clement’s exemplars. Yet Clement’s 

focus was not on them as an exclusive group ordained by God for ultimately becoming 

like Him through the ages of eternity, such as in the eschatology of the Valentinians. 

Rather, Clement’s vision, like that of the GosTr, was for universal salvation. However, it 

is not Clement’s so called ‘gnostics’ who will cooperate in the divine work of salvation in 

order for the kingdom of Christ to be inaugurated on earth. Rather, it will be His children 

who are described in the GosTr as the ‘fragrance of the Father’ (34.14). It will be seen in 

the next chapter that the Father’s fragrance are those pre-kingdom Christians who become 

immortal as a direct result of the Book of the Living dwelling in their hearts.  
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Chapter 9  Jesus Christ and the Kingdom of God 

9.1 The Eschatological Motif in the Gospel of Truth 

Despite scholars stating that the GosTr either lacks an eschatological motif,905 or focuses 

on realised eschatology,906 the internal evidence points to it being primarily a gospel about 

the eschatological Kingdom of God. Not only does it contain many references to the end 

times, it is quite definite about what needs to transpire before the end of history is reached. 

In fact, despite using different terminology, both Paul and the GosTr are in agreement as 

to what constitutes ‘the end’. For Paul, it is when the Father receives His kingdom from 

the Son and commences His eternal kingdom (1 Cor 15:24). On the other hand, the GosTr 

states:  

Now, the end is receiving knowledge about the one who is hidden, 

and this is the Father, from whom the beginning came forth, to 

whom all will return who have come forth from him  

t6ah  de  pe  p`i  saune  apeei  eqhp  peei  de  pe  piwt  

peei  n_tate6oueite  ei_  abal  m_ma3  peei  etounaswte  

ara3  throu  n_2i  neei  n_ta6ei_   abal  m_ma3  (37.37-38.4). 

It can be seen that ‘the end’ (t6ah) in the GosTr refers to the time when knowledge of the 

Father’s greatness and sovereign reign is universally realised by all the created beings in 

the universe. This is the same eschatological event as in Paul’s description, namely when 

the Father receives His kingdom from the Son and is ‘all in all’. The only difference is that 

the GosTr does not use the same overt ‘Kingdom’ language as the New Testament in 

                                                 
905 See section 1.7. 
906 See section 4.2. 
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describing this ultimate culmination of earth’s history that marks the commencement of 

eternity for humankind. The GosTr also takes a different perspective on the kingdom of 

the Father by defining it in terms of the return of the totality, after being purified by the 

Son and the Holy Spirit, to the Father and Mother. Yet it is still describing the same 

eschatological culmination of history as in proto-orthodox Christian faith. 

Further evidence of this eschatological focus in the GosTr is found in its reference to the 

eschatological judgment that marks the end of individual lives. It states that God knows 

the beginning and end of all his subjects and ‘at their end he will question them directly’  

6n_  tou6ah  3na4n_tou  a6reu  (37.36-37). The fact that this is referring to the 

eschatological judgment is confirmed by the parable of the jars that through symbolic 

language reveals the various categories humans fall into on the Day of Judgment. In its 

emphasis on God’s grace and will in making provision for the ultimate salvation of the 

totality and not just the few, the GosTr is a further development of the New Testament 

doctrine of the judgment in particular and soteriology in general. If this provision of 

salvation for those who are regarded as ‘wicked’ does not fulfil the expectations of 

Christians, it is the will of God that is paramount: ‘What he wills is this—even if the sight 

does not please them in any way before God’ pet3_oua43_  peei  pe  kan  e4wpe  epneu  

abal  en3_r_  eneu  en  6n_  laue  n_na6rn_  pnoute (37.31-34). The GosTr also states:   

And the will is what the Father rests in and is pleased with. 

Nothing happens without him nor does anything happen without 

the will of the Father, but his will is unsearchable. His trace is the 

will and no one will know him nor is it possible for one to 

scrutinize the Father in order to grasp him.  

 pouw4e  de  pete  piwt  matn_   m_ma3  n_6ht3_  oua_6n_  petr_  

ene3  marelaue  4wpe  a`nt3_  oude  marelaue  4wpe  a`n_  

pouw4e  n_te  piwt  alla  ouatte6eret3_  pe  pe3ouw4e  



 

306 

pe3i`nos  pe  pouw4e  auw  mn_  laue  nam_-me  ara3  oute  

n3_4oop  en  atrou5  6thu  ara3  4ina  n_seema6te  m_ma3  

(37.19-29).  

This passage indicates that human theories of the divine plan of salvation, as well as the 

timetable for the eschaton, must always acknowledge the sovereignty of God in terms of 

their ultimate fulfilment. 

By stressing the divinity of Jesus— especially as He was now the risen Saviour— the 

GosTr gives His followers assurance and hope that the Kingdom of God would become a 

reality. They believed that they too would share in the victory Christ had won while on 

earth. That is, ‘their hope for which they are waiting’   essamt_  n2i  tou6elpis  (35.2-

3), was based on their belief that Jesus was now deified/glorified. Thus, by the time the 

GosTr was written, Jesus was worshipped in the same manner as Christians worshipped 

Yahweh, the monotheistic God of the Hebrews.907 He was now their divine Saviour 

sitting/standing at the right hand of the Father in heaven (Matt 26:64: Mk 16:19; Lk 22:69; 

Acts 7:55; Heb 1:13). Not only does the Book of Revelation say that Jesus sat down on 

His Father’s throne, His followers are also promised that if they overcome as Jesus did 

they too would sit with Him on His Father’s throne (Rev 3:21). Like Jesus, they too would 

be transformed and made incorruptible. The apostle Paul had also declared that Jesus was 

the ‘firstfruits’ of all those who would be glorified and united with Him in the Kingdom of 

God (1 Cor 15:20-25). Most Christians in the second century believed that they would 

reign with Christ in His millennial kingdom on earth that would be centred in Jerusalem.  

This doctrine was called chiliasm or millennialism. 908 Such an evangelistic message of a 

                                                 
907 Larry W. Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity, Grand Rapids, Mich., 
2003, pp. 72-74. 
908 ‘Dialogue’, 80 (ANF, i, p. 239); Hill, Regnum Caelorum, p. 4. 
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divine Saviour soon to return and set up His eternal kingdom on earth had an enormous 

appeal for the Greco-Roman world in which the GosTr was written. This was the time 

when the Roman Empire was at the height of its power, when its emperors believed that 

they were gods and that their empire was invincible. Thus the concept of deification, in 

which mere mortals became gods, was part of the then Roman culture. Yet the esoteric 

message of the GosTr is that the risen Jesus Christ who is infinitely more powerful than 

the Roman emperors would one day be the undisputed king of the universe. Not only that, 

His followers also would become gods ruling over the world. 

9.2 The Perfect Pleroma: Symbol of the Kingdom of 

Christ 

The GosTr defines the salvation that Christ’s followers are waiting for as the discovery of 

fullness/pleroma: ‘This is the word of the gospel of the discovery of the pleroma for those 

who await the salvation which is coming from on high’ peei  <pe>  plogos  

m_pi4mnou3e  n_t2ine  n_te  piplhrwma  n_neei  etsamt  abal  6a`w3  

m_piou`eeite{ei}  etnnhu  abal  m_psa  n6re  (34.35-35.2). That is, the good news of 

salvation is about the fullness/pleroma that symbolises the kingdom of Christ for which 

His followers are waiting. Furthermore, the believer’s hope —the pleroma/kingdom— is 

itself described as ‘in waiting’  etousamt_  abal  6hts_  (35. 4), or, in Layton’s 

translation,  ‘straining (towards them)’. 909  There is thus a magnetic force or attraction 

being exerted on both sides: the kingdom which is straining towards the believers and the 

believers straining towards the kingdom which is depicted as their ‘image [which] is light 

with no shadow in it’   peueine  pe  pouaein  ete  mn_  6aeibes  n_6ht3_  (35.4-6). When 

these two enormous forces represented by the believers and the kingdom are in balance, 

                                                 
909 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, p. 261. 



 

308 

‘then, at that time, the pleroma is proceeding to come’   ei4`e  m_psap  etm_meu  

4a3maa6e  aei  n_2i  piplhrwma (35. 6-8).   

According to the GosTr, it is the faith pna6te (34.28-29) of the believers that ‘dissolved 

the division’ a3bwa  m_pipw4e  abal (34.29) and ultimately brings about the arrival of 

the kingdom that is depicted as already in readiness for the habitation of humans. The 

kingdom is characterised by the ‘warm pleroma of love’ piplhrwma   et6hm˙  n_te  

5agaph (34.30-1) and ‘the unity of perfect thought’ 5mn_toueei te  ̇  n_te  pimeeue  

et`hk abal ( 34.33-34). When this event occurs, the cold of division and ignorance will 

never return again (34.28-35.2). Instead, the kingdom of Christ ushers in the age of divine 

gnosis with the result that ‘in time Unity will perfect the spaces’ 6n_  pouaei4  

ere5mn_toueei  na`wk  m_maeit  abal  (25.8-10). This sentence, as well as those that 

follow (25.10-19), indicates the work of unification that occurs in the kingdom of Christ is 

a gradual process by which the Godhead, with the help of the saints—the Unity— both 

purifies and unifies the earth. As denoted by the clause ‘in time’ this process is carried out 

in the human dimension of time, that is, in the kingdom of Christ before the Father’s 

eternal kingdom. In contrast to the ‘diminution’ neoutsb_ko (36.6) of grace in the present 

world, the kingdom of Christ will thus fill up the deficiency with ‘grace’ pe6mat (36.3,5) 

and ‘the light of truth’ m_pouaein  n_tmhe (36.11-12). Because Christ himself is the perfect 

pleroma without lack, He renders fullness to the world deprived of divine gnosis and 

grace.  

The message of the GosTr that Christ himself is the perfect pleroma who will fill the 

world with His grace and divine knowledge is implicitly stated in the parable about a 

physician pursuing and healing an ailing patient. While this parable has already been 

discussed in the context of individual Christians becoming pleromas/gods because of the 
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healing and grace from God the physician, the patient can also be seen as representing the 

totality or world. For the totality to be saved, its lack must be filled with the forgiveness or 

grace of Christ. The GosTr implicitly states this in the sentence; ‘For forgiveness is what 

remains for the light in the deficiency, the word of the pleroma’ pkwe  gar  abal  pe  

p4w`p  apouaein  6n_  pi4ta  pi4e`e  n_te  piplhrwma (35. 27-29). Grobel uses the 

term ‘lack’ pi4ta (35. 28) instead of ‘deficiency’ as used by Attridge and McRae, 

defining it as simply ‘the world’.910 The perfect pleroma of Christ in the form of the 

Kingdom of God is the divine solution for the ‘lack’ that characterises the world. As in the 

case of the sick patient, the totality must first acknowledge its condition of ‘lack’ in order 

to receive healing and grace. However, the coming of the Kingdom of God is still 

inevitable because it is part of the divine eternal plan. Its arrival is described in the words: 

‘So the pleroma, which has no deficiency, but fills up the deficiency’ pirhte  piplhrwma  

ete  n3_r_  4ta  en  p4ta  n_ta3  3mou6  (35.35-37). Although Myer interprets this 

passage in a personal sense as the fullness (pleroma) filling up the deficiency by providing 

the grace that is lacking in the person,911 its ultimate eschatological meaning refers to the 

perfect pleroma of the kingdom of Christ filling up the lack that characterises the world 

with His grace and divine gnosis. This latter interpretation is supported by Grobel who not 

only refers to the ‘lack’ as simply ‘the world’ but identifies the pleroma in this passage as 

Jesus or its incarnation in Jesus.912  

  

                                                 
910 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 165. 
911 Meyer, The Nag Hammadi Scriptures, p. 44. 
912 Grobel, Gospel of Truth, p. 167. 
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9.3 The Eschatological Judgment 

9.3.1 The Parable of the Jars 

Another confirmation that the perfect pleroma symbolises the kingdom of Christ is the 

reference to the eschatological judgment in the GosTr. This judgment is illustrated in the 

GosTr by a parable of jars. Although there are two different versions of this parable in the 

GosTr, both versions serve to reinforce its motif of the Kingdom of Christ being the 

ultimate solution to the world’s deficiency of divine gnosis. The first time this parable 

appears in the GosTr (25.19- 26.30), it takes the form of householders breaking faulty jars 

in the process of moving out of buildings. The owner, however, is not perturbed because 

the jars that remain are full and perfect. It is then that the reader learns that this parable 

symbolises the eschatological judgment: ‘For such is the judgment which has come from 

above. It has passed judgement on everyone’ `e  teei  te  tekrisis  n_ta6ei  abal  

m_psa  ntpe  eas56ep  aouan  nim  (25.35-26.2). There is therefore no doubt that this 

refers to the judgment of God because it ‘comes from above’. Furthermore, everyone is 

judged. The judgement is likened to a two edged sword that cuts ‘on both sides’. Closely 

associated with the judgement is the appearance of the Word who is described as ‘within 

the heart of those who utter it’. He now becomes a body, causing a great disturbance 

among the jars. This obviously refers to the coming of Christ with the jars representing 

those who have been judged. 

Instead of this parable concluding with the owner or king, representing Christ, separating 

the good jars from the bad jars—as the righteous and wicked/ the sheep and the goats are 

separated in the parables of the judgment in the Gospels (for example, Matt 13:47-51; 

25:31-46) —there is an unexpected and nuanced outcome for the different jars. These jars 

that symbolise all the people of the earth who are judged fall into four different categories: 

1) empty because of being poured out, 2) full because of being supplied/filled 3) purified 
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or perfected by Christ the owner, 4) broken because of being smashed/destroyed. At the 

same time, all the spaces that ‘had no order or stability’ are ‘shaken and disturbed’. This is 

the beginning of the New Age of the kingdom of Christ in which unity, truth, justice and 

perfection will be restored to both the world and its inhabitants. The fullness of the 

pleroma/kingdom of Christ thus replaces the false creation of Error/Satan which is 

revealed as empty and impotent. As already seen in chapter 6.6, according to the GosTr, 

the reign of Christ culminates in both the revelation of the Father to all the universe and 

the final downfall of Error/Satan and all his emanations/false creation.  

The second version of the parable of the jars (36.13-34) occurs later in the GosTr when the 

anointing is being described. It continues with the motif of the shaking that results from 

the judgment and elaborates on the first version of the parable. ‘Those who were 

disturbed’ neei  n_ta64tartr (36.16) in the judgment are offered a second chance, a 

‘bringing back’ n_nousto (36.15) so that Christ might ‘anoint them with the ointment’ 

ta6sou m_pitw6s (36.16-17). This ‘ointment [is] the mercy of the Father who will have 

mercy on them.’   pitw6s_  pe  pnae  m_piwt  ete3nanae  neu (36.17-19). Even though 

the people represented by these jars have been exposed as empty in the judgment, they 

have another opportunity of being anointed just like the full jars. These empty jars are not 

broken as in the fourth category of jars and still have the potential of being 

perfected/sealed and therefore saved in the Kingdom of God.  

As a merciful and compassionate judge with infinite knowledge, Christ understands the 

circumstances of each individual case. In the case of literal jars, if the seal of the jar is 

broken its contents may dissolve because of exposure to air. Likewise, it may not be the 

fault of those found wanting or ‘empty’ in the judgment. There may be valid reasons, not 

least because of their ignorance, error or weak mortal state, that they fail to accept Christ 
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as their Saviour in their lifetime. These people are therefore given a second chance to enter 

the Kingdom of Christ upon receiving divine gnosis. On the other hand, those represented 

by the full jars, that is, the second category of jars whose contents are seemingly 

undamaged, also require anointing and perfection/sealing if they are to enter the kingdom 

of Christ. This group is alluded to in the original parable when it says that the owner is 

glad because ‘in the place of bad/broken jars [there are] full ones which are made perfect’ 

(Italics mine) 6n_   pma  n_niskeuos  eqau  netmh6  nete4au  `akou abal  (25.33-35). 

The actual Coptic qualitative verb eqau used to describe the broken jars here means ‘bad’ 

or ‘wicked’, thus confirming the context of eschatological judgment. When both these 

groups represented by the empty and full jars receive anointing and, as a result, are 

perfected and sealed they are able to enter the Kingdom of God like the original anointed 

Christians represented by the third category of jars. The eschatological sealing of 

Christians with the Divine Name for the Kingdom of God means that they literally remain 

full/perfected even though in reality they may by divine standards be relatively empty due 

to human deficiency. As the GosTr states, ‘What he lacks the perfect Father fills again. He 

is good. He knows his plantings’ pet3_4aat  m_ma3  4a3ma63_   an  m_ma3  n_2i  piwt  

e3`hk  abal  ouagaqos  pe  3saune  n_ni`o  n_toot3_  (36.33-36). Because of his divine 

knowledge, goodness and mercy, the Father therefore ensures that as many as possible of 

His children are saved in the kingdom of the Son. 

It is apparent that this parable of the eschatological judgment is a further development of 

the parables of this event in the canonical gospels. Although many of the same features 

that are in the parables that Jesus taught—for example, the owner and tenants of a 

household, vessels that represent people being judged, the sunderance of righteous and 

wicked, salvation and destruction—also appear in the parable of the jars, the judgment 

symbolised by the latter highlights the love and grace of a merciful God. If humans do not 
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have a wedding garment, as in the parable of the wedding feast (Matt 22:1-14), or do not 

have oil in their lamps, as in the parable of the ten virgins (Matt 25:1-13), or are numbered 

among the goats rather than the sheep because of human deficiency/sin (Matt 25:31-46), 

the GosTr teaches that these individuals are not forever excluded from the kingdom of 

Christ. They are given a second chance of being accepted and perfected by God because, 

as revealed by the parable of the Good Shepherd—a dominant motif in the GosTr—He is 

not willing that any should be lost (Matt 18:12-14).  

9.3.2 The Concept of the Spaces/Emanations of the Father 

The GosTr states that from the Father ‘every space comes forth’ ete4aremaeit  nim  ei_  

abal  6itoot3_  (20.21-22). That is, all the ‘spaces’ are the emanations of the Father. 

Since the Father is the creator of the universe, including the pleroma, and contains 

everything and nothing contains Him (27.9-11), He is cognizant of all the ‘spaces’ that 

have not been included in the kingdom as a result of the judgment. Even though these 

‘spaces’ exist within the Father and are faintly aware of the fact that they originated from 

Him as His children, they are still ignorant of the nature of God and His salvific plan. Not 

only are they deficient in knowledge of the Father, they also lack a name and identity that 

confirms they are His children. These ‘spaces’ left out of the kingdom as a result of the 

judgment are symbolised by the empty vessels in the parable of the jars. They are regarded 

as souls who have not really come into existence yet. In the same way, the totality, 

representing every space which came from the Father, was regarded as not existing until 

Christ metaphorically published the Book of the Living on the cross. It was Christ who 

made both the Father and the totality visible through His sacrifice on the cross (20.15-24). 

In regards to the souls not yet included in the kingdom after the judgment, the GosTr 

assures them that ‘the Father is perfect knowing every space within him’ piwt  n_ta3  

3`hk  abal  e3saune  amaeit  nim  etn_6ht3_ (27.23-25).  
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In His divine sovereignty, infinite wisdom and knowledge of the spaces within Him, the 

Father knows the heart of each person and is best placed to choose anyone He wishes to be 

the firstfruits of the kingdom. The GosTr states: ‘If he wishes, he manifests whomever he 

wishes by giving him form and giving him a name’ e4wpe  e34anouw4e  

pet3_ouˊaˋ43_  3ouwn6_  m_ma3  e35  morfh  ne3  auw  e35  ren  ne3  (27.26-29). That is, 

salvation is entirely due to the grace of God. The Father’s grace alone enables these 

ignorant souls to finally know their creator and enter into the kingdom, thus giving them 

incorruptibility and life eternal (27.29-33). This salvific act is achieved by giving them 

names so they come into full authentic existence. The author is quick to point out that he 

does not mean ignorant pre-kingdom souls are ‘nothing (at all)’ 6n_laue ( 27.35), but only 

that they have ‘not yet come into existence’ etem_patou4wpe  (27. 35-36). He is 

confident that they will wish to enter the kingdom at the time predestined by the Father, 

just like those who have already been saved in the eschatological judgment that ‘is to 

come’ (28.4). Even if the ignorant are not saved at this judgment, they still remain in the 

Father. He still remembers them because they are part of Him. As the apostle Paul hoped 

that the salvation of the Gentiles would inspire the Jews to submit also to the 

righteousness of God rather than the law in order to be saved (Rom. 10:1-3; 11:11), so the 

author of the GosTr is confident that the saved souls symbolised by the full vessels 

perfected at the judgment will cause those left out of the kingdom to be envious and enter 

into the kingdom themselves. 

Unlike His children, the Father knows when His fruit will be manifested. His 

foreknowledge means that, before the kingdom is ushered in by His Son, the Father knows 

the exact number of its subjects. It is His will that His children, whom He created out of 
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‘what does not exist’ pet4oop  en  (28.15), —the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo is also 

attested in the GosTr913— are saved in the kingdom. The Father is the self -existent one, 

‘the one who exists’ pet4oop  ne  (28.13), the great I AM, and it is His desire that His 

children also exist with Him. In fact, they are not truly existent until they share the 

kingdom with Him and the Son. Those who do not belong to the kingdom have no root 

and will bear no fruit. As a result, the GosTr says that the lost soul will be deluded into 

thinking that ‘“I have come into being” yet he will perish by himself’a6i4wpe  eite  an  

3nabwl  abal  6itoot3  (28.20-21). For that person, existence is a delusion, like terrors 

of the night which prove to be nothing. On the other hand, because the Father exists, 

therefore His true children exists. True existence is only in relationship with the Father 

through the Son. Then the soul is rooted to the source of life and will be the fruit of the 

Father in the kingdom. 

9.4 Awakening from Ignorance to Knowledge of the 

Father 

The general malaise of ignorance that exists like a fog as a result of the lies and deceptions 

of Error/Satan is summed up in the following words. ‘Thus they were ignorant of the 

Father, he being the one whom they did not see’ pirhte   neuoei  n_atsaune  apiwt  

enta3  pe  eneuneu  ara3  en (28.32-29.1). This condition of ignorance of the Father is 

also likened to ‘sleep’ and ‘disturbing dreams’ (29.9-11) from which sleepers are 

awakened when they receives the light of truth about the Father. This is the good news of 

the GosTr: the world’s ignorance of the Father and His divine plan for the salvation of the 

human race is being abolished because of the saving work of Christ. However, the fact 

that there are broken vessels that cannot be fixed in the parable of the jars shows that the 

                                                 
913 ‘Gospel of Truth’, Notes, CGL, pp. 82-83. 



 

316 

counterfeit creation of Error/Satan is clearly successful in ultimately luring some souls 

away from the kingdom. As already seen in chapter 2.6 of this thesis, the objective of 

Error/Satan in creating ‘works and oblivions and terrors’ is to ‘entice those of the middle 

and capture them’ n_sswk  n_natmhte  n_sr_  aixmalwtize  m_mau  (17.34-36). The plight 

of the lost symbolised by the broken jars therefore serves to teach a crucial lesson to those 

souls who still exist in ‘the middle’ tmhte (17. 35), between being lost and being saved.  

When humans discover the light of the knowledge of the Father through His Son, it is as if 

they have awakened from a life of darkness, terror and meaninglessness. Their former 

lives of ignorance are graphically depicted as nightmares in which they are fleeing from 

enemies, chasing and fighting imaginary foes and falling from high places. They even 

dream of flying, as well as participating in murder— both of themselves or their 

neighbours— such is the terror and guilt they experience as a result of living a futile life 

without purpose and God. When they awaken and experience the peace and joy that comes 

from knowing the Father through Christ, their past lives seem like a fleeting, illusory 

dream. They now have authentic, eternal existence and no longer ‘esteem’ wp (29.37) their 

past lives. The GosTr says, ‘Such is the way of those who have cast ignorance aside from 

them like sleep’ neei  m_pirhte  prhte  pe  neei  n_nentaunou`e  n_5mn_tatsaune  

abal  m_mau  m_prhte  m_pn_katke  (29.32-35). It is as if ‘the dawn’ epouaein  pe(30.6) of 

a new day has arrived. This new-found knowledge of the Father is the work of the Son.   

The core doctrine that Jesus taught while on earth was the imminence of the Kingdom of 

God and the need for repentance (Mk 1:14). With this in mind, it is amiss to view the 

GosTr as simply a spiritual meditation that espouses Valentinian ideas in order that more 

proto-orthodox Christians would be persuaded to join these gnostic believers. On the 

contrary, it is argued here that the GosTr was written for the purpose of supplementing the 
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First/Old and New Testaments in revealing the Father’s love for the human race and His 

desire that the kingdom of His Son be established on earth. The motif of God’s desire or 

wish to redeem and save the human race runs all through the GosTr. This is the reason 

given for the first coming of Christ to this world: to reveal the Father to humans and thus 

bring about the salvation of ‘the totality’. His Second Coming will complete this mission 

of awakening and transforming the world from darkness to light, from ignorance to 

knowledge, through the establishment of the kingdom of the Son. That is, the agenda of 

the GosTr is to awaken the world from sleep and illusion and bring about the dawn of a 

New Age.  

9.5 A Bringing Back and Anointing  

Thus far, it has been argued that the GosTr focuses on a future or realistic eschatology 

rather than a realised eschatology. However, it is even more accurate to speak of this text 

as having a ‘realistic’ kingdom of Christ interpretation, that is, it is speaking from the 

perspective of the kingdom of Christ as if it already exists. This represents even a further 

departure from Segelburg’s argument that its context is of Valentinian anointing. In 

Christian theology a ‘realised’ interpretation of the Kingdom of God refers to its 

realisation in the present as opposed to a future eschatology that views the kingdom as still 

being in the future. There are also eschatological views that combine these present and 

future aspects of the kingdom in varying degrees of dialectic tension.914 Although the 

GosTr is essentially an eschatological royal document that pertains to the future 

manifestation of the kingdom of Christ— as does much of Christian literature in the 

                                                 
914 Ron Farmer, ‘The Kingdom of God in the Gospel of Matthew’, in The Kingdom of God in 20th-Century 

Interpretation, ed. Wendell Willis, Peabody, Ma., 1987, pp. 122-23.  
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second century915— its chrism motifs are referring to the post- judgment/Parousia period 

when the Kingdom of God has literally been realised.  

The GosTr states that the purpose of the chrism is so ‘those who were disturbed might 

receive a bringing back, and he might anoint them with the ointment’ of God’s mercy 

(36.15-18). As well as its immediate significance for Christian perfection, the chrism ritual 

points towards the post-judgmental divine grace that gives a second chance to those 

sinners who had initially rejected the salvation offered by the Holy Trinity. Because of the 

eschatological judgment that has excluded them from the kingdom, they have been 

‘disturbed’/ convicted of the truth of Jesus Christ and now wish to repent of their former 

lives of ignorance/sin in order to enter His kingdom. It is through the symbolic anointing 

of mercy by the Father that these ‘lost’ members of the human race ‘receive a bringing 

back’ and are able to enter into the Kingdom of God.  

9.6 The Royal Motif of Sonship in the Gospel ofTruth 

Although the GosTr does not actually mention the term ‘Kingdom of God’, it needs to be 

interpreted as if this ultimate eschatological hope of Christians is already a realised 

construct in time and space. This moves along even further the debate by biblical scholars 

about the merits of viewing the term ‘Kingdom of God’ as a tensive symbol rather than 

the static idea of the kingdom as a realm. It is because the former perspective evokes the 

Jewish and Christian doctrine of Yahweh as king acting on behalf of both the individual 

and community throughout history that scholars are able to centre these motifs on Jesus 

Christ and His ultimate reign as king of the universe.916 Yet, as Ferguson points out, the 

                                                 
915 Everett Ferguson, ‘The Kingdom of God in early patristic literature’, in The Kingdom of God in 20th-
Century Interpretation, ed. Wendell Willis, Peabody, Ma., 1987, pp. 199-200. 
916 Farmer, ‘Kingdom of God’, p. 123. 
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sense of kingdom as a static realm was more frequent in early patristic literature.917 The 

GosTr, however, combines both active and static senses of the kingdom in its 

metaphorical language. The static sense of the kingdom is seen in its reference to the 

anointing of the ointment of the Father’s mercy in order to give those excluded from the 

kingdom a second opportunity to enter therein. On the other hand, an example of the 

active sense is seen in section 9.2 in the image of the Unity perfecting the empty spaces 

during the millennial reign of Christ. His eschatological reign in His kingdom is a 

continuation of God’s rule as king of the world that is depicted in the royal enthronement 

Psalms as well as by the prophets of the First/Old Testament. The royal psalms stressed 

the fact that it was through the earthly king—the begotten son of God— that Yahweh 

reigned over the earth. For example, at the enthronement of the king in Psalms 2, he is 

formally proclaimed to be the son of God, thus bolstering his right to rule over the nation. 

The psalm states, ‘He (the Lord) said to me. “You are my son, today I have become your 

Father. Ask of me, and I will make the nations your inheritance, the ends of the earth your 

possession. You will rule them with a rod of iron.”’ (Ps 2:6, 7). This pronouncement that 

the king is the son of God is very similar to the GosTr statement that ‘the name of the 

Father is the Son’ (38.7). In fact, it is argued that this pronouncement in the GosTr is the 

culmination and apex of all the royal enthronement psalms. 

In some countries of the ancient Near East, it was customary for the naming of kings as 

the son of God to take place at their ascension or crowning in the sanctuary. This served to 

underscore their authority in both their own and surrounding nations. The subjects of the 

king also needed the reassurance that their ruler was the agent and representative of the 

deity and that divine life flowed from the deity to them via the king. Because a dynastic 

                                                 
917 Ferguson, ‘Kingdom of God’, p. 192. 
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change was a time of uncertainty when vassal countries were most likely to rebel, subjects 

needed to be quickly made aware of the divine authority possessed by the new king.918 

Thus the new king was designated as the son of God. In Egypt, for example, the function 

of the royal protocol was to legitimise the pharaoh as the new king by bestowing on him 

his royal titles and through his begetting as the son of Amon-Re make him a god. The 

pharaoh’s divinity however, was recognised as being from birth whereas the ‘divinity’ of 

the kings of Judah was the result of the enactment of their enthronement. Even with the act 

of metaphorical begetting which bestowed a higher degree of divinity than did 

metaphorical adoption, the pharaohs were still never considered the equal of the pantheon 

gods.919 Likewise, the king in Jerusalem, although declared the son of God at his 

coronation, was never considered the equal of the Hebrew god YHWH. He was not divine 

by nature and was only too aware of his humanity and sinfulness, as witnessed by many of 

King David’s psalms. However, through the graciousness of God, he was accorded divine 

status upon his coronation by being proclaimed God’s son. This even extended to him 

being honoured with the title of an ‘elohim’ or god, as in Psalms 45:6: ‘Your throne O 

God will last for ever and ever, a sceptre of justice will be the sceptre of your kingdom.’  

The fact that the earthly king was the subject of the above pronouncement of deity is clear 

from the next verse where it is stated that ‘God your God’ was the cause of the king’s 

exaltation to the throne (Ps 45:7). As Collins observes, this puts the king’s own divinity 

‘in perspective’.920 Although he had been anointed with the specially appointed sacred oil 

                                                 
918 James Luther Mays, The Lord reigns: A Theological Handbook to the Psalms, Louisville, Ky., 1994, p. 

13.  
919 Adela Yarbro Collins, and John J Collins, King and Messiah as Son of God: Divine, Human, and Angelic 

Messianic Figures in Biblical and Related Literature, Grand Rapids, Mich/Cambridge, U.K., 2008, pp. 21-
22. 
920 Ibid. 
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used to consecrate kings and was thus the incumbent of a holy sacred office, he still 

remained a sinful, fallible human being. Yet at the same time, he was God’s chosen 

anointed messiah and representative on earth to the people. His role was to focus on the 

greatness and reign of Yahweh in heaven as the sovereign king of all the nations on earth 

and to mediate the divine blessings to the people. Because his power to rule was derived 

solely from Yahweh, it was his duty to carry out Yahweh’s purpose on earth which was to 

bring all the other nations on earth to acknowledge and worship the true god Yahweh.921   

9.7 The Coronation/Naming of Christ as God and 

Universal King 

Even after the monarchical period and royal ideology of ancient Judah had ceased, there 

was still fervent expectations among Jews of a coming messianic king described in the 

royal psalms as the son of God who would deliver righteousness, justice and salvation to 

the world.922 According to the New Testament, Jesus Christ was formally designated as 

the promised messiah and son of God at his baptism and anointing by the Spirit in the 

river Jordan. In the GosTr, the climatic declaration that ‘the name of the father is the son’ 

pren   de m_piwt  pe  p4hre  (38.6-7) marks the coronation/naming of Christ as God and 

king of the universe. It was argued in sections 3.5 and 7.2.2 that this symbolic declaration 

effectively gives the Son the eternal throne of God and everything that the Father 

possesses. It will be further argued here that in the GosTr the phrase ‘name of the father’ 

functions as a referent for both the character and the kingdom of God. Accordingly, this 

section will analyse the significance of the ‘name’ of God in the New Testament in order 

to determine its crucial role in the deification of humans/Kingdom of God in the GosTr. 

                                                 
921 Mays, The Lord Reigns, p. 101. 
922 Collins, King and Messiah, pp. 204-07. 
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The New Testament teaches that Jesus possessed and identified with the sacred name of 

God, YHWH, even before His exaltation when He was formally given the ‘name above 

every other name’ (Phil 2:9). In the prayer that He prayed for His disciples before His 

crucifixion, Jesus said that the Father had given Him the divine name of the Father: ‘Holy 

Father, protect them by the power of your name—the name you gave me—so that they 

may be one as we are one’ (Jn 17:11). This name was the sacred ‘personal and primary 

name’ of the Father, the Tetragrammaton. 923 When Jesus asserted to the Jews that ‘before 

Abraham was born, “I am”’ (Jn 8:58), he was referring to the fact that in his pre-existent 

life he had shared the same name as the Father, ‘I AM WHO I AM’ (Ex 3:14). It is 

reasonable to conclude that when Jesus revealed to His disciples that He had received the 

glory of the Father ‘before the creation of the world’ (Jn 17:24), He was referring to 

receiving the name of the Father at this time. He also stated that He had given His 

disciples the glory that the Father had given Him (Jn 17:22).  Thus they too had received 

the name of the Father. Jesus then prayed that His disciples would be with Him and see 

His glory (Jn 17:24). This future glory is the glory of the kingdom that is encapsulated in 

the name of the Father. The noticeable paucity in the GosTr of the terms ‘glory’ and 

‘kingdom’, commented on by some scholars to illustrate its dissimilarity with the 

canonical gospels,924 is therefore a misnomer because a whole section of this text (38.7-

40.9) is devoted to the name of the Father that epitomises His glory and reign as king of 

the world. Indeed, this section is introduced by the author referring to ‘the glory and the 

joy of his name’ aueau  m_n  outelhl  n_te  pe3ren (38.5-6), which can be interpreted as 

the ‘glory and joy of his kingdom’. The time frame for this reference to the glory of the 

                                                 
923 Charles A. Gieschen, ‘The divine name in ante-Nicene christology’, VC, 57, 2, May, 2003, pp. 114-15, 
127. 
924 See Chapter 1.7 of this thesis.  
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name of God is at ‘the end’ t6ah (37.37) after the judgment. As already seen, ‘the end’ is 

defined as ‘receiving knowledge about the one who is hidden and this is the Father’. Thus 

it may be concluded that the section on the Divine Name in the GosTr is related to the 

glory of the eschatological kingdom. As in the New Testament where Jesus is simply 

referred to as the ‘name’ (3 Jn 7), signifying that He was the embodiment of the Divine 

Name, the GosTr declares that the name of the Father is the Son. This Divine Name was 

regarded as the all-powerful life-giving force in the universe. Jesus promised His disciples 

that anything that they asked in His name would be done so that the Son might bring glory 

to the Father (Jn 14:13-14). Calling and believing on the divine name was fundamental to 

the success of the gospel commission. This was not only necessary for the salvation (Acts 

2:21; 4:12) and justification (1 Cor 6:11) of humans but also for their 

deification/glorification as sons and daughters of God (Jn 1:12).  

The author of the GosTr thus builds on the royal language of Scripture—such as the 

begetting of kings as sons of God in the royal enthronement Psalms, as well as the divine 

name motif in the New Testament— in order to achieve his objective of announcing the 

triumphant enthronement of Jesus Christ in the eternal and universal kingdom of His 

Father. As already shown in this thesis, there is a logical development of thought in the 

linguistic titles given to Jesus in the GosTr. He is first identified as the powerful Word’, 

then the saviour, the long awaited messiah, ‘Jesus the Christ’, the ‘Logos’, the Book of the 

Living, the ‘Son’ and finally the ‘name of the Father’. It is the ‘name of the Father’ that 

most fully encapsulates the lordship of Jesus Christ and His divine equality with the 

Father after the successful completion of the first phase of his salvific mission. This 

statement that ‘the name of the father is the son’ goes far beyond the royal protocol by 

which the newly crowned Davidic kings in Jerusalem attained their divine status through 

God begetting them as sons. It signifies that the unbegotten Father (38.33) has formally 
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not only bestowed divine equality on His ‘one and only Son’ (Jn 3:16); He has also given 

Him the eternal universal kingdom. Bauckham has argued that even in His humbled state 

of servant, Jesus still retained equality with the Father because of His obedience. Thus, the 

bestowal of the divine name on Jesus at his coronation was not to bestow equality with the 

Father which he already possessed but was, rather, to implement ‘the eschatological 

sovereignty of God.’925 The exaltation of the Son to the highest place in the universe—the 

throne of God—is, however, the direct result of Him humbling Himself and dying on the 

cross for the salvation of the human race (Phil 2:8-11). Yet it is not the fact that He 

possesses the sacred name of God, the Tetragrammaton, nor that He is the enthroned Lord 

of lords and King of kings that ultimately distinguishes Christ from all other beings in the 

universe. It is the fact that He is the name of the Father. As Gieschen points out, the 

Lordship of Jesus Christ rests on the fact that He shares the same reality of YHWH as the 

Father not only after His resurrection and exaltation but also before His incarnation.926 

That is, the Son is worthy of universal worship because He shares the Divine Name with 

the Father and has the authority to act and speak as YHWH.  

As seen above, the disciples were also given the glory that Jesus had received from the 

Father. It is argued this specific glory that both Jesus and His disciples received was the 

name of the Father. Yet Jesus also prayed that His disciples would be with Him and see 

His glory (Jn 17:24). He was here referring to the glory of the Kingdom of God that was 

still in the future. The Divine Name, therefore, encompasses the glorious reign of YHWH 

in the past, present and future. At his coronation, Christ became the name, that is, He was 

pronounced the one God, YHWH, and universal king. By Jesus Christ being identified as 

                                                 
925 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified: Monotheism and Christology in the New Testament, Grand Rapids, 
Mich., 1998, p. 58. 
926 Gieschen, ‘The Divine Name’, pp. 127-28. 
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YHWH, the prophecies of salvation relating to YHWH in the First Testament could thus 

have their fulfilment in Him. Accordingly, Paul applies the prophecy of Isaiah 45:23 that 

‘before me (YHWH) every knee will bow’ and ‘every tongue will swear’ to the exalted 

Jesus Christ (Phil 2:10-11). 927 In this way, the powerful Word/Logos in the GosTr has 

become the Divine Name, considered in Second Temple Jewish literature to be the single 

‘most powerful word of the world’, the actual word spoken by God when He created the 

heavens and earth. 928 The Book of Revelation reveals that Christ himself is this 

word/name when it describes Him as the ‘source’ or ‘beginning’ of creation (Rev 3:14). 929  

9.8 Glorification of Christians  

Jesus stated that He had protected His disciples while they had been with Him by the 

power of the Father’s name (Jn 17:12). The Father’s glory or name that He had given the 

disciples was to ensure that they would be one just as He and the Father were one (Jn 

17:22). The name of the Father thus possessed both protective and unifying power. In fact, 

the New Testament teaches that all true followers of Christ receive and bear this name. 

When Paul speaks of the church being cleansed by the washing of ‘the Word’ (Eph 5:26), 

this can be understood as a reference to the Divine Name received by believers at their 

baptism. Indeed, the Divine Name that is invoked by the baptismal formula has been 

described as ‘the essence’ of baptism.930 Furthermore, believers are exhorted to be worthy 

of their calling ‘so that the name of our Lord Jesus Christ may be glorified in you and you 

in him’ (2 Thes 1:12). This indicates that they have received and bear the Divine Name of 

Christ. Confirmation of this fact is seen in the reference to Christ’s ‘own new name’ 

                                                 
927 Ibid., p. 130. 
928 Ibid., p. 124. 
929 Ibid., p. 132. 
930 Ibid., p. 131. 



 

326 

written on those who have overcome (Rev 3:12). Coupled with this new name of Christ, is 

the name of God and the name of the city of God, the New Jerusalem, which is coming 

down from heaven. As already seen in section 5.6, these three names can be considered as 

being just one name, ‘the Divine Name’.931 This sacred name is also written on the 

foreheads of the hundred and forty four thousand standing with the Lamb on Mount Zion 

(Rev 14:1), as well as on those who are worshipping God and Christ on their thrones in 

the New Jerusalem (Rev 22:1-5). On the latter occasion, it is when they have the name of 

God on their foreheads that the saints see the face of God (Rev 22:4). The Divine Name is 

therefore closely associated with not only the glory of the Father and the Son on their 

thrones but also the glorification of believers in the Kingdom of God. When the name of 

Christ, that is the Divine Name, is completely glorified within believers to the point of 

having it written on their foreheads—symbolizing their complete assent to and 

acknowledgement of the Lordship of Christ—they themselves will be glorified and 

reigning with Christ in complete unity and fullness of joy in His eternal kingdom (Rev 

22:5).  

It is only in the kingdom of Christ that His farewell prayer for the protection, joy, and 

unity of his disciples will be completely answered. When Jesus prayed that they would be 

with Him and behold His glory (Jn 17:24), He was referring to His future glory in the 

Kingdom of God when He and the Father sit on their thrones in the New Jerusalem. 

Likewise, His prayer for the ‘complete unity’ of Christians will only be fully answered in 

His kingdom. If the purpose of this unity is to show the world the love of the Father for 

them (Jn 17:23), then the kingdom and the world must coexist and there is still 

opportunity for those outside the kingdom to repent and enter therein. That is, the lesson 

                                                 
931 Ibid., p. 132. 
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of the parable of the jars, namely, the gracious provision by God of further opportunity for 

the unconverted to repent and be admitted to the Kingdom of God, is also confirmed by 

the farewell prayer of Jesus in John’s Gospel.  

The fact that there is a period of divine grace when the Holy City and the ‘world’ coexist 

is also supported by the account of the New Jerusalem in the Book of Revelation. After 

the Holy City has descended to earth, no sun or moon is needed because ‘the glory of God 

gives it light and the Lamb is its lamp’. This means that there is no night and the gates of 

the Holy City always remain open. As a result, ‘nations will walk by its light, and the 

kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it’. However, there are still restrictions of 

entry into the city. Only the ‘glory and honor of the nations’ will be brought into its 

domain. No impure or deceitful persons will enter into it but only those ‘whose names are 

written in the Lamb’s book of life’ (Rev 21:23-27). In addition, the expressed purpose of 

the leaves of the Tree of Life is for ‘the healing of the nations’. This means that the 

nations must still exist after the New Jerusalem has descended onto earth, rather than all 

the wicked and the world being destroyed on ‘the day of the Lord’ (2 Peter 3:10-13). The 

redeemed inside the city will partake of the fruit of the Tree of Life, as well as drink from 

the river of life (Rev 22:1-3, 17). As the curse is ended, there will be no more death, 

sorrow or suffering—at least not in the city (Rev 21:4; 22:3). Outside the city are the 

unconverted and evil doers who, because of the judgment, still have not been granted entry 

into the Holy City. The message of the Book of Revelation and the GosTr, as well as the 

farewell prayer of Jesus in the Gospel of John, therefore, is that there is an interim period 

of divine grace between the inauguration of the kingdom of Christ and the close of 

probation, that is, when every person’s destiny is sealed for eternity (Rev 22:11).  
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During this interim period when the Holy City and the ‘world’ coexist, the people outside 

the city will be given another opportunity to be saved and enter into the kingdom of 

Christ. The glory of the eternal city on earth before their very eyes is now irrefutable proof 

of the veracity of the gospel of Jesus Christ and His Lordship. In addition, the love and 

unity of the saints within the city will cause many outside to repent of their former 

disbelief. Thus, the purpose of the post-judgmental metaphorical anointing of God’s 

mercy is to give these lost souls a second chance of salvation. However, many sinners 

outside the city will also reject this offer of salvation because they do not wish to reform 

their lives. The ‘Day of the Lord’ will therefore need to be for a protracted period of time 

in order to give the nations/population of the earth time for both healing and repentance 

until Christ has ‘put all his enemies under his feet’ (1 Cor 15:25).  

In addition, the references to the ‘splendor’ of the kings and the ‘glory and honor of the 

nations’ coming into the Holy City indicates some kind of ongoing trade between them 

and the citizens of the New Jerusalem. This may be due to the fact that if they cannot 

partake of the fruit of the Tree of Life, the nations desire its leaves for the healing of 

diseases, as well as providing their inhabitants with some semblance of regeneration and 

increased longevity. Those who do ultimately accept this second opportunity to repent and 

enter into the Holy City/kingdom of Christ, while gaining eternal life and deification, 

nevertheless suffer a disadvantage in only belatedly responding to God’s grace. This is 

because the redeemed who already reside in the holy city are the ‘first fruits’ and have first 

opportunity to worship and serve God and Christ on their thrones in all their glory. They 

are also able to partake of the river and Tree of Life in the New Jerusalem from its 

inception. John the Revelator thus refers to these ‘servants’ of Christ who first behold the 

face of God as reigning ‘for ever and ever’ (Rev 22: 5). They include the ‘overcomers’ 

who sit on the throne of Christ and are given authority over the nations (Rev 2:26; 3:21), 
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as well as the martyrs who reign on earth with Christ for a thousand years (Rev 5:10; 

20:4)) —the ones described as serving and reigning with God as his ‘kingdom and priests’ 

(Rev 1:6). Further support for the gradual nature of the implementation of God’s eternal 

reign are His own words spoken from His throne, ‘I am making everything new’ (Rev 

21:5). These words are spoken by God after the New Jerusalem has descended from 

heaven onto earth and are in the present continuous tense. They suggest that the work of 

human salvation and renewal of the earth is an ongoing process even after the inauguration 

of the kingdom of Christ. 

9.9 The Sabbath Rest/Perfect Day 

In this section, further evidence will be provided for the proposition that the GosTr is both 

an esoteric and eschatological text written from the future standpoint of the Kingdom of 

God. This is immediately apparent in the passage that concludes the parable of Jesus the 

Good Shepherd rescuing the sheep that has fallen into a pit on the Sabbath Day. The 

inclusion of the hypothetical act of labouring to rescue a sheep on the Sabbath (Matt 

12:11) in this well- known parable is for a stated reason: 

in order that you may know interiorly—you, the sons of interior 

knowledge—what is the Sabbath, on which it is not fitting for 

salvation to be idle, in order that you may speak from the day from 

above, which has no night, and from the light which does not sink 

because it is perfect. 

Say, then, from the heart that you are the perfect day and in you 

dwells the light that does not fail. 

`ekase  eretnam_me  n_6ht  n_twtn_   ne  ni4hre  n_te  pm_me  

n_6ht  `e  eu  pe  psabbaton  peei  eteme44e  n_tepou`eei  

ouws3_   n_6ht3  `ekase  eretn_4e`e  abal  6n_   pi6wou  
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etn_6rhei  peei  ete  mn_te3  ou4h  m_meu  oua6n_  abal  6m_  

pouaein  etema36wtp_   `e  3`hk  abal 

4e`e  2e  abal  6m_   fht  `e  n_twtn_ne  pe  pi6wou  et`hk  

abal  auw  e3ouh6  6n_   thne   n_2i  pouaein   etema3w`n_  

(32.23-34, 38-39). 

The text above is highly significant for an understanding of the eschatological nature of 

the GosTr. There are three eschatological motifs seen here. First, the Sabbath during 

which it is fitting to perform the work of salvation. Second, the Kingdom of God which is 

obviously being referred to here because of the reference to the day that has no night and 

‘the light which does not sink because it is perfect’. As seen in the previous section, the 

New Jerusalem is characterised by having no night because of the perfect light that exists 

from the glory of the Father and the Son. Thirdly, the mention of the ‘perfect day’ which 

has eschatological overtones from both Jewish and Christian sacred Scripture. Not only 

does this bring to mind the concept of the Day of the Lord as it has developed from 

Hebrew through to Christian usage, it also is a metaphor used to describe those who 

possess interior knowledge in this text. They are designated the perfect day themselves 

because they are depicted as speaking from the standpoint of immortality and eternal life 

that characterises the Kingdom of God. Accordingly, in order to develop further the thesis 

that the GosTr was written for the purpose of inaugurating the Kingdom of God, the next 

sections of this chapter will focus on the following key topics: First, the crucial differences 

between Christian proto-orthodox and Valentinian eschatology. Second, the concepts of 

the Day of the Lord and World Sabbath as they relate to proto-orthodox Christian 

eschatology in the second century. Third, the Sabbath Rest/Perfect Day motif as it pertains 

to the Kingdom of God in the GosTr. 
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9.9.1 The Difference between Proto-orthodox and Valentinian 

Christian Eschatology 

Eschatology has been defined as ‘the doctrine of the last things, that is the ultimate destiny 

both of the individual soul and the whole created order’.932 Although the eschatology of 

both proto-orthodox and gnostic Christians in the second century shared this same concern 

of individual and cosmic destinies, there were still stark differences in their conception of 

last day events. Whereas proto-orthodox Christians believed in the intervention of God at 

the Parousia to resolve the injustices and ills of the present world, Valentinian gnostics 

placed their hope in the ascent of the soul to the pleroma at death when the divine spirit 

would be released from the fetters of the body and begin its heavenward ascent to its ‘true 

home’ in the kingdom of light. After a suitable period of education in the intermediate 

realm, as well as passing through different realms controlled by the Archons, the perfected 

spirits enter their rest in the pleroma with their mother Achamoth. These spiritual beings 

then engage in spiritual marriage, with Achamoth (Sophia) marrying the Saviour while the 

pure spirits become the brides of the angels who wait upon the Saviour.933 The anti-

materialism of the gnostics meant that only the pneumatic and some of the psychic class 

were capable of salvation while the evil flesh and the material world were automatically 

excluded. Eschatology for the gnostic, however, was not just concerned with individual 

salvation but also with the return of the cosmos to its primeval state of harmony which 

necessitated the dissolution of the existing cosmos and the end of all matter. 934 On the 

other hand, proto-orthodox Christians believed in God’s redemptive acts for humans 

throughout history that would culminate in both their individual and terrestrial salvation at 

the Parousia when Jesus Christ would make all things new and restore the creation to its 

                                                 
932 Cross and Livingstone, eds., The Oxford Dictionary, p. 560. 
933 Irenaeus, AH, 1.7.1 (ANF, i, p. 325). 
934 Rudolph, Gnosis, pp. 171-72; 195-96. 
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pristine condition. Their faith thus lay in the power and grace of God to save them to the 

uttermost in His eternal kingdom. This climatic event of human history is what is known 

in biblical phraseology as ‘the Day of the Lord’ or in the GosTr ‘the Perfect Day’. 

9.9.2 The Day of the Lord  

In biblical terms, the Day of the Lord represents the occasion when God intervenes in 

human history to save His people from evil and oppression. For the Hebrews, it 

historically meant deliverance from their enemies by God as in battle. Throughout history, 

God had continually acted on their behalf to give them victory over their enemies, such as 

in their escape from Egyptian slavery and their conquest of the land of Canaan. They 

remembered these miraculous occasions in stories, song and community worship of God 

that are recorded in their sacred literature. Later the redemptive acts of God in their history 

became the basis of prophetic word regarding the ultimate salvation that God would bring 

to their individual and national existence. His acts of salvation in the past thus became the 

template for their future salvation.  Beasley-Murray states that Israel’s eschatology is 

unique because of ‘its relation to history’: the prophets saw her future as being entirely 

subject to God until history reached its climax. 935 Therefore the phrase, ‘Day of the Lord’ 

was employed by them not just to describe God’s ultimate deliverance at the end of 

history but also for occasions when the nation was in mortal peril from her enemies.  

At the same time, the Day of the Lord signified judgment for Israel as well as salvation. 

The prophet Amos described the Day of the Lord in very bleak and negative terms as a 

day ‘of darkness not light’ (Amos 5:18) in order to awaken his contemporaries to the 

seriousness of the coming judgment on Israel by Yahweh. The fact that the Jews were 

                                                 
935 G. R. Beasley-Murray, Jesus and the Kingdom of God, Grand Rapids, Mich., 1986, p. 13. 
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God’s chosen people did not exclude them from the wrath of God and the need to both 

repent and reform their lives in readiness for the imminent Day of the Lord. Yet Amos 

also knew that it would be a day of justice and righteousness for all involved. ‘But let 

justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream’ he cried (Amos 5:24). 

He repeatedly refers to God as the ‘Sovereign Lord’, thus acknowledging God’s kingship 

over both Israel and all the other nations of the world. Despite this, Amos was not 

resigned to the fate of Israel and pleaded with God not to destroy her with locust or fire. 

The Sovereign Lord responded to these pleas and ‘relented’ (Amos 7:3-6). However, 

eventually God had no choice but to send the nation into exile promising at the same time 

to ‘not totally destroy the house of Jacob’ (Amos 9:8) and one day restore ‘David’s fallen 

tent (tabernacle)’ (Amos 9:11).  

In post-exilic Israel, the Day of the Lord came to be associated with judgment and the 

need for the Holy Spirit to purify the people in readiness for the coming of the Lord. By 

the time of Malachi, it was the Lord Himself who at His coming would refine and purify 

His people (Mal 3:2-3). Now the prophets believed that ‘The Day of the Lord is the day of 

the coming of God.’936Accordingly, their prophecies often concluded with theophanies 

that show the Lord appearing in person. His majestic appearing when ‘he rises to shake the 

earth’ (Is 2:21) will result in His exaltation alone and the humbling of the proud and 

exalted (Is 2:12, 17). Jeremiah refers to the retribution of the Lord who will ‘repay in full’ 

because He is ‘the King, whose name is the Lord Almighty (Jer 51:56-7). Likewise, 

Ezekiel describes ‘the end’ as the time when God pours out his wrath in judgment and 

retribution on the nation of Israel because of their sins (Ez 7:1-8). A frequent refrain that 

characterizes the future fulfillment of Ezekiel’s prophetic word of judgment against both 

                                                 
936 Ibid., p. 15. 
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Israel and other nations is ‘Then they will know that I am the Lord’ (for example, Ez 7:27; 

25:17; 28:23; 29:21; 30:26; 32:15).  

Yet it is not in judgment but in salvation that the glory and spendour of the Lord is most 

fully revealed when He appears in person to save His people. Not only His chosen people 

but all nature ‘will rejoice greatly and shout for joy’ when they see ‘the glory of the Lord’ 

and the ‘splendor of our God’ (Is 35:1-2). Then they will ‘see the king in his beauty’ (Is 

33:17). What the mouth of the Lord decrees, ‘his Spirit will gather them together’ (Is 

34:16). The appearance of the Lord in person on the Day of the Lord— both in judgment 

and salvation— will thus forever put to rest any doubts as to the divine sovereignty of 

Yahweh, the King of the world and the universe.  

Although the phrase ‘Kingdom of God’ is not mentioned in the First/Old Testament 

because of the emphasis on ‘the ruling activity of God’,937 the message of Jesus Christ in 

the New Testament is the imminent setting up, in concrete form, of God’s eternal 

kingdom. For Christians, their hope for salvation on the Day of the Lord is now focused 

on Jesus Christ because He is regarded as the promised Messiah and Son of God who 

shares the name of Yahweh. Christ is therefore worshipped as God and His return at the 

Parousia invokes all the connotations that the Day of the Lord previously held for the 

Jewish nation. Jesus taught both directly and through parables that the Day of the Lord 

would be associated with the justice and righteousness of God. He favourably compared 

the past terrible judgments of God on wicked nations—such as Sodom, Tyre and Sidon—

with the coming judgment on those who rejected His disciples and thus Him in their 

missionary endeavours (Lk 10:1-16). For Jesus, the Day of the Lord was equated with the 

                                                 
937 Ibid., p. 17. 
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coming of the Kingdom of God. He likened the destruction of the wicked on that day to 

the days of Noah and the flood as well as the time of Lot before the destruction of Sodom, 

saying: ‘It will be just like this on the day the Son of Man is revealed’ (Lk 17:20-30). 

Furthermore, He identified Himself with the Son of man who would first be betrayed and 

killed before sitting at the right hand of God (Mk 9:31; Lk 22:69-70). Describing what the 

world could expect to see on that day, He said: ‘At that time they will see the Son of Man 

coming in a cloud with power and great glory’ (Lk 21:27). Furthermore, He reaffirmed 

that this event was synonymous with both the Kingdom of God and redemption for His 

followers (Lk 21:28-31). 

After Jesus ascended to heaven, his followers continued to preach and write about the 

good news of the coming Day of the Lord/Kingdom of God. In his sermon at Pentecost, 

the apostle Peter associated the coming of ‘the great and glorious day of the Lord’ with the 

pouring out of God’s Spirit as well as wonders and signs in the heavens and earth. He 

informed his hearers that ‘everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved’ 

(Acts 2:17-21). The apostle Paul referred to the Day of the Lord as ‘the day of God’s 

wrath when his righteous judgment will be revealed’ and He gives ‘to each person 

according to what he has done’. God will reward those who do good and ‘seek glory, 

honor and immortality’ with eternal life. On the other hand, the self-seeking, rejecters of 

truth and evil doers will meet with ‘trouble and distress’ (Rom 2:5-9). The judge on that 

day will be God ‘through Jesus Christ’ (Rom 2:16). Paul exhorted the church in Rome to 

‘put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armour of light’, that is to clothe 

themselves ‘with the Lord Jesus Christ’ because the Day of the Lord was about to dawn. 

(Rom 16:12-14). He described the Corinthian church members as eagerly waiting for ‘our 

Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed’. Not only did he assure them that it was God who would 

keep them faithful to the end and present them ‘blameless’ on that day (1 Cor 1:7-8), but 
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he admonished them not to impute evil motives to leaders such as himself because on that 

day everyone’s motives will be revealed (1 Cor 4:1-5). At the same time, they were to 

judge disputes within the church themselves rather than take them to ungodly courts 

because the saints will judge not just the world but angels (1 Cor 6:1-4). This day for the 

earliest Christians was therefore closely associated with the urgent necessity for 

repentance, conversion and holiness in order to be able to stand before the judge, Jesus 

Christ.   

As well as judgment, the Day of the Lord was integrally connected in the minds of early 

Christians with the glorious imminent return of Christ and the concomitant setting up of 

God’s eternal kingdom. The Day of the Lord had now become synonymous with ‘the day 

of our Lord Jesus Christ’ (1 Cor 1:8), the ‘day of Christ Jesus’ (Phil. 1:6) or just simply 

‘the day of Christ’ (Phil 1:10). On that day the righteous would receive their reward of 

eternal life and sit with Christ on His throne judging the world (Rev 3:21). The Book of 

Revelation promised that overcomers who did the will of God ‘to the end’ would be given 

‘authority over the nations’ just as Christ had been given authority from his Father (Rev 

2:26-27). The eagerness of early Christians to experience that day was so great that some 

believed that they already shared in the reign of Christ and were thus rich in spiritual 

blessings, even regarding themselves as kings. As a result, they had become proud and 

conceited, treating Paul, a lowly apostle, with derision and contempt (1 Cor 4:8-13). In 

response to the belief that Christ had already come in a spiritual sense, Paul stressed that 

before the day of the Lord ‘the man of lawlessness’ must first be revealed in order for 
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Christ to destroy him with the ‘splendor of his coming’ (2 Thes 2:1-8).938 Rather than 

being a secret or spiritual event, Paul likened the day when Christ would be revealed to a 

‘blazing fire with his powerful angels’ that would result in the everlasting destruction of 

those who had not obeyed His gospel (2 Thes 1:7-10). On the other hand, the second 

epistle of Peter spoke to those who had grown weary with waiting for the Day of the Lord, 

saying that with God a thousand years was like a day. It was because of God’s patience 

and mercy that He had not yet come because He did not want ‘anyone to perish’. When 

the Day of the Lord did come, however, it would be like ‘a thief’; the heavens and earth 

would be destroyed and replaced with ‘a new heaven and a new earth, the home of 

righteousness’ (2 Peter 3:8-13).  

9.9.3 The Second Century Concept of World Sabbath 

One of the earliest Christian writings to argue that the covenantal blessings associated 

with the Sabbath had now shifted from Jews to Christians is the Epistle of Barnabas 

written around 130 C.E. Its author, who is unknown but probably of Alexandrian 

background,939 seeks to demonstrate this by employing the concept seen above, namely 

that a thousand years is like a day to the Lord. Because God created the world in six days 

and rested on the seventh day (Gen 2:2), and each day is a thousand years to Him (Ps 

90:4), then the world will enters its Sabbath rest after a period of six thousand years when 

He has ended His work of redemption . Until that time, attempts by humans to keep the 

Sabbath holy will be in vain because of the existence of sin in the world. After the Second 

Coming, however, when sin has been eradicated and Christians have been made holy, they 

                                                 
938 Despite the early Church Fathers stating that Paul was the author of 2 Thessalonians, this has been 

disputed by scholars because of internal factors such as differences in the vocabulary. However, most 

contemporary interpreters view Paul as the author of this epistle. See NIV Study Bible, p.1867. 
939 Brian E. Daley, The Hope of the Early Church: A Handbook of Patristic Eschatology, Cambridge, 1991, 

p. 11. 
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will then be able to keep the Sabbath ‘with pure hands and a pure heart’. 940 Therefore, 

Christians who enter into the kingdom of Christ at the end of time are the only true 

recipients of the covenantal blessings based on Sabbath keeping that God made with the 

Israelites at Sinai. As a result of this argumentation, pseudo-Barnabas thus formulated an 

eschatological doctrine of a future millennium that corresponds to the Sabbath rest taken 

by God at the end of the creation of this world.941 According to pseudo-Barnabas, the ‘true 

rest’ of Christians will be when God makes all things new like the perfect world He 

originally created. That is, the Day of the Lord has in effect become a period of a thousand 

years, the World Sabbath. In addition, an eighth day is included in pseudo-Barnabas’ 

eschatological theory. He refers to Christians celebrating the eighth day with gladness as it 

not only is a reminder of the day that Jesus rose from the dead but anticipates their eternal 

rest in the world to come. Cairus points out that this day is not necessarily Sunday but, 

more probably, the eighth day of the Paschal week and has no bearing on Christian 

Sabbath observance either on Saturday or Sunday.942 The main point is that this eighth day 

in pseudo-Barnabas’ eschatology marks the start of a new world or age.943 

Many scholars, however, have denied that pseudo-Barnabas can be called a chiliast on the 

grounds that his theory is not coherent and draws on different traditions.944 Bauckham, for 

example, asserts that ‘Barnabas is not a chiliast’ and that in his theory there is not a new 

world that follows the millennial rest but just ‘one new world that will follow the 

Parousia’. He sees the confusion arising from the fact that pseudo-Barnabas contrasts the 

                                                 
940 ‘The Epistle of Barnabas’, 15 (ANF, i, pp. 146-47). 
941 Aecio E. Cairus,  ‘Sabbath and covenant in the epistle of Barnabas’, Andrews University Seminary 

Studies, 39, 1, 2001, p.120. 
942 Ibid., pp. 121-3.    
943 Daley, The Hope of the Early Church, p. 11. 
944 Hill, Regnum Caelorum, p. 43, n. 70. 
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Jewish eschatological view of the Sabbath with Christian Sunday worship anticipating the 

future eternal world.945 Yet, as has already been demonstrated in this thesis, the idea of an 

intermediate world or age before the eternal world exists in the eschatology of Paul, the 

Book of Revelation, Irenaeus and the GosTr. According to the latter, this is the time when 

Christ puts all his enemies under his feet, the unconverted world is evangelized and the 

saints prepared for the glory of the Father. A more feasible explanation for the eighth day 

that corresponds to the new eternal world in Barnabas’ eschatological theory is, therefore, 

that he is incorporating into it the biblical teaching of an intermediate millennial age of 

Christ’s kingdom preceding the eternal age of God the Father’s kingdom. The main 

chiliastic ingredients of a thousand years period of rest on earth at the end of time still 

remain intact, as does its commencement with the Second Coming of Christ, the judgment 

of the ungodly and cosmic changes.  

The fact that chiliasm or millennialism was the dominant view of Christian eschatology in 

the second century has already been noted in this thesis.946 Both Justin and Irenaeus were 

proponents of chiliasm. It has already been seen that Irenaeus changed his belief from an 

immediate heavenly ascension of the souls of the dead to their being in an intermediate 

state in the subterranean world until the resurrection in order for him to sustain the 

doctrine of an earthly millennium.947 This ‘appointed place’ for the dead, a common 

feature in chiliasm, exists in the Epistle of Barnabas as well.948 In contrast, Clement of 

Alexandria believed that the souls of the righteous upon death go to heaven where they 

                                                 
945 Richard Bauckham, ‘Sabbath and Sunday in the Post-Apostolic Church’, in From Sabbath to Lord’s Day: 

A Biblical, Historical and Theological Investigation, ed. D.A.Carson, Grand Rapids, Mich., 1982, p. 263. 
946 See section 9.1. 
947 See section 7.3.10. 
948 Hill, Regnum Caelorum, p. 43. n. 70. 
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will reign with Christ in His kingdom.949 It is argued here that the GosTr shares the 

dominant proto-orthodox Christian belief of this period: a millennial Sabbath when the 

righteous are deified and reign with Christ in His kingdom on earth. At the end, Christ will 

hand over His kingdom to the Father. This transition to the kingdom of the Father, when 

God is ‘all in all’ (1 Cor 15:28), marks the commencement of the new eternal age. Such an 

interpretation of the GosTr is supported by its references to the Sabbath rest, the ‘perfect 

day’, the ‘end time’, as well as other Kingdom of God motifs.  

Similar ideas to those of the Epistle of Barnabas and the GosTr regarding the 

eschatological Sabbath are also found in early Jewish writings such as the Book of 

Jubilees950 (c. second century BC) and 2 Enoch951 (c. first century C.E.). In the former, the 

idea that the Sabbath will be kept in the next world by the Israelites with God (Jub 2:17-

21), as well as history being divided up into divisions of time from creation through to 

eternity is also seen (Jub 1:26, 29; 50:1-5). In 2 Enoch 33:1, there is a reference to an 

eighth day after the age of the Sabbath that inaugurates a new creation/world. Thus the 

Sabbath rest is seen here as an ‘interim’ age that is still within the seven thousand years of 

present world history before the introduction of an entirely new world/eternal age that 

corresponds to the eighth day.952 As it is not certain when 2 Enoch was written or by 

whom, this recurrence of the eighth day corresponding to a new world/age concept is at 

least evidence that it came from an early Judaic or Christian tradition and that pseudo-

Barnabas’ use of it was intentional, valid and consistent with popular early Christian 

                                                 
949 Stromata, 4. 3-4 (ANF, ii, p. 411). 
950 ‘The Book of Jubilees’, in The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament, ed. R.H.  Charles, 

Oxford, 1913, www.pseudepigrapha.com/jubilees/index.htm>, accessed on 17 December, 2015.  
951 ‘The Book of the Secrets of Enoch’ (2 Enoch), trans. from the Slavonic by W. R. Morfill, MA, 

<www.pseudepigrapha.com/pseudepigrapha/enochs2.htm >accessed on 17 December, 2015. 
952 Andrew T. Lincoln, ‘Sabbath, Rest, and Eschatology in the New Testament’, in From Sabbath to Lord’s 
Day: A Biblical, Historical and Theological Investigation, ed. D. A. Carson, Grand Rapids, Mich., 1982, p. 

200. 

http://www.pseudepigrapha.com/jubilees/index.htm%3e,%20accessed
http://www.pseudepigrapha.com/pseudepigrapha/enochs2.htm
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eschatological thought. By the second century C.E., the view of history culminating in a 

world/cosmic Sabbath of a thousand years had become a popular religious teaching both 

in Judaism and in Christianity. Lincoln remarks that rabbinic Judaism referred to this 

coming age as either ‘the world which is entirely Sabbath’ or ‘the day which is entirely 

Sabbath. 953 

9.9.4 The Eschatological Significance of the Sabbath 

In section 3.2.5 of this thesis, Judith Wray’s analysis of the concept of rest in the GosTr 

was presented. Although she convincingly argues that rest is a dominant metaphor in the 

GosTr for both a present experience and a future place, her denial of the eschatological 

significance of the Sabbath detracts from her overall argument. This is partly due to her 

view that the GosTr is a Valentinian gnostic text—although composed early in 

Valentinus’ career— that exhibits the genre of a classical rhetorical sermon.954. Wray’s 

analysis of classical rhetoric shows that such a sermon is characterised by the rhetorical 

technique of ‘a deliberate merging of referents’ designed to produce unexpected cognitive 

shifts in the hearer as new concepts are introduced. As a result, she concludes that the 

author is introducing a new idea in relation to the Sabbath, namely, that it is about the 

Saviour, with the Father, working on this day for salvation. She writes: ‘In GosTr 32.18-

25 (38-39), therefore, the Sabbath is deliberately disassociated from REST and defined as 

the time for labor, salvation’s labor.’955 Although she is certainly correct in arguing that 

the author is introducing a new concept about the Sabbath, it is not about it being 

disassociated from ‘rest’. Rather, the author is here equating the Sabbath with rest in a 

way that his hearers may not have hitherto believed possible. He is talking about the 

                                                 
953 Ibid., p. 199. 
954 Wray, Rest as a Theological Metaphor, pp. 96-102, 106. 
955 Ibid., p. 120. 
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Father and the Son continuing to work for salvation during the eschatological rest of the 

Sabbath in the kingdom of Christ.  

Wray also points out that the first time rest is actually specified as a place in the GosTr is 

when it states that paradise is the Father’s ‘place of rest’: ‘He knows his plantings, because 

it is he who planted them in his paradise. Now his paradise is his place of rest.’ 3saune  

n_ni`o  n-toot3_   `e  n_ta3  pe  n_ta3`o  m_mau  6n_   piparadissos  n_toot3_  pe 

&3 \paradissos  de  pe  pe3ma  nm_tan  (36.35-39). Although Wray asserts that this 

allusion to the Garden of Eden would have been familiar to the hearers of this sermon,956 

they would also have been aware that the references to the Sabbath (32.18, 23) were 

likewise of immense eschatological significance. The coming kingdom of Christ, that 

represented a return to paradise, was the overriding hope of the early Christian church. 

This hope had been succinctly expressed in the Epistle to the Hebrews: ‘there remains, 

then, a Sabbath- rest for the people of God’ (Heb 4:9). The words of their Messiah/King 

that He would return so that they could be with Him in His Father’s house (Jn 14:1-3) 

were also still fresh and uppermost in their collective memories. Justin, the Christian 

apologist and contemporary of Valentinus, voiced this mid-second century Christian hope 

of an eschatological rest in the following words:  

there shall be a future possession for all the saints in this same land 

[Canaan]. And hence all men everywhere, whether bond or free, 

who believe in Christ…know that they shall be with Him in that 

land, and inherit everlasting and incorruptible good.957 

                                                 
956 Ibid., p.125. 
957 Justin, ‘Dialogue with Trypho’, 139 (ANF, i, p. 269). 
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In her recent dissertation, Ann-Maree Hope demonstrates that the Sabbath is a dominant 

‘symbol of the eschatological age’ in both Jewish and Christian traditions. By drawing on 

concepts associated directly or indirectly with the Sabbath, such as ‘blessing, rest, 

holiness, remembrance, righteousness and shalom’, she shows that the Sabbath is both a 

‘symbol of creation and recreation’.958 In the NT, the Hebrew concept of the Sabbath as a 

symbol of the eschatological age develops in two main ways: as a recreated present world 

or as an external paradise. For both of these forms of the afterlife, the Sabbath, with its 

associated concepts of holiness, rest and blessedness, became a prime symbol. 959 In 

particular, the motif of rest became synonymous with the Sabbath not only in the sense of 

rest from one’s weekly work but in the sense of entering into God’s rest after He had 

completed the creation of the world. Originally, the divine rest and redemption promised 

by God to his covenant people had been envisaged as a present reality in the land of 

Canaan under Joshua or during the prosperous reigns of David and Solomon.960 However, 

later it became an eschatological rest as a result of the prophets foretelling a glorious 

recreation of the present world. This New Age was regarded by the Hebrews as ‘an 

unending Sabbath’.961 The Sabbath day is actually the only day of the creation week that 

does not have the accompanying phrase, ‘and there were morning and evening’ to define 

its duration, indicating that, before the Fall, the Sabbath was intended as an eternal day in 

                                                 
958 Anne-Marie Hope, ‘The Legitimacy and Suitability of the Sabbath as a Symbol of the Eschatological 

age’, unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Griffith University, 2006, p. 288. 
959 Ibid.  
960 Gerhard von Rad, ‘There remains a rest for the people of God; An investigation of a biblical concept’, in 

Gerhard von Rad, The Problem of the Hexateuch and other essays, London, 1966, pp. 94-97. 
961 Eduard Lohse, ‘sabbaton’, in TDNT, vii, eds. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, tr.Geoffrey W. 
Bromiley, Grand Rapids, Mich., 1971, p. 8. 
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a perfect world.962 A prominent feature of this future eschatological rest was the rest of 

God Himself among His chosen people. 963  

The Hebrew concept of rest is therefore a positive one, with connotations of salvation, 

security, peace and freedom from evil as a result of the nation’s covenantal relationship 

with God. This of course is the epitome of the eschatological holy age where there will be 

no more sin, sorrow or death and when God dwells personally with His people. Just as the 

Hebrews entered God’s rest by keeping the Sabbath day holy, so they believed that they 

would enter His glorious eternal rest on the millennial Sabbath day. By entering the 

salvific rest of the completed work of Christ on the cross, Christians also believed that this 

was a foretaste of their eternal rest in heaven or paradise on earth. Thus the Sabbath rest 

became intrinsically connected with the eschatological age in both Judaic and Christian 

traditions. In the GosTr the dominant symbol of the Sabbath as representing the 

eschatological age is also present.  

9.9.5  The Sabbath Rest as the Perfect Day in the Gospel of 

Truth 

The Sabbath rest referred to in Hebrews 4:9 is in fact the eschatological Sabbath/perfect 

Day as well as the ultimate ‘resting-place’ pma  nm_tan  (43.1) of God and his people in 

the GosTr. All these terms are synonyms of the millennial age during which the righteous 

will both rest and reign with Christ in His kingdom. Although the ‘sons’ of God already 

rest in the name of the Father— whose name rests in them (38.27-32)— it is the future 

ultimate rest of the Kingdom of Christ to which the GosTr enjoins the perfected ones to 

partake. Contrary to those scholars who argue that the GosTr focuses on the Valentinian 

                                                 
962 Hope, ‘The Legitimacy and Suitability of the Sabbath’, p. 299. 
963 von Rad, ‘There remains a rest’, pp. 98-99. 
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present rest as distinct from the future rest when the soul leaves the body at death,964 the 

GosTr is a sermonic invitation for the Christian community to join with God in the 

physical and spiritual rest of His eschatological kingdom after the trials and tribulations of 

the present world. It is this rest that the author of the GosTr experienced in vision and then 

declared that it was ‘not fitting’ for him ‘to speak of anything else’ (42.41-43-2). Hence 

his delivery of this invitation in the style of a loosely classical rhetorical sermon that Wray 

demonstrates is the genre of the GosTr.965 

That the Sabbath in the GosTr is a metaphor of the future eschatological Sabbath rest is 

evident from both its immediate context and the context of the whole gospel. As the 

eschatological thrust of the whole text has already been demonstrated above, it only 

remains for an examination of the immediate context of the Sabbath metaphor in the 

GosTr to be carried out in this section. After relating how Jesus the Good Shepherd 

labours on the Sabbath in order to give life to a sheep that has fallen into a pit, the author 

tells his hearer/readers that he included this story so they may know ‘what is the Sabbath’ 

`e  eu  pe  psabbaton (32.24). Already in the Gospels, Jesus had revealed that he was 

‘Lord of the Sabbath’ and that it was ‘lawful to do good’ on this day (Matt 12:8,11). So 

they —the hearers/readers of this text—already know that it is lawful to perform acts of 

mercy, healing and salvation on the Sabbath. Therefore, what the author is about to tell 

them must go beyond what they already know about the Sabbath. Implicit in their 

understanding that it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath is their knowledge that this day 

was given to the Jewish nation by God as a holy day of rest in order to commemorate His 

work of creation. However, they know that the Sabbath has even more significance than 

                                                 
964 Quispel, ‘Reviewed work: Die Anapausis, p. 395. 
965 Wray, Rest as a Theological Metaphor, pp. 96-105. 
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that. As seen in the previous section, it was acknowledged by both Jews and Christians in 

the second century that the Sabbath also anticipates the future redemption of humans in 

the world made new. So as well as a holy day of rest on which it is lawful to perform acts 

of healing and salvation, they know that it is also a sign of the promised redemption of 

humans in the eschatological Kingdom of God. 

Now the author comes to the very heart of what he is trying to tell his hearers/readers. He 

had just related a unique version of the biblical parable of the Good Shepherd in order to 

make a profound point. As already seen in section 2.6.5, according to the Roman system 

of numbering, when the number of the lost sheep was added to the ninety-nine of the left 

hand it became the perfect number of one hundred in the right hand. He then tells his 

hearers/readers that this number of one hundred symbolised the perfection of the Father: 

‘It is the sign of the one who is in their sound; it is the Father.’ pimaeine  m_petn_   

pou6rau  pe  piwt  peei  (32.16-17). That is, he is referring to the Kingdom of the 

Father when salvation for the lost is completed. He then continues the story of the Good 

Shepherd labouring to give life on the Sabbath to a sheep that has fallen into a pit. The 

Sabbath represents another number that symbolises perfection. It symbolises not only the 

seventh day of the week but the seventh millennium of world history, the world 

Sabbath.966 On this holy millennial day, the author reveals to his hearers/readers, the 

works of mercy and salvation will still continue. That is, contrary to what Christians 

expected, the salvation of the lost by the Father and the Son would continue in the 

eschatological age until the lost sheep is found and given life. The author therefore asserts 

that on the Sabbath ‘it is not fitting for salvation to be idle’ eteme44e  n_tepou`eei  

ouws3_   n_6ht3  (32.24-25). Only if his hearers/readers grasp this crucial theological point 

                                                 
966 Hope, ‘The Legitimacy and Suitability of the Sabbath’, p. 303. 
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will they be able to truly ‘speak from the day from above’, that is, from the perspective of 

the Kingdom of God. Otherwise, they will not be able to understand the true meaning of 

the Sabbath. 

The ‘perfect day’ pi6wou  et`hk  (32.32), or the ‘day from above’  pi64ou  etn_6rhei 

peei (32.27), is described as having no night and perfect light ‘that does not sink’. This 

can only be a reference to the New Jerusalem that receives light from the glory of the 

Father and Son rather than from the sun or moon that sinks. Friedman refers to an ancient 

Jewish Midrash that describes the primeval world during the creation week bathed in a 

supernal light brighter than the sun but which was withdrawn by God after the Fall. The 

prophet Isaiah describes this light as being ‘the light of seven full days’ (Is 30:26). Many 

Jews as well as Christians believed that at the end of days this supernatural light would be 

restored to light the world. 967 The speaker/author is here saying that only when God’s 

children grasp the true meaning of the Sabbath as referring to the coming kingdom of 

Christ can they then speak from the heart that they themselves are ‘the perfect day’ and in 

them dwells ‘the light that does not fail’. That is, if they speak and act from the eternal 

perspective of the ‘perfect day’, as if the eternal light of Christ is already in them, then 

they really will be ‘the sons of interior knowledge’  ni4hre  n_te  pm_me  n_6ht (32.38-39). 

It can thus be seen from the foregoing analysis that, just as the Hebrew Day of the Lord 

became the day of Jesus Christ in the New Testament, so in the GosTr the day of Jesus 

Christ is the eschatological Sabbath— the perfect day—the symbol of the glorious 

kingdom of Jesus Christ. In turn, the kingdom of Christ will ultimately become the eternal 

Kingdom of the Father when the work of salvation has been completed. This prophetic 

                                                 
967 T. Friedman, ‘The Sabbath: Anticipation of redemption’, Judaism, 16, 1967, pp. 446-450. 
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concept of the eschatological New Age being prefigured by the Sabbath day of the 

creation week was also reiterated by Irenaeus in his final book of Against Heresies.968 The 

difference in the GosTr, however, is its entirely new concept of the salvific work of the 

Father and the Son continuing during this millennial age.    

9.10 Return to the Father 

The GosTr is an early proto-orthodox Christian text based on the premise that there exists 

in this world ignorance about the inconceivable and indescribable Father because of the 

artificial construction of lies and falsehoods created by Error/Satan. It was to eradicate this 

ignorance and bring the human race back to the Father that the trinitarian divine plan for 

the salvation of the human race was set in operation. This plan involved the pre-existent 

Word and Son of God being incarnated as the God/man, Jesus the Messiah. After His 

death on the cross, resurrection and exaltation, the Holy Spirit was sent to this world to 

bring the presence of Christ personally to His followers. Thus the work of educating the 

human race about the true nature of the Father begun by the Son was continued by the 

Spirit. The presence of Christ in believers through the Holy Spirit is indicated in 

terminology unique to the GosTr and takes a number of forms. Two indirect ways of 

expressing this concept have already been seen: the concepts of ‘the living book of the 

living’ dwelling in the hearts of the little children and the sons of God resting in the name 

of the Father—which the GosTr states is the Son—who in turn rests in them.  

A third indirect allusion to the work of the Holy Spirit is seen in the reference to the 

fragrance of the children of God that pervades the world:  

                                                 
968 AH, 5. 28. 3 (ANF, i, p. 557). 
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For the Father is sweet and in his will is what is good. He has 

taken cognizance of the things that are yours that you might find 

rest in them. For by the fruits does one take cognizance of the 

things that are yours because the children of the Father are his 

fragrance, for they are from the grace of his countenance. For this 

reason the Father loves his fragrance and manifests it in every 

place, and if it mixes with matter, he gives his fragrance to the 

light and in his repose he causes it to surpass every form (and) 

every sound. 

`e  piwt  gar  36al2  auw  6n_  piouw4e  n_toot3_   

oupetnanou3  ne  a3`i  saune  anete  noutn_   ne  n_tetn_m_tan  

m_mwtn_   a`wou  abal  gar  6n  nioutww6  4au`i  saune  

anete  noutn_  ne  `e  n_4hre  m_piwt  n_tau  ne  pe3staei  `e  

6n_abal  ne  6n_  t`aris  n_te  pe36o  etbe  peei  piwt  maie  

m_pe3staei  auw  3ouwn6_  m_ma3  abal  6m_  ma  nim  auw  

e34atw6  mn_   56ulh  4a35  m_pe3staei  apouaein  auw  6n_  

pe3s2ra6t_  4a3tre3r_  sa  tpe  n_smat  nim  n_6rau  nim  

(33.33-34.9). 

In the beautiful prose above, God’s children are seen as bringing the world closer to the 

Father through the spread of the divine fragrance that surpasses every other form and 

sound. As already seen in section 5.5, Clement of Alexandria depicted the apostles as the 

‘feet of the Lord’ in bringing divine instruction to the ends of the earth as a result of being 

anointed with the fragrant unguent of the Holy Spirit—‘the royal ointment of Christ,969 

which he elsewhere describes as the ‘immortal bloom of gladness’. 970 This concept of the 

divine fragrance in the GosTr is obviously a development of Paul’s words that ‘through us 

spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him. For we are to God the aroma 

of Christ…the fragrance of life’ (2 Cor 2:14-16). The last phrase in this text— ‘the 

                                                 
969 ‘Paedagogus’, 2. 8 (ANF, ii, pp.253-254); see section 5.5. 
970 ‘Paedagogus’, 1. 12 (ANF, ii, p. 234); see section 8.11). 
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fragrance of life’— provides a clue to the real meaning of God’s children being His 

fragrance in the GosTr. As the result of the Holy  Spirit mixing with ‘matter’ or humans 

through the Book of the Living appearing in their hearts, they are now immortal beings 

engaged as God’s emissaries reconciling the world to Him (2 Cor 5:18-20). Hence, the 

GosTr states that God’s fragrance which is His children, surpasses every form and sound. 

Their God-given immortality is an expression of the power of Christ through the Holy 

Spirit in deifying and transforming humans into the likeness of God. 

As well as the above indirect images of the Spirit working in the lives of the children of 

God, the Spirit is also portrayed in anthropomorphic language as running after those who 

have awakened from their sleep of ignorance about the Father, helping them to their feet 

(30.16-23). Here the Spirit is described in traditional Christian masculine terms971 because 

she reveals the Father and the Son to the ignorant and lost: ‘He gave them the means of 

knowing the knowledge of the Father and the revelation of his Son’  pe  pisaune  n_tm_   

piwt  oua6a  pouwn6_   abal  m_pe34hre  a35  neu  rite  am_me (30.23-26). Yet earlier 

in the GosTr, the Holy Spirit is the universal Mother to whom, along with the Father, the 

Word brings the totality.972 As already seen in this thesis, the divine essence is not defined 

or limited by anthropomorphic images of gender.973 The author uses the metaphor of 

gender in order to describe the various roles that each member of the divine triad plays at 

different stages of the salvific process involved in bringing the totality back to the Father.  

It has been argued in this chapter that, in addition to the GosTr being a sermonic invitation 

for the people of God to experience the divine Sabbath rest of the eschatological age, it is 

                                                 
971 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, p. 253, n. g.  
972 See section 2.3.4. 
973 See section 6.6. 
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also a revelatory text of end time events for the purpose of inaugurating the coming 

kingdom of Christ. It reveals that the millennial universal kingdom of the Son will 

culminate in the eternal kingdom of the Father when he will become ‘all in all’. As such, 

the GosTr is a royal psalm that portrays the graciousness and love of Yahweh, the 

Sovereign king, towards His human children by bringing them back to the Father and 

Mother in the glorious kingdom of the Son.  
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Chapter 10 Conclusion 

10.1 Chapter 1: Introduction 

In this chapter, the negative assessment of the GosTr by the Church Father, Irenaeus, as 

well as the modern scholarly theories regarding its authorship, provenance, genre, purpose 

and perceived message were presented. Despite some dissenting voices, many scholars 

consider this text was written by the second century Christian gnostic and poet Valentinus, 

who taught in both Alexandria and Rome. Although a brilliant sermon or homily on the 

Christian gospel by an eloquent author at the peak of his intellectual powers, most scholars 

regard it as a Valentinian text even if it displays few signs of Valentinian cosmogony or 

doctrine. This is explained by the assumption that it was written early in the author’s 

career before Valentinianism developed into its more extreme manifestations. Other 

scholars, however, postulate that the reason why it does not contain explicit Valentinian 

doctrines, such as the emanation of aeons, the fall of Sophia and the demiurge creator god, 

is because the author’s objective in writing this text was to introduce Valentinian concepts 

to members of the mainstream Christian churches in a more palatable form by using 

familiar Christian terminology. In this sense, it is an exoteric rather than an esoteric text. 

According to this view, the GosTr represents an advanced form of Valentinian doctrine 

written later in the career of Valentinus who was then seeking to circulate his heterodox 

ideas of God and the world to the wider Christian community. 

In contrast to the scholarly consensus that the GosTr is a Valentinian text— either in an 

early or advanced form— the present thesis is that this text was written/spoken as a 

sermon by a proto-orthodox Christian author. If this author was indeed Valentinus, then it 

was written during the proto-orthodox stage of his career before he developed his 
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heterodox theological ideas. Furthermore, the purpose of this thesis is to demonstrate that 

the author’s real reason for writing the GosTr was not only to exalt Jesus Christ through a 

process of christological development in the text but also to reveal esoteric 

gnosis/knowledge regarding the return of Christ as King/Messiah to set up the Kingdom of 

God on earth. It was postulated that an analysis of the christological, deification and 

Kingdom of God themes that permeate the GosTr would reveal its proto-orthodox 

Christian presuppositions and their radical difference to those of Valentinian cosmogony 

and doctrine. A summary of this study and its conclusions will now be presented. 

10.2 Chapters 2 and 3: Christological Development in 

the Gospel of Truth 

In Chapter 2 a comparison of GosTr Christology with that of Valentinian Christology was 

undertaken. It was established that there are radical differences between the pre-existent 

role of Christ as the Word in the GosTr and the role and status of Christ as just one of the 

multiple aeons in the Valentinian pleroma. The GosTr describes the Word as being not 

only ‘the one who is in the thought and mind of the Father’ (16.35) but also ‘the fruit [of] 

his heart and an impression of his will’ (23.35-24.2). In this sense, the pre-existent Word 

in the GosTr conforms to the monogenes —the ‘one and only’—account of the Word in 

John’s prologue (Jn 1:1-18). In the Valentinian system, there are also three Christs not 

one. As a result, the Valentinians only acknowledged Christ as a Saviour figure rather than 

a God to be worshipped. On the other hand, as the Father’s eternal Word, Jesus is uniquely 

qualified for his salvific mission which is defined as showing humans the way back to the 

Father in order for them to realise their true divine identity as His sons and daughters. 

Thus, when Jesus first appears in the GosTr, He is depicted as the powerful Word who has 

come to reveal the Father to those ignorant of Him for the purpose of their redemption. It 
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was concluded that this sharp distinction between GosTr and Valentinian Christology is 

evidence of the need to examine the GosTr according to early mainstream Christian 

doctrinal development, rather than as a Valentinian text, ‘in order to ascertain the real 

theological purpose of the author in writing this document’. 974  

The distinction between the Coptic term Word and the more familiar Greek term Logos 

used to depict Christ was then examined. In light of the fact that the term Logos is only 

used both directly and indirectly for Christ late in the text, it is argued that this distinction 

was an intentional strategy employed by the author to indicate christological development 

within the text.975 Not only is there a distinction between Word and Logos; there is also a 

subtle wordplay between the Greek Logos and word/words that provide essential clues to 

the key role played by the Logos in the Christology and salvation/deification dynamic of 

this gospel. The author’s creative use of the Word/Logos concept in the development of 

Christology thus further develops its use in John’s prologue as a metaphor of the Word’s 

oneness with the Father. The Word eventually becomes the metaphorical Living Book of 

the Living which Christ publishes on the cross. This Book then dwells in the hearts of the 

perfected ones through the Holy Spirit conveying to them the thoughts of the Father and 

thus the means of deification. The Word is thus portrayed as the very embodiment of the 

Father’s will and purpose in saving humankind.  

Contrary to the Valentinian depiction of the Sophia/Wisdom aeon as the cause of the 

imperfect material world due to her waywardness, the GosTr honours the beloved 

companion of God even above her status in the Judaic tradition. Because Christ is the 

                                                 
974 See section 2.1. 
975 See section 2.2.3 for a discussion regarding the Coptic translation of the GosTr from the original Greek 

text. 
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embodiment/incarnation of the Father’s wisdom in the New Testament Gospels, Sophia 

Christology is suppressed. Although Jesus as the Word in the GosTr also embodies the 

Father’s wisdom, the author does not neglect the feminine side of God. By the author 

conflating the Jewish Sophia/Wisdom tradition with that of Ruah/Holy Spirit in Hebrew 

literature, the Mother figure in the GosTr is identified with the Holy Spirit. As the 

Mother/Goddess, she shares a preeminent and elevated role in the christological and 

deification process in the GosTr. In turn, the Son’s salvific mission is portrayed as 

purifying and bringing the totality back to the Mother and the Father. His death on the 

cross marks the high point of the Father’s revelation of divine wisdom to humans through 

the publishing of the Book of the Living.  

A literary process of christological development by means of the titles given to Jesus is 

evident in the GosTr. The use of the Word/Logos concept allows the author to develop his 

christological theme from the pre-existent Word who was with the Father from the 

beginning to a personal Saviour, whose revelation of the Father results in the 

incorporation of the ‘perfected ones’ as words in the Book of the Living. From a 

divine/human teacher of wisdom which reached its zenith in the death of Jesus on the 

cross, the narrative moves to Christ the messiah, the anointed one, and finally to the 

concept of sonship. It is this latter concept that is the vehicle for the exaltation of Jesus as 

Lord of the universe through the Son sharing the name of the Father. The sonship concept 

also involves the other members of the divine triad in the divine purpose and plan for the 

deification of humanity. 

The prime reason given in the GosTr for the death of Jesus on the cross is His publishing 

of the Book of the Living, the ultimate revelation of the Father’s love for humankind. This 

is compared to the opening of the Father’s will which reveals not only the names of the 
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totality destined for salvation but also the means of deification for those who will inherit 

the Kingdom of God. Thus, Christ becomes the fruit of knowledge which leads to life 

eternal. His death and resurrection also resulted in the defeat of Error who is interpreted 

here as Satan in accordance with the mainstream Christian view. The difference between 

the GosTr and the canonical accounts of the resurrection is attributed to the GosTr’s focus 

on Christ’s awareness that He possessed eternal life within Him. At His death and 

resurrection He demonstrated this power by stripping Himself of ‘perishable rags’ and 

putting on ‘imperishability’. It is thus evident that He has the power to also give those who 

believe in Him eternal life. As the firstfruits of the righteous dead, the description of 

Christ’s resurrection in the GosTr is heavily dependent on the Pauline description of the 

resurrection of those who come after Him when they are also clothed with imperishability.  

Christ’s role as the risen and glorified Saviour in perfecting and bringing the totality back 

to the Mother and the Father is depicted in the GosTr as a fivefold process.976 Sin is 

viewed mainly as the result of Error/Satan, deficiency and lack of gnosis of the Father. 

The Father’s love for humankind and desire that they be deified is graphically expressed in 

an image of Him as a physician pursuing sick sinners in order to give them grace and 

forgiveness so they can experience rest. As the result of receiving divine grace, sinners 

become pleromas just as God is depicted as a pleroma because of His lack of deficiency. 

Becoming a pleroma, meaning ‘fullness’, entails the complete spiritual and physical 

transformation that is, the deification of that person. Divine grace is thus the solution 

for the ‘lack’ and deficiency that characterises the human race. It is argued that the GosTr 

concept of salvation as Christ filling the deficiency in humans with divine grace in order 

                                                 
976 See section 2.6.1. 
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to make them pleromas, as well as the totality being saved instead of the few, represents a 

clear development in Christian theories of soteriology.  

The Book of the Living that appears in the hearts of God’s children is seen as essential to 

human salvation. If it had not been published on the cross by Christ, the GosTr asserts that 

no one would have been saved. It was shown that the author incorporates features of both 

the biblical book of life and the sealed scroll of Revelation 5, that only the Lamb who was 

slain was worthy to open, in his concept of the ‘living book of the living’. Scholarly views 

of the Book of the Living are then surveyed. The author’s creative use of this concept 

transforms the guilt and human transgression symbolised by the Tree of Knowledge into 

Jesus becoming the fruit of the Tree of Life, the partaking of which enables humans to 

receive immortality, wisdom and bountiful riches.  

Another key concept in the GosTr is the messiahship of Jesus. When He first appears in 

this text, He is called ‘Jesus the Christ’. The significance of the title, messiah, which 

means ‘anointed one’, was examined in relation to the expectations of the messiah at the 

time of Jesus as well as the anointing motif in the text. His messiahship was seen as the 

result of His pre-existence as the Word which was confirmed by His anointing by the Holy 

Spirit as the son of God in the River Jordan. Because of the political expectations of the 

messiah, Jesus was reluctant to call Himself the messiah preferring the title ‘Son of man’ 

that referred to His Parousia when He would return in His Father’s glory. This is because 

He knew that His first messiahship would be one of suffering and death in order to fulfill 

His Father’s will for the redemption of humans. However, it is argued that, because of His 

publishing of the Book of the Living on the cross, Christ is best defined as a royal 

messiah. Later in the text, however, the author prefers to use the title of the ‘Son’ rather 

than ‘messiah’ for Jesus in order to better convey His ontological identity with the Father 



 

358 

and his exaltation to the climatic title of ‘Name of the Father’. This is the title which 

symbolizes His equality with the Father and the inauguration of His universal kingdom on 

earth.  

10.3 Chapters 4 and 5: The Sacramental System of the 

Gospel of Truth 

It has been argued by some scholars that the GosTr is a Valentinian baptismal or 

confirmation homily because of the fact that, compared with water baptism, the chrism or 

anointing ritual is central in this text. In addition, the allusions to the pre-baptism exorcism 

ritual in this text has led to the view that Valentinus was the vital link between his student 

Theodotus and this ritual appearing in the Apostolic Tradition of the Church father, 

Hippolytus c 215. Rather than a Valentinian homily, however, it is the present thesis that 

the GosTr represents a ‘proto-orthodox’ Christian sacramental system for the purpose of 

the inauguration of the eschatological kingdom of Christ. In order to advance this 

argument, an examination of Valentinian sacramental practice, despite its considerable 

variation, was undertaken. In particular, the Valentinian GosPhil, as well as the Excerpts 

of Theodotus, were seen as prime examples of the Valentinian sacramental system. In the 

GosPhil, the rite of chrism is also central, indicating its key importance to the Valentinian 

desire of not just being a Christian but also becoming a Christ. The baptismal formula 

invoking the names of the Trinity, receiving the Name, and sonship were also considered 

crucial to this objective. However, it was observed that the fundamental flaw in this 

system was the Valentinian concept of the Holy Spirit and thus of Christ. This was seen as 

the key difference between the Valentinian sacramental system and the GosTr, which 

exhibits a proto-orthodox Christian concept of the Holy Spirit. Despite the Valentinians 

maintaining that the mainstream Christian rituals were inefficacious because of lack of 



 

359 

insight by participants, it was concluded that, on the contrary, the GosTr’s adherence to 

the teachings of Jesus concerning the Holy Spirit makes it ‘streamlined’ for the purpose of 

redemptive efficacy and deification.  

In Chapter 5 proto-orthodox sacramental theology and practice were surveyed. Biblical 

precedents for the ecclesiastical practice of anointing reveal that its primary purpose was 

for the setting aside of priests, prophets and kings for their sacred roles. Despite allusions 

to the practice of anointing in the New Testament, there is no clear evidence that this 

formed a part of baptismal liturgy in the apostolic Church. However, it is evident that 

anointing, either in its pre or post-baptismal forms, had become normative practice in 

many parts of the Church by the early third century. This is particularly seen in the 

Apostolic Tradition (c. 215), which is considered by scholars to be the earliest complete 

source of both pre-baptismal anointing for the purpose of exorcism as well as post-

baptismal anointing for the purpose of Christian perfection and entry into the 

eschatological Kingdom of God. In addition, Syrian sources indicate that anointing was 

key for the incorporation of Christians into the eschatological royal priesthood and 

kingship of Christ. The practice of anointing in heterodox sources, such as the Valentinian 

GosPhil, played an influential role in the chrism ritual becoming acceptable practice in the 

liturgy of the mainstream Christian church. An examination of the eschatological 

significance of anointing concluded that it was crucial in perfecting Christians by giving 

them the Divine Name and the Holy Spirit in order for them to enter into the kingdom of 

Christ. It is this proto-orthodox conception of anointing, in contrast to its practice by the 

heterodox Valentinians, therefore, that best exemplifies the GosTr belief that, through the 

unction of the true Holy Spirit, Christians received the indwelling of Jesus— the anointed 

one— in order to be perfected for entry into His eschatological kingdom.   
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10.4 Chapter 6: Salvation/Deification in the Gospel of 

Truth 

In this chapter the concept of deification in the early Church Fathers and the GosTr was 

examined. Although the Middle English word ‘deification’ stemming from the Latin 

‘deificare’ and meaning ‘to make godlike in character’ does not actually appear in the 

early Church Fathers, the general language of deification is used extensively by them. 

Their concept of deification primarily referred to its realistic sense, that is, the 

transformation of the human into the image and likeness of God through participation in 

Him. It is in this sense that it is also used in the GosTr. Unlike the centrality of this 

concept in the Orthodox Church, it has historically been viewed with suspicion by 

Western theologians, not least because it was perceived it as compromising the infinite 

divide between the Creator and the creature. As a result of more recent scholarship, 

however, there is now a recognition that for the early Church Fathers deification was not 

only ‘universally accepted’, it was regarded as equal to salvation. Moreover, this concept 

always preserved divine transcendence in that humans are only deified in the sense of 

being adopted by God as His sons and daughters and given immortality. It never involved 

them becoming like God in essence. The concept of deification involving the 

transformation of humans and the world is at the very heart of New Testament doctrine of 

the redemptive work of Christ that culminates in the establishment of His kingdom at the 

Parousia. However, it is argued that the GosTr teaches that the redemptive work of Christ 

also continues during the course of His millennial kingdom until it becomes the Kingdom 

of the Father when He is ‘all in all’.  
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 There are numerous references to the concept of deification in the GosTr.977 It is also 

implicit in the liturgical language of this text. In particular, there is a reference to a 

metaphorical anointing of the ointment defined as ‘the mercy of the Father who will 

have mercy on them’ (36.18-19). It is argued in Chapter 9 that this anointing refers to 

the special dispensation of God’s grace that gives those excluded from the kingdom as 

a result of the eschatological judgment a second chance of salvation. There is also a 

reference to the glorification of the ‘little children’ when the Book of the Living 

appears in their hearts indicating a special deification that occurs before the Parousia. 

Although this seems at odds with the Christian teaching that glorification only occurs at 

the Parousia, other Pauline texts, such as Romans 8:30, indicate the possibility of 

glorification of the sons and daughters of God without the pre-condition of the Parousia 

or the resurrection. In this regard, the GosTr closely follows the sequence of 

theological states leading to glorification enumerated by Paul.978 It was seen that the 

GosTr also depicts the Parousia of Christ. It was therefore concluded that in the GosTr 

eschatology there are three phases of glorification: the special deification of the little 

children that takes place before the Parousia; the glorification of the righteous at the 

Parousia and a post-Parousia glorification to enable those outside the Kingdom a 

second opportunity to be part of the kingdom of Christ.  

The GosTr concept of the divine triad representing the three members of the Godhead 

was also examined in this chapter. Not only does the GosTr anticipate the future 

trinitarian doctrine of the Church, it also accords with New Testament teaching that the 

Godhead are three distinct divine persons who act as one in the salvation of humans. 

                                                 
977 See section 6.5.1. 
978 See section 6.5.2. 
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However, it differs from mainstream Christianity in also referring to a universal mother 

figure. Because the Holy Spirit is apposite to the mother in this text, it was concluded 

that they are one and the same divine person. The issue of the female identity of the 

Holy Spirit was then discussed. It was determined on the basis of scholarly research 

that although early Syriac Christianity, as well as some non-canonical writings, viewed 

the Holy Spirit as feminine, the essence of the Godhead is not defined or limited by 

gender. However, it is clear from the Fatherhood of God in both the New Testament 

and the GosTr that gender is a key metaphor in identifying the respective roles of the 

members of the Godhead. This is borne out by the depiction of the Holy Spirit as the 

bosom of the Father that also emphasises her feminine role. This image, together with 

her portrayal as the Father’s tongue, not only symbolise her oneness with the Father but 

also her close cooperation with the Son in communicating the truth about the Father in 

preparation for His eternal Kingdom. Indeed, the centrality and unity of the three 

members of the Godhead in the GosTr is compelling evidence that this text is not 

Valentinian because in the latter cosmogony it is the thirty aeons who are in the inner 

circle of the Father.  

10.5 Chapters 7 and 8: Proto-Orthodox Theories of 

Salvation/Deification 

In order to further demonstrate that the GosTr is better understood as a proto-orthodox, 

rather than a Valentinian Christian text, the deification theories of three prominent 

early proto-orthodox Christian writers—Justin Martyr, Irenaeus of Lyons and Clement 

of Alexandria— were examined. 
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10.5.1 Justin Martyr 

In order to provide a more balanced view of the GosTr in terms of its second century 

‘orthodoxy’ than that given by Cullen Story, a revised comparison of the theology of 

Justin and the GosTr was made. It was demonstrated they both stress that Jesus Christ was 

the pre-existent Word/Logos and the only begotten son of God. As such, He is worthy or 

worship as saviour and Lord. Justin’s failure to name Valentinus himself in his account of 

heresies especially in the light of the fact that they were both Christian contemporaries in 

Rome was explained by Geoffrey Smith’s research indicating Valentinus was not yet 

considered a heretic even at the time of Justin. In fact, the similarity of Justin’s theology 

with that of Valentinus has caused Brakke to question the normal categories of ‘proto-

orthodox’ to situate Justin and ‘Gnosticism’ to situate Valentinus. It was argued that this 

similarity of their theology is especially seen in the GosTr. These findings further support 

the case for Valentinus himself having written the GosTr.  

Although he was a trinitarian, Justin’s concept of the Holy Spirit was not sufficiently 

developed to distinguish her role and activity from the Logos. He also placed the begotten 

Christ second to the unbegotten Father, the creator of the universe. However, Christ still 

possessed the same divine incorruptible nature or substance as the Father. Because Jesus 

Christ was the incarnation of the Logos, His indwelling in humans through the new birth 

meant that everyone could now understand that Jesus is the new ‘eternal and final law’. 

Justin believed that Christ would soon return to set up God’s eternal kingdom that would 

be defined by righteousness and justice. More specifically, the kingdom of Christ would 

be a millennial one in which all the kingdoms of earth would be made subject to Him and 

which would be centered in a renewed and beautified Jerusalem. Although all three 
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members of the Godhead were worshipped as God in the liturgy of the Church, Justin 

stressed that it is Christ who will be worshipped as King in the eternal kingdom. 

In contrast to Justin’s ranking of the Trinity, the GosTr stresses that, as a result of His 

exaltation after His sacrifice on the cross, the Son and the Father are essentially equal in 

both sharing the divine name YHWH. In fact, the GosTr declares that the Son is the name 

of the Father. This refers to Christ being not only ‘the exact representation of [the 

Father’s] being’ (Heb 1:3), but also Him exercising Yahweh’s perfect power and authority 

in His eternal kingdom. Moreover, as Story himself acknowledges, the role of the Holy 

Spirit in salvation/deification is more defined in the GosTr than in Justin, showing a 

greater affinity to the teachings of the New Testament. While Justin believed that 

universal salvation was possible because of the indwelling of the divine Logos in humans, 

his vision of a new universal, holy and eternal race (genus) of Christ was limited due to 

sinful human nature. On the other hand, the main thesis of the GosTr is that the perfection 

of the totality lies in it returning to the Father through the salvific work of Christ and the 

Holy Spirit. In order to achieve this vision of universal salvation of the human race, the 

salvific work of the Unity will continue during the millennial kingdom of Christ until He 

delivers His kingdom to the Father. Although remaining in the proto-orthodox tradition, 

this is clearly a development of New Testament soteriology. Both Justin and the GosTr, 

however, believed that at the Parousia, the righteous will be deified/clothed with 

immortality and the subsequent millennial kingdom of Christ will be an earthly one of 

justice and righteousness, rather than solely a spiritual kingdom, as the Valentinians 

believed.  
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10.5.2 Irenaeus 

Irenaeus’ defense of the ‘hypothesis of truth’ against the Valentinian and other heterodox 

Christians was based on his conception of the divine economy which involved the 

cooperation of the three members of the Godhead in the divine plan of human salvation. 

This divine economy was centered in the incarnation of Christ the Word and son of God 

for the purpose of recapitulating all things into Himself. As the second Adam, Christ 

undid the consequences of the sin of the first Adam by living an obedient and faithful life 

that included His death on the cross to propitiate a righteous God because of human 

transgression. Not only were all stages of the individual human life sanctified by the 

obedience of Christ, all human existence since Adam was summed up and recapitulated in 

Him. According to Irenaeus, Christ thus secured a ‘comprehensive salvation that we might 

recover in Christ Jesus what in Adam we had lost, namely, the state of being in the image 

and likeness of God’.979 The purpose of this recapitulation of the whole of humanity was 

for Christ to gather all things unto Himself for the establishment of His kingdom.  

The whole incarnation of Christ, not just His death on the cross, was therefore necessary 

for the deification of humans. Just as the coexistence of divinity and humanity was seen in 

Christ, so humans could also be made in the likeness of God through their union with the 

Holy Spirit. Irenaeus’ theory of deification is summed up by the exchange formula: ‘the 

Word of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, who did, through His transcendent love, become 

what we are, that He might bring us to be even what He is Himself.’980 Becoming like 

God, however, did not include an identity of essence. Like Justin, Irenaeus also employs 

Psalms 82:6 to demonstrate that it is God’s plan for humans to become gods with the 

                                                 
979AH, 3.18.1 (Bettenson, Early Christian Fathers, p. 82).  
980 AH, 5. Preface (ANF, i, p. 526). 
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proviso that they never become equal with Him. Through their union with the Holy Spirit, 

Christians will receive immortality at the return of Christ and then reign as gods in His 

kingdom. Irenaeus’ whole concept of divine oikonomia was thus for the purpose of human 

deification. This was God’s eternal purpose through His son Jesus.  

In order to demonstrate the unity of the Godhead in this process of human 

salvation/deification, Irenaeus depicts the Son and the Holy Spirit as the two hands of 

God. As in the work of creation, so the Son and Holy Spirit are united with the Father in 

the recreation of humans in the likeness of God. This unity and cooperation of all three 

members of the Trinity in the work of salvation is also seen in the GosTr. In contrast to the 

Valentinian belief that only the pneumatic part of humans will be saved, Irenaeus believed 

that the power of God involved in the work of creation will also be seen in the resurrection 

of the whole human, including the flesh. Like the GosTr, Irenaeus views Christ the Word 

as a teacher, the ‘only true and stedfast Teacher’.981 It was necessary for Him to be fully 

divine to unite humans with God and fully human in order to save them from the power of 

Satan. He therefore suffered and died as a real human rather than just appearing to suffer 

as the Valentinians believed. The humanity of Jesus is also graphically seen in the GosTr 

where He suffers and dies by being nailed to the cross. For Irenaeus, salvation is also the 

result of humans receiving the unction of the Holy Spirit. Briggman points out that the 

moment of Christ’s glorification was the moment when the Holy Spirit began her work of 

pouring out the unction of Christ/salvation to believers. It is through the rite of anointing 

that baptismal candidates receive incorruptibility as a result of being joined to Christ by 

the Holy Spirit. Briggman’s conclusion that Irenaeus refers to a two- rite baptism in order 

                                                 
981 Ibid. 
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that Christians realise incorruptibility supports the present thesis that the allusions to 

anointing/chrism in the GosTr are indicative of the post-baptismal anointing of the Holy 

Spirit and holds the key to Christian deification.  

It was seen that Irenaeus’ views regarding the perfection/deification process underwent a 

marked development during the course of the five books of his corpus. This development 

is attributed to the ‘increasing urgency of the confrontation with Gnosticism’.982 His later 

position is seen in Book 5, where he writes that during the earthly kingdom, ‘the righteous 

shall reign in the earth, waxing stronger by the sight of the Lord and through Him they 

shall become accustomed to partake in the glory of God the Father’.983 Christ’s millennial 

kingdom on earth is therefore seen as preparing Christians for the eternal kingdom of the 

Father. On the other hand, the GosTr depicts the millennial kingdom of Christ as 

preparing the universe for the Father’s Kingdom by bringing the totality back to Him. 

Irenaeus believed that God’s grace through the Spirit of God makes up for human 

deficiency in the salvation/deification process. What makes persons spiritual, in contrast to 

the Valentinian conception of the pneumatic human, is their partaking of the Spirit of God 

and as a result manifesting the fruits of the Spirit. The initiative of the Father in revealing 

Himself through Christ to humanity is indicative of a ‘universal salvific will’.984 Irenaeus 

was supremely confident that God had made provision in the divine economy for the 

weakness of created nature. He states that eventually human infirmity will be swallowed 

                                                 
982 Hill, Regnum Caelorum, p. 258.  
983 AH, 5. 35. 1 (ANF, i, p. 565). 
984 Tiessen, Irenaeus on Salvation, pp. 88-89. 
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up by immortality and incorruption, and humans will finally be made ‘after the image and 

likeness of God’.985  

The recognition by Irenaeus of God’s ‘good will’ towards humans in desiring that all be 

saved also echoes the GosTr’s statement that ‘the Father is sweet and in his will is what is 

good’ (33.33-34). For Irenaeus, salvation depended entirely on whether this gracious offer 

by God was accepted or rejected by an individual, not on the Valentinian distinctions 

between the different categories humans fall into by nature. He thus dismissed out of hand 

the GosTr because of his belief that it was also Valentinian and no doubt taught their 

erroneous doctrines. However, there is no indication that the GosTr teaches such 

distinctions between humans.986 In fact, the GosTr’s teaching of the need for human 

repentance in order to return to God shows that the opposite is the case (35.20-23). 

Irenaeus’ conviction that God has made provision through Christ for human weakness is 

also similar to the GosTr’s teaching that God fills up human deficiency with His grace and 

forgiveness (35.24-36.3). If Irenaeus had examined the GosTr more thoroughly, there is 

every indication that he would have realised that it was written for the same objectives for 

which he and all genuine Christians were striving: ‘regeneration unto God’ or deification 

and the ushering in of the Kingdom of God.  Moreover, he would have also discovered 

that the foundation stone of deification in the GosTr was the same as his own concept of 

deification: a correct understanding of the role of each member of the Trinity. 

 

                                                 
985 AH, 4.38.4 (ANF, i. p. 522). 
986 See section 2.3.2 of this thesis. 
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10.5.3 Clement of Alexandria 

Clement made a significant contribution to the early Christian concept of deification both 

in his use of Greek terminology to denote this process and in his distinction between the 

image and likeness of God. His strong ecclesiastical faith led him to seek to formulate the 

‘true philosophy’ that would supersede all other human philosophies. It is argued that, 

even though he doesn’t mention the GosTr, he was dependent on it for many of his ideas. 

Similarly, he was reliant on Justin’s stress on the Logos in the transformation of the 

believer as well as the Irenaean motif of the advancement from the 

imperfection/immaturity of the first Adam to the perfection of the second Adam, Jesus 

Christ. However, Clement differed from his predecessors, Justin and Irenaeus, as well as 

the GosTr, in his belief that the destination of Christians after death and the Parousia is in 

heaven.  

Clement’s three main works, the Protrepticus, Paedagogus and the Stromateis, can be 

regarded as a trilogy, the purpose of which is the advancement of humans from pagan 

idolatry and ignorance to the perfection of the Christian gnostic, as well as their ultimate 

deification. In the Protrepticus, he refers to the Word as Christ the ‘New song’ or 

instrument of God who will bring harmony and healing to the universe. Moreover, 

Clement informs his pagan readers that ‘the Word of God became man, that thou mayest 

learn from man how man may become God’987. It is through the minds of Christians being 

assimilated to the Word that they are made in the image and likeness of God. Because the 

Word is rational, the deified person will also be rational. In the form of a prayer, Clement 

voices the desire of Jesus to impart to the human race ‘the perfect boon of immortality’ 

                                                 
987 Protrepticus, 1 (ANF, ii, p. 174). 
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because this is both the will of God and the imperative of the universe. By conferring His 

complete self onto humans, the Word imparts to them the knowledge of God which 

includes immortality. The parallel of this concept with the GosTr concept of the Book of 

the Living was pointed out. For Clement, the process of deification begins when 

neophytes are metaphorically anointed with the unguent of faith at baptism; it is by faith 

that they can grasp in the present the substance of what they will receive at the 

resurrection: incorruption and eternal life.  

As with Justin, Irenaeus and the GosTr, Clement grounds the one divine economy of 

salvation on the creative power of God. Both the Son and the Holy Spirit are involved 

with the Father in this work of salvation. Clement describes the Father in a similar way to 

the GosTr as being proactive in awakening those who are asleep and raising up ‘those who 

have wandered in error’.988 Again like the GosTr, he attributes the folly of the unsaved to 

lack of gnosis or knowledge/truth about God.  This caused the Father to send Christ— the 

‘Word’ and the ‘good Shepherd’989— and the Holy Spirit— the Paraclete— to this world 

for the purpose of educating humans in the ‘knowledge of the truth’, defined by Clement 

as ‘Godliness’.990 The divine gnosis taught by the Word enables humans to be transformed 

by the Holy Spirit and become new creatures in Christ.991 It also brings them together 

‘into one love, according to the union of the essential unity’.992 This is evocative of the 

‘warm pleroma of love’ and the ‘Unity’ images that symbolise the Kingdom of God in the 

GosTr. Clement’s reference to the eternal day of God— ‘the true to-day, the never-ending 

                                                 
988 Protrepticus, 9 (ANF, ii, p.196). 
989 Protrepticus, 11 (ANF, ii, p. 204). 
990 Protrepticus, 9 (ANF, ii, p. 196).  
991 Protrepticus, 11 (ANF, ii, p. 203). 
992 Protrepticus, 9 (ANF, ii, p. 197). 
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day of God, extends over eternity’993—also brings to mind the eschatological Sabbath rest 

and ‘perfect day’ images in the GosTr.  These multiple GosTr motifs seen in just the 

Protrepticus reveal that Clement not only read the GosTr in his quest for the ‘true 

philosophy’ but was deeply influenced by its theological teachings. 

In the Paedagogus, Clement develops his theme of the Logos being the divine 

Teacher/Instructor for the character development of Christians. His depiction of the Word 

as teacher of the knowledge of God is also seen in the GosTr portrayal of Jesus as a 

teacher not only in schools but also personally in the hearts of the little children through 

the Book of the Living. Clement informs his readers that even at baptism Christians 

already possess illumination, sonship, perfection and have become gods as the result of the 

grace imparted by the Father through the Holy Spirit. By receiving eternal life and its 

concomitant blessings as a reality in the present, they are proleptically living their glorious 

immortal life in the future. In the deification process, Clement gives priority to the Word 

over the Spirit because it is the Spirit’s role to be Christ in the believer. Nevertheless, the 

Spirit’s role is not neglected. In particular, she causes the regenerated believer to grow up 

into the image of Christ who is the perfect realization of the image and likeness of God. 

Like the GosTr, Clement depicts all three members of the Godhead acting as one in 

salvation. In contrast to the GosTr which calls the Holy Spirit the bosom of the Father, 

Clement describes the Word as the breast of the Father, bestowing the ‘milk of love’ on 

Christian infants/children. He also asks God to cause all those who have been translated 

into his Commonwealth to be ‘wafted in calm’ by the Holy Spirit and the divine wisdom 

‘to the perfect day’. It is significant that Clement describes salvation as entering into 

                                                 
993 Ibid (ANF, ii, p. 196). 
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God’s rest, the eternal and ‘perfect day’, the same phrase used in the GosTr to symbolise 

the millennial kingdom of Christ. Like the GosTr, Clement also depict Christ as being the 

Saviour of the ‘All’, rather than a few, as well as using the notion of the enrolment of the 

children of God in His kingdom.  

It is clear therefore that Clement not only read the GosTr but uses many of its motifs in 

delineating his ‘true philosophy’. In addition, they also both employ metaphorical 

language of anointing with the ointment. In the case of Clement, he refers to the ‘sweet 

fragrance’ of the ointment as the ‘perennial immortal bloom of gladness’. On the other 

hand, in the GosTr, the Father causes His fragrance, which are His children, to ‘surpass 

every form and every sound’ (34.8, 9), indicating that the fragrance symbolises the 

immortality of His children. All these concepts are predicated on the primacy of divine 

grace in human salvation. For both the GosTr and Clement, the sole purpose of the coming 

of Christ to this world was for the salvation of humans. Despite warning his readers of the 

certain punishment of the wicked, including the destruction of Satan and his angels by 

fire, Clement envisaged a universal salvation posterior to the salvation of the first-born 

church of those enrolled in the kingdom of heaven. Again, in symbolic language echoing 

the GosTr, he exhorts humans to ‘put away oblivion of the truth, viz, ignorance’, dispel 

the darkness and see the light of the true God through His Son. As also in the GosTr, 

Clement views the Word/Son as fulfilling the Father’s will that humans be deified. 

Clement says that the Lord ‘receives all who believe on him’. However, even though 

Christ possesses the wisdom and ‘kingly faculty’ to ‘sway willing subjects’, it is the 

Father, for his own glory, who ultimately delivers the kingdom to His Son, Christ the 

King, so that the entire universe worship him.  
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Although the Stromata appears to focus on the so-called ‘gnostics’ who were closest to 

being deified and thus like God, Clement’s real objective in this text is to glorify Jesus 

Christ. It is because of the assimilation of the gnostics to Christ, through the didactic 

instruction of the Word and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, that they are called ‘the third 

divine image’. As in the GosTr, there is a christological development from Word to the 

Son in order for the relationship between the Son and the Father to be highlighted. For 

Clement, this relationship is primary and defines all other relationships in the universe. In 

essence, the Son has all the divine attributes of the Father, controls the administration of 

the universe and is to be worshipped as God. He is Lord of all and everyone is in 

subjection to Him. Although He desires the salvation of all, He will never compel anyone 

to believe on Him. Clement’s affirmation of the supreme power, divinity and all-

encompassing love of the Son for the human race conveys the universality of his concept 

of salvation.  

Clement describes the Son as monitoring and administering every facet of heavenly and 

human existence in the universe. Through His omnipresence and divine providence, the 

Son is already ruling His universal household. As such, He is not just the Saviour but the 

ruler of all. This is similar to the GosTr’s depiction of Christ being the name of the Father 

in His exercise of perfect power and authority. Clement also preferred to dwell not on the 

major eschatological events, such as the Parousia, resurrection and judgment, but on the 

deification of Christians through the true gnosis of the Word/Christ in this life and their 

subsequent reign as gods in the heavenly kingdom. He seeks to demonstrate that the same 

God who can transform lives in the present world and ultimately make them gods can also 

establish His eternal kingdom that will encompass all celestial and earthly beings. Clement 

asserts that even though humans were created by God, they are not part of His eternal 
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essence but the ‘work of His will’. As in the GosTr, God’s grace is seen in Him having 

mercy on estranged humans and adopting them as His children so they can be deified and 

given immortality.  

10.6 Chapter 9: Jesus Christ and the Kingdom of God 

in the Gospel of Truth 

The GosTr defines the salvation that Christ’s followers are waiting for as the discovery of 

fullness/pleroma. The pleroma is interpreted as symbolising the kingdom of Christ. 

Furthermore, this hope of believers—the pleroma/kingdom of Christ—is itself described 

as ‘in waiting’ or ‘straining (towards them)’. There is thus a magnetic force or attraction 

being exerted on both sides: the kingdom of Christ which is straining towards the 

believers and the believers straining towards the kingdom which is depicted as their 

‘image [which] is light with no shadow in it’ (35.4-6). When these two enormous forces 

represented by the kingdom and believers are in balance, ‘then, at that time, the pleroma is 

proceeding to come’(35.6-8). The kingdom is characterised by the ‘warm pleroma of love’ 

(34.30-1) and ‘the unity of perfect thought’ (34.33-34). When this event occurs, the cold 

of division and ignorance will never return again (34.28-35.2). Instead, the kingdom of 

Christ ushers in the age of divine gnosis with the result that ‘in time Unity will perfect the 

spaces’ (25.8-10). This sentence, as well as those that follow (25.10-19), indicates the 

work of unification that occurs during the kingdom of Christ is a gradual process by which 

the Godhead, with the help of the saints—the Unity— both purifies and unifies the earth. 

As denoted by the clause ‘in time’ this process is carried out in the human dimension of 

time, that is, in the kingdom of Christ before the Father’s eternal kingdom at the end. In 

contrast to the ‘diminution’ (36.6) of grace in the present world, the kingdom of Christ 

will thus fill up the deficiency with ‘grace’ (36.3,5) and ‘the light of truth’ (36.11-12). 
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Because Christ himself is the perfect pleroma without lack, He renders fullness to the 

world deprived of divine gnosis and grace.  

Further evidence of this eschatological focus in the GosTr is found in its reference to the 

eschatological judgment that marks the end of individual lives. It states that God knows 

the beginning and end of all His subjects and ‘at their end he will question them directly’ 

(37.36-37).The fact that this is referring to the eschatological judgment is confirmed by 

the parable of the jars that through symbolic language reveals the various categories into 

which humans fall on the Day of Judgment. The concept of the spaces/emanations of the 

Father in the GosTr show that authentic existence and eternal life can only be found in 

Christ and His kingdom. Even after the Parousia and the inauguration of the kingdom of 

Christ, those outside the kingdom as the result of the eschatological judgment receive a 

second opportunity of salvation. This is indicated in the metaphorical references to 

anointing of the ointment defined as ‘the mercy of the Father who will have mercy on 

them’ (36.18-19). In its emphasis on God’s grace and will in making provision for the 

ultimate salvation of the totality and not just the few, the GosTr thus represents a 

development of the New Testament doctrine of the judgment in particular and soteriology 

in general.  

The GosTr combines both the active and static senses of the Kingdom of God. The royal 

enthronement psalms highlight the fact that it was through the earthly king as the begotten 

son of God that Yahweh reigned over the earth. Similarly, the pronouncement in the 

GosTr that ‘the name of the Father is the son’ represents the naming of Christ as the King 

of the universe. This is the fulfillment of the divine plan before creation ‘that the name of 

the Father should be over their head as lord, that is the name in truth, which is firm in his 

command in perfect power’ (38.36-39.2). The bestowal of the divine name on Jesus at his 
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coronation was to implement the eschatological sovereignty of God. As a result of sharing 

the Divine Name of the Tetragrammaton, Christ is not only worthy of worship as the 

crowned king of the universe, He now has the authority to act and speak as YHWH. In this 

sense, Christ is the name of the Father.  

The Divine Name is also associated with the glorification of believers in the Kingdom of 

God. In His farewell prayer, Jesus indicated that it was the power of the Father’s name that 

would give His disciples unity. (Jn 17: 12). His prayer that His followers would be one 

just as He and the Father were one and that they would see His glory (Jn 17:22-24) will 

only be fully answered in His kingdom. Even after the kingdom of Christ on earth is 

established on earth, the farewell prayer of Jesus, Paul, the Book of Revelation, as well as 

the GosTr, indicate that there will still be opportunity for those outside the New Jerusalem 

to repent and enter its gates. Christ’s kingdom will be centred in the New Jerusalem which 

will exist concurrently with the world until Christ subdues all enemies, including death, 

and hands His kingdom to the Father. Further evidence that the GosTr is an eschatological 

gospel concerning the millennial kingdom of Christ is seen in its motifs of the Sabbath rest 

and ‘perfect day’. The reference to the Father and Son not ceasing to work on the Sabbath 

symbolises the fact that their work of salvation continues until it is completed during the 

millennial kingdom of Christ. Likewise, the ‘perfect day’ refers to the eschatological 

Sabbath rest of the Day of Jesus Christ.  

Finally, the manifestations of the Holy Spirit seen in the GosTr was discussed in relation 

to bringing the totality back to the Father.  These included both direct and indirect forms 

of her bringing the presence of Christ to the believer. As well as the Book of the Living, 

perhaps the most potent metaphor used to describe her transformative role in the world is 

the concept of the Father’s children being His fragrance that pervades the world and 
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surpasses ‘every form and sound’. It is argued that this fragrance symbolises the 

immortality given to the children of God at the end time as a direct result of the Book of 

the Living appearing in their hearts for the purpose of reconciling the world to Him. As 

such, it is an expression of the power of Christ through the Holy Spirit in deifying and 

transforming humans into the likeness of God. 

In the GosTr, the ‘name of the Father’ is a metaphor for the graciousness, glory and 

eternal universal reign of God. Although the term ‘glory’ or its correlates, are only 

mentioned seven times in the GosTr,994 these occasions are augmented by the close 

correlation of the ‘name of the Father’ with the glorification of both Christ and His 

followers in His kingdom. It is not too much to say, therefore, that this text is replete with 

eschatological Kingdom of God motifs. Rather than a thinly veiled Valentinian text, it is 

argued, therefore, that it should be read as a proto-orthodox Christian text designed to 

reveal the divine plan for bringing about the deification of Christians in the millennial 

kingdom of Christ. In its revelation of God’s will and grace that the totality be saved in 

His kingdom, it represents a clear development of the Kingdom of God motifs which 

appear in not only the Gospel of John, but also the whole of the New Testament. Thus, it 

can rightly be described as the Gospel of the Kingdom.  

 

 

                                                 
994 These occasions are 23.26; 38.5; 42.3; .19.33; 19.34; 41.1; 43.17.  
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