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Dr Yamauchi, professor of hisiory at Miami University in
Oxford, Ohio, is chairman of the Insititute for Biblical
Research, the American counterpart of the Tyndale Fi ellowship
for Biblical and Theological Research. This article is a revised
form of a lecture delivered to the IBR in Dallas, Texas, in
December 1983, and is excerpted from the second edition of his
book Pre-Christian Gnosticism (Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 1983) by permission of the publishers. The first edition
appeared in 1973 (London: Tynduale Press, and Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans). In the intervening decade, the stream of writingson
Gnosticism, largely flowing from the discovery of the Nag
Hammadi Coptic manuscripts in 1945, has mounted 1o a flood,
high enough to daunt even the boldest of travellers into this
difficult territory. Dr Yamauchi’s second edition is 70 pages
longer than the first, which indicates the quantity of fresh
discussion to be taken into account. His assessment of recent
writings and of the state of the argument, in 2 field where hazar-
dous hypotheses too often belie the elusiveness of hard
evidence, is always learned and level-headed. The new edition is
an invaluable up-to-date guide, showing that the more adven-
(urous or even sensational theories of scholars have failed 10
win the support of a consensus of their fellows. These edited ex-
tracts focus on two of the central areas in the debate - the New
Testament, and the significance of the Nag Hammadi texts,

1. Introduction
a. Recent publications
In the past decade numerous international conferences have

n

focused on Gnosticism: at Stockholm (1973),' Strasbourg
(1974),% Oxford (1975),> Cairo (1976),* New Haven (1978),%
Quebec (1978),% Oxford (1979), Louvain, (1980),% and
Spl‘il:lgﬁﬂld (1983). Papers from ali but the last are now available
in print,

Festschrifts have been published in honor of three giants in
the field of Gnostic scholarship: Hans Jonas,? Gilles Quispel, ™
and R. McL. Wilson.!! Two valuable collections of essays have
been edited by K.-W. Troger, one on Gnosticism and the New
Tesiament,' and the other on Gnosticism, the Old Testament
and Early Judaism."

Invaluable are the annual bibliographical surveys since 1971
(except for 1976) published by D. Scholer in Novum
Testamentum. In his original monograph, Nag Hammadi
Bibliography 1948-1969 (Leiden: Brill, 1971) Scholer had listed
2425 items. In his latest supplement (X11) to his indispensable
‘Bibliographia Gnostica', Novumn Testamentum, 25 (1983}, pp.
356-81, Scholer has listed the 53451th publication. In other words
nearly 3,000 books, articles and reviews on Gnosticism have -
been published in the last decade! i

From time to time articles have appeared which have at-
tempted to assess current trends and interpretations of
Gnosticism in general, and its relations to the New Testament
and Christianity in particular. I would single out as especially -
valuable two recent essays. The first was the presidential address
given by R. McL. Wilson to the Studiorum Novi Testamenti



‘b gocietas in Rome in 1981." The second is an analysis by R. van
den Broek of the salient trends as culled from over a hundred
essays from recent conference papers and Festschriften.’

The major synthetic work is Die Gnosis published by
K. Rudolph in 1977,' of which an English translation has just
appeared. Also noteworthy as destined to serve as a standard
restbook is the two-volume fntroduction to the New Testament
published by H. Koester in 1982."7

w. Defining Gnosticism - ) )

Scholars continue to cxperience dilficulty in agreeing upon a
definition of ‘Gnosticism’." Some such as H.-M. Schenke,
K. Rudolph and G. Strecker have objected to the distinction
urged at Messina in 1966 between ‘proto-Gnosticism’ and
«Gnosticism'.’ They would prefer what 1 call the ‘broad’ defini-
tion of Gnosticism, emphasizing links of continuity over stages
of development.®”

On the other hand, Hans Jonas has insisted that an anti-
cosmic dualism is the essential ingredient of Gnosticism. The
same point has been stressed recently by K.-W. Troger:

*

Primarily the Gnostic religion is an anti-cosmic religion’.

To underline ihe distinction between the apparently inchoate
phenomena in the first century and the fully articulated systems
in the second century Wilson has been urging that we use the
term ‘Gnosis’ for the former and reserve ‘Gnosticism’ for the

Jatter.

2, New Testament exegesis on the basis of pre-Christinn
Gnosticism
a. No pre-Christien documnents
When 1 first published Pre-Christian Gnosticisnt in 1973,%
reviewers understandably reserved judgment as all of the Nag
Hammadi tractates had niot yet been published. But apart from
the ‘Trimorphic Protennoia’ (see below) there have been no
unexploded ‘bombshells’ in the Nag Hammadi corpus. Hence
even the most ardent proponents of a Gnosticism earlier than or
contemporary with the New Testament acknowledge that there
are no Gnostic texts which date with certainty from the pre-
Christian era.

1. M. Robinson declared at the congress at Yale in 1978, ‘At
this stage we have not found any Gnostic texts that clearly
antedate the origin of Christianity’.> In his 1981 presidential
address to the Society of Biblical Liierature Robinson conceded,
‘pre-Christian Gnosticism as such is hardly attested in a way to
settle the debate once and for all’.®* In a similar fashion G. W.
MacRae declares, *And even if we are on solid ground in some
cases in arguing that the ariginal works represented in the (Nag
Hammadi) library are much older than the extant copies, we are
still unable to postulate plausibly any pre-Christian dates'. 2

Nevertheless there seems to be no lack of scholars who,
undeterred by the lack of pre-Christian Gnostic documents, pro-
ceed to interpret the New Testament apainst a backdrop of a
developed or developing Gnosticism. The view that Gnosticism
is an essential element in the hermeneutical circle to understand
the New Testament is maintained by MacRae,”” Rudolph,*
Koester,? and Schmithals.

Following the concept of ‘trajectories’, which he and Pro-
fessor Koester introduced,” Robinson in his SBL presidential
address sketched two diverging trajectories which arose in
primitive Christianity, both equally ancient and equalily worthy
of consideration. According to Robinson’s schematization the

1 Corinthians 15:3-5 and the account of the empty tomb in the
gospels to the Apostles’ Creed in the second century. The 'left-
wing’ trajectory led from Paul’s view of the resurrected Christ as
a ‘luminous appearance’ and from Easter ‘enthusiasm’ to
Gnosticism in the secand century.’® A {uriher trajectory led
from the Sayings Collection (Q) and the Gospel of Thomas to
the Gnostic dialogues with the resurrected Christ.)?

b. The Gospel of John ) .
There is an emormous literature on this gospel and its possible

‘orthodox' trajectory led from the pre-Pauline confession of
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relations with Gnosticism.* In spite of doubts about Buitmann's
reconstruction of Gnostic sources, many interpreters take the
gospel either as a transformed Gnostic document or as an anti-
Gnostic work.? For example, K. M. Fischer believes that one
can understand John 10:1-18 on/y against the background of a
Gnostic myth such as is found in the Nag Hammadi Exegesis on
the Soul 3¢

Other scholars, however, have opposed this trend.
Bultmann’s reconstruction of a Gnostic background from
Mandaean sources is sharply criticized by W, A. Meeks.?” E.
Ruckstuhl refutes Schottrof s recent Gnostic interpretation,3®

Bultmann’s formulation that the Johannine prologue was a
pre-Christian Gnostic baptist hymn has not convinced even his
own students - H. Conzelmann and E. Kisemann.’ Most
recently another former student, W. Schmithals, has repudiated
his master’s theory quite categorically: ‘The hymn does not
betray direct Gnostic influences. . . . The concept that the hymn
was pre-Christian is rash. Bultmann's guess that it concerned an
original baptismal hymn has rightly found no reception.™

c. land2 Corinthians : ,
Because Paul speaks about gnosis and sophia and uses termin-
ology found in later Gnostic literature in his letters to Corinth,
the possibility of a Gnostic heresy looms the largest here. That
this was the case has been most fully developed by W.
Schmithals.*' Rudolph believes that Schmithals' interpretation
has thus far not been seriously refuted.*?

But as a matter of fact an impressive number of scholars have
now rejected the view that Gnosticism must be presupposed to
understand Paul’s opponents at Corinth. As Wilson points out,
Rudolph was unaware that even U. Wilckens, whom he cites for
support,* has recently changed his mind on this issue,*

S. Arai concluded his study on the subject as follows: ‘The
opponents of Paul in Corinth had therefore been inclined to be
“Gnostic”, they were, however, not yet Gnostic,*** This view has .
now been given considerable support by H. Conzelmann in his
recent Hermeneia commentary on 1 Corinthians.*® Wilson has
come to very similar conclusions: ‘What we have at Corinth,
then, is not yet Gnosticism, but a kind of Grosis.™ g }

In a series of articles R. A. Horsley has attempted to illumin-
ate the ‘gnosis’ of Paul's opponents from Hellenistic Judaism as
illustrated by Philo and the Wisdom of Solomon rather than
from Gnosticism.*® He argues, ‘What Paul responds to,
therefore, is not a Gnostic libertinism, as derived from Reitzen-
stein, elaborated on by Schmithals and still presupposed by
commentators such as Barrett, but a Hellenistic Jewish gnosis at
home precisely in the mission context’.*?

d. TheJohannineepistles

Because of the anti-Docetic polemic in the Johannine epistles the
view is widespread thai the opponents condemned were certainly
Gnostics.¥ :

But Docetism may have arisen from a Hellenistic prejudice
against the body without necessarily implying a fully developed
Gnostic theology .’ Thus Wisse believes that 1 John is ‘a tract
dealing with the arrival of the eschatological antichrists rather
than with a group of docetic Gnostics’.** K. Weiss also feels that
‘The usual conclusion that these opponents there were Gnostics,
however, goes too far."? '

3. The patristic evidence on Simon Magus : :

In view of the unanimous patristic view that Gnosticism began
with Simon Magus, some scholars have continued to seek the
roots of Gnasticism in Samaria, Jarl Fossum stresses the links of
Simon to Dositheus,* and 1. P. Culianu avers that Simon Magus
borrowed the idea of a second Creator from the Magharians.>
Unfortunately for such theories, the link with Dositheus is
questionable® and the sources for the Magharians are quite-
late.’?

As for whether or not we can take Simon Magus as an éarly :
Gnostic, there is a clear conflict between Acts 8, our earliest
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source which depicts him simply as a magos,*® and the patristic |

accounts which depict him as a Gnostic.

Rudolph accepts the latter, dismissing Acts as a ‘blur of con-
tradictions and an idealization of primitive Christianity’.* Here
he follows the lead of E. Haenchen who regarded the Acts
account as unirustwrothy.® J. W, Drane, on the assumption
that an early Gnosticism must have been current, suggests that
Luke ‘has deliberately omitted details in order that Simon may
be seen as a sincere, if somewhat confused, believer in the Chris-
tian message’.b!

But it makes more sense to recognize the accuracy of Acts &
and to question the patristic accounts 8 as many scholars have
done.* Two major studies which have recently upheld the view
that the church fathers transformed Simon into a Gnostic are
monographs by K. Beyschlag®® and G. Liidemann. Other
scholars who have questioned the patristic accounts of Simon
and Simonianism include S. Arai," C. Colpe,® M. Elze,* and
F. Wisse.™ W, Meeks concludes his excellent summary of recent
research on Simon by declaring, ‘The use of reporis about Simon
Magus as evidence for a pre-Christian gnosticism has been
effectively refuted’,”!

4. The Gospel of Thomas

The Gospel of Thomas, which is preserved among the Coptic
Nag Hammadi texts, and of which Greek fragments were found
at Oxyrhynchus, is believed to have been composed ¢, AD 140in
Edessa, Syria.

There is still sharp disagreement as to whether the Gospel of
Thomas represents an independent gospel tradition related to Q,
as advocated by Koester and Robinson, or whether Thomas is
essentially dependent upon the synoptic gospels. On the one
hand, MacRae declares, ‘It now appears that a majority of
scholars who have seriously investigated the matter have been
won over to the side of Thomas’ independence of the canonical
Gospels. . . .”* On the other hand, Kaestli writes, ‘Today, the
most widely accepted position is that of the dependence of the
Gospel of Thomas on the canonical Gospels. ...

Recently Quispel, who has written more prolifically on the
Gospel of Thomas than any oiher scholar, has set forth his con-
clusions as to the sources of the Gospel of Thomas. Though
maintainng that Thomas is independent from the synoptics,
Quispel does not now agree with Koester that it represents a
primitive tradition: *The Gospel of Thomas, far from being a
writing older than Q, is an anthology based upon two second-
century apocryphal Gospels, and morcover a Hermetic writing
which gave “Thomas™ a seemingly Gnostic flavour.”*

Also opposed to the idea that the Gospel of Thomas
represents pristine traditions of the Aramaic-speaking Chris-
tians in Palestine is Drijver’s recent assessment. He would prefer
to date the Gospel of Thomas about AbD 200 on the assumption
that the author knew and used Tatian's Diatessaron.”

If either Quispel or Drijvers is correct, we musi relocate the
Gospel of Thomas al a position much later on the trajectory
from Palestine to Edessa than that assumed by Koester and
Robinson,

5. The Coptic Evidence

a. The Nag Hammadi Corpus .
The exciting story of the discovery of the Nag Hammadi texts™
and the equally fasinating story leading up to their translation
and publication in 197777 have been recounted in detail by J. M.
Robinson, whose persistence and skill saw the task to its
completion.’

It is probable that the codices were buried after the paschal
letter from Athanasius in AD 367 banned such heteredox
writings.” The books were discovered at the base of the Jabal
at-Tarif cliffs north of the Nile river where it bends west to east,
actually on the other side of the river from Nag Hammadi.
B. Van Elderen was led to excavate the great basilica of

Pachomius in the plain below Jabal at-Tarif beginning in t97§.““ .
Scholars still debate about the nature of the Iibrary and the kind -
of monastic community which may have preserved i

b. The Apocalypse of Adam
The Apocalypse of Adam (ApocAd) continues to be touted by
Robinson as an early, non-Christian Gnostic text which can help
us understand the Gospel of John.®? Rudolph asserts that the = -
ApocAd ‘certainly forms a witness of early Gnosticism’ and that - -
it has ‘no Christian tenor’.% MacRae, who supports the non-
Clisistian interpretation of ApocAd 84 at least concedes that a
Christian interpretation is possible, % :
On the other hand, there has been an mcreasmp, number of
scholars who have interpreted the ApocAd either as a Christian
document or as a product of late rather than early Gnosticism.
The Berliner Arbeitskreis fiir koptisch-gnostische” Schriften
notes that the figure ‘upon whom the Holy Spirit descends’ is
clearly Jesus.®® W. Beltz contends that the series of thirteen
kingdoms and the kingless generation are all explanations for
the birth of Jesus."” G. Shellrude presented evidence for a Chris-
tian provenance of the ApocAd at the 1979 Oxford
conference.b

Hedrick suggests a redaction of the ApocAd ‘in Palestine,

possibly in Transjordan, before the second half ol the second - -

century AD® He was not aware of my attempt to date the
ApocAd on the basis of the allusion to the well-known Mithraic
motil of the *birth from a rock’ (CG V, 80.24-25) in a paper
which [ presented at the IInd International Congress of Mithraic
Studies at Teheran in 1975.9 On the basis of the epigraphic and
iconographic evidence collected by M. J. Vermaseren, | sought
to demonstrate that this topos was not known before the second
century AD and that the probable provenance for knowledge of
such a motif for a Gnostic writer was Italy.

¢. The Paraphrase of Shem

The Paraphrase of Shemn (ParaShem) along with thc ApocAdis -
one of the basic supports of the pre-Christian Gnosticism en-
visioned by Robinson.?t MacRae believes that the ParaShem
provides us with a striking example of a non-Christian heavenly
redeemer who deceives the ignorant powers.Y? Koester assigns
the work to ‘a Jewish gnostic baptismal sect’ since it contains ‘no
references to specific Christian names, themes, or traditions’.??

In my earlier expositions I had interpreted F. Wisse as holding
that the ParaShem could provide us with evidence for a pre-
Christian Gnosticism. As recently as 1977 he had written in the
preface of his translation for the NHL: *The tractate proclaims a
redeemer whose features agree with those of New Testament
Christology which may very well be pre-Christian in origin.’ But
Professor Wisse has recently written me, ‘I still think it is basic-
ally non-Christian though most probably not pre-Christian."*

Other scholars would emphatically disagree with the judg-
ment that the ParaShem is without any trace of Christian in-
fluence. After analyzing the Coptic text, Sevrin concludes:

Several features of this portrait of the redeemer have a Christological
appearance: his origin in the light, of which he is the son, the ray and
the voice, makes us think of the pre-existent Logos and of the Son of
the Gospel of John, or also of Christ ‘reflecting the glory of God'in -
Heb. 1:3; his descent ‘into an infirm p]ace corresponds quite well to
the coming of Christ into this world. .

Fischer likewise concurs. ‘Soldas seems once again to be a code
name for Jesus, with whom the heavenly Christ (Derdekeas) is
associated.'*®

d. The Trimorphic Protennoia

Both at the international conference at Yale in the spring of
1978,%7 and at the fall conference of the Society of Biblical
Literature at New Orleans that same year % Professor Robinson
called attention to the views of the Berliner Arbeitskreis {iir
koptisch-gnostische Schriften® and especially of Gesine
Schenke,' regarding The Trimorphic Protennoia (TriProt).
He also noted that Carsten Colpe had listed striking parallels in
this tractate to the prologue of the Gospel of John. 1

In the case of the parallels between the TriProt and the Johan-




nine prologue, the Berlin group suggests that the light falls more
from the former on the latter, that is, they believe that the setting
of the same elements in the TriProt demonstrates its logical
priority over the prologue.'® It is quite clear that these scholars
are working within a Bultmann framework.'®® Other scholars
who do not share such presuppositions will have different
perceptions of these parallels, '™

Janssens, who has translated the work into French,'% has
argued that the TriProt reflects the priority of John's
prologue.'® The most striking parallel is that between John
1:14, 'And the Word became flesh and dwelt (eskenosen) among
us’ and (47, 14£.) ‘The third time I revealed myself to them [in]
their tents (SKENE)Y."" As Helderman has demonstrated in
detail, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the word
SKENE in TriProt reflects the word eskenosen ‘tented, taber-
nacled’ of John 1:14,108

Janssens, Helderman, and Wilson are able to detect
numerous New Testament allusions in the TriProt not only to
John but to the othier Gospel and Pauline texts. Wilson therefore
concludes:

In the light of all this it may be suggested that the Christian element in
the text as 1t now stands is rather stronger than the Berlin group have
recognised. This would in turn tend to weaken any theory of influence
on the Fourth Gospel. !

6. The Jewish Evidence

a. A Pre-Christian Jewish Gnosticism?

Impressed by the great number of “Jewish’ elements such as the
use of the Old Testament and midrashic interpretations in the
Nag Hammadi texts a number of scholars are now maintaining
the thesis of a pre-Christian ‘Jewish’ Gnosticism, that is, a
Gnosticism which somehow developed from within Judaism
itself. B. Pearson, the scholar who has been most effective in
ferreting out traces of Jewish traditions in the Nag Hammadi
texts, is convinced that Friedldnder was correct in postulating
‘that Gnosticism is a pre-Christian phenomenon which
developed on Jewish soil’.!!?

Kurt Rudolph believes that Gnosticism proceeded from the
sceptical and cynical Jewish wisdom tradition of Ecclesiastes,
which he dates to c. 200 BC on the assumption that it had been in-
fluenced by Greek rationalism and early Hellenstic popular
philosophy.!"! Pearson is quite impressed by Rudolph's
arguments for a Jewish origin from Syro-Palestine Jewish
circles.!”* MacRae believes that ‘Gnosticism arose as a revolu-
tionary reaction in Hellenized Jewish wisdom and apocalyptic
circles’.!?

B. Doubts about an Early Jewish Gnaosticism

Opposed to scholars who presuppose a pre-Christian Jewish
Gnosticism are others who have questioned the existence of such
‘an animal’ at least in the New Testameni era. According to
Gruenwald, ‘Thus the views which hold that there was a Jewish
Gnosis from which Gnosticism arose, or that Gnosticism arose
from within Judaism, appear to me {0 infer too much from ioo
little."™ Maier believes that the case for a Jewish Gnaosticism has
been prematurely presumed and that it cannot as yet be
proven.!'s According to van Unnik orne cannot find the origins
of Gnosticism in Judaism.!!s Perkins doubts that there was ‘a
JTewish Gnosticism as such in the first century’.!’” Wilson con-
cludes: ‘In sum, the quest for a developed pre-Christian
Gnosticism, even a Jewish one, which could be said to have in-
fluenced the Corinthians, or Paul himself, has not yielded any
conclusive results."!®

A major difficulty in accepting an inner Jewish origin for
Gnosticism is to account for the anti-Jewish use which most
Gnostics seem to have made of the ‘Jewish’ elements. The anti-
cosmic attitude of the Gnostics contradicts the Jewish belief that
God created the world and declared it good. According to
Troger, ‘But in my view, the hypothesis of a “revolt” within
Judaism would hardly be sufficient in accounting for the funda-
mental and radical anti-cosmism in such a lot of Gnostic

- writings’,'"?
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7. Conclusions

At the 1966 Messina conference on Gnostic origins Simone
Petrément was almost the sole representative of the classical
position which held that Gnosticism was none other than a
Christian heresy.!*® In the last two decades the existence of a
non-Christian Gnosticism has been amply demonstrated, but
the existence of a pre-Christian Gnosticism in the first century or
before, that is, a fully developed Gnostic system early enough to
haveinfluenced the New Testament writers, remains in doubt.

Gnosticism with a fully articulated theology, cosmology, an-
thropology, and soteriology cannot be discerned clearly until in-
to the Christian era. According to Wilson, were we to adopt the
programmatic definition of H. Jonas'! ‘then we must probably
wait for the second century’.!2* Hengel would concur,
‘Gnosticism is first visible as a spiritual movement at the end of
the first century AD at the carliest and only develops Fully in the
second century."??

At the Yale conference Barbara Aland emphasized the impor-
tance of Christianity for the understanding of Valentinianism.
She would date the rise of Gnosticism in the first quarter of the
second century.'™ Tréger would also underscore the role of
Christianity for the development of at least certain branches of
Gnosticism, !5

Significantly, U. Bianchi, the editor of the conference volume
from the Messina conference on the origins of Gnosticism,!2
has also come to the conclusion that Christianity is indispen-
sable for understanding the full development of Gnosticism:

tn effect it is difficult to imagine in a purely Jewish environment,
although penetrated by Greek thought, one would have been able to
arrive at that extreme which is the demonization of the God of Israel. -
... Only the perspective of a messiah conceived as a divine manifesta-
tion, s a divine incarnate person, already present in the faith of the
Nesw Testament and of the Church, but interpreted by the Gnosties on
the basis of ontological presuppositions of the Greek mysteriosophic
doctrince of soma-sema (‘body’-‘tomb’) and of the split in the divine,
could allow the development of a new Gnostic theolapy where the
God of the Bible, the creator, became the demiurge. . , .'¥7
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