HUMA 3421 The New Testament I
Nov. 29: The Johannine Trajectory
Read for today’s class: Ehrman, ch. 11; Letters of John 1, 2, 3; Apocryphon of John.
1. Letters of John

A. Date and Authorship

· 1 John anonymous, 2 and 3 John written by “the elder”

· by late second century determined author of 1 John is the apostle John, author of the Fourth Gospel; eventually “the Elder” also identified with John

· 2 and 3 John follow typical epistolary structure (and length), but 1 John is more accurately a treatise

· stylistic similarities suggest same author for all three

· perhaps same community as the gospel but at some development

· 1 John found early acceptance among Christians but 2 and 3 John continued to be debated into the 4th century

B. Text Critical Issues

· Erasmus (1469-1536) and the Greek New Testament (first published in 1516)

· the Comma Johanneum (1 John 5:7-8): “There are three that testify in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit, and these three are one. And there are three that testify on earth: the spirit and the water and the blood, and these three agree” (KJV); “There are three that testify: the Spirit and the water and the blood, and these three agree” (NRSV) 

· 1 John 2:23: “No one who denies the Son has the Father” (KJV); “No one who denies the Son has the Father; everyone who confesses the Son has the Father also” (NRSV)

2. The Apocryphon of John
· Gnosticism: derives from the Greek word for knowledge, gnosis

A. The Origins of Gnosticism

· Plato (430-347 BCE)

· Phaedo:

· a distinction made between the earthly world and heavenly world; the heavenly world is considered true reality, the world of forms or ideas

· soul originally derives from the heavenly world; on being born into a body, it loses the knowledge of true reality; the goal is to regain it during life

· Timaeus
· the Creator (demiurgos) creates the heavenly spheres, the gods, and the world; the gods are charged to make three forms of life: birds, water creatures, and land animals; for humans, he creates immortal souls and charges the gods to create bodies for them

· Plato does not discuss a higher being in Timaeus but other texts refer to a divine principle that orders and rules everything called the Good

B. The Influence of Hellenism

· Alexander the Great (356-323 BCE); united the Greek peoples against the Persians and conquered much of the Mediterranean

· saw his mission as to spread Greek culture (Hellenism) throughout the world

· problems in the Hellenistic Period:

1. Dislocation from family roots and local gods

2. Diminution of the Olympian gods

3. Cosmological revolution 

4. Economic turmoil

· Middle Platonism: 

· the eternal forms (ideas) dwell within the Good; he derives from himself a second God (Demiurge) who creates and governs the world which is created based on the model of the ideas; human souls are part of the heavenly world that have descended into the material world, into bodies made out of matter, and thereby forget their origins

· any involvement of the human soul with matter is considered an evil act; need to devote oneself to the contemplation of the Good (to regain knowledge) to transcend the world and become part of the heavenly realm, and live with the gods in eternal bliss

· Hellenistic Judaism

C. Christian Gnosticism

· sources: several late 19th/early 20th century discoveries (Pistis Sophia, Apocryphon of John, Pistis Sophia); the Nag Hammadi Library in 1945

· Nag Hammadi Library: 51 separate texts including a number of “gospels” and other writings featuring Jesus and his apostles like the famous Gos. Thom. (a collection of sayings of Jesus communicated to his disciples), Gos. Phil., the Apocalypse of Paul, the Acts of Peter and the 12 Apostles, and Apoc. John; also some apparently Jewish Gnostic texts, an excerpt from Plato’s Republic, and some Hermetic (Egyptian Gnostic) material
D. The Gnostic Myth in the Apocryphon (Secret Book) of John

· Apoc. John a popular text among Gnostic Christians (five copies survive)
	Creation according to Apoc. John
	

	1. Unknown, invisible God begins to replicate self into truth, mind, wisdom, etc.

2. Sophia, one of these aspects

3. God and the forethought conceive the “spark of light.” This is Christ.

4. Christ creates the divine world and populates it with powers or aeons (angels). He also creates the perfect Man, a heavenly prototype of the earthly man.

5. Sophia tries to reproduce by herself without the consent of God. Her progeny is imperfect. This is the Demiurge/Ialtabaoth.

6. The Demiurge is cast out beyond the heavenly realm to a cloudy, dark region where he cannot be seen.

7. As he grows, the divine power that is his from Sophia remembers the heavenly realm and so he tries to make a version of it in the dark realm. He creates the archons.

8. The Demiurge creates a copy of the perfect Man. He breathes life into it from the power of Sophia.

9. The archons become jealous of this new creation; they cast him into the lowest region of all matter.

10. The heavenly realm has pity on this creature and sends down various helpers to teach him about his origins and how to ascend to the heavenly realm.

11. One of these helpers is Life, who comes to the garden of Eden as the Tree of Life.

12. Tree of Life is associated with the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil; the serpent, an agent of the divine realm, instructs Adam and Eve to eat of the tree of knowledge. 

13. For doing so, the Demiurge casts them out of Paradise and shrouds them in forgetfulness.

14. The Spirit and Sophia again try to come to the aid of humans by sending down another agent of light, Christ, to teach them about the divine spark that dwells within them and save them from darkness.
	


E. Jesus Christ in Gnostic Thought

 Jesus is described in these texts as a Gnostic Redeemer, a supernatural figure who descends from the heavens to inform humans about their true origins

 a distinction is made in the literature between Christ (a pre-existent supernatural divine being) and Jesus (the man in whom Christ incarnates or possesses in order to instruct humanity)
 the Christ being incarnates or possesses Jesus at the baptism alighting upon him like a dove and leaves the body of Jesus at the crucifixion
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