HUMA 3457 Gnosticism

Oct. 23: Sethian Gnosticism
Read for Today: Denzey Lewis ch. 10-12; Meyer, pp. 784-789; Three Steles of Seth; Secret Book According to John.
Online Resources: Christian theologians are not particularly happy with the modern interest in Gnosticism. For a “defense” of the faith against Gnosticism read this article on Gnostic Gospels on the Faith Defenders web site.
**Secret Book of John analysis due today, if you chose that text **
1. Seth in Judeo-Christian Thought
· Gen 4:25-26; 5:3, 6-8; Luke 3:38

· “When Adam had lived one hundred thirty years, he became the father of a son in his likeness, according to his image, and named him Seth.” (Gen 5:3)

· Seth in the Cave of Treasures, Revelation of the Magi, Book of the Bee, Armenian Infancy Gospel
· Sethians in the heresologists: Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.29; the lost Syntagma of Hippolytus; Epiphanius, Pan. 26, 39, and 40 (Gnostics, Sethians and Archontics)

· David Brakke: they called themselves “Gnostics” 

· self-identification: “Great Race,” “Great Generation,” “immoveable/unshakeable race”

2. Sethian Features

· A preoccupation with recounting the sacred history of the offspring of the biblical figure Seth

· A Hellenistic Jewish doctrine about a feminine divine figure called Sophia (Wisdom), along with allusions to a myth of Sophia’s origins, her “fall,” and her restoration

· References to a baptismal rite, often called the Five Seals

· Certain Christological speculations that identify Christ with primordial figures such as Adam and Seth

· Abundant resonances with Platonic metaphysical concepts of the structure of the divine world, combined with mystical teachings concerning ways to come to experience this world through visionary, ecstatic ascent

3. John Turner’s “Development of Sethianism”

· first century CE; Jewish speculation on Gen. 1-6: Hypostasis of the Archons, Apocalypse of Adam
· early second-century interpretations of the Gospel of John: Trimorphic Protennoia, Apocryphon of John; also predominantly Christian are Melchizedek, Gospel of the Egyptians, Gospel of Judas, untitled text from the Bruce Codex
· 175-180 CE Irenaeus of Lyons aware of Gospel of Judas and perhaps Apocryphon of John

· 240-260 Plotinus circulated Zostrianos and Allogenes among members of his seminar in Rome (acc. to Life of Plotinus 16 by Porphyry); Plotinus’ anti-Gostic Enneads cites Zostrianos
· late third century: Marsanes linked to Neoplatonic teaching of Iamblichus and Theodore of Asine

· also Platonic: Three Steles of Seth, Thought of Norea, Book of Allogenes
· texts can also be divided by how one attains enlightenment: horizontal (Ap. John, Apoc. Adam, Gos. Eg., Trimorphic Protennoia, Gos. Judas and perhaps Hypostasis of the Archons), temporary sequence of revelatory descents into this world by a heavenly savior; or vertical (the Platonic texts) ascent by which a visionary practitioner enters a succession of mental states in which one is cognitively assimilated to ever higher levels of being
· other issues: some texts, such as Ap. John, have very little Christian content, suggesting they once circulated in an earlier, non-Christian form

4. Discussion: the Sethian Cosmogony in the Apocryphon of John
· sources: three versions in NHL (two are virtually identical), Berol. 8502, Irenaeus’ summary; four different versions
	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; Christ 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.
	


