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The meaning and value of the Jewish bible—which Christians eventually called
“the Old Testament"—was one of the burning issues faced by Christianity in the
second century, At this time, more and more Christians came from a non-Jewish

"background, and Christian theologians began to measure themselves against the

teachings of secular Hellenistic philosophy. Many branches of Christianity had to
face this issue, the gnostics no less than any other. Classic gnostic myth (cf. BlIn)
and its Valentinian successor (IrV, [rPt) obviously expressed a massive revision of
the cosmogony and history taught in the books of Moses. Other sources show that
gnostics and Valentinians addressed also the problem of the Old Testament prophecies
and their authenticity, cf. IrSat 1.24.2, IrPt 1.7.3.

To Valentinian gnostics all these aspects of the Old Testament problem were
systematically related, for the Valentinian myth of oniging provided an interpretive
key to all religious scnipture, expression, practice, and belief. A presentation of
Valentinian Christianity might therefore begin at almost any point in the system. In
PLF, the great Valentinian teacher Plolemy chooses to begin a systematic course of
instruclion by starting with the question of religious laws and observances. His
addressee is a female adherent of ordinary Christianity named Flora, His manner of
presentation is elementary, using terms that are moral and nonmetaphysical, and

“almost entirely within the realm of conventional Christian language (for another

example of elementary Valentinian instruction, see THRs). Ptolemy begins with a
clear and careful analysis of the multiple authorship of Old Testament laws,
characterizes the nature of the laws by comparing them with the teachings of Jesus,
and from their nature draws conclusions about the god who legislated them.
Ptolemy's conclusions take him to the very edge of metaphysics and myth, which
he promises will form the next lesson of his course (for a summary of Ptolemy's

| metaphysics, see IrPt; his next lesson to Flora does not seem to have survived).

One can distinguish, Prolemy concludes, a perfect god, who is good; the god of

!Israel and the Old Testament, who is just; and the devil, who is evil. He carefully

contrasts this view with positions that assert only two principles (god and the devil).
In comparison with the theology of BIn or RAd, Plolemy's tripartite scheme shows
a relatively positive attitude toward the craftsman of the world or god of Israel;
some classic gnostic seriptures also follow the same tripartite scheme, cf, RR 95: 131,

In the opening of the Epistle, Ptolemy sets out to refute two other opinions on

| the source of the Old Testament law, One opinion identified the legislator with the
| highest god: this was the view of ordinary Christianity and a great part of Judaism.
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The other identified the legislator with the devil; scholars have been uncertain about
the source of this opinion, but it may refer to gnostics who followed a myth like
that of BIn or RAd, where the craftsman of the world (laldabadth) appears to be
identical with the god of Israel.

Literary background

Ptolemy, the author of PtF, is discussed in the introduction to IrPt (*'Literary
background'”). The place of composition is unknown, but since Prolemy was active
in the western part of the Roman empire some scholars have suggested Rome. The
exact date of composition is unknown; Ptolemy flourished roughly between a.p, 136
and 180 [E[__I}_@ and 152). His language of composition is Greek,

According to its title, the work is a philosophical episele, that is, a short formal
essay couched in the framework of a letter. The genre of philosophical epistle was
used by both Valentinus (VFrC, E, and H) and the author of TRs; it was much
favored by academic writers of the period. However, FF lacks the customary
epistolary salutation (*'1 greet you™) at the end. Apant from its opening formula
(**Ptolemy to Flora™) PtF is simply a treatise addressed by name to a dedicatee, as
wias customary,

Text

The text is known only from a word-for-word guotation by the fourth-century
father of the church 5t. Epiphanius.of Salamis in his work Apainse Heresies 33.3.1— |
33710, written about a.p. 375. Si. Epiphanius’s original Greek text is attested by
a number of medieval manuscripts, whose accuracy is a matter of debate among
scholars. The translation below is based upon Quispel’s critical edition of the Greek,
with very minor alterations: G. Quispel, ed., Prolémée (see **Select Bibliography''),
50-73.
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PTOLEMY TO FLORA

A. PROLOGUE
Difficulty of the topic

33.3.1 The law established by Moses,* my dear sister® Flora, has in
the past been misunderstood by many people, for they were not closely
acquainted with the one who established it or with its commandments.
I think you will see this at once if you study their discordant opinions
on this topic.,

False opinions on the topic
. 33.3.2 For some* say that this law has been ordained by god the father;?

while others,* following the opposite colirse, stoutly contend thal it has
been established by the adversary, the pernicious devil; and so the latter
school attributes the craftsmanship of the world to the devil,’ saying
that he is **the father and maker of the universe."'s 33.3.3 (But} they
are {utterly}® in error, they disagree with one another, and each of the
schools utterly misses the truth of the matter.,

The law not established by the perfect god

33.3.4 Now, it does not seem that the law was established by the
perfect god and father: for, it must be of the same character as its giver;
and yet it is imperfect and needful of being fulfilled by another and
contains commandiietils incongruous with the nature and intentions of

such a god.
MNor by the devil

3335 On the other hand to attribute a law that abolishes injustice to
the injustice of the adversary® is the false logic! of those who do not
jcomprehend the principle of which the savior spoke. For our savior
|declared that a house or city divided against itself will not be able to
stand. 33.3.6 And, further, the apostle* states that the craftsmanship
of the world is his, and that **all things were made through him, and
without him was nol anything made," thus anticipating these liars’ flimsy
wisdom. And the craftsmanship is that of a god who is just and hates
evil, not a pernicious one as believed by these thoughtless people,! who
?uke no account of the craftsman’s forethought and so are blind not only
in the eye of the soul but even in the eyes of the body,m

333 a, In the frst five books of the Old
Testament,

b. Le. “my dear lellow Christian.*

¢, Ordinary Chiristions and many Jews,

d. Le. the perfect “parent’’ or deep. Tra-
ditional Christian language (*‘father’’) has
been retained in this English translation of
FiF, in keeping with the deliberately con-
wentional nature of its vocabulary .

¢, Possibly meaning gnostics; . Intro-
duction, "'Contents.”

f. laldabaoth in classic gmostic myth like
that of Bln.

g With this phrase, Piolemy evokes the

",

phibosophical myth of creztion in Pluo's
Timaeus (2Eel,

h, “=Botz, <utierly>"": these wornds are
imudvertenily omitied in the MS5,

i. The devil.

J. The Greek text is corrupt here, and the
exnct meaning s disputed by scholars.

k. John.

1. Or “these people without providence, "'

m. The creator’s forethought is evident in
the orderly and providential workings of the
natural world, which can be scen with the
EYe8.

Irfy 1.7.3

Flato Ti, 28

B 1225
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IrFe 143
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The topic

33.3.7 MNow, from what has been said it should be clear to you {sing.)
that these (schools of thought) utterly miss the truth, though each does
s in ifs own particular way: one (school) by not being acquainted with
the god of righteousness,” the other by not being acquainted with the

father of the entirety, who was manifested by him alone who came and w7

who alone knew him. 33.3.8 It remains for us, who have been deemed |
worthy of {acquaintance} with both, to show you (sing.) exactly what |
sort of law the lawe is, and which legislator established it. We shall offer |
proofs of what we say by drawing from. our savior's words, by which
alone it is possible 1o reach a certain apprehension of the reality of the
matter without stumbling.

B. EXPOSITION: THE NATURE OF THE LAW
1. THE THREE DIVISIONS OF THE LAW

Multiple authorship of the law

33.4.1 Now, first you must learn that, as a whole, the law contained
in the Pentateuch of Moses was nol established by a single author, 1

mean not by god alofie: vather, there are cerlain of its commandments

that were established by human beings as well. Indeed, our savior's
words teach us that the Pentateuch divides into three parts, 33.4.2 For
one division belongs to god himself and his legislations; while {another
division)* belongs to Moses—indeed, Moses ordained certain of the
commandments not as god himself ordained through him, rather based
upon his own thoughts about the matter; and yet a third division belongs
to the elders® of the people, {who) likewise in the beginning must have
inserted certain of their own commandments. 33.4.3  You will now learn
how all this can be demonstrated from the savior's words.

Legislation of god distinct from legislation of Moses

33.4.4 When the savior was talking with those who were arguing with
him about divorce—and it has been ordained (in the law) that divorce

is permitted—he said to them: *“For your (pl.) hardness of heart Moses s oiss

allowed divorce of one’s wife, Mow, from the beginning it was not so."

For god, he says, has joined together this union, and **what the lord has s s

joined together, let no man put asunder.”” 33.4.5 Here he shows that|
{the} law of god is one thing, forbidding a woman to be put asunder|

from her hushand; while the law of Moses is another, permitting the m 2.
couple to be put asunder because of hard-heartedness. 33.4.6 And so,i M%7

accordingly, Moses ordains contrary to what god ordains; for (separat-
ing)® is contrary o not separating.

Yet if we also scrutinize Moses™ intentions with which he ordained
this commandment, we find that he created the commandment not of
his own inclination but of necessity because of the weakness of those

n. CF 35.7.5,

o. This word is inadveriently missing in
the M55,

r. Le. in the first five books of the Old
Testament,

33,4 a. These two words are inadvertently
omitted in the M55
b, Or “presbyters,’’ Piolemy relers here

to the elders who were with Moses “'in the
beginning."*

c. This word is inadvertently omitted in
the MSS.

d. This word is inadweriently omitted in
the MSS.

e. This word is imadvertently omitted in
the M55,
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13.4.7

133.5.1
| divides into three subdivisions.
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to whom it was ordained. 33.4.7 For the latter were nol able to put
into practice god's intentions, in the matter of their not being permitted
to divorce their wives. Some of them were on very bad terms with their
wives, and ran the risk” of being further diverted into injustice and from
there into their destruction. 33.4.8 Moses, wishing o excise this
unpleasant element through which they also ran the risk of being
destroyed, ordained for them of his own accord a second law, the law
of divorce, choosing under the circumslances The 1esser of two evils, as
it were, 33.4.9 so that if they were unable to keep the former (that is,
god's law) they could keep at least the latter and so0 not be diverted into
injustice and evil, through which witer destruction would follow in
consequence. 34,410 These are Moses' intentions, with which we find
him ordaining laws contrary to those of god. At any rate, even if we
have for the moment used only one example in our proof, it is heyond
doubt that, as we have shown, this law is of Moses himself and is distinct

from god's.

Traditional legislation of the elders

33.4.11 And the savior shows also that there are some traditions of the
elders interwoven in the law,. He says, “‘For god spoke: ‘Honor your
father and your mother, that it may be well with you,' 33.4.12 But you
have declared,” the savior says, addressing the elders® ** *What you
would have gained from me is given to god.” And for the sake of your
tradition, O ancients, vou have made void the law of god.”"" 33.4.13
And Isaiah declared this' by sayving, **This people honors me with their
lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching
as doctrines the precepts of men.”

33.4.14 Thus it has been clearly shown from these passages that, as a
whole, the law is divided into three paris, For we have found in it
legislations belonging to Moses himself, to the elders. and to god himself.
Moreover, the analvsis of the law as a whole, as we have divided it
here, has made clear which part of it is genuine.)

2. THE THREE SUBIMYISIONS OF GOD'S OWN LAW
Mow, what is more, the one part that is the law of god himself

Mature of the subdivisions: (1) Pure but imperfect

The first subdivision is the pure legislation not interwoven with evil,
which alone is properly called law, and which the savior did not come

| to abolish but to fulfill.* For what he fulfilled was not alien to him, {but

" stood in need of fulfillment):® for it did not have perfection.

[. By leaving their wives, thus breaking
goal” s original command and entering wpon o
course of lnwbreaking.

g. CF note 33.4b.

h. This exchange is reported in Mt 15:3-
6. where Jesus disputes with Pharisees aml
scribes from Jerusalem: “He (Jesus) an-
swered them, ‘Ao why do you transgress
the commandment of god for the sake of
vour tradition? For god commanded, * Honor
your father and your mother,” and, “He
who speaks evil of father or mother, bet him
surely die,'” But you say, "If anyone tells
his fother or his mother, “What vou would
have gained from me s gven o pod." he
need not honor his father.” So, for the sake

of your tradition, you bhave made voul the
law of god."™ In the succeeding verses of
M1, Jesus guoles lsainh 29:13, exacily as
helow,

i, As quoted by Jesus in Mt 15:8[

jo Le. only god's own law s genuinely
davine.

335 o Mt 5:07, part of the Sermon on the
Mount: **[Jesus said,] *Think not that [ have
come to abolish the law and the prophets; |
have come nol 10 alsdish them bat o Tulfill
them,"

b, These words, or 2 phrase like them, i3
inndvertently omitted in the M55,

Mr 154

M1 15:5

M1 3%
Is %13

ML 51T
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i2) Interwoven with injustice

And the second subdivision is the part interwoven with the inferior

and with injustice, which the savior abolished as being incongruous with |

his own nature.

(3 Symbolic

3357

33.5.2 Finally, the third subdivision is the symbolic and allegoricals [
part, which is after the image of the superior, spiritual realm: the savior |

changed (the referent of) this part from the perceptible, visible level to |

the spiritual, invisible one,

(1) The decalogue is pure but imperfect

33.5.3 The first, the law of god that is pure and not interwoven with
the inferior, is the decalogue or Ten Commandments inscribed on two
stone tablets; they divide info the prohibition of things that must be
avoided and the commanding of things that must be done. Although
they contain pure legislation they do nul have perfection, and so they
were |r| need of fulfillment by the snwor

{2) The lex talionis is interwoven with injustice

3354 The second, which is interwoven with injustice, i1s that which
applies to retaliation and repayment of those who have already committed
a wrong, commanding us to pluck out an eye for an eye and a tooth for
a tooth® and to retaliate for murder with murder. This part is interwoven
with injustice, for the one who is second to act unjustly still acts unjustly.,
differing only in the relative ordef inFwhich he acts, and committing the
very same act. 33.5.5 But otherwise, this commandment both was and
is just, having been established as a deviation from the pure Jaw because
nf the weakness of those to whom it was ordained; yel il is incongruoys

'thn one whu do:s not wish even a s.mgle murder to u;cur—hy sa:.rmg.
“You shall not kill"'"—when, I say, he ordains a second law and
commands the murderer to be murdered, acting as judge between two
murders, he who forbade even a single murder has without realizing it
been cheated by necessity.»

33.5.7 For this reason, then, the son who was sent from him abolished |
this part of the law, though I'u: admits that it too belonged to god: this |
part is reckoned as belonging to the old school of thought,* both where |
he says, “'For god spoke: *“He who speaks evil of father or mother, let

him surely die’ " and elsewhere.!

. Or “*prefigurative.””

d. Or “completion,"

e. The phrase is found in Mt 5:38, again
in the Sermon on the Mount as above, cf.
nobe 33.5a. In the Old Testament. this com-
mandment s found in Lv 24:20-21, which
ulsi specifies death as the penalty for muarder,
wd i the pext phmse,

I, One of the Ten Commundments,

g The so-called necessity he thought fo
be imposed by the weakness of those to
whom the law was ordained (33,4.6) in fact
cheats him of his desire that murder showld
CCasE.

h. The religion af the (0d Testament be-
fore the son's advend,

i The rest of the Mistthean possage is
quided above, of, note 33, 4h.

e

Ex 20:3
Ex 34:]

B
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Ex 20:13
Bx 2i: |2
Lv 2407
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(30 Ritual law has become symbolic

J3.5.8 And the third subdivision of god's law is the symbolic part,
I'which is after the image of the superior, spiritual realm: 1 mean, what
is ordained aboul offerings, circumeision, the Sabbath, fasting, Passover,
the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and the like.

13.5.% Now, once the truth* had been manifested, the referent of all
these ordinances was changed, inasmuch as they are images and
illegories. As to their meaning in the visible realm and their physical
accomplishment they were abolished; but as to their spiritual meaning
they were elevated, with the words remaining the same but the subject
matter being altered. 33.5.10 For the savior commanded us to offer
offerings, bul not dumb beasts or incense: rather, spiritual praises and
Blorifications and prayers of thanksgiving, and offerings in the form of
sharing and good deeds. 33.5.11 And he wishes us to perform circum-
cision, bul not circumeision of the bodily foreskin, rather of the spiritual
heart; 33.5.12 and to keep the Sabbath, for he wants us to be inactive
in wicked acts; 33.5.13 and to fast, though he does not wish us to

perform physical fasts, rather spiritual ones, which consist of abstinence
from all bad deeds.

The justification for fasting

MNevertheless, fasting as to the visible realm is observed by our
adherents,™ since fasting, il practiced with reason, can contribute
something to the soul, so long as it does not take place in imitation of
olher people or by habit or because fasting has been prescribed foris a
particular day. 33.5.14 Likewise, it is observed in memory of true
fasting, so that those who are not yet able to observe true fasting might
have a remembrance of it from fasting according to the visible realm.
33.5.15 Likewise, the apostle Paul makes it clear that Passover and the
Feast of Unleavened Bread were images, for he says that *“Christ, our
paschal lamb, has been sacrificed” and, he says, be without leaven,
having no share in leaven—now, by “leaven’ he means evil—but rather
“be fresh dough.”

summary: (1) The pure but imperfect has been Tulfilled

1.6.1 And so it can be granted that the actual law of god is subdivided
nte three parts. The first subdivision is the part that was fulfilled® by
he savior: for **you shall not kill,” *‘you shall not commit adultery,"
‘vou shall not swear falsely” are subsumed® under not being angry, not
ooking lustfully at another, and not swearing at all,

2) The part interwoven with injustice has been abolished

36,2 The second subdivision is the part that was completely abolished,
‘or the commandment of “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,”

o Ritsal Jaws specificalty affirming iden-
Iy &s a child of [srael,

k. Le. the savior and his teaching,

L Or “literal."”

m. Le. Valentimians.,

n. This word is insdvertently omitted in
w MSS.

306 n. Ululfidled: ie. rephrased according
1o BN even more exacting general principle.
b. By Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount
(Mt 5:20-3T), where also the three Old Tes-
fament commandments are mentioned.,

Rm 229
{FTh 53
GTh I7
GTh &
GTh 14

ICa 5:7

3153

ML 5:21
ML 527
Ml 5:31

1554
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which is interwoven with injustice and itsell involves an act of injustice,
was abolished by the savior with injunctions to the contrary, 33.6.3 and
of two contraries one must “‘abolish’” the other: **For I say to you (pl.),
Do not in any way resist ong who is evil. But if any one strkes you
{sing.}, turn to him the other cheek also,”

(3) The symbolic has been physically abolished

33.6.4 And the third subdivision is the part whose referent was changed
and which was altered from the physical® to the spiritual—the allegorical?
part, which is ordained after the image of the superior realm, 33.6.5
MNow, the images and allegoriess are indicative of other matters, and
they were well and good while truth’ was not present. But now that
truth is present, one must do the works of truth and not those of its

imagery.

Paul a source of these teachings

3d.6.6  His disciples made these teachings known, and so did the apostle 5

Paul:* he makes known to us the part consisting of images, through the
passage on the paschal lamb and the unleavened bread, which we have
already spoken of " The pant consisting of a law interwoven with injustice,
he made known by speaking of “abolishing the law of commandments
and ordinances™'; and the part not interwoven with the inferior, when
he says, “The law is holy, and the commandment is holy and just and

good.”

33.7.1 Thus I think 1 have shown you, as well as possible in a brief
treatment, both that there is human legislation which has been slipped
into the law and that the law of god himself divides into three subdivisions,

3. NATURE OF THE GOD WHO IS AUTHOR OF THE LAW

33.7.2 MNow it remains for us to say what sort of being this god is, who
established the law, But this too 1 believe 1 have demonstrated to you
(sing. ) in what [ have already said, providing yvou have followed carefully,

The lawgiver is an intermediate god

33.7.3 For since this division of the law (that is, god's own law) was
established neither by the perfect god, as we have taught, nor surely by

33.74

Ml 5:59

Mk 2:1% par.
GTh e

Ep 214

K T:1T

the devil—which it would be wrong to say—then the establisher of this |
division of the law is distinct from them. 33.7.4 And he is the craftsman

and maker of the universe or world and of the things within it, Since he
is different from the essences of the other two {and}* (rather) is in a
state intermediate between them, he would rightfully be described by
the term intermediateness.®

. Or "literal." h. Cf. 33.5.15.

d. Or “prefigurative.”

e. Or “fgures,” 33.7 a. This word is inadvertently omitted
I. Le. the savior and his teachings. in the M55,

. Valentinians considered Paul to be the b. He will eventually become the god of
ultimate source of their esoteric tradition, of.  the "“midpoint,” according to [rPL 17,0 (" Fi-
PP, nal repose of the just'').

T R
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He is neither good nor evil, merely just

33.7.5 And if the perfect god is good according to his nature—as indeed
he is, for our savior showed that “one only is there who is good,”
namely his father whom he manifested—and if furthermore the law
belenging to the nature of the adversary is both evil and wicked and is
stamped in the mold of injustice, then a being that is in a state intermediate
between these and is neither good, nor evil or unjust, might well be
properly called jusi, being a judge of the justices that is his,

He is engendered in the image of the good god

33.7.6 And on the one hand this god must be inferior to the perfect
god and less than his righteousness precisely because he is engendered
and not unengendered—ior “‘there 15 one unengendered father, from
whom are all things,”"* or more exactly, from whom all things depend;
and on the other hand, he must have come into being as better and more
authoritative than the adversary. and must be bom of an essence and
nature distinct from the essences of the other two. 33.7.7 For the
essence of the adversary is both corruption and darkness, for the
adversary is material and divided into many parts; while the essence of
the unengendered [ather of the entirety is both incorruptibility and self-
existent light.® being simple and wnique. And the essence of this
intermediate produced a twofold capacity.” for he is an image of the
better pod.# '

PR

D. EPILOGUE
How could the just and the devil derive from the good?

33.7.8  And now, given that the good by nature engenders and produces
the thines that are similar to itself and of the same essence, do not be
bewildered as to how these natures—that of corruption and (that)h of
intermediatene ss—which have come to be different in essence, arose
from a single first principle of the entirety, a principle that exists and is
confessed and believed in by us! and which is unengendered and
incorruptible and good.

Promise of further instruction

33.7.% For, god permitting, you will next learn about both the first
principle and the generation of these two other gods, if you are deemed
worthy of the apostolic tradition,* which even we' have received by
succession, and along with this you will learn how to test all the
propositions by means of our savior's teaching.

. Or “righteousness,””

d. The orginal text of this passage {1 Co
B:6) says: "'Fer us, there m one god, the
father'" etc.

e. Cf, BIn 4:90.

[. CE IePt 1.5.1 (*[1] Animde essence')

g. With this sentence, Plolemy begins 1o
speak of the esoteric Valentininn metaphiys-
ics, about which he will instruct Flora in the
fellowing lesson (ef. 33.7.50,

h. This word is inadvertently omitted in
the M55,

i. Le. the Valentininns

- Or possibly **since."’

k. The esoteric tradition that Valentinians
believed had been established by St Poul,
transmitted by him to & cenain Thewdas,
thenee o Valentinus, and finally to his suc-
cessors like Prolemy.

L Or “which we too. "

14

ML 1T
VErH

ICo &6

e 1,54

TRs &9:57
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Conclusion

33.7.10 1 have not failed, my sister Flora, 1o state these matters to you
briefly, And what 1 have just written is a concise account, though [ have
treated the subject adequately. In the future these teachings will be of

33.7.10

the greatest help to you—at least if, like good rich soil that has received Mk 4:20 par.

fertile seeds,™ you bear fruit,

m. Cf. IrPt 1.7.5, “The spiritual {(ele-
ments), which down to this day Achamith
has contimied 10 sow into just souls, keam
here; are nourished, for they are sent as

infants; later arc deemed worthy of maturity;
and are given as brides to the angels of the
savior,"”
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