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Gnosticism

(TS01)

Introduction

1) Definition. Gnosticism was the major thrust of the cosmic revolution of Satan against the early church, which combined Greek philosophy, legalistic Judaism and oriental dualism to form an apostate synchronism covered by a veneer of Christian vocabulary.

2) The Gnostics claimed to have superior knowledge (from Greek word gnw`si", which means knowledge). Thus they called themselves oi Gnw`stikoi or the Gnostics.

3) Unger's Bible Handbook: “Gnosticism in its diverse forms received its impulse, and in the main guidance, from pagan philosophy.”

4) Gnosticism was easily the most dangerous heresy to threaten the early Church. 

a) Its leaders had gone out from among the true Christians and because there was an attitude of sympathy toward them it constituted a subtle danger.

b) Both John and Paul saw this as a dire peril to Christianity.

c) In the second century it gave pure Christianity a gigantic struggle. By this time the movement had, “Spread with the swiftness of an epidemic over the church from Syria to Gaul.” (Law, p.26).

d) John opposed the teaching of the Cerinthian Gnostics, the Nicolaitans and the Docetic Gnostics in his writings. John would not even be seen in the same bathhouse as Cerinthus, calling him the “enemy of the truth.”

e) The Gospel of John sought to prove the deity of Christ, whereas the first epistle of John sought to prove, among other things, His humanity [cf., Robertson’s Word Pictures in the Greek New Testament].

f) By the beginning of the 3rd century A.D., it had become so wide spread that most of the intellectual Christian community throughout the Roman Empire were affected by it to some degree.

5) Some of the leaders of the various Gnostic groups include Cerinthus, Saturninus, Basilides, Valentinus, Bardesanes, Marcion (one of the most famous of all), and Nicolas (founder of the infamous Nicolaitans).

6) A very valuable discovery was made in 1945 by some peasants near the little town of Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt. They found a large jar containing a collection of Coptic Gnostic books and documents dating from the 4th century A.D. Altogether there were 48 treatises - Gnostic gospels, epistles, apocalyptic literature and so on.

Gnosticism’s Sources 

Gnosticism has three primary sources: 

1) Platonism:

a) To Platonism it owed its philosophical form and tendencies. 

b) Most of this began with Philo Judaeus, the great Jewish commentator of Alexandria. 

i) In the first century he tried to interpret the Jewish scriptures by employing the writings of the Greek philosophers - Plato in particular (hence, the term Platonism). 

ii) Philo did this in order that he might expound the Old Testament in terms of Platonic thought and to discover the allegorical meanings therein (which were never intended). 

iii) Philo drew a sharp line between God and the material world. To him, God could not exert any action upon matter except through intermediate agencies (the angels of Judaism and demons of heathenism). 

iv) He said much about the logos. Logos is the Greek word which means “word” and is often used by John as a personification of Christ (John 1:1). But to him, the logos was merely an impersonal power belonging to God, not dissimilar to the thinking of the modern day neo-Gnostic cults such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, which deny the deity of the Holy Spirit and teach that He is no more than a title for Jehovah's omnipotence. 

v) Philo taught that the creation of the uni​verse was a gradual molding out of matter; evil eventually arose in the long process. 

vi) He also taught the doctrine of the pre-existence of the soul, the soul which is now imprisoned in the flesh. 

vii) To secure sal​vation, mankind must break the through the realm of the flesh and rise by a sort of ecstasy to the immediate vision of God. 

viii) It is clear that the various Gnostic sects were deeply indebted to Philo.

2) Persian Zoroastrianism:

a) There exist two original and independent powers [good/evil or light/darkness]. 

i) Ormuzd (Ahura-Mazda) the wise lord, and

ii) Ahriman (Angra-Mainyu) the wicked spirit.

b) These deities are each equal in power and each supreme in his own domain.

c) Earth, created by Ormuzd, became the battle​field of the two powers.

d) Ahriman led the first man and woman away from their allegiance to Oruzd and every evil of mankind resulted.

3) Indian Buddhism:

a) From another angle, Gnosticism has been regarded as a combination of spirit and matter; this combination could have resulted in its pessimism and asceticism.

b) The view held by Mansel and others that Gnosticism owed a great deal to the Buddhism of India has been strongly opposed by some of the best authorities. 

c) At the same time, it is almost impossible to escape the conclusion that hopelessness of the East and the intense asceticism so characteristic of India must have exercised a profound influence upon Persia, Iraq and Syria in the early ages.

Gnostic Beliefs

1) Gwatkin called Gnosticism, “Christianity perverted by learning and speculation.”  [II, p.73]

2) God:
a) To the Gnostics, God is the ultimate, nameless, unknow​able being. He is perfect. His fullness (plhvrwma), however, can only flow out in emanations, aeons or angels, which are all imperfect, having varying degrees ranging from almost corporeal to very spiritual. The highest aeons approximate closely to the divine nature, so spiritual are they and so free from matter (Jesus is the highest aeon). These very spiritual aeons graduate down until, at their lowest state, they become mankind and simple matter (the abode of evil). Gnosticism, then, begins with a dualism – the concept of good versus evil. Angelic hosts are to be worshipped.
b) Because God could have no immediate contact with matter the incarnation was inconceivable to the Gnostics. It was therefore denied that Christ's body was a physical human body. John attacks this teaching in 1 John 2:22 and 4:2ff.  He attacks antinomianism in 1 John 3:4, 7, 9-10 and 5:17. One of the sayings that they used of themselves was that they “knew the depths” [the Ophites in particular], but John writes that they knew the “deep things of Satan,” but not of God (Revelation 2:20-24).

3) The Creator and the Creation:

a) They regarded the separation of matter and spirit as essential. Matter is intrinsically evil and the source from which all evil has risen.

b) The Gnostics used the concept of fullness (plhvrwma) in contrast to matter (u{lh - material, matter, stuff; in our literature only earthly, perishable, non-divine matter).
  u{lh is the world of matter, while plhvrwma is the world of the spiritual. These are in opposition to one another. This concept is drawn from Plato, who described plhvrwma as a sort of an ethereal, spiritual concept of good, whereas u{lh is the world of matter, including the human body. This is Platonic Dualism: the strict distinction between u{lh and plhvrwma. To Plato, the u{lh traps certain aspects of plhvrwma which are thus imprisoned. U{lh has imprisoned plhvrwma thereby causing men to be created evil. (This makes a very clever appeal to the biblical doctrine of the fall of man. The pseudo-Christian allusions to truth made the attack of Gnosticism both potent and subtle.

c) To the Gnostics, the God of the Old Testament was the dhmiourgov" - craftsman, maker.
 The dhmiourgov" was less than God, although he had emanated from God. He must of necessity be an inferior being infinitely remote from the Supreme Being (who can have nothing to do with anything material). He was powerful enough to create matter, but not wise enough to know that it was it was evil to do so. Thus, combating Gnosticism in his Epistle to the Colossians, Paul had to present Christ as both the Creator and the Sustainer of all things (Colossians 1:16-17).

4) Secret knowledge:

a) The intellectual pride of the Gnostics changed the gospel into a perversion of both Plato and Scripture.

b) The Gnostics claimed to be the elite, the wise philosophers to whom was revealed the secret knowledge that the overwhelming mass of mankind could never know.

c) They regarded knowledge as superior to faith.

d) Paul rebuked the “knowledge” (gnw`si") emphasis of the Greek believers in 1 Corinthians 8:1, 7-11, 13:2. He referred to Gnosticism when he wrote of  “what is falsely called knowledge (gnw`si")” in 1 Timothy 6:20 [cf. 1 Timothy 1:4].

e) The advent of Gnosticism has a polemical advantage: it caused Paul to develop a technical vocabulary to describe certain principals of doctrine. Gnosticism used technical words which became technical words in Christianity. This is best illustrated by the Epistle to the Colossians. 

f) The Gnostics claimed to have gnw`si", which to them meant a “super-knowledge.” But Paul demonstrated that gnw`si", as far as the Christian life is concern​ed, is merely academic or intellectual understanding. It is only after a Biblical principle is understood (gnw`si") and then believed (pivsti") that it has any use or value of application.

g) Paul wrote that more than academic or intel​lectual knowledge (gnw`si") of the Bible is needed - we need to believe what we understand to make it usable (ejpivgnwsi"). Colossians 1:9-10: “For this reason also, since the day we heard of it, we have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge (ejpivgnwsi") of His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that you may walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge (ejpivgnwsi") of God
h) Gnw`si" is being a “hearer” of the Word. When we (1) hear and understand the Word, and (2) mix it with faith, then God the Holy Spirit make it a reality (ejpivgnwsi"). 

i) The Gnostics emphasized “learning” things, but Paul demonstrated that “learning” is merely the first stage. James teaches us to be not a hearer of the Word only, but a doer of the Word. Bible doctrine can only be applied, however, after it has been believed and converted by God the Holy Spirit into epignosis, or usable doctrine. 

j) These intellectuals gloried in their human I.Q. and would ridicule true believers as being mere “pistics.” Paul showed how pivsti" (faith) is the only means by which God is pleased.

5) Gnostic salvation:

a) The Gnostics taught redemption through Christ, but not in the sense that it is defined in Christian doctrine. They turned it into redemption of the philosophers – from matter, not from sin.

b) They did not ask, “How can I be saved from sin,” but, “What is the origin of evil? How can the primitive order of the universe be restored?”

c) They denied the true humanity of Christ. The Christology promoted by the Docetics considered the earthly life of Christ, and especially the sufferings of the cross, to be unreal.

d) From their Platonism arose the error that sin is inherent in the material substance of the body. 

e) To them, redemption was not to be found in Christ’s sacrifice, but in each person's efforts to secure emancipation from the flesh (i.e., physical evil). Redemption consists in the restoration of the cosmic order and the illumination of the mind of the select few through knowledge (gnw`si"). Christ is not the redeemer, but merely the highest aeon. They saw Him as an originated being, not as God. 

f) The objective in Gnosticism is for the devotee to liberate the plhvrwma from the u{lh. 

g) How are plhvrwma liberated? In one of two ways:

i) Maximum asceticism (mortification of the flesh), or

ii) Maximum degeneracy (reckless, lascivious abandon).

h) In order to fit Christ into the picture, Gnostics claimed that Christ was the highest aeon (emanation), but certainly not the Savior and much less God!

i) Gnostic salvation was a great synthesis conspiracy:

i) In a synthesis conspiracy both a thesis and an antitheses are employed. In this case, asceticism and degeneracy.

ii) Gnostic thesis salvation was through asceticism. 

(1) In this approach plhvrwma is liberated from u{lh by abstaining from something. They held that abstaining from marriage and certain foods was particularly meritorious.

(2) Paul countered this false teaching by writing that such abstinence is unnatural and that God’s gifts should not be counted common or unclean. 1 Timothy 4:1, 3-4: “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons . . . men who forbid marriage and advocate abstaining from foods, which God has created to be gratefully shared in by those who believe and know the truth. For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected, if it is received with gratitude.”
(3) Another way to perfection is the punishment of the body through pain and mortification of the flesh so that the soul might be released. This practice prevailed  - particularly among the pagans of the East - long before the advent of Christian​ity. Those who adhere to this are referred to in Colossians 2:21-23.

(4) The original Gnostics of this group were called the Essenes, a monastic brotherhood of Jews in Palestine from the 2nd century B.C. to the 2nd century A.D.  Much of their literature was discovered in the famous Dead Sea Scrolls.  While Jesus has been falsely accused of being an Essene, they may have raised John the Baptizer.
 If they did, he had certainly thrown off most of their teaching by the time of his “public appearance to Israel.”
(5) Other groups that should be mentioned include the Marcionites and the Manichaeans.

iii) Gnostic antithesis salvation came through full blown degeneracy – surrender to the flesh and all of its desires. 

(1) With this model, plhvrwma are liberated from u{lh by religious sexual perversion (temple prostitution, for instance – what R.B. Thieme has called the Phallic Cult). 

(2) In this religious sexual perversion, the devotee offers himself/herself with unrestrained abandon to sex in the worship of the generative powers in nature as symbolized by the phallus. 

(3) This was widely practiced among the Phoenicians (Hamitic inhabitants of Tyre, Sidon and Carthage). 

(4) This may explain the long standing immorality that is ever-present throughout Greek history – it is built into the fabric of their philosophy.. among the Greeks - it starts with Plato. Bestiality, homo​sexuality, fornication, and carousing are all involved here. And in order for it to be effectual, you had to do a lot of it – total abandon!

(5) This model is represented by the Nicolaitans (along with the Ophites and Carpocratians), although the Patristic fathers differ in their description of them.
(a) Of their founder, Nicolas:
(i) Church Historian Philip Schaff writes: “They claimed as their founder Nicolas, a proselyte of Antioch and one of the seven deacons of the congregation of Jerusalem (Acts 6:5). He is supposed to have apostatized from the true faith, and taught the dangerous principle that the flesh must be abused, that is, at least as understood by his disciples, one must make the whole round of sensuality, to become its perfect master. But the views of the fathers are conflicting. Irenaeus (who is followed substantially by Hippolytus) gives a very unfavorable account. ‘The Nicolaitans,’ he says, ‘are the followers of that Nicolas who was one of the seven first ordained to the deaconate by the apostles. They lead lives of unrestrained indulgence. The character of these men is very plainly pointed out in the Apocalypse of John, where they are represented as teaching that it is a matter of indifference to practice adultery, and to eat things sacrificed to idols. Wherefore the Word has also spoken of them thus: But this thou hast, that thou hatest the deeds of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.’ Clement of Alexandria says that Nicolas was a faithful husband, and brought up his children in purity, but that his disciples misunderstood his saying (which he attributes also to the Apostle Matthias), ‘that we must fight against the flesh and abuse it.’”

(ii) Smith writes: “It is said that the Nicolaitans were the followers of Nicolas, one of the seven deacons (Acts 6:5), and this strange story is told of him by Clement of Alexandria: ‘He had they say, a beautiful wife, and after the ascension of the Savior, being taunted by the apostles with jealousy, he brought the woman forward and gave who would permission to marry her. This, they say, is in accordance with that expression of his: We must abuse the flesh. And indeed the adherents of his sect follow up the incident and the saying absolutely and unquestioningly and commit fornication without restraint. Clement proceeds to attest the moral purity of Nicolas and explain his action as an inculcation of ascetic self-restraint, but certainly the sect which bore his name was given over to licentiousness. Clement says elsewhere that they were dissolute as he-goats, and others bear like testimony. They were Antinomians, disowning moral obligation. This heresy was rampant among the churches of Asia Minor in St. John's day (Revelation 2:6, 14-15), and he deals with it in our epistle (see 1 John 1:5; 2:6, 15, 17; 3:3-10).”
(b) Of their ethics:
(i) They held that because matter and spirit are completely opposites, the soul could never be defiled by sin – no matter how gross of carnal. This teaching easily lent itself to licentiousness.
(ii) Schaff again: “The licentious Gnostics, as the Nicolaitans, the Ophites, the Carpocratians, and the Antitactes, in a proud conceit of the exaltation of the spirit above matter, or even on the diabolical principle, that sensuality must be overcome by indulging it, bade defiance to all moral laws, and gave themselves up to the most shameless licentiousness. It is no great thing, said they, according to Clement of Alexandria, to restrain lust; but it is surely a great thing not to be conquered by lust, when one indulges in it. According to Epiphanius there were Gnostic sects in Egypt, which, starting from a filthy, materialistic pantheism and identifying Christ with the generative powers of nature, practiced debauchery as a mode of worship, and after having, as they thought, offered and collected all their strength, blasphemously exclaimed: "I am Christ." From these pools of sensuality and Satanic pride arose the malaria of a vast literature, of which, however, fortunately, nothing more than a few names has come down to us.”

(c) Jesus commended the Church of Ephesus for hating the deeds of the Nicolaitans in Revelation 2:6: “Yet this you do have, that you hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.”
(d) Jesus accused the Church of Pergamum: “Thus you also have some who in the same way hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans.” (Revelation 2:15)
6) Gnosticism was both an experimental and intellectual attack on the Christian faith:
a) As a form of Greek mysticism it declared revelation apart from the cannon of Scripture. 

b) Gnosticism had its own system of sacraments which included sacred formulas, names and symbols used to obtain a good destiny after death.

c) Roman Catholicism, in its ritualistic function, copied many of its rituals from the Gnostics. Thus Romanism is a good example of how Gnosticism has been preserved from the 1st century down to the present.

d) The Gnostics believed in seven world powers which they characterized as angels. Therefore, the Gnostics worshipped angels. Paul admonished this directly in Colossians 2:18: “Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement and the worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by his fleshly mind.”
e) So, in all of its fullness, Gnosticism also included a syncretism of Babylonian and Persian religious concepts (which are connected to demonism) and the worship of Sybille (the national Mother of the Phrygians), which gave rise to a basic part of the phallic cult.

Gnosticism was characterized by

unethical, loveless intellectualism. According

to John, they failed the test of true Christian profession.

(1 John 2:7-11, 2:29; 3:10)
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