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With four surviving copies, the Apocryphon of John is the best attested of the 

forty-five unique texts discovered in the Nag Hammadi library, and it is also one of the 
collections longest and most comprehensive tractates. For these and other reasons, the 
Apocryphon of John is one of the most studied texts of the Nag Hammadi corpus. To 
date, most interest in the Apocryphon of John has focused on the text’s relationship to 
“Gnosticism” and/or the early phases of its composition, for which there is virtually no 
evidence aside from Irenaeus’s description of the Barbeloites and Ophites in Adversus 
Haereses I.29–30. Despite the breadth and number of these studies, little attention has 
been paid to the text’s redaction history and what it reveals about the evolving socio-
religious circumstances through which the Apocryphon of John was transmitted. Indeed, 
the four surviving copies preserve evidence of at least two different versions—generally 
distinguished as the “long” and “short” recensions—that are dissimilar enough to raise 
serious questions about the degree to which they represent compatible socio-religious 
traditions. 

In this thesis, I demonstrate that many of these reading variants preserve evidence 
of the tractate’s ongoing adoption and adaptation to the shifting religio-political and 
socio-historical contexts through which it was transmitted, and this is especially true with 
regard to the longer form of the texts, which is the product of a comprehensive rewriting 
program that reshaped much of tractate’s contents. Paying close attention to shifts in the 
text’s practical, ideological, and theological dimensions, I also argue that all surviving 
forms of the Apocryphon of John indicate that it was thoroughly embedded in the 
conversations and concerns of contemporaneous Christian culture(s) and that it continued 
to be shaped and reshaped along with the evolving Christian landscape until it was finally 
abandoned, most likely as a result of the episcopate’s increasing control over previously 
independent monastic communities in the fifth-century.
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Introduction 

Despite the fact that the Nag Hammadi library is a product of the fourth and/or 

fifth century,1 most examinations of the corpus and its constituents continue to emphasize 

their relationship to antecedent traditions and the hypothetical origins of various 

“Gnostic” groups. Particularly in the case of the Apocryphon of John, which is held by 

many to be the “Gnostic” text par excellence, this emphasis on hypothetical antecedents 

has overshadowed attempts to situate the tractate within the more concrete milieus 

accessible through the surviving manuscripts.2 In fact, the Apocryphon of John is one of 

                                                
1 Dating the production and use of the Nag Hammadi collection is an exceedingly 

difficult task, but most scholars place its production early in the latter half of the fourth 
century, though several scholars are now pushing the corpus’ life into the fifth century. 
Determining when it might have been buried is even more difficult, but probably 
occurred by the middle of the fifth century at the latest. Due to the variety of evidence 
that the collection is somehow associated with a Christian monastic community, many 
have suggested that its burial would likely have occurred in the aftermath of Athanasius’s 
Paschal letter of 367. On the issues of dating, see the discussion in Frederik Wisse, “After 
the Synopsis: Prospects and Problems in Establishing a Critical Text of the Apocryphon 
of John and in Defining its Historical Contexts,” in The Nag Hammadi Library After 
Fifty Years: Proceedings of the 1995 Society of Biblical Literature Commemoration (eds. 
John Turner and Anne McGuire, Leiden; New York; Köln: Brill, 1997), 147–8; Stephen 
Emmel, “Religious Tradition, Textual Transmission, and the Nag Hammadi Codices,” 
Fifty Years, 36–7. 

2 Michel Tardieu, for example, refers to the Apocryphon of John as “la Bible 
gnostique par excellence,” and claims that it acts as the ideological seat of the Berlin 
codex. Similarly, John Turner lauds Ap. John the “Sethian revelation par excellence,” and 
Bentley Layton has named it “one of the most classic narrations of the gnostic myth.” 
See, John Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition (Bibliothèque Copte de 
Nag Hammadi, Section: Études, vol. 6, Québec: Les Presses de l’Université Laval; 
Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 69; Bentley Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures: A New Translation 
with Annotations and Introductions (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1987), 23; Michel 
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only five Nag Hammadi texts to survive in more than one copy and the sole Nag 

Hammadi treatise to have survived in four separate witnesses. And in addition to the 

sheer number of surviving copies, the Apocryphon of John’s extant manuscripts preserve 

two clearly distinguishable versions of the tractate, which attest to two distinct phases of 

its transmission and use.  

Scholars generally refer to these two versions as the “long recension” and “short 

recension,” precisely because the longer copies (NHC II,1 and IV,1) include a significant 

amount of material that is not present in the shorter exemplars (NHC III,1 and BG 

8502,2). Though there are many variant readings between the two, most of the difference 

in length results from the incorporation of two extensive passages: (1) the creation of 

Adam’s body, which the long version describes in much greater detail; and (2) the 

“Pronoia Monologue” which is added to the end of the tractate. The latter of these has 

been especially useful to scholarly interest in the text’s transmission history, and in fact, 

Bernard Barc and Louis Painchaud have demonstrated that the long version was 

produced during the course of an extensive rewriting program that reshaped the entire 

treatise in light of the events described by the Pronoia Hymn.3  

In this thesis, I demonstrate that many of the significant divergences between the 

Apocryphon of John’s two versions—whether additions, omissions, or alterations—

participate in broad redactional trends that elucidate: (1) the shifting socio-historical 

contexts within which the Apocryphon of John circulated; (2) the fact that by the time the 
                                                                                                                                            
Tardieu, Écrits Gnostiques: Codex de Berlin (Sources Gnostiques et Manichéennes 1, 
Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1984), 19, 26.  

3 Bernard Barc and Louis Painchaud, “La Réécriture de l’Apocryphon de Jean à la 
Lumière de l’Hymne Final de la Version Longue,” Mus 112 (1999): 317–333; Karen 
King, The Secret Revelation of John (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University 
Press, 2006), esp. 244–57. See also Karen King, “Approaching the Variants of the 
Apocryphon of John,” Fifty Years, 105–137. 
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tractate attained the forms in which it is preserved today, it was already a thoroughly 

Christian piece of literature; and (3) that it continued to be shaped and reshaped in 

accordance with the evolving Christian landscape until it was finally suppressed and/or 

abandoned. 

The longer, revised version of the Apocryphon of John would have been distinctly 

less alien to contemporary Christian communities, especially those familiar with the very 

popular ideologies embodied in the Johannine corpus, with which the Apocryphon of 

John or “John’s secret” is expressly associated. The fact that the Apocryphon of John was 

reconstructed to more thoroughly reflect broader Christian beliefs and practices suggests 

that the long version was produced for a community that identified itself according to 

similar sentiments or, perhaps, for a community that sought to garner converts among 

less sectarian Christian populations. But even in its longer form, the Apocryphon of John 

would have remained quite at odds with the theological and hermeneutic convictions of 

contemporaneous episcopal authorities. In the third and early fourth centuries, the 

episcopal tradition was only one of many different expressions of Christian religiosity, 

and the enforcement of orthodoxy and orthopraxy were, at best, sporadic for most of the 

Apocryphon of John’s transmission history. But as the power and influence of the 

episcopate rose in in the latter half of fourth century, the variety of texts and traditions 

associated with the Apocryphon of John were pushed increasingly toward the margins.  

 

I .  The Shape of the Argument 

In the first chapter, I summarize the evidentiary and methodological difficulties 

related to the study of the Nag Hammadi texts, and I explicate the investigative program 

employed in this study. Specifically, I argue that the Nag Hammadi library, as a corporate 

unit, offers little expository value to analyses that seek to expose the transmission and use 
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of its constituent tractates, and in fact, it often makes such analyses more difficult. It 

does, however, preserve a large body of texts, many of which are multiply attested or are 

related to one another through some other means that does not rely on their shared 

association with the Nag Hammadi corpus. By focusing on these types of texts and 

groups of texts, many of the analytical problems associated with the corpus can be 

avoided or, at the very least, attenuated. After explicating these methodological and 

analytical goals, I demonstrate the value of the method by identifying and analyzing an 

exemplary textual variation between the two copies of Eugnostos (NHC V,1; NHC III,3). 

By attending, first, to a text other than the Apocryphon of John, I aim to establish not 

only the goals and utility of the analysis that I undertake with regard to the Apocryphon 

of John but also the fact that the same issues are at play—(i.e., the adaptation of these 

texts to new contexts)—in several exemplars associated with the Nag Hammadi corpus. 

In my second chapter, I introduce the technical and mechanical evidence and 

issues associated with the surviving manuscripts of the Apocryphon of John and their 

relation to the tractate’s broader transmission history, insofar as it can be reconstructed on 

the basis of the surviving exemplars. These four copies represent three Coptic translations 

from the original Greek, at least two phases of the texts redaction history, and a variety of 

interrelationships both with one another and with other Coptic Christian literature. 

Having introduced this information, I summarize the text’s transmission history (in very 

broad strokes) to facilitate my discussion of the text’s redaction throughout the rest of the 

project. 

In chapter three, I demonstrate that the extensive redaction of the long version 

was accompanied by a reframing of the tractate in the context of an essentially Christian 

literary culture. In order to make this point, I lay out the evidence in two major content 

sections. In the first of these, I examine the addition of three framing devices to the 
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beginning and end of the long version, each of which results in a closer affinity between 

the long version and other examples of Christian scripture as well as the addition of: (1) a 

short prologue at the beginning of tractate; (2) a concise benediction at its close; and (3) 

alterations to the colophon title that may have been inspired by the colophon of the 

Gospel of John. In a second section, I identify and analyze three passages in the 

Apocryphon of John that evoke a close intertextual relationship with the Christological 

convictions of the Johannine corpus as well as other examples of Christian scriptures that 

seem to have influenced the long version’s editor(s). Taken together, these reading 

variants indicate that the editor(s) of the long version intentionally recast the Apocryphon 

of John as a less sectarian form of Christian religiosity and that they did so by more 

thoroughly integrating the tractate into the Johannine scriptural tradition, which was quite 

popular in Egypt during the second to fourth centuries.4 

In chapter four, I argue that the editor(s) who incorporated the Pronoia Hymn into 

the conclusion of the long version also integrated into the tractate a conception of 

Christian paideia in the mold of the spiritual pedagogical programs of Clement and other 

early Alexandrian Christian theologians. I begin by introducing the Pronoia Hymn as 

well as the rewriting program, originally identified by Bernard Barc and Louis 

Painchaud, by which it was integrated into an extant form of the Apocryphon of John. I 

then expand on their foundational analysis and argue that the extensive revisions that 

accompanied the Pronoia Hymn’s incorporation into the tractate also resulted in a more 
                                                

4 See, for example, Larry Hurtado’s quantification of the surviving 2nd–3rd century 
CE manuscripts of “Christian literary texts,” the vast majority of which have a definitive 
Egyptian provenance. Of the extant manuscripts, Hurtado notes that John is preserved in 
at least fifteen instances. The next most attested tractate is the Gospel of Matthew with 
approximately twelve exemplars, and the numbers fall off from there. See, Larry 
Hurtado, The Earliest Christian Artifacts: Manuscripts and Christian Origins, (Grand 
Rapids, MI; Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans), esp. 28–31, 209–229. 
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unified and complete soteriological schema that shares several fundamental 

characteristics with models of Christian paideia that were popular among Alexandrian 

theologians of the second and third centuries. The resulting pedagogical framework 

places far more emphasis on Christ’s role in the text’s soteriological drama, further 

reshaping the long version’s discourse in accordance with the conversations of influential 

Christian leaders and the predominant concerns of contemporaneous Christian 

communities. 

In the fifth chapter, I focus on redactions in passages related to the Apocryphon of 

John’s anthropology. Unlike the bulk of the redactions discussed in chapters one through 

four, the variations and redactions that I analyze in chapter five are directly related to the 

moral and ethical evaluation of various interpersonal relationships—especially with 

regard to sex, gender, and the variety of related power dynamics. Of the gender-focused 

relationships that manifest differently across the two versions, the most notable is also 

one of the most fundamental. Whereas the short version unconditionally repudiates 

sexual activity and dismisses patriarchal gender dynamics, the long version seems less 

absolute in its condemnation of sexuality and maintains a traditional, androcentric gender 

hierarchy. 

Finally, I conclude by noting that while the socio-historical contexts of the 

Apocryphon of John are almost entirely occluded, the redactional trends that I identify 

over the course of this study suggest that the editor(s) responsible for the long version 

belonged to a community that was thoroughly embedded in the theological, ethical, and 

ideological convictions of Egypt’s emerging Christian identity. More importantly, many 

of the broader redactional trends that recur throughout this analysis participate in 

conversations and debates that dominated Christian discourse as a universal Christian 

identity emerged, and in many cases, they engage in these conversations from opposite 
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sides. As such, even if the Sitz im Leben of the Nag Hammadi corpus can never be 

determined, redactional trends such as I outline in this project provide new avenues by 

which treatises like the Apocryphon of John can be better situated into the social, 

cultural, and historical milieus within which they circulated.
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Chapter One 

Textual Variants and Historical Contexts 

Prior to the 1945 discovery of the Nag Hammadi library, the existence and 

character of “Gnostic” sects were known almost exclusively through the second- to 

fourth-century descriptions of Irenaeus, Eusebius, and other early church fathers.1 While 

scholars were aware that such sects had existed, their ability to reconstruct their beliefs 

and practices was impeded by the heresiologists’ partisan rhetoric, the paucity of 

exemplary texts, and the general lack of information about the social and religious 

contexts within which they operated.2 In fact, aside from the discovery of the Askew, 

                                                
1 Due to the extensive and pervasive issues with the applicability and use of 

“Gnosticism” as a modern designation, I avoid it as much as possible. I do, however, 
occasionally make use of the term as an admittedly problematic shorthand for 
demiurgical systems whose soteriology is dependent on the successful acquisition of a 
specific type of esoteric knowledge: (1) that is intended to reorient the audience’s 
understanding of the nature and organization of the universe; (2) that is directly revealed 
by a divine entity, who originates from a level of reality superior to that of the traditional 
Judeo-Christian deity; and (3) that is characterized by a negative reinterpretation of 
Genesis mythologoumena, especially with regard to the creation of humankind. On the 
methodological issues related to the category, see especially: Michael Williams, 
Rethinking Gnosticism: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious Category (New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, 1996); and Karen King, What is Gnosticism? (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2003). See also Bentley Layton, “Prolegomena to the 
Study of Ancient Gnosticism,” in The Social World of the First Christians: Essays in 
Honor of Wayne A. Meeks (eds. L. Michael White and O. Larry Yarbrough Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 2010), 334–352; and David Brakke, The Gnostics: Myth, Ritual, and 
Diversity in Early Christianity (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press, 
2010), esp. 19–28. 

2 Moreover, in the wake of the Nag Hammadi find, these accounts have become 
even more problematic since the heresiological descriptions are often inaccurate and only 
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Bruce, and Berlin codices in the last decades of the nineteenth century,3 access to 

representative materials was almost non-existent until the Nag Hammadi corpus was fully 

published—a task that was not completed until the late 1970s.4 Because of this lack of 

                                                                                                                                            
rarely reflect the textual traditions that are now available to researchers. In fact, Frederik 
Wisse has noted that many scholars were skeptical of heresiologists’ testimony until the 
limited publication of representative texts in the early 20th century. He cites, especially, 
the effect of Carl Schmidt’s advance report of Codex Berolinensis (BG 8502), which 
provoked scholars to reevaluate their critical view of the church fathers’ accounts, noting 
that many had considered these accounts to be “of dubious value” since “the rise of 
critical historical scholarship” (206). In the wake of Schmidt’s essay, the paradigm had 
shifted enough for Wisse to assert that the church fathers’ writings were being “taken 
more seriously…even to the point of becoming uncritical” (207). Today, the pendulum 
seems to have shifted yet again, and most scholars are responsibly cautious in their use of 
the heresiological accounts, but many of the groups and sub-groups that that are 
described and categorized in such accounts—and especially those of Irenaeus—have 
survived, despite skepticism about the descriptions themselves. See Frederik Wisse, “The 
Nag Hammadi Library and the Heresiologists,” VC 25.3 (1971): 205–223, esp. 206–207; 
Carl Schmidt, “Irenaeus und seine Quelle in adv. haer. 1,29” in Philotesia Paul Kleinert 
zum LXX Geburtstag dargebracht (Berlin, 1907), 315–336. 

3 By the end of the nineteenth century, European scholars were at least 
moderately aware of the “gnostic” contents of three Egyptian codices: the Askew Codex, 
the Bruce Codex, and the Berlin Codex (BG 8502). Of these, only the Berlin Codex, 
discovered in 1896, preserves texts that were also found at Nag Hammadi —The 
Apocryphon of John and The Sophia of Jesus Christ. But despite its relatively early 
discovery, the first scholar to work on the codex, Carl Schmidt, published only the short 
Act of Peter before his death in 1938. In 1941, the project was passed to Walter Till, but 
due to another series of unfortunate delays, Till’s edition was not published until 1955, 
almost sixty years after the codex’s discovery. See Walter Till, Die gnostischen Schriften 
des Koptischen Papyrus Berolinensis 8502 (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1955). For the 
original publication of the Act of Peter, see Carl Schmidt, Die alten Petrusakten im 
Zusammenhang der apokryphen Apostelliteratur nebst einem neuntdekten Fragment 
untersucht (Leipzig, 1903). For the most recent publication of BG as well as its long path 
to being published, see Michel Tardieu, Écrits Gnostiques. 

4 While the library was discovered in 1945, it took more than three decades for the 
materials to be published in a format that allowed them to truly be explored and discussed 
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exemplary texts, and because the heresiologists provide very little information that is not 

directly related to their theological and dogmatic prerogatives, the identities and beliefs 

of the communities that they describe generally cannot be tied to documented historical 

groups. 

Against this background, the discovery and publication of the Nag Hammadi 

corpus occasioned a paradigm shift in the study of Christian “Gnosticism.” But despite 

the landfall of new evidence, a number of factors have continued to occlude scholars’ 

ability to situate these texts (and the variety of traditions that they represent) within the 

social landscape of contemporaneous Egyptian Christianity. Among the variety of factors 

that continue to obfuscate the corpus’s origins, two that are especially exigent are (1) the 

corpus’s apparently incompatible variety of theological, mythological, and exegetical 

traditions and (2) scholars’ continued inability to attribute its production and/or use to 

any specific community.5 For these and other reasons, attempts to construe the Nag 

                                                                                                                                            
within the scholarly community. The first complete publication of the Nag Hammadi 
codices was the twelve volume facsimile edition, undertaken by the partnership of the 
Egyptian Ministry of Culture and the International Committee for the Nag Hammadi 
codices, which was headed by James Robinson and funded by UNESCO. The original ten 
volumes were published between 1972–1977, with additional volumes published in 1979 
and 1984. The earliest translation of the library, also headed by James Robinson, was not 
published until 1977. See James Robinson, et al., eds. The Facsimile Edition of the Nag 
Hammadi Codices (12 Vols., Leiden: Brill, 1972–1977, 1979, 1984); James Robinson, 
The Nag Hammadi Library in English (Leiden: Brill, 1977). 

5 In fact, Mark Goodacre has recently called into question what has become the 
traditional account of the corpus’s discovery by drawing attention to several changes in 
the narrative since James Robinson’s investigatory account was originally published in 
1977. The degree of variability, especially with regard to quantifiable data—such as the 
wildly varying number of persons reported to have been present for the original 
discovery—calls into the account’s accuracy into question. In addition to provoking 
questions about the discovery narrative itself, these issues also merit consideration with 
regard to scholarly conceptions about the corpus as a collection, both today and in 
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Hammadi library as an intentionally compiled and integral collection have, thus far, 

proven untenable, limiting its utility as a source for information about the communities 

involved in its production, collection, and use.  

Thus, researchers that are not investigating the history of the library itself are 

better served by turning to methodologies that attenuate the library’s problematic 

character. One such avenue, which I take up in this study, is to avoid reliance on the 

library at all and instead to focus on tractates that are multiply-attested or that represent 

closely related phases of the same textual tradition. Within the bounds of such texts and 

groups of texts, the identification and analysis of scribal redaction and textual variation 

are a productive analytical method through which to elucidate trends in the way that a 

given treatise was shaped and reshaped through its encounters with other texts, traditions, 

and social processes. Moreover, by turning away from the variety of assumptions about 

the library’s theological and ideological foundations—many of which are related to the 

problematic category of “Gnosticism”—their relationship to contemporaneous 

Christianity becomes even more obvious than has yet been noted. While there is no doubt 

that the mythographic and theological contents of these treatises deviate from those of the 

Christian canon, their authors consistently present themselves in recognizably—and often 

self-consciously—Christian terms.  

In this chapter, I introduce the pitfalls that this project seeks to avoid as well as 

the methodologies and analytical models/assumptions employed throughout the rest of 

the study. I begin by surveying the difficulties that continue to complicate the study of the 

Nag Hammadi library and related literature, and I explain the methodology and evidences 

employed in this study and demonstrate the utility of the model by applying it to a 

                                                                                                                                            
antiquity. See Mark Goodacre, “How Reliable is the Study of the Nag Hammadi 
Library,” 35.4 JSNT (2013): 303–22. 
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particularly illustrative example of the way that these complex myths and traditions 

shaped and were shaped by the hidden socio-historical realities of the authors and 

communities through which they were transmitted. After discussing these methodological 

issues, I turn to an exemplary passage in Eugnostos to demonstrate the broader 

applicability of the issues and processes that I examine in the Apocryphon of John (NHC 

II,1; IV,1; III,1; and BG 8502,2).6 

 

I .  Analytical Difficulties and the Nag Hammadi Library 

Despite compelling reasons for associating the library with one historical 

community or another, satisfactory evidence by which to establish a concrete provenance 

has yet to surface. Nevertheless, the contents, concerns, and construction of the codices, 

as well as the location of their discovery, leave little room to doubt that they were created 

and used by one or more of the various monastic communities that thrived in early late-

antique Egypt.7 Among other evidence, the technical knowledge and resources required 
                                                

6 Several tractates in the Nag Hammadi library appear to have been rewritten 
and/or revised to varying degrees. The most extensively revised text is certainly the 
Sophia of Jesus Christ, which is a fully Christianized form of the materials present in 
Eugnostos. The extent and frequency of rewriting among these texts has not received 
sufficient attention, but several scholars have drawn attention to the issue, especially with 
regard to the Apocryphon of John and Eugnostos/the Sophia of Jesus Christ. See 
especially Louis Painchaud, “La classification des textes de Nag Hammadi et le 
phénomène des réécritures,” in Louis Painchaud and Anne Pasquier, eds, Les Textes de 
Nag Hammadi et le Problème de Leur Classification: Actes du Colloque Tenu à Québec 
du 15 au 19 Septembre 1993 (Bibliothéque Copte de Nag Hammadi, Section “Études” 3; 
Québec: Presses de l’Université Laval; Louvain-Paris: Editions Peeters, 1995), 51–86. 

7 On the library’s connection to Egyptian monasticism, see especially Michael 
Williams’s extensive discussion in Rethinking Gnosticism, wherein he addresses several 
of the more influential attempts to describe the relationship—i.e. Doresse (1960), Säve-
Söderbergh (1970), Wisse (1978, 1979), and Scholten (1988). Ultimately, Williams 
concludes that all of the evidence for the Nag Hammadi library’s socio-historical 
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to produce these types of manuscripts would have been rare outside of monastic 

communities and large population centers. A relationship with Alexandria, for example, 

is certainly possible, but the large majority of the Nag Hammadi tractates exhibit dialectal 

features that are strongly associated with upper Egypt. Moreover, a number of different 

monastic communities inhabited the region where the codices were discovered, and many 

of these communities engaged in the sorts of scribal practices that were employed in the 

production of the Nag Hammadi corpus. Furthermore, many of the collection’s treatises 

exhibit a high degree of interest in the ascetic practices and ideologies to which many 

Egyptian monastics adhered—especially with regard to proscriptions against sexual 

behaviors and the dangers of overindulging in food, alcohol, and other bodily pleasures.  

These factors offer strong evidence for the library’s association with Egyptian 

monasticism, but they are not sufficient to attribute its production or use to any specific 

community or tradition. Despite the frequency with which scholars have assumed a 

relationship between the Nag Hammadi corpus and Pachomian monasticism, actual 

evidence for this relationship has been exaggerated. The strongest testimony is the 

proximity of the Nag Hammadi discovery to the Pachomian monastery at Chenoboskion, 

less than three kilometers away, but other than their relative proximity, there is nothing to 

                                                                                                                                            
milieu—including the cartonnage, scribal notes, colophon titles, and “the selection and 
arrangement of tractates”—“points to fourth-century Egyptian Christian monks.” In 
general, Williams’s work builds on that of Frederik Wisse’s, criticizing only that his 
conclusion is “too vague” since it does not account for the ordering and organization of 
the tractates within their codices. Williams, Rethinking, 139–88, and esp., 260–62. See 
also Frederik Wisse, “Gnosticism and Early Monasticism in Egypt,” in Gnosis: 
Festschrift für Hans Jonas (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1978), 431–40; and 
Idem., “Language Mysticism in the Nag Hammadi Texts and in Early Coptic 
Monasticism I: Cryptography,” Enchoria 9 (1979): 101–20; James Robinson, The Nag 
Hammadi Library in English (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 16–22; James Goehring, “The 
Provenance of the Nag Hammadi Codices Once More,” StPatr 35 (2001): 234–53. 
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support a connection between the two sites.8 In fact, many ascetic communities inhabited 

the region from the late third century onward.9 Though little is known of any of these 

groups aside from the Pachomians, there were certainly other groups in the area, a fact 

that undermines the library’s supposed relationship with Chenoboskion on the sole basis 

of proximity. 

The only other evidence for the corpus’s relationship with a specifically 

Pachomian community relies on John Barns’s analysis of cartonnage fragments in Codex 

VII. Barns identified several fragments that led him to conclude that the codices must 

have been produced by a Pachomian community, including one scrap that he argued 

made reference to Pachomius himself. But despite his confidence in the evidence, Barns’s 

analysis misinterpreted and/or over-extended what the papyri actually suggested.10 In 

                                                
8 The possible connection was first articulated by Jean Doresse after his initial 

attempt to locate the mysterious site of the corpus’s discovery, but in his early 
publications, Doresse stops short of claiming any direct relationship with the Pachomian 
settlement, noting only that it was discovered “in the vicinity of ancient Chenoboskion, 
the seat of the first Pachomian monastery” (130). It was not until later that the two would 
be said to have a direct relationship. See Jean Doresse and Togo Mina, “Nouveaux Textes 
Gnostiques Coptes Découverts en Haute-Egypte: La Bibliotheque de Chenoboskion,” VC 
3.3 (1949): 129–141; Jean Doresse and Leonard Johnston, The Secret Books of the 
Egyptian Gnostics: An Introduction to The Gnostic Coptic Manuscripts Discovered at 
Chenoboskion (London: Hollis and Carter, 1960), 135, 138–40. 

9 See, for example, Rousseau’s discussion of the variety of other ascetics with 
whom Pachomius apparently met and spoke on a semi-regular basis: Philip Rousseau, 
Pachomius: The Making of a Community in Fourth-Century Egypt (Berkeley; Los 
Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1999), 71–3. 

10 In 1978, for example, Frederik Wisse attributed a shift in scholarly approaches 
to the text with John Barns’s “proof” of association with the Pachomian monastic 
movement, noting that Barns found “letters and receipts from the Pachomian 
monasteries” among documentary papyri that had been used for cartonnage. By the early 
1980s, the association with the Pachomian movement seems to have been considered 
implicit. Torgny Säve-Söderbergh, for example, refers to the “established connection 
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fact, the cartonnage volume of Brill’s Nag Hammadi Codices series, for which Barns was 

an editor, includes a number corrective comments by the volume’s other editors,11 one of 

whom states that the “evidence for monasticism in general in these papers is less frequent 

than was supposed in [Barns’s preliminary report], and there are no texts in which a 

specifically Pachomian background comes plainly to the fore.”12 Thus, while it is 

possible that the Nag Hammadi corpus was somehow associated with the monastery at 

Chenoboskion, there is simply not enough evidence to prove such a relationship or, for 

that matter, a similar relationship with any other historically identifiable community. 

Along with the dearth of information about the library’s Sitz im Leben, further 

analytical difficulties result from the incongruous character of the collection’s contents, 

                                                                                                                                            
between the library and the Pachomians.” Similarly, R. van den Broek states that “The 
books were bound in a Pachomian monastery in the middle of the fourth century.” 
Though the assumed connection is not so prevalent or unquestioned as it once was, many 
scholars still consider it the most likely scenario. Karen King, for example, briefly 
discusses the connection in the introduction to her The Secret Revelation of John, where 
she reiterates the relationship in the context of burgeoning orthodoxy and suggests that 
the library’s burial was a response to the Church’s attempts to bring the monastery under 
its control. See Wisse, “Gnosticism and Early Monasticism,” 431–40; Torgny Säve-
Söderbergh, “The Pagan Elements in Early Christianity and Gnosticism,” in Colloque 
International sur les Textes de Nag Hammadi: Québec, 22-25 août 1978 (ed. Bernard 
Barc, Québec: Presses de l'Université Laval, 1981), 71–85; Roelof van den Broek, “The 
Present State of Gnostic Studies,” VC 37 (1983): 41–71; Karen King, Secret Revelation, 
20–21. See John Barns, “Greek and Coptic Papyri from the Covers of the Nag Hammadi 
Codices,” in Essays on the Nag Hammadi Text in Honour of Pahor Labib (ed. Martin 
Krause, Nag Hammadi Studies 6; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 9-18; James Robinson, “The 
International Committee for the Nag Hammadi Codices: A Progress Report,” NTS 18.2 
(1971–1972): 236–42.  

11 See especially John Shelton’s introduction in John Barns, Michael Brown, and 
John Shelton, eds., Nag Hammadi Codices: Greek and Coptic Papyri from the 
Cartonnage of the Covers (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 1–12.  

12 Ibid, 2. 
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which attest to a seemingly incompatible variety of protological, cosmographic, 

soteriological, and philosophical speculations.13 Of the many distinct traditions that are 

represented within the corpus, many seem to be related to one or another of the sects 

identified by Irenaeus and other heresiologists, but there are significant discrepancies 

between the heresiological descriptions and the texts and traditions to which they seem to 

refer. In many cases, these discrepancies reflect the heresiologists’ interpretive agendas, 

but there are also many instances in which Nag Hammadi texts appear to have been 

purposefully altered to suit the tastes and/or beliefs of new or evolving communities. 

Moreover, even if it were possible to separate the library into clearly defined ideological 

and/or theological groups, scholars would be left with the same problem: how to account 

for such a variety of beliefs in the context of a single corpus. 

                                                
13 Codex VI, for example, which is known for its especially discordant character, 

contains eight treatises that share no obvious characteristic: three texts that exhibit an 
affinity for Hermeticism (Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth, the Prayer of Thanksgiving, 
and a portion of Asclepius); an apocryphal Christian text (Acts of Peter and the Twelve); 
an enigmatic revelation discourse (Thunder Perfect Mind); a treatise that preserves a 
(possibly) Middle Platonic account of the soul’s origin, essence, and destiny 
(Authoritative Teaching); a “gnosticized” account of the history of salvation (Concept of 
Our Great Power); and the familiarly titled Plato’s Republic, which preserves an 
extensively rewritten Coptic version of the classical text. For these texts, see either the 
pertinent volumes in the Université Laval’s Bibliothèque copte de Nag Hammadi series, 
or Parrott’s somewhat dated but still excellent introductions in Douglas Parrott, Nag 
Hammadi codices V, 2–5 and VI, with Papyrus Berolinensis 8502, 1 and 4 (Leiden: Brill, 
1979). The BCNH volumes are much more thorough, but Parrott’s volume is still quite 
useful if for no other reason than because it includes all the pertinent treatises in one 
book. In the case of Codex VI, however, see Williams’s and Jenott’s argument that there 
is actually a well planned and reasoned order to Codex VI’s contents. Michael Williams 
and Lance Jenott, “Inside the Covers of Codex VI,” in Coptica, Gnostica, Manichaica: 
Mélanges offerts à Wolf-Peter Funk (eds., Louis Painchaud and Paul-Hubert Poirier; 
Bibliothéque copte de Nag Hammadi, Section “Études” 7; Québec: Les presses de 
l’Université Laval, 2006), 1025–52. 
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For all of these reasons, the Nag Hammadi library is a problematic lens through 

which to approach the socio-cultural contexts of the many tractates and codices that it 

comprises. As such, researchers interested in these treatises’ historical milieux do well to 

employ methodologies that avoid the collection’s interpretive difficulties. One way to do 

so is to focus on the collection of evidence to tractates that are either multiply attested or 

are fundamentally related to one another, independent of their relationship to the Nag 

Hammadi find—which is precisely the method I undertake in this thesis. For a multiply-

attested treatise, one can find no better example than the Apocryphon of John, for which 

four separate copies have survived (NHC II,1; NHC III,1; NHC IV,1; and BG 8502,2), 

but several other tractates are preserved in at least two copies or are preserved—with 

significant alterations—as a different treatise.14 

Despite the problematic aspects of its Sitz im Leben, the Nag Hammadi corpus is 

an enormous source of materials that are particularly suited to intertextual analyses. In 

addition to comprising forty-five unique texts, most of which draw from a relatively 

small pool of mythological backgrounds, nine of these documents survive in more than 

one copy,15 and six are attested in contexts not directly associated with the Nag Hammadi 

find.  

                                                
14 The Sophia of Jesus Christ, for example, is unquestionably related to the 

protological speculations in Eugnostos, which the redactor of Soph. Jes. Chr. reframed as 
a dialogue between Jesus and a group of his disciples. On the Sophia of Jesus Christ as an 
expansion and Christianization of Eugnostos or some form of proto-Eugnostos. See 
Douglas Parrott, Nag Hammadi Codices III,3–4 and V,l with Papyrus Berolinensis 
8502,3 and Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 1081: Eugnostos and the Sophia Jesu Christi (Leiden: 
Brill, 1991).  

15 Though the collection comprises a total of fifty-two treatises, four of the texts 
are preserved twice and one, the Apocryphon of John, is preserved in three separate Nag 
Hammadi Codices (NHC II, III, and IV) as well as the Berlin Codex. Not counting these 
duplicates, the library preserves forty-five unique texts, most of which were entirely 
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Table 1.1: Multiply Attested Nag Hammadi Texts 

Common Title NH Copies External Copies 
First Apocalypse of James V Codex Tchacos 

Apocryphon of John II, III, IV Codex Berolinensis (BG 8502) 
Eugnostos (the Blessed) III, V n/a 

Sophia of Jesus Christ III Codex Berolinensis (BG 8502); 
POxy 1081 

Gospel of the Egyptians16 III, IV n/a 
Gospel of Thomas II POxy 1; 654; and 655 
Gospel of Truth I, XII n/a 

Letter of Peter to Philip VIII Codex Tchacos 
On the Origin of the World II, XIII Oeyen fragments (BM Or 4926) 

 

In sum, fifteen of the corpus’s fifty-two treatises are represented by multiple copies. 

While some of these—especially the few fragmentary lines of Orig. World in “Codex 

XIII”—are relatively useless, many preserve extensive parallels in which important 

variants can be discerned.17 As a result, there are a number of contexts through which 

variance can be identified, examined, and analyzed, a fact that is surprisingly under-

represented in previous approaches to the corpus. 

 

II.  The Value of Variance 

Due in part to the difficulties involved in analyzing the collection and in part to 

the continuation of conversations that began before its discovery, most studies of the Nag 
                                                                                                                                            
unknown prior to the corpus’s discovery. 

16 More properly, this text should be called The Holy Book of the Great Invisible 
Spirit, but because of the long history of its original designation, Gospel of the Egyptians 
(Gos Eg.) remains the more prominent title, though this creates confusion with the 
fragments of the Greek Gospel of the Egyptians, preserved in Clement’s Stromata. 

17 The most extensive parallels are, of course, preserved by the four copies of the 
Apocryphon of John, but aside from Orig. World and Gosp. Thomas, each of the texts in 
table 1.1 preserve extensive sections of parallel texts. 
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Hammadi collection have been characterized by the desire to reconstitute the “original” 

version of the texts. But despite their immense number and expansive analytical scope, 

such studies have done little to elucidate the historical contexts within which the Nag 

Hammadi tractates were created, edited, and used. And in fact, the source-focused nature 

of these approaches makes them especially ill-suited to such a task, precisely because 

they obscure and confuse the information that these variants provide.  

Moreover, because a tractate’s “archetypal” form is inherently hypothetical, an 

overemphasis on the search for “original texts” shifts the researcher’s primary role from 

demonstrating meaning to creating it, both in respect to content and to the relative value 

of that content. Addressing an analogous problem in Rabbinic literature, Peter Schäfer 

has criticized the choice to identify one phase of a text as the archetypal version, arguing 

that such practices ossify the entirety of that text’s compositional and transmission 

histories, with the result that the various phases of that text’s history are evaluated in 

terms of their relationship to the “zero-point” of the supposed original: 

The redactional identity of a work happens at this zero-point. All that precedes it 
is not yet ‘work’ but ‘sources used by the redactor’. All that follows belongs to 
the ‘history of transmission’ of the work defined through the zero-point of the 
single redaction. Simple variants, like recensional variants, are part of the 
transmission history and thereby clearly belong to the post-redactional phase, 
after the zero-point. Various recensions of a work are always recensions of one 
redactionally identical work: i.e. of an Ur-text.18 

                                                
18 See Peter Schäfer, “Once Again the Status Quaestionis of Research into 

Rabbinic Literature,” JSJ 40 (1989): 89–94, esp. 90. In the same vein, but with specific 
regard to the Apocryphon of John, Karen King has argued that, while the search for and 
discussion of original texts is a vital component of textual analysis, scholars should not 
ignore the fact that multiple instantiations of a text come to exist for a reason. See Karen 
King, “Approaching the Variants,” 105–137. 
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It is precisely in this ossification of a text’s hypothetical transmission history that many 

of the interesting particularities of its different versions are harmonized, reconciled, and 

erased, and as a result, the socio-historical contexts of the actual manuscripts are 

obscured or ignored. 

More problematic is the common perception of textual variants as “corruption,” 

i.e. as undesirable errors that occur through the process of transmission. In many cases, 

variants are certainly the product of scribal error, but as Karen King has noted, the 

assumption that all variants are “corruptions” of an original text is a thoroughly modern 

conception that is embedded in modern technology and quite different from the scribal 

culture that produced these manuscripts: 

The indelibility of the printing process seems to have marked scholars’ 
imaginations with the conception that manuscript variants are to be perceived as 
corruptions. Persons within a chirographic culture, marked more by oral 
sensibilities, might imagine the situation quite differently, however. Variants 
might be seen as improvements, useful additions, or corrections. In short, our 
“corruption” might be their “correction.”19 

To be sure, unintentional alterations do occur over the course of transmission, but many 

of these changes reflect the intentional alteration of a treatise to better suit the needs of its 

audience. Thus, by overemphasizing the “correction” of textual variants, researchers 

overlook the valuable socio-historical data that a more holistic analysis might elucidate, a 

concern that undergirds Gary Martin’s exhortation to evaluate texts within the context of 

the surviving manuscripts rather than solely in relation to a hypothetical original: 

[S]cholars need to become more alert to legitimate multivalences in their earliest 
known historical contexts and not suppress those multivalences as a result of a too 
narrow view of textual origins. In some cases, multivalences can be demonstrated 

                                                
19 Karen King, “Approaching the Variants,” 107. 
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to have been intended by the composer; in other cases, multivalences of texts 
during the periods from which our earliest extant manuscripts derive were within 
acceptable limits of variability by those who valued and transmitted those texts.20  

By drawing a distinction between corruption and “legitimate multivalences,” Martin 

highlights the fact that these understudied and frequently derided aspects of the 

transmission process are often intentional and should not be dismissed by methodologies 

that too narrowly define the target of their analysis.  

Taking all of these issues into account, this project undertakes a redaction-critical 

analysis of the divergences, especially between the long and short versions of the tractate, 

in order to illuminate redactional trends that elucidate the shifting social, religious, and 

historical circumstances of the Apocryphon of John as it was transmitted from one 

context to another. The bulk of this project will be targeted at the Apocryphon of John, 

but before delving into the many complexities of that tractate, I first demonstrate the 

method on the basis of a particularly exemplary redaction in Eugnostos. 

 

III.  Gnostic Identity and Eugnostic Variations 

Most examples of Christian demiurgical literature are both pseudepigraphic and 

mythological; as such, their contents rarely denote actual historical persons or events. On 

the other hand, these texts frequently exhibit strategies by which their authors 

differentiate themselves from their competitors.21 While it is often difficult to discern 
                                                

20 Gary Martin, Textual Histories of Early Jewish Writings: Multivalences vs. the 
Quest for “The Original,” (PhD dissertation, University of Washington, 2007), 5. Here, 
Martin is concerned primarily with textual histories of Jewish writings, but his broader 
argument is certainly applicable to the treatment of the Apocryphon of John. My 
references to Martin’s work refer to his dissertation, which has now been revised and 
published as Multiple Originals: New Approaches to Hebrew Bible Textual Criticism 
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2010). 

21 David Brakke makes this point with regard to the “Gnostics”: “Although 
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how myths relate to the socio-historical reality of the communities for whom they are 

intended, many of the texts discovered at Nag Hammadi employ race and kinship 

language to identify their intended audience with an exclusive spiritual identity, and in 

most cases, this mythic identity is extended to the historical community for whom these 

texts were authoritative.22 Thus, while the characters and events of mythic texts like the 

Apocryphon of John or Eugnostos rarely have any historical referents, some aspects of 

the authors’ beliefs and convictions are concealed in the mythic entities through which 

they narrativized their own religious identities. Because these identity categories also act 

as differentiating strategies, alterations to their essential characteristics are likely the 

result of an intentional redaction and may reflect a corresponding shift in social and/or 

religious environment within which the text circulated. 

The title and connotations of these identities vary from one tractate to another, but 

most iterations share three important characteristics: (1) the explicit inclusion of the 

readers and their “fellow spirits”; (2) an essential—and often consubstantial (οὐσία)—

relationship with at least one divine entity or realm; (3) a consistently used and easily 

recognizable title—e.g., the “Seed of Seth,” the “Immovable Race,” or the “Kingless 

Generation.” For example, the term “Kingless Generation” is found in Tripartite Tractate, 

the “Untitled Writing” On the Origin of the World, Eugnostos the Blessed, the Sophia of 

Jesus Christ, the Apocalypse of Adam, and the Hypostasis of the Archons. A similar 

                                                                                                                                            
surviving Gnostic literature is primarily pseudepigraphic mythology, allowing little room 
for overt references to contemporary persons or events, it does exhibit several strategies 
by which the Gnostics differentiated themselves from other groups that also drew on the 
biblical tradition.” See David Brakke, The Gnostics, 70. 

22 See, for example, Williams’s discussion of the various evidence for the Sitz im 
Leben of the “Immovable Race” designation. Michael Williams, The Immovable Race: 
Gnostic Designation and the Theme of Stability in Late Antiquity (Leiden: Brill, 1985), 
186–209, esp. 190–97. 
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designation, the “Immovable Race,” shares many of the same characteristics, and is 

found in two of the same texts—the Apocryphon of John and the Sophia of Jesus Christ. 

In addition to being structurally and grammatically similar, the two designations are 

deployed in similar narrative contexts, suggesting that they served similar functions, 

though probably in different geographic, ideological, or perhaps, temporal milieus.23  

An exemplary case of this phenomenon is preserved by the two copies of 

Eugnostos, which present notably different characterizations of the “Kingless 

Generation.”24 Like many Gnostic myths, Eugnostos’s main purpose is to reveal the true 
                                                

23 See Louis Painchaud and Timothy Janz, “The Kingless Generation and the 
Polemical Rewritings of Certain Nag Hammadi Codices,” Fifty Years, passim, but esp. 
439–41; Michael Williams, The Immovable Race, esp. 154, 174f; Francis Fallon, “The 
Gnostics: The Undominated Race,” NT 21 (1979): 271-88. 

24 Though I only address two major textual variations between Eugnostos’s extant 
copies, the text deserves a thorough treatment in its own right. In addition to differing 
presentations of the Kingless Generation, the version preserved in Codex V also seems to 
emphasize the importance of Jesus as a revealer in much the same way that I identify in 
the long version of the Apocryphon of John. In fact, the Codex V version may not have 
been attributed to a Eugnostos at all. III,3’s incipit reads ⲉⲩⲅⲛⲱⲥⲧⲟⲥ ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲛ̅ⲛⲉ 
ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩϥ, “Eugnostos the Blessed to those who are his,” and the subscriptio, ⲉ̅ⲩ̅ⲅⲛⲱ̅ⲥ̅ⲧ̅ⲟⲥ 
ⲡⲙ̅ⲁ̅ⲕ̅ⲁ̅ⲣⲓ̅ⲟ̅ⲥ̅>, “Eugnostos the Blessed.” Unfortunately neither of these provide a likely 
candidate for what must have been at either the beginning or the end of V’s version of the 
treatise. Furthermore, “Eugnostos” is not actually mentioned anywhere else in either 
copy, and there is a good reason to posit its addition to NHC III, where Eugnostos 
directly follows Gosp. Egypt., which ends with a colophon that attributes the text’s 
copying to “Eugnostos the beloved (ἀγαπητικός)” (Gosp. Egypt. III 69,6–17). In either 
case, the incipit of Eug. V cannot be the same as Eug. III since, as Parrot has noted, lack 
of sufficient space makes it obvious that “ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ could not have been part of the 
subscript title.” See Douglas Parrott, Nag Hammadi Codices 111,3–4 and V,l with 
Papyrus Berolinensis 8502.3 and Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 1081: Eugnostos and the Sophia 
Jesu Christi (Leiden: Brill, 1991). See also the more complex discussion of the texts 
related to Eugnostos in Louis Painchaud, “The Literary Contacts between the Writing 
without Title, On the Origin of the World (NHC II,5 and XIII,2) and Eugnostos the 
Blessed (NHC III,3 and V,1), JBL 114.1 (1995): 81–100. 
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nature of the cosmos, especially with regard to the entities of the heavenly realm and the 

way that the audience relates to them. Implicit in these accounts is the notion that the 

information they reveal is necessary for one’s ability to attain salvation. The narrator 

describes a somewhat typical Gnostic protology, in which an eternal, pre-existent entity 

“emanates” other beings and levels of existence, creating a succession of divine entities 

that are simultaneously distinct and connected. After the first round of entities has been 

described, the narrator summarizes their relationship to one another and to the “Kingless 

Aeon,” within which the Kingless Generation resides. Because kinglessness is both an 

inherent quality of the highest levels of existence and is directly associated with human 

salvation, it is striking that the two versions of Eugnostos exhibit fundamentally different 

conceptions of the transcendent realms as well as the entities upon whom human 

salvation depends: 

 
Table 1.2: The “Kingless Aeons” of Eugnostos  (NHC V,1 and III,3)25 

NHC V 13,8–16 NHC III 85,9–16 

[ⲡⲓϣⲟⲣⲡ̅] ⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲱⲛ ⲡⲁⲡⲓⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲛ̅[ⲛⲁⲧⲙⲟ]ⲩ ⲡⲉ· ⲡⲉϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧ ⳓⲉ ⲛ̅ⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲡⲁⲡⲁⲑⲁⲛⲁⲧⲟⲥ ⲛ̅ⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲡⲉ 

ⲡⲓⲙⲁϩⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲡ[ⲁⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̅]ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲡⲉ· 
ⲡⲏ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲙ̣ⲟ̣ⲩ̣[ⲧⲉ ⲉ]ⲣ̣[ⲟ]ϥ ϫⲉ ⲡϣⲟⲣ̅ⲡ̅ ⲙ̅ⲙⲓⲥⲉ· 

ⲡⲙⲉϩⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̅ⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲡⲁⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲡⲉ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲉϣⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲡⲣⲱⲧⲟⲅⲉⲛⲉⲧⲱⲣ 

ⲡⲓⲙⲁϩϣⲟⲙⲉⲧ ⲡⲁⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
ⲡⲉ·  
ⲡⲏ ⲉⲧⲉ ϣ̣ⲁⲩⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϫⲉⲡⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ·  

 
 
ⲡⲉⲧⲉϣⲁⲩⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϫⲉⲡⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ 

ⲡ̣ⲏ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲧⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲓⲉⲱⲛ 
[ⲛ̅ⲛ]ⲁ̣ⲧ̅ⲣⲣ̅ⲣⲟ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϫⲱϥ  
ⲛ̅ⲧⲉ [ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧ]ⲉ ⲛ̅ϣ̣ⲁⲉⲛ̣ⲉϩ ⲙⲛ̅ⲡⲓⲁⲧⲛ̅[ⲁⲣⲏϫϥ̅  
ⲛ̅ⲧ]ⲉ[ⲛⲓⲉ]ⲱ̣[ⲛ ⲛ̅]ⲧ̣ⲉⲛ̣ⲓ̣[ⲁ]ⲧⲙⲟⲩ […] 

ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲡⲁⲓⲱⲛ  
ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲙ̅ⲛⲙ̅ⲛ̅ⲧⲣ̅ⲣⲟ ϩⲓϫⲱϥ  
ⲛ̅ⲧⲛ̅ⲡϣⲁⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̅ⲁⲡⲉⲣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲥ ⲡⲁⲓⲱⲛ 
ⲛ̅ⲧⲉⲛⲓⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲛ̅ⲧⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲑⲁⲛⲁⲧⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧϥ̅· 

                                                
25 Translations are my own. Coptic text based on Anne Pasquier, Eugnoste: lettre 

sur le Dieu transcendant (NH III, 3 et V, 1): Introduction, Édition et Traduction 
(Bibliothèque Copte de Nag Hammadi, Section: “Textes” 26; Quebec: Presses de 
l'Université Laval; Leuven: Peeters, 2001). 
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The first aeon is Immortal Man’s.  Thus, the first aeon is Immortal Man’s.  

The second is Son of Man’s, who is called 
First-Begotten. 

The second aeon is Son of Man’s, who is 
named First-Begetter, 

The third is Son-of-Son-of-Man’s,  
the one who is called Savior. 

 
the one who is called Savior. 

But the one that contains these is the 
Kingless Aeon of the eternal and unlimited 
God (: the aeon) of the immortals […] 

The one that contains these is the Kingless 
Aeon of the eternal God: the unbounded 
(ἀπεραντος) aeon of the aeons of the 
immortals who are in it. 

 

The most obvious effect of this redaction is that the Codex V version describes three 

entities, each with its own aeon, while the version of Codex III describes only two. As a 

result, the Codex V copy identifies the “Son of Son of Man”—rather than the “Son of 

Man”—as the Savior. The “Kingless Aeon,”26 within which the aeons of Immortal Man 

and Son of Man are said to reside, attains a new subordinate.27 Because the “Son of Man” 

                                                
26 I refer to the “Aeon over which nothing reigns” as the “Kingless Aeon” to 

better render the similarities of the Coptic into English. The “Kingless Generation” is 
frequently expressed through the same grammatical construct as is this “Kingless Aeon.” 
Though the two versions express this notion with different Coptic constructions, the 
construction is clearly intended to express an important technical concept. This is 
supported both by the contexts in which the Kingless Aeon is discussed as well as the 
fact that both texts are consistent in using the same construction when they address the 
Kingless Generation (γενεά) (NHC III 75,17–18: ⲧⲅⲉⲛⲉⲁ ⲉⲧⲉⲙ̅ⲛⲙ̅ⲛ̅ⲧⲣ̅ⲣⲁⲓ̈ ϩⲓϫⲱⲥ; NHC V 
5,4–7: [ⲧⲅⲉⲛⲉ]ⲁ̣ ⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲧⲣ̅ⲣ̅[ⲣⲟ] ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϫⲟⲥ). 

27 In NHC III, it is grammatically unclear whether the title, “Savior” (ⲡⲥⲱⲧⲏⲣ), is 
attributed to Son-of-Man or to the aeon associated with the Kingless Generation, but 
given the nature and organization of the tractate, it certainly makes more sense to 
understand the title of “Savior” to an entity associated with the generation and 
organization of the universe rather than with the aeon over which he rules. This reading is 
further supported by the use of the possessive to attribute each aeon to the ownership of a 
specific heavenly entity. The odd syntax of Eugnostos in NHC III precludes grammatical 
surety on this matter, but the intent seems rather clear. 
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is explicitly identified with Adam (NHC III 81.10–12; NHC V 9.21–23) the “Son of Son 

of Man” should logically refer to Seth.  

A further redaction at the end of the tractate, however, seems to indicate that this 

is not the case. Both versions of Eugnostos conclude by informing the reader that a 

revealer figure will appear among them at some point in the future and provide them with 

superior spiritual knowledge in order to better understand the revelations included in 

Eugnostos as well as other information that the audience is not yet prepared to 

comprehend. But in describing the entity that will complete the readers’ instruction, the 

two copies of Eugnostos are built on with fundamentally different assumptions and draw 

on distinct intertextual traditions: 

 
Table 1.3: The “Unteachable One” in Eugnostos   

(NHC III,3 and NHC V,1) 

NHC V 17,8–17 NHC III 90,4–11 

[ⲛⲏ ⲇⲉ ⲧⲏ]ⲣ̣ⲟ̣[ⲩ] ⲉⲧⲁⲩⲣ̅ϣⲟⲣ̅ⲡ̅ ⲛ̣̅[ϫⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲛⲏⲧ]ⲛ̅· ⲁⲓ̈ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̅ⲑ̣[ⲉ ⲉⲧⲉⲩ]ⲛ̅ⳓⲟⲙ 
ⲛ̅ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̅ϣⲟⲡⲟⲩ ⲉ[ⲣⲱⲧⲛ̅ ⲧⲏ]ⲣ̣ⲟⲩ 
ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉⲡⲓϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̅ⲛⲁ[ⲧϯⲥ]ⲃⲱ ⲛⲁϥ 
ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉϥⲡ̅ⲣ̅ⲣⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩ̅ⲛⲧⲏⲩⲧ̅ⲛ·  
ⲁⲩⲱ ϥⲛⲁ ⲃⲱⲗ ⲛⲏⲧ̅ⲛ̅ ⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲓ̈  
ϩ̅ⲛⲟⲩⲅⲛⲱⲥⲓⲥ· ⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲩⲟⲧⲉ ⲉⲥⲧ̅ⲃ̅ⲃⲏⲟⲩⲧ· 
ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲧⲉⲟⲩⲛ̅ⲧⲁϥ ⲥⲉⲛⲉⲟⲩⲱ̣ϩ [ⲙ̅ⲡⲁⲓ̈] 
ⲛ̣̅ϩ̣ⲟⲩⲟ 

ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲇⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲣ̅ϣⲣⲡ ⲛ̅ϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲕ 
ⲁⲉⲓϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲑⲉ ⲉⲧⲕⲛⲁϣⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲥ  
 
ϣⲁⲛⲧⲉⲡⲓⲁⲧϯⲥⲃⲱ ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧⲕ·  
 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ϥⲛⲁϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⳉ̅ⲛ̅ ⲟⲩⲣⲁϣⲉ 
ⲙ̅ⲛ̅ ⲟⲩⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲉϥⲧⲟⲩⲃⲏⲟⲩ 

But everything that has previously 
occurred, I spoke to you in a manner that 
you would be able to understand  
until the word (ⲡϣⲁϫⲉ) that cannot be 
taught shines among you.  
He will explain these things to you in a 
singular, pure knowledge (γνῶσις). 
For to everyone who has, more will be 
added 

But everything that I have already said to 
you, I said according to a manner that you 
could endure  
until the Unteachable One  
appears with you.  
He will speak all these things to you with 
joy and pure understanding. 

 



 27 

In Codex III, the text’s future revealer refers, in some way, to the entity that the tractate 

identifies as Savior in the summary list of table 1.2. Codex III states, for example, that the 

“Unteachable One” will teach with “joy and pure understanding,” and earlier in the text, 

the narrator proclaimed that the “kingdom (ⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲣ̅ⲣⲟ) of the Son of Man is filled with 

indescribable joy” (III 81,13–15). Codex V, on the other hand, describes the coming 

revealer as a “Word” that will “shine forth” into the world, both of which are also 

associated with Jesus, especially in his role as a revelatory figure. Comparing this 

alteration with the divergent presentations of the “Kingless Generation,” the inclusion of 

an entity that likely refers to Seth in Codex V’s version may have been added in order to 

preclude the reader from identifying the “Son of Son of Man” with the future revealer, 

while simultaneously acknowledging the former’s importance to the soteriological 

drama. 

As such, the divergence between NHC III and NHC V—which were circulating in 

the same geographic area and during the same period—is especially striking because of 

the importance of self-identification and self-knowledge in a gnostic soteriological 

system. Because a gnostic can only return to his/her root in the Pleroma if they know 

what and “where” they come from, this sort of emendation is unlikely to have occurred 

accidentally. Thus, the group or individual responsible for emending the copy of 

Eugnostos in Codex V seems to have been interested in appropriating the designation of 

“Kingless Generation” as part of an attempt to define themselves—probably in relation to 

another religious sect or community. 

 

Conclusion 

Because of the variety of analytical, methodological, and historical difficulties 

associated with the Nag Hammadi library’s Sitz im Leben, the identity of the 
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communities that used and produced these texts remains undetermined. It is unlikely that 

this will change at any point in the near future, but by analyzing textual variants, it is 

possible to recover information about the way that these texts were altered over the 

course of their transmission history. In many cases textual variants are a result of the way 

a text was shaped and reshaped to suit the needs of its authors, editors, and audience, 

elucidating the socio-cultural realities that undergird such redactions. For example, 

Eugnostos’s variant descriptions of the “Kingless Aeon” suggest that the text was 

appropriated by a new group and adapted to better reflect that group’s particular spiritual 

identity. 

On its own, this particular variation reveals little about the socio-historical 

realities underlying the text, but it does exemplify two important characteristics about the 

way that these texts were used by the religious communities for whom they were 

authoritative. Groups such as the one that redacted Codex V’s instantiation of Eugnostos 

purposefully inscribed their own religious identity into the mythology of their texts. In 

doing so, these groups’ mythic identity and their social identity become inherently linked, 

and as a result, the way that these groups conceived of themselves is evident in their 

religious texts. More importantly, the prevalence of these sorts of redactions illustrates 

that the communities making use of these texts were willing to adapt them to their own 

needs and beliefs.
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Chapter Two 

Transmission and Translation: 

A Text in Flux 

The four surviving manuscripts of the Apocryphon of John preserve three 

independent translations from Greek into the Sahidic dialect of Coptic and two distinct 

versions of the text that share the same core narrative but exhibit fundamentally 

dissimilar ideologies and structures.1 These characteristics of the Apocryphon of John’s 

extant manuscripts illuminate several crucial developments over the course of its 

transmission history, facilitating research into the historical and socio-religious contexts 

within which it circulated. Since the communities that produced, used, and adapted the 

Apocryphon of John over the course of its transmission in second- to fifth-century Egypt 

have yet to be identified, these four manuscripts and the information that they preserve 

are of critical import to recovering information about the socio-religious contexts within 

                                                
1 On the fluidity of texts in the ancient world, see especially Christine Thomas, 

The Acts of Peter, Gospel Literature, and the Ancient Novel: Rewriting the Past (Oxford; 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2003). Though ostensibly focused on the Acts of 
Peter, Thomas examines the variety of phenomena that effect the authorship and 
publication of texts in the ancient world, paying special attention to the unique case of 
Christian apocryphal literature, which seems to have been especially susceptible to 
textual fluidity. On the issue of rewritten texts in the Nag Hammadi corpus, see 
especially Louis Painchaud, “La classification des textes de Nag Hammadi et le 
phénomène des réécritures,” in Louis Painchaud and Anne Pasquier, eds, Les Textes de 
Nag Hammadi et le Problème de Leur Classification: Actes du Colloque Tenu à Québec 
du 15 au 19 Septembre 1993 (Bibliothéque Copte de Nag Hammadi, Section “Études” 3; 
Québec: Presses de l'Université Laval; Louvain-Paris: Editions Peeters, 1995), 51–86. 
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which this text—and texts with similar mythological, theological, and ideological 

convictions—was circulated, translated, and edited. 

In this chapter, I establish the historical and literary evidence that undergirds my 

analyses throughout the rest of this thesis. I begin by describing the four surviving 

manuscripts themselves, delineating the basic character and state of preservation of each. 

I then explain the analytical significance of the three independent lines Coptic 

transmission to which these four exemplars attest. Finally, and most importantly to the 

research goals of the present project, I introduce two easily distinguishable and 

appreciably incongruous versions of the tractate, each of which is attested in two of the 

four surviving manuscripts. Based on these two means of distinguishing among the four 

copies, I summarize, in broad strokes, three discernible phases of development during the 

Apocryphon of John’s transmission history. In so doing, I establish both the historical 

situation within which the Apocryphon of John’s long version was produced as well as a 

rough schema of the text’s transmission history insofar as it can be determined on the 

basis of the sparse but vibrant evidence to which we have access. 

 

I .  The Manuscript Record and Engaging the Evidence 

With four surviving copies, the Apocryphon of John is the best attested treatise of 

the Nag Hammadi corpus and one of very few apocryphal Christian texts for which so 

many examples have survived from the same approximate socio-historical milieu. Three 

of the four copies were discovered among the Nag Hammadi codices, each inaugurating 

the respective codex within which it has survived (NHC II,1; III,1; and IV,1), and a 

fourth survives as the second treatise in Codex Berolinensis (BG 8502,2; henceforth 

“BG”). Because the copies in NHC II and NHC IV are significantly longer than those in 
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NHC III and BG, scholars generally distinguish between these two subgroups as the 

“long recension” (NHC II; NHC IV) and the “short recension” (NHC III; BG).2  

 

Making Distinctions: “Recension” and “Version” 

Because my analysis necessitates careful distinction between the variety of 

textual, cultural, and historical relationships that are shared among the extant 

manuscripts, I deploy the terms “recension,” “version,” and “copy,” to refer to specific 

relationships between the surviving manuscripts and the socio-religious culture(s) that 

produced them. At the heart of my thesis is the argument that the short and long 

“recensions” represent the beliefs of fundamentally different socio-religious 

communities, indicating that by the time it was reworked into the long version—probably 

during the early third century3—it was sufficiently popular and/or influential to merit the 

extensive and carefully executed rewriting program that adapted its contents and 

character to the theological, soteriological, and ideological convictions that shaped the 

discourse of Christian culture(s) in third- and fourth-century Egypt.  

While it is certainly correct to refer to the Apocryphon of John’s long and short 

forms as “recensions” of a shared textual tradition, my own analysis is aimed at 

disentangling the two from their shared origins in order to discern what the Apocryphon 

of John’s transmission history can reveal about the communities that shaped and were 

                                                
2 For further information about the relationships and preservation of the four 

manuscripts, see Karen King, “Approaching the Variants,” esp. 125–26. See also the 
manuscripts’ descriptions in the introduction to Michael Waldstein and Frederik Wisse, 
The Apocryphon of John: Synopsis of Nag Hammadi Codices II,1; III,1; and IV,1 with 
BG 8502,2 (Leiden; New York; Köln: Brill, 1995), esp. 1–8; and the discussion of the 
possible transmission trajectories, shape of the surviving fragments, and the process of 
putting them back together, see Frederik Wisse, “After the Synopsis,” 138–53. 

3 See the discussion on the Apocryphon of John’s transmission history, below. 
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shaped by this tractate. As such, I distinguish between the tractate’s two trajectories as 

the long and short “versions,” rather than “recensions.” I do occasionally make use of the 

term “recension” when analyzing the relationship between the two exemplars of the same 

version or, more commonly, when addressing other scholars who rely on the term. 

 

The Long Version (NHC II and NHC IV) 

The long version is preserved by the copies in NHC II and NHC IV.4 The copy in 

NHC II occupies pages 1,1–32,9 and is generally well preserved. Only its first two leaves 

(pages 1–4) are significantly damaged, but the following seven leaves (pages 5–18) also 

exhibit lacunae that decrease in size as one progresses through the manuscript. The copy 

in NHC IV, on the other hand, occupies pages 1,1–49,28 and is the most fragmentary of 

the Apocryphon of John’s four extant manuscripts. Nevertheless, because the copies in 

NHC II and NHC IV derive from the same Coptic translation, their contents are nearly 

identical, and on this basis, the majority of NHC IV,1 can be reconstructed with relative 

surety. 

The near identical texts of the two long copies (NHC II; NHC IV) is a direct 

result of the fact that they are representatives of the same line of Coptic translation, 

though with at least one intermediate phase of transmission between them.5 Thus, with 

                                                
4 For NHC II, see Bentley Layton, “Introduction,” in idem. Nag Hammadi Codex 

II,2–7 (2 vols.; NHS 20–21; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1989), 1–18. For NHC IV, see Alexander 
Böhlig and Frederik Wisse, eds., Nag Hammadi Codices III,2 and IV,2: The Gospel of 
the Egyptians (The Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit) (NHS 4; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 
7–10. The latter is especially useful, since in both NHC III and NHC IV, Gosp. Egypt 
follows directly after the Apocryphon of John. 

5 According to Waldstein and Wisse, “The two copies of the Coptic translation of 
the longer version [of Ap. John]…though clearly copies of the same translation, do not 
appear to stand in a ‘sister’ or ‘mother-daughter’ relationship.” Synopsis, 1. 
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very few exceptions, the long version’s two exemplars diverge only as a result of spelling 

and orthography, in most cases because the Sahidic dialect of NHC II is heavily 

influenced by Lycopolitan (Subachmimic), a Coptic dialect that is usually associated with 

the region of Upper Egypt between the Fayyum and Thebes.6 As a result of this dialectal 

influence, one encounters numerous cases of Lycopolitan vocalization throughout NHC 

II,1—e.g., ⲁ to ⲉ, ⲉ to ⲁ, ⲟ to ⲁ—where the copy in NHC IV presents the standard Sahidic 

form.7 These differences, therefore, have no impact on the information conveyed by the 

two manuscripts, and as a result the vast majority of the two manuscripts are identical, 

with a handful of notable exceptions that appear to be the result of transcription errors.8 

 

The Short Version (NHC III and BG) 

The two exemplars of the short version are preserved in NHC III and BG.9 The 

copy in NHC III occupies pages 1,1–40,11 and is preceded by a title on the verso of the 

                                                
6 See Peter Nagel, “Lycopolitan (or Lyco-Diospolitan or Subakhmimic),” in Aziz 

Atiya, ed. The Coptic Encyclopedia, (New York: Macmillan, 1991), A151b–A159b. 
7 Waldstein and Wisse suggest that this reflects the process of Sahidic 

standardization as it became the official literary dialect. In this case, they suggest that the 
copies in NHC II and IV were copied from a Subachmimic (now usually called 
Lycopolitan) translation of the Apocryphon of John, and that in the intervening phases of 
transmission between our manuscripts and the original translation, the text was 
increasingly shifted toward standard Sahidic. The copy in NHC II, thus, represents an 
earlier phase in this process of “Sahidicisation,” whereas the text of IV preserves almost 
no Subachmimic conventions. See Waldstein and Wisse, Synopsis, 5–8. 

8 See the extended discussion of the relationship between these two versions in 
Waldstein and Wisse, Synopsis, 4–6. See also Karen King, “Approaching the Variants,” 
124–7, where she lists an extensive number of variations between each of the extant 
copies. 

9 For Codex III, see Frederik Wisse, “Nag Hammadi Codex III: Codicological 
Introduction,” in Martin Krause, ed., Essays on the Nag Hammadi Texts: In Honor of 
Pahor Labib (NHS 6; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 225–38; Stephen Emmel, “The Manuscript,” 
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opening flyleaf. It is in very poor condition, though not nearly so fragmentary as NHC 

IV. Of its first two leaves, only a very small fragment survives, and pages 5–12 and 21–

40 exhibit lacunae of varying sizes. Pages 19–20 are entirely absent. By contrast, the 

copy in BG occupies pages 19,6–77,7 and is in relatively good condition, though with 

many pages lacking the top 2–5 lines.10 

Unlike the two copies of the long version, NHC III and BG preserve two 

independent translations from Greek into Coptic, and as a result, they exhibit a much 

higher degree of variation than do the copies of the long version. But despite the fact that 

the two copies of the short version (NHC III,1 and BG 8502,2) are representatives of 

independent lines of transmission,11 the structure and contents of their narrative are more-

or-less identical, making it extremely likely that they are a reliable representation of an 

earlier phase in the Apocryphon of John’s transmission history. Moreover, the vast 

majority of the differences between the two short copies likely reflect the different 

translation practices of the scribes that produced the first Coptic translations.12 Very few 
                                                                                                                                            
in idem., Nag Hammadi Codex III,5: The Dialogue of the Savior (NHS 26; Leiden: Brill, 
1984), 19–36. For BG, see Walter Till and Hans Martin Schenke, Die Gnostischen 
Schriften des koptischen Papyrus Berolinensis 8502 (TU 60; Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 
1972 [Original publication 1955; 2nd Revised ed. 1972]). 

10 Unlike the three Nag Hammadi manuscripts, Ap. John is not the first tractate of 
BG. It is preceded by the gospel of Mary, but despite not being the first tractate, Michel 
Tardieu still identifies the Apocryphon of John as the “ideological seat” of the Berlin 
Codex. See Tardieu, Écrits Gnostiques, 19. 

11 Though the two codices were discovered at sites close to the Nile river that are 
only about 50 miles from one another (NHC III near the modern village of Nag Hammadi 
and BG 8502 near Akhmim), their independent transmission is assured by the fact that 
they represent significantly different Coptic translations of the original Greek. See the 
discussion in the previous chapter. 

12 See Bernard Barc and Wolf-Peter Funk, Le Livre des Secrets de Jean: 
Recension Brève (NHC III, 1 at BG, 2) (Bibliothéque copte de Nag Hammadi, section 
“Textes” 35; Québec: Presses de l'Université Laval; Louvain-Paris: Editions Peeters, 
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cases produce disagreement in the content or convictions of the short version’s two 

exemplars.13 

 

Table 2.1: Translation Variants in the Short Recension14 

Codex Berolinensis 
(BG 31,5–11) 

Nag Hammadi Codex III  
(NHC III 10,9–15) 

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲁⲓⲧⲓ ⲉϯ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛⲟⲩ[ϩ]ⲱⲃ ⲛⲟⲩⲱⲧ 
ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲁϥⲕⲁⲧⲁⲛⲉⲩⲉ ⲙⲡⲁϩⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̅ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅  
ⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ  
ⲛⲁϥ ⲁϥⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ15ⲙⲛ̅ ⲡⲉⲭ̅ⲥ̅ ⲉϥϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁϥ 
ⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲃ̅ⲁ̅ⲣ̅ⲃ̅ⲏ̅ⲗ̅ⲱ̅ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲇⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲛⲧⲁⲩϣⲱⲡⲉ 
ϩⲛⲟⲩⲕⲁⲣⲱϥ ⲛⲛⲟⲩⲉⲛⲛⲟⲓⲁ 

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲣ̅ⲁⲓⲧⲓ ⲉϯ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩϣⲃ̣̅ⲣ̅ⲣⲉϥⲣ̅ϩⲱⲃ 
ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲕⲁⲧⲁⲛⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲁϩⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲛ 
ⲛ̅ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ  
ⲛⲉϥⲁϩⲉⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̅ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲡⲉⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅ ⲉⲩϯⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲉϥ 
ⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲃⲁⲣⲃⲏⲗⲟⲛ· ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲩϣⲱⲡⲉ 
ϩⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲥⲓⲅⲏ ⲙⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲉⲛⲛⲟⲓⲁ 

And he (the Son) asked to be given a 
single thing: Mind. The Invisible Spirit 
consented.  
Mind appeared to him and stood in 
attendance with Christ (ⲭ̅ⲥ̅), glorifying him 
and Barbelo. And all these things came to 
be in silence and thought. 

And he (the Son) asked that a coworker be 
given to him: Mind. And he—that is, the 
Invisible Spirit—consented.  
Mind appeared. He was standing in 
attendance with Christ (ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅), glorifying 
him and Barbelo. All these things came to 
be in silence and thought. 

                                                                                                                                            
2012), 6–7; Waldstein and Wisse, Synopsis, esp. 7–8; Karen King, “Approaching the 
Variants,” 124–6. 

13 In addition to differences that arose through transcription and translation, Karen 
King has argued that many of the tractate’s divergent readings likely result from its 
transmission and use in an oral/aural context, e.g. in an instructive or ritual setting. She 
notes especially the frequency of “performancial variations,” which are usually 
introduced incidentally and manifest as a “rephrasing of materials that does not 
essentially alter meaning.” King, “Approaching the Variants,” 120. See also the 
discussion in Barc and Funk, Recension Brève, 6–7. 

14 Coptic text based on Barc and Funk, Recension Brève, 86–7.  
15 Waldstein and Wisse as well as Barc and Funk have suggested 

ⲛⲁϥ{ⲁϥ}ⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ, understanding ⲛⲁϥ as a preterit conversion of the verb ⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ and 
the repeated -ⲁϥ- as dittography. This emendation, however, is unnecessary if the ⲛⲁϥ is 
read in relation to the previous verb (ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ)—i.e., as the preposition ⲛⲁ- with the 
masculine singular personal suffix –ϥ. The repeated ⲁϥ is the past affirmative marker ⲁ + 
the masculine singular.  
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This passage, for example, exhibits a number of divergences in the Coptic, but aside from 

the possible interpretive repercussions of referring to Mind as “a thing” in BG vs. “a co-

worker” in NHC III, none of these variants significantly affect the information conveyed 

by the text. Rather, they reflect the translators’ different translation preferences, syntactic 

strategies, and orthographic conventions. Thus, while the two copies of the short version 

(NHC III and BG) are not nearly as similar as the two longer copies (NHC II and IV), the 

vast majority of the characteristics that distinguish them have little effect on the actual 

information that the texts’ authors and translators intend to convey. 

 

The “Pronoia Monologue” and Redaction of the Long Version 

The four surviving manuscripts of the Apocryphon of John preserve evidence of 

two distinct phases of transmission that diverge so frequently and significantly that they 

scarcely represent the beliefs of the same socio-religious community.16 While it is 

possible for similar divergences to occur incrementally over the course of any text’s 

transmission, Bernard Barc and Louis Painchaud have demonstrated that the Apocryphon 

of John was subjected to a carefully planned and holistic rewriting process during which 

the tractate’s narrative was reshaped in light of the Pronoia Monologue, which was added 

to the end of the tractate during the same rewriting program.17 During earlier phases of 

                                                
16 This is not to say that later communities could not have interpreted them in a 

way that ignored or mitigated these differences, but as I demonstrate in this thesis, the 
person(s) that produced the original form and the person(s) that reshaped the text into the 
long version had several fundamentally different theological, Christological, and 
ideological convictions. 

17 See especially Barc and Painchaud, “La Réécriture de l’Apocryphon de Jean.” 
See also Karen King’s comments about and in addition to the work of Barc and 
Painchaud: King, Secret Revelation, 252–57. 
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research into the Apocryphon of John, it was not uncommon for scholars to suggest that 

the long version preserves the more ancient form and, therefore, that the short version 

represents an “abridgment” or “paring down” of the original text.18 In the ensuing 

decades, new research has made this interpretation increasingly less tenable, and there is 

now general consensus that the short version preserves the antecedent form of the text.19  

Based on the monologue’s relationship to the rest of the tractate—and to a variety 

of related literature, such as the Trimorphic Protennoia and the prologue to the Gospel of 

John—it likely predates the Apocryphon of John and was probably already established 

within the community that produced the long version.20 Among the various reasons for 

                                                
18 See, i.a., Søren Giversen, Apocryphon Johannis: The Coptic Text of the 

Apocryphon Johannis in the Nag Hammadi Codex II with Translation, Introduction and 
Commentary (Acta Theologica Danica 5, Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1963), 272–3; 
Alistair Logan, Gnostic Truth and Christian Heresy: A Study in the History of 
Gnosticism, (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson; Edinburgh: Clark, 1996), 26–69, 191, 283; and 
see especially the discussion of Michel Tardieu, who argues that the Apocryphon of John 
was originally composed around the middle of the second century, drawing heavily from 
extant materials; he asserts that the extended description of Adam’s psychic body (from 
the “Book of Zoroaster”) and the Pronoia Monologue were components of the text’s 
earliest phase and were later “abridged,” resulting in an early form of the short version at 
the end of the second century. He further supposes that both this form of the short 
recension and an earlier form of the long recension undergo several further levels of 
programmatic redaction to harmonize their contents. See Michel Tardieu, Écrits 
Gnostiques, 39–47. 

19 See, e.g., Bernard Barc and Louis Painchaud, “La Réécriture de l’Apocryphon 
de Jean”; Karen King, Secret Revelation, 244–57; Michael Waldstein, “The Providence 
Monologue in the Apocryphon of John and the Johannine Prologue,” JECS 3 (1995): 
388–93; John Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 141; Barc and 
Funk, Recension Brève, 4–7. 

20 Though hypothetical, many scholars agree with John Turner’s estimation that 
the original composition of the Pronoia Monologue would fit well with Jewish wisdom 
speculation at the end of the first or beginning of the second century. See, John Turner, 
“Sethian Gnosticism: A Literary History,” in Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism, and Early 
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this hypothesis, the most commonly cited is the fact that, in addition to the Apocryphon 

of John, the same materials seem to have been incorporated, though in a slightly different 

manner, into the Trimorphic Protennoia (NHC XIII,1). Since Trim. Prot. is notably 

different from the Apocryphon of John and because the Pronoia Monologue is not 

attested in Ap. John’s short version, evidence of the monologue’s influence spans a 

number of apparently unrelated sources (Trim. Prot.; long Ap. John) and is also absent in 

sources that are directly related (short Ap. John). Moreover, while we have no original 

version of the monologue to which we might compare its form in Ap. John, it is clear that 

Ap. John was extensively revised in order to better reflect the Pronoia Monologue and 

not vice versa, suggesting that the editors viewed the Apocryphon of John as more 

mutable than the monologue and/or were already reading the tractate through the 

monologue and sought only to bring the two into more obvious harmony. In both cases, 

positing the monologue’s original independence is the most sensible way to account for 

the variety of evidence regarding its use within the literary record. 

 

II.  The Transmission History of the Apocryphon of John  

The Apocryphon of John is preserved in four codices from the late fourth and/or 

early fifth centuries, but the texts that were transcribed into these codices have their 

origins sometime between the mid-second and early third centuries. Thus, while the 

manuscripts themselves have little to add regarding Ap. John’s circulation prior to their 

                                                                                                                                            
Christianity (eds. Charles Hedrick and Robert Hodgson Jr., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
1986), esp. 62–3; idem. “Ritual in Gnosticism,” Gnosticism and Later Platonism. 
Themes, Figures, and Texts (ed. John Turner and Ruth Majercik, SBL Symposium Series 
12, Atlanta, GA: SBL, 2000), 91. Michael Waldstein, “The Providence Monologue in the 
Apocryphon of John and the Johannine Prologue,” JECS 3 (1995): esp. 388; Tardieu, 
Écrits Gnostiques, 43, 340. 
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production, the contents of the four extant manuscripts preserve sufficient evidence to 

identify several critical developments in the Apocryphon of John’s transmission history, 

though dating any of these developments is another matter. Based on current knowledge 

of Coptic orthography and information that can be gleaned from the four surviving 

manuscripts, scholars have identified evidence of several important phases of the 

Apocryphon of John’s transmission history. The most notable of these for the purposes of 

this study are: (1) the redaction of the Greek short version into the Greek form of the long 

version; (2) the translation of both versions from Greek into the Sahidic dialect of Coptic; 

and (3) the production and circulation of Coptic exempla, including the four manuscripts 

to which we now have access. 

 

The Greek Phase: Composition and Redaction 

The earliest external attestation to the Apocryphon of John is provided by 

Irenaeus, whose refutations of the “Barbeloites” (Adv. Haer. I.29) is strikingly similar to 

several passages in Ap. John’s Protology (approx. BG 27,12–44,15; NHC II 4,24–15,9). 

There also seem to be narrative parallels between his refutation of the “Sethian-Ophite” 

myth in Adv. Haer. 1,30 and the latter half of Ap. John (approx. BG 37,10–75,10; NHC 

II 10,1–30,11). Nevertheless, in neither case do the parallels coincide sufficiently enough 

to suggest literary dependence in either direct, and in fact, it is unlikely that our text was 

Irenaeus’s source.21 Rather, he seems to have had access to one of several sources that 

were joined together to form the Apocryphon of John as it is known today. 

                                                
21 This is especially evident when comparing the “decad of aeons” in the 

Apocryphon of John against that of Irenaeus. For the most part, the same entities are 
present, but their relationships to one another are quite different, suggesting that the 
Apocryphon of John reflects an adaptation of the document known to Irenaeus. See the 
discussion in Barc and Funk, Recension Brève, esp. 38–9. 
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Despite the lack of external evidence for the Apocryphon of John prior to 

Irenaeus’s refutation of the Barbeloites in Adversus Haereses I,29 (c. 185), most scholars 

date the short version at some point during the latter half of the second century.22 

Generally, these dates are based on hypotheses about the historical development of the 

ideologies believed to underlie the Apocryphon of John, (e.g., Jewish Wisdom literature, 

the Johannine tradition, “Sethianism,” and/or “Ophism”),23 and due to the hypothetical 

nature of these arguments, their authors tend to exercise caution in dating the text too 

narrowly. Thus, Bernard Barc and Wolf-Peter Funk go against the grain in the most 

recent commentary on the Apocryphon of John (though treating only the short version), 

by dating Ap. John’s composition to “the end of the first third of the second century of 

our era.”24 Such an early date would put the Apocryphon of John in competition with at 

                                                
22 See, i.a., Barc and Funk, Recension Brève; Karen King, Secret Revelation, 10; 

Michel Tardieu, Écrits gnostiques, 38–45; John Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the 
Platonic Tradition, 127–55; 214–20. 

23 On the relationship between Ap. John and the Gospel of John, see especially 
John Turner, “The Johannine Legacy: The Gospel and Apocryphon of John,” in The 
Legacy of John: Second-Century Reception of the Fourth Gospel (Supplements to NT 
132, ed. Tuomas Rasimus; Leiden: Brill, 2010), 105–44. On Ap. John’s relationship to 
Ophism, see Tuomas Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered in Gnostic Mythmaking: 
Rethinking Sethianism in Light of the Ophite Evidence (Nag Hammadi and Manichaean 
Studies 68; Leiden: Brill, 2009), esp. 259–79, wherein he discusses the Ophite influence 
on Ap. John and the relationship between Ap. John, the prologue to the Gospel of John, 
and Ophism. For the Sethian contexts and a reconstruction of Ap. John’s place in the 
history of “Sethianizing” Christianity, see especially John Turner’s Sethian Gnosticism 
and the Platonic Tradition, esp. 130–41, 214–20.  

24 See Barc and Funk, Recension Brève, 39–40. They arrive at this date, 
primarily, on the basis of Ap. John’s frequent rejection of Rabbinic exegesis, often 
signaled by Christ’s explicit ‘correction’ of a scriptural passage (e.g., “Do not think it is 
as Moses said…”; cf. NHC II 13,20; BG 45,8–10). They see consistent evidence of strife 
between the authors of Ap. John and various Jewish convictions/groups, leading them to 
conclude that the version of Ap. John preserved in BG and NHC III was likely originally 
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least the second phase of Johannine literature, if not with the Gospel of John itself,25 but 

due to the lack of external evidence, most scholars are hesitant to be so precise. Frederik 

Wisse resists dating the text earlier than the third century, but his position remains the 

minority view.26 

 

The Coptic Phase: Translation and Transmission 

Though the fact that the Apocryphon of John was translated from Greek to Coptic 

is irrefutable, there is very little evidence by which to determine when this translation 

might have occurred other than as a relative date range between the Greek phase and the 

Coptic manuscripts to which we have access. Moreover, little is known about the earliest 

phases of Coptic in general, and there is an unfortunate lack of hard evidence by which to 

determine when this translational period may have occurred. Acknowledging these 

difficulties, one attractive possibility is that the Apocryphon of John and other examples 

of literature with similarly esoteric contents and mythological convictions were translated 

into Coptic during the period from the end of the third century through the beginning of 

the fourth, which is also the period during which the first known Coptic translations of 

biblical texts began to appear in Egypt. Frederik Wisse, who has worked extensively on 

these early biblical manuscripts as well as the Apocryphon of John asserts that the early 

Coptic translations of biblical manuscripts and the majority of texts preserved in the Nag 

Hammadi library “are similarly idiosyncratic and flawed as translations.”27 Wisse also 
                                                                                                                                            
produced during the period of conflict leading up to the second Jewish revolt (132–136 
CE). 

25 See especially Chapter 9 of Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered as well as his 
helpful summary in the chapter’s conclusion, pp. 277–79. 

26 Waldstein and Wisse, Synopsis, 1; Wisse, “After the Synopsis,” 149. 
27 See Wisse, “After the Synopsis,” 148–9; Idem., “The Coptic Versions of the 

New Testament,” The Text of the New Testament in Contemporary Research: Essays on 
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notes that the Graeco-Egyptian ascetics of this period would have been particularly suited 

to the production of such manuscripts and that, due to their well-documented interests in 

esoteric texts, they would probably have been eager to do so. In the introduction to the 

synoptic version of Ap. John, Waldstein and Wisse note that, in addition to the general 

interest that anchorites had in esoteric texts and practices, such a context would also help 

to account for the poor Coptic translations that occur at certain points in each 

manuscript—most frequently in passages that are especially grounded in Greek 

philosophy: “Faulty translations from Greek would have been no hindrance to such 

interests, and may well have increased their esoteric value.”28 

 

The Surviving Manuscripts 

Attempts to date creation and burial of the surviving Nag Hammadi manuscripts 

continue to be contentious, primarily due to issues with dating the Nag Hammadi library 

as a whole. The only concrete date associated with any of the texts discovered at Nag 

Hammadi is the cartonnage discovered in the cover of Codex VII, which preserved 

several documents with legible dating formulae. The latest of these dates to 348, 

providing a terminus post quem for the creation of Codex VII and a rough terminus post 

quem for Codices I and XI, which appear to have been written by the same scribe. Dating 

the library’s burial is even more problematic, but many of those scholars that accept an 

association between the library and Egyptian monastic communities suppose that they 

would have been buried in the wake of Athanasius’s festal letter of 367, which attempted 

                                                                                                                                            
the Status Questionis (Studies and Documents 46, ed. Bart Ehrman and Michael Holmes; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 131-141. 

28 Waldstein and Wisse, Synopsis, 7. See also Wisse, “After the Synopsis,” 148; 
Cf., Stephen Emmel, “Religious Tradition, Textual Transmission, and the Nag Hammadi 
Codices,” 36–7. 
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to ban the reading of heterodox literature throughout Egypt’s monastic communities.29 

Such assumptions are largely based on the assumed relationship between the Nag 

Hammadi library and the Pachomian monastery at Chenoboskion, which is problematic 

for a number of reasons.30 Though I am of the mindset that the library would have been 

in use (if not production) in the fifth century, the date of the actual manuscripts is rarely a 

vital component of my argument. For this project, I therefore accept the rather broad 

range of 350–450 CE. 

Dating the copy in Codex Berolinensis is similarly problematic, though for 

different reasons. On one hand, cartonnage from the cover included a monastic letter of 

introduction, which has been dated to the end of the third or beginning of the fourth 

centuries,31 but on the other, the cover appears to have been adapted from an earlier 

codex,32 and several scholars have dated the actual tractates to the fifth century.33 This 

                                                
29 See especially Wisse, “Gnosticism and Early Monasticism,” 431–40. 
30 See my discussion in Chapter 1, under the heading “Analytical Problems and 

the Nag Hammadi Library” 
31 For the letter, see Kurt Treu, “P. Berol. 8508: Christliches 

Empfehlungsschreiben aus dem Einband des koptisch-gnostischen Kodex P. 8502,” 
Archiv fur Papyrusforschung 28 (1982), 53–54; idem. “Christliche Empfehlungs-
Schemabriefe auf Papyrus,” Zetesis: Album amicorum. door vrienden en collega's 
aangeboden aan Prof. Dr. E. de Strycker (Antwerp: De Nederlandsche Boekhandel, 
1973), 629–36. 

32 On this issue, see also Myriam Krutzsch and Günter Poethke, “Der Einband des 
koptisch-gnostischen Kodex Papyrus Berolinensis 8502,” Forschungen und Berichte 24 
(1984): 37–40. 

33 Carl Schmidt, “Ein vorirenäisches gnostisches Originalwerk in koptischer 
Sprache (mit einer Nachschrift von Adolf von Harnack,” Sitzungsberichte der königlich 
preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin (1896), 839–47. Walter Till and 
Hans-Martin Schenke report that Stegemann also dated the text to the fifth century; see 
Walter Till and Hans-Martin Schenke, Die gnostischen Schriften des Koptischen Papyrus 
Berolinensis8502, (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag) 1955, 7. 
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date, however, is based on orthography, which is a notoriously unreliable (and poorly 

documented) basis for the dating of Coptic literary texts. In sum, we are left with little 

more for BG than for the Nag Hammadi copies and have no reason to assume a date 

range different than our other three copies (c. 350–450). 

By mapping the two versions and three lines of Coptic transmission/translation 

onto this three phase schema, we arrive at something like the following—very 

simplified—visual representation. 

 
Figure 2-1: Transmission History of the Apocryphon of John  

 

 

Especially in the “Greek Phase,” this representation is vastly oversimplified, but it does 

provide a general representation of the primary lines of transmission and how they relate 

to the three phases of the text’s transmission history that are most important to my 

arguments in the following chapters. Since the long version of the text was produced 
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during the Greek phase, much of my analysis looks backwards to the late second and 

third centuries, but in several cases, important alterations to the long version seem to have 

occurred in the Coptic phase, suggesting that not only was it produced by a community 

that sought to reshape the Apocryphon of John into a more suitable expression of their 

Christian belief structure but that it continued to circulate in such contexts after it was 

translated into Coptic, eventually ending up in the enormous cache of texts discovered 

near Nag Hammadi almost sixty years ago.  

 

Conclusion 

Due to the vast scope of its contents as well as the number and character of 

surviving copies, the Apocryphon of John is an unusually commodious source of 

evidence for the vanished Christian communities that produced, adapted, and transmitted 

it. In many ways, the idiosyncrasies of the Apocryphon of John’s contents and the 

complexities of its preservation have impeded our ability to reconstruct its transmission 

history, but they have also furnished scholars with a large body of evidence through 

which to examine precisely these issues. While it is generally quite difficult to 

differentiate layers of transmission and interpretation, the Apocryphon of John survives 

in four separate copies that preserve two very different versions of the text, one of which 

represents a cohesive and intentional revision of the other.  

Its contents preserve evidence of the religious, ethical, and social convictions of 

the sects and communities within which it circulated, and its surviving attestations 

facilitate the identification and analysis of the way these convictions were shaped and 

reshaped according to the shifting needs and desires of the individuals and communities 

responsible for its transmission, preservation, and use. For all of these reasons, the 

Apocryphon of John’s surviving manuscripts offer a perfect target for the analysis of 
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textual variation deployed in this study and a bountiful source of evidence for the close 

relationship between the unidentified communities within which it circulated and the 

shifting face of Christian religiosity from the second to the fifth centuries of our era. 
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Chapter Three 

Reframing the Discussion: 

The Apocryphon of John  and Christian Literary Culture  

Most of the substantive textual variants between the two extant versions of the 

Apocryphon of John were introduced during an extensive and detailed rewriting program 

that reshaped the tractate according to the ideological, mythological, and theological 

convictions of a discrete historical audience.1 As a result, the long version (NHC II,1 and 

IV,1), which was the final product of their labor, preserves a significant amount of 

evidence for these specific redactors’ goals and worldview(s). Moreover, despite the fact 

that the two copies of the short version (NHC III,1 and BG 8502,2) are representatives of 

independent lines of Coptic transmission from the Greek,2 the structure and contents of 

their narratives are more-or-less identical, making it extremely likely that they are a 

reliable representation of an earlier phase in the Apocryphon of John’s transmission 

history. As such, they preserve a valuable source of comparative materials by which to 

identify and analyze the variety of additions, omissions, and other editorial revisions that 

resulted in the long version of the Apocryphon of John.3 
                                                

1 See my discussion in Chapter 4. 
2 Though the two codices were discovered at sites close to the Nile river that are 

only about 50 miles from one another (NHC III near the modern village of Nag Hammadi 
and BG 8502 near Akhmim), their independent transmission is assured by the fact that 
they represent significantly different Coptic translations of the original Greek. See the 
discussion in the previous chapter. 

3 I do not argue, however, that a contemporaneous reader would necessarily have 
understood the two versions to represent irreconcilably different traditions. In fact, 
apocryphal tractates like the Apocryphon of John were adopted and adapted so readily 
that the redactors responsible for the long version probably based most, if not all, of their 
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A careful examination of Ap. John’s two extant versions reveals not only that the 

editors of the long version were well acquainted with the practical and ideological 

conventions of widely-read Christian literature, but also (and more importantly) that they 

were engaged in many of the same theological and Christological debates that shaped and 

reshaped the face of Christian religiosity in third- and fourth-century Egypt. Thus, I argue 

that the long version (NHC II,1 and NHC IV,1) of the Apocryphon of John represents a 

more recognizable and popular form of Christian religiosity than does the shorter form of 

the tractate (NHC III,1 and BG 8502,2). I also demonstrate that the longer version is 

suffused with revisions and expansions that reframe the tractate in accordance with the 

scriptural and scribal practices of a specifically Christian literary culture and emphasize 

the Christological traditions that Ap. John shared with better known (and more accepted) 

examples of Christian literature—especially as one finds in the Gospel of John.  

I begin by examining three distinctive features of the long version that bring it 

into conformity with the scribal and formal conventions of better known (and less 

sectarian) Christian scriptures: (1) the addition of a prologue at the beginning of the 

tractate that shares a number of characteristics with another text that has often been 

associated with the Johannine corpus; (2) the presence of a short (creedal) affirmation 

directly after the narrative’s conclusion; and (3) alterations to the colophon title that 

further reshapes the appearance of the tractate in accordance with customary Christian 

scribal practices. In a second section, I examine three Christological passages that the 

long version’s editor(s) have revised in order to elicit more obvious intertextual 

connections with the spirit-Christology of the Gospel of John and the “exalted name” 

tradition reflected in the Christ Hymn of Philippians 2.  

 
                                                                                                                                            
revisions on a well-established exegesis of the tractate. 
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I.  From Prologue to Colophon: A Christian Frame for John’s Secret Book 

While the two extant copies of Ap. John’s short version exhibit no framing 

mechanisms aside from colophon titles that separate the Apocryphon of John from the 

texts that follow it, the long version includes a short introductory prologue that is absent 

from the shorter version and that increases the intertextual relationship between the long 

version of the Apocryphon of John and other examples of Christian literature:  

The teaching of the Savior (σωτήρ) and the revelation (ⳓⲱⲗⲡ) of the mysteries 
(μυστήριον) and the things that are hidden in silence, which he taught John, his 
disciple (μαθητής) (II 1,1–4; cf. IV 1,1–5). 

In keeping with the text’s consistent characterization as a revelatory dialogue, the long 

version’s prologue identifies the revealer figure, the contents of his revelation, and the 

recipient of the knowledge that the revelation imparts. Moreover, despite its brevity, the 

long version’s prologue shares a number of similarities with the prologue of Revelation, 

another influential example of revelatory Christian literature that many second- and third-

century Christians (incorrectly) attributed to John the son of Zebedee.4 

                                                
4 Even Origen clearly believed Revelation to have been authored by John of 

Zebedee. Evidence for this is especially abundant in his Commentary on John, where he 
frequently supplements his analysis of the Fourth Gospel with references to Revelation. 
In many cases, the rhetorical force necessitates the understanding that the same author 
wrote both texts, and in at least one example, he explicitly identifies the author of Rev. as 
the traditional author of (Gosp.) John. See Io. Comm. 1.14.84, where he writes, 
“Therefore John the Son of Zebedee says in Revelation…” followed by a quote from Rev 
14:6–7. 
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The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave to him to reveal (δεῖξει) to his 
servants what must soon occur: sending it by means of his angel, he made it 
known to his servant John, who bore witness to the word of God and to the 
testimony of Jesus Christ—everything that he saw. (Rev 1:1–2)5 

While the two prologues are far from identical, there are several notable points of 

comparison, especially with regard to Ap. John’s prologue and the first verse of the 

prologue to Revelation. 

 

Table 3.1: Comparison of Prologues to Ap. John  and Rev 

 
The 

Revealer 
Figure 

(reveals 
the) 

Contents 
of the 

Revelation 
(to the) 

Recipient 
of the 

Revelation 

Ap. John 
(NHC II  
1,1–4) 

The teaching 
of the Savior 

and the 
revelation of 

—— 

the mysteries 
and the 

things that 
are hidden in 

silence 

—— 
which he 

taught John, 
his disciple 

Rev 1:1 
The 

revelation of 
Jesus Christ 

which God 
gave to him 

to him to 
reveal to his 

servants 

what must 
soon occur; 

sending it by 
means of his 

angel, 

he made it 
known to his 
servant John 

 

While Revelation’s prologue is much longer and more descriptive than the 

prologue that introduces the Apocryphon of John’s long version, the latter is functionally 

and structurally similar to Revelation’s first verse. Both begin by identifying the 

respective text’s revelatory purpose as well as the identity of the figure that mediates the 

revelation—Christ in both cases. At the core of both statements, one finds an enigmatic 
                                                

5 NA27: Ἀποκάλυψις Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ ἣν ἔδωκεν αὐτῷ ὁ θεὸς δεῖξαι τοῖς δούλοις 
αὐτοῦ ἃ δεῖ γενέσθαι ἐν τάχει, καὶ ἐσήμανεν ἀποστείλας διὰ τοῦ ἀγγέλου αὐτοῦ τῷ 
δούλῳ αὐτοῦ Ἰωάννῃ, ὃς ἐμαρτύρησεν τὸν λόγον τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ τὴν μαρτυρίαν Ἰησοῦ 
Χριστοῦ ὅσα εἶδεν. Μακάριος ὁ ἀναγινώσκων καὶ οἱ ἀκούοντες τοὺς λόγους τῆς 
προφητείας καὶ τηροῦντες τὰ ἐν αὐτῇ γεγραμμένα, ὁ γὰρ καιρὸς ἐγγύς. 
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reference to the contents of the revelation that the tractate details, and at their ends, each 

identifies the human recipient of the revelation. There are two clauses in Rev 1:1 that do 

not fit into one of these three categories, but they represent further levels of mediation 

between God and humankind that do not accord with the Apocryphon of John’s 

characterization of humanity’s relationship to the divine realm. 

It is important to note that while there are many similarities between the two 

prologues, the Apocryphon of John allows humanity to interact with God through fewer 

mediators and, moreover, describes Christ’s revelatory activity in terms of teaching as 

well as revelation. The “mystery and the things hidden in silence,” which are mentioned 

Apocryphon of John’s prologue, are taken up again near the texts conclusion, where the 

revealer figure insists that his revelation contains secrets that must be kept from all who 

are not worthy and/or capable of perceiving the truth of its contents: “And I have said 

everything to you so that you might write them down and give them to your fellow-spirits 

in secret” (II 31,28–30; cf. BG 75,15–19).6 By comparison, several points in Revelation 

explicitly encourage the dissemination of its revelatory contents. Revelation 1:3, for 

example, concludes the treatise’s prologue by exhorting the oral recitation of its contents: 

“Blessed is he who recites and those who hear the words of the prophecy and give heed 

to the things that written in it; for the time is near.”7 Thus, while the Apocryphon of 

John’s prologue exemplifies the long version’s adaptation of Christian literary forms, it 

maintains the ideological and theological distinctions of its more Hellenized worldview. 

                                                
6 NHC II 31,28–30: ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲓ̂ϫⲉ ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲁⲥ ⲉⲕⲛⲁⲥϩⲁⲓ̂ⲥⲟⲩ ⲛ̅ⲕⲧⲁⲁⲩ 

ⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲕϣⲃⲣ̅ ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ϩⲛ̅ ⲟⲩϩⲱⲡ 
7 NA27: Μακάριος ὁ ἀναγινώσκων καὶ οἱ ἀκούοντες τοὺς λόγους τῆς 

προφητείας καὶ τηροῦντες τὰ ἐν αὐτῇ γεγραμμένα, ὁ γὰρ καιρὸς ἐγγύς. Cf. also Rev 
22:6,10. 
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Prologues of this sort frequently introduce Christian literary accounts and have 

the functional result—whether intentional or incidental—of bolstering a given text’s 

authority by reinforcing its ascription to a divine and/or historically important entity. In 

the cases of Revelation and the Apocryphon of John’s long version, the tractates’ 

prologues bolster their authority and draw the reader in by immediately associating their 

contents with both a divine entity—Jesus—and with a historically important person—

John. Drawing on both of these lines of authority, the editor(s) that produced the 

Apocryphon of John’s long version present the text not only as a source of Christian 

revelation, but also as a Christian revelatory text that belongs to the very popular 

Johannine corpus and supplements the disclosed knowledge of Revelation with the secret 

knowledge of the Apocryphon of John.8 

At the end of the long version, we find two further redactions that, like the 

addition of the prologue, evoke rhetorical and structural similarities with better known 

Christian literature: (1) the addition of a short (creedal) affirmation that explicitly 

identifies the text’s revelatory figure as “Jesus,” a name that occurs nowhere else in either 

version of the text, and (2) a rewritten colophon title that more closely resembles the 

titles of other popular texts and, especially, of the Gospel of John, which may be the 

precise inspiration for its form at the end of the long version. The narrative of the 

Apocryphon of John concludes with the disappearance of John’s interlocutor and a brief 

acknowledgment that John went to his “fellow disciples” (ⲛⲉϥϣⲃⲣ̅ ⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ; μαθητής) 

and informed them of the things that had been revealed to him, but aside from the 

colophon title, this is the end of the short version. 

                                                
8 On the relative importance of the Johannine tradition in Egyptian Christianity, 

see especially, Hurtado, Earliest Christian Artifacts, esp. 28–31, 209–229. 
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At this point in the long version (just prior to the colophon title), a scribe has 

added a concise (creedal) affirmation that—despite being comprised of only three 

words—has a palpable effect on the way that the long version would have been 

interpreted: “Jesus the Christ, Amen” (ⲓ̅ⲥ̅ ⲡⲉⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅ ϩⲁⲙⲏⲛ; II 32,6; IV 49,26). This brief 

affirmation, which occurs only in the long version, is the sole mention of Jesus’s name in 

the Apocryphon of John. In addition to the liturgical functions that a statement of this sort 

may have served, the editor(s) of the long version likely intended to distinguish 

themselves from sects that practiced similar forms of biblical exegesis and held to similar 

mythological models but did not share their estimation of Jesus’s historical and 

soteriological significance. Several other Nag Hammadi tractates exalt Seth or Adam as 

the savior rather than Jesus the Nag Hammadi corpus to find several examples of texts 

that conceive of Seth or Adam as the Savior rather than Jesus,9 and indeed, the 

Apocryphon of John itself is likely a composite of previously extant literary traditions 

that have been reconstituted as a Christian(ized) dialogue between Jesus and John.10 
                                                

9 For example, the Three Steles of Seth (VII,5), the Apocalypse of Adam (V,5), 
Eugnostos (III,3; V,1), the Hypostasis of the Archons (II,4), and Thunder, Perfect Mind 
(VI,2). In the contexts of the codices within which these texts are preserved—i.e., the 
Nag Hammadi library—they were probably interpreted through a Christian lens. 
Nevertheless, Jesus is not named as the savior in any of these texts, though Codex V does 
seem to make reference to him, as I argue in Chapter 1. On the other hand, Adam is an 
integral revelatory and redemptive figure in each of these treatises as is his son Seth, 
though Seth is occasionally unnamed, as in the case of the copy of Eugnostos in NHC III 
which never names Seth, but consistently refers to Adam’s son by the name/title of 
“Savior.”  

10 Determining precisely what traditions may have informed the earliest version of 
the Apocryphon of John is, given current evidence, an impossible task, but there can be 
little doubt that it is an amalgam of originally independent traditions. It is well known, for 
example, that the Apocryphon of John’s protology is quite similar—in some places, 
nearly identical—to Irenaeus’s description of the “Barbeloites” in Adv. Haer. 1.29 and, 
likewise, that Ap. John’s anthropology myths share a close affinity with his account of 
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Likewise, the long version’s editors may have intended to clarify their 

identification of Jesus with the heavenly Christ rather than—or in addition to—the 

earthly Christ/Messiah. If so, the addition of the Christological affirmation may have 

been inspired by the language of 1 John, which reflects a similar apology against a cadre 

of unnamed “opponents,” who apparently denied that the human Jesus was identical with 

the heavenly Son: “Everyone (ⲟⲩⲱⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ) who believes that Jesus is the Christ (ⲓⲏⲥⲟⲩⲥ ⲡⲉ 

ⲡⲉⲭⲣⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ) has been begotten from God, and everyone who loves the Parent 

(ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩϫⲡⲟϥ: the one who begot him), loves the Son (ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩϫⲡⲟϥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛϩⲏⲧϥ: the one 

who was born from him)” (1 John 5:1).11 Like the Apocryphon of John, 1 John 5:1 

emphasizes the relationship between Jesus and Christ, and aside from the use of nomina 

sacra in the Apocryphon of John, the two statements are nearly identical.12 Certainly, this 

concern with Jesus’s identity is too widespread to conclude a direct literary relationship 

on this basis, but the presence of so similar a concern in second generation Johannine 

literature—which would very likely have been available to the long version’s editors—

suggests that this concern over Christ’s identity was at least a contributing factor in the 

choice to conclude the long version with this Christological affirmation. 

                                                                                                                                            
the “Ophites and Sethians” in Adv. Haer. 1.30. The dialogic frame through which Christ 
reveals these myths to John, then, would be a third tradition, and the variety of materials 
unique to the long version provide, at the least, a fourth.  

11 Cf. also 1 John 2:22; John 20:30–31. Trans. based on the Coptic text in J. 
Warren Wells, Sahidica: The New Testament according to the Sahidic Coptic Text, 
Logos, 2007. Emphasis mine. 

12 They are not, however, identical since the text of 1 John includes a second 
“ⲡⲉ,” making it a nominal sentence, given the almost universal tendency of Coptic scribes 
to precede Christ with the definite article when referring to Jesus. The Ap. John phrase is 
probably not intended to represent a complete sentence. Rather, it is an appositional 
identification that, nevertheless, affirms that the long version’s scribes knew Jesus as the 
Christ.  
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It may have been a similar concern that provoked a later editor of a copy of the 

shorter version in BG to replace almost every reference to the revelatory figure with 

ⲭ̅ⲥ̅/ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅, a nomen sacrum form of Christ.13 Combined, ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅ and ⲭ̅ⲥ̅ occur approximately 

seven times in the copy of the short version in NHC III and in both copies of the long 

version.14 This stands in stark contrast to the roughly eighteen instances of these titles in 

BG, which frequently reads ⲭ̅ⲥ̅ or ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅ where NHC III preserves ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ (lord/master), 

which appears to be the more original form.15 The long version, by contrast, most 

frequently refers to John’s interlocutor with some form of “savior” (σωτήρ). In fact, the 

short version refers to the revealer figure as “savior” only twice: once near the beginning 

of the text when John, grieving, wonders “How was the savior appointed?” (NHC III 

[1,20]; BG 20,9) and again at the tractate’s conclusion as John departs to report “what 

had been told to him by the savior” (NHC III 40,8–9; BG 77,2–5). The long version also 

uses “savior” in both of these instances, though using the nomen sacrum form (ⲡⲥ̅ⲱ̅ⲣ̅), 

                                                
13 This is one of few significant discrepancies between the Berlin Codex version 

of Ap. John and that of NHC III, but since the Berlin Codex is generally held to be a 
fifth-century copy and exhibits strong ties to a monastic environment, it is rather more 
surprising that BG is so similar to NHC III than it is when it occasionally diverges. For 
more on BG’s ties to Christian monasticism, see my discussion of the manuscripts’ social 
contexts in Chapter 2, pp. 36–37, esp. nn. 30–31.  

14 NHC II: ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅: 7,2; 7,31; 8,23; 32,6; ⲭ̅ⲥ̅: 7,11; 7,20; 9,2. Cf. NHC III: ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅: 10,2; 
10,13; 10,22; 11,7; 11,15; 12,21; 13,7.  

15 There are several instances where NHC III agrees with one or both copies of 
the long version in preserving ⲡϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ where the copy in BG has ⲭ̅ⲥ̅ ⲟⲣ ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅. See especially 
BG 42,10–19 (and cf. NHC III 18,13–17; NHC II 11,35–12,6), where BG goes so far as 
to assert that Ialdabaoth became “Christ” (ⲭ̅ⲥ̅) over his archons by sharing his fire with 
them through a perverted reenactment of the anointing that Autogenes-Christ received 
from the Invisible Spirit. 
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and moreover, it is only in the long version that John directly addresses his interlocutor 

with this title (NHC II 22,10,12,21; 25,16, 31,32).16 

Thus, in addition to remodeling the tractate after the formal and ideological 

characteristics of authoritative Christian literature, the long version’s editor(s) probably 

added this Christological affirmation to the end of the long version to address a very 

practical issue: the explicit identification of the text’s revealer figure with Jesus. The 

communities that read and used the surviving manuscripts of the short version would 

almost certainly have understood John’s interlocutor to be Jesus, but there are numerous 

examples of texts that draw on the same exegetical and mythological traditions found in 

the Apocryphon of John to describe revelatory and redeemer figures that have little or 

nothing to do with Jesus.17 With such traditions in mind, the editors of the long version—

perhaps thinking that the tractate’s Christian nature was not obvious enough—felt the 

need to clarify that it was indeed Jesus whom they believed to be the Christ and from 

whom the tractate’s interlocutor received his revelatory knowledge.  

Directly after the affirmation of Christ’s identity, the long version’s colophon title 

provides a further example of the long version being framed in a form that more closely 

corresponds to the shape of other examples of popular Christian literature. While the 

alterations to the colophon title may seem somewhat superficial, as one of three pieces of 

the treatise’s reframing, they contribute significantly to the impression that the long 

version would have had on a new reader. 

                                                
16 In addition to emphasizing Christ’s soteriological importance, the editors of the 

long version may also have been attempting to avoid the ambiguity of the ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅/ⲭ̅ⲥ̅ title, 
which in addition to meaning “Christ,” can also be read as an expression of divine 
beneficence (i.e., χρηστός). 

17 e.g., the Three Steles of Seth (VII,5), the Apocalypse of Adam (V,5), Eugnostos 
(III,3; V,1), the Hypostasis of the Archons (II,4), and Thunder, Perfect Mind (VI,2). 
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Table 3.2: The Apocryphon of John’s Colophon Titles 

BG 8502,2 NHC III,1 NHC II,1 NHC IV,1 
ⲡ̅ⲁ̅ⲡⲟ̅ⲕ̅ⲣⲩ̅ⲫⲟ̅ⲛ̅ ⲛ̅ 

ⲓ̈ⲱ̅ϩⲁ̅ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲏ̅[ⲥ] 
ⲡⲁⲡⲟⲕⲣⲩⲫⲟⲛ ⲛ 

ⲓ̈ⲱϩⲁⲛⲛⲏⲥ 
ⲕ̅ⲁ̅ⲧ̅ⲁ̅ ⲓ̈ⲱⲏϩ̅ⲁ̅ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲏ̅ⲛ̅ 

ⲛ̅ ⲁ̅ⲡ̅ⲟ̅ⲕ̅ⲣ̅ⲩ̅ⲫⲟ̅ⲛ̅ 
ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲓ̈ⲱ[ⲏ]ⲛ̣ ⲛ̅ 

ⲁⲡⲟⲕⲣⲩ̣ⲫⲟⲛ 
The Apocryphon 

of John 
The Apocryphon 

of John 
The Apocryphon 

According to John 
The Apocryphon 

According to John 

 

And in fact, the long version’s title exhibits the same structure as the title that 

concludes the Gospel of John, though with “secret” (ἀπόκρυφος) in place of “gospel” 

(εὐαγγέλιον). These similarities led Michel Tardieu to assert that the long version’s title 

is a direct result of the editor’s familiarity with the fourth gospel, which was influential 

enough that the scribe automatically associated the two works and retitled the 

Apocryphon of John accordingly.18 This may, in fact, have been the case, but it is more 

prudent to point out that by adopting the more prevalent Greek form of the title, the 

redactors of the long version close the Apocryphon of John in a way that would have 

been familiar to readers (or hearers) of the broader Christian literary tradition, certainly 

including the Gospel John, but also the variety of other Christian tractates that shared the 

same basic titular structure. Taken together, these changes to the text’s framing devices 

suggest a concerted attempt to change the way an unfamiliar reader would experience this 

tractate. In each case, the rhetoric and structure of contemporary Christian literature is 

integrated into the framing elements of the Apocryphon of John.  

 

                                                
18 See Tardieu, Ecrits Gnostiques, 345, where he suggests that the differences 

between the two titles are the result of a redactor who “recopie par automatisme littéraire 
l'intitulé du quatrième évangile.” 
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II.  The Apocryphon of John  and Christian Literature 

 In addition to the long version’s revised framing elements, it also presents a 

much greater degree of intertextual engagement with contemporaneous examples of 

popular Christian literature, especially with regard to the nature and character of the 

pleromatic entity most closely associated with Jesus: Autogenes-Christ, the tertiary 

member of the Primal Triad.19 At several points, the long version revises or incorporates 

new materials that link the creation, perfection, and glorification of Autogenes-Christ to 

the baptism and glorification of the human Jesus. The cumulative effect of these revisions 

is a markedly closer affinity with the Johannine Christological tradition, indicating that 

the editor(s) associated with the production of the long version were familiar with these 

corpora of literature and that their interpretation of the Apocryphon of John was framed 

by a broader conversation about the person and significance of Christ. 

One of the more visible manifestations of this trend is in the long version’s much 

greater emphasis on the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit. In the short version, the 

Holy Spirit is mentioned only four times,20 and only one of these occurs in direct relation 

                                                
19 Throughout the account of his generation, the Son is referred to be several 

names/titles, the most important of which are Only-Begotten (μονογενές), Self-Begotten 
(αὐτογενές), and Christ (ⲭ̅ⲥ̅/ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅). Especially in the long version which explicitly 
associates the three entities of the Primal Triad as different avatars of Pronoia, these three 
names/titles are directly related to the process by which he is created. Because he is 
essentially related—i.e., he shares an essential identity with them through Pronoia—to 
both First-Human and Pronoia-Barbelo, he is Self-Begotten. As the only offspring of 
Pronoia-Barbelo and First Human, he is Only-Begotten, and once he is anointed in the 
light of the pure and perfect light of the Invisible Spirit, he becomes Christ ⲭ̅ⲥ̅/ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅, the 
anointed/perfected  

20 BG 34,17 (no parallel in III); 38,10; 70,19, 71,7. Codex III attests to two further 
examples that preserve the Greek term, ἃγιον rather than the Coptic ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ—NHC III 
21,7; 32,17. Cf. also BG 46,19, which records Holy Invisible Spirit (ⲡⲉⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ 
ⲛⲁⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲛ), applying “holy” (ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ) to the Invisible Spirit, rather than in reference to the 
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to the activity of Autogenes-Christ (BG 34,17).21 The long version refers to the Holy 

Spirit throughout the protology, and even includes it as one of three primary aspects of 

Pronoia: “[Pronoia] became the womb (μήτρα) of everything, since she is prior to them 

all—the Mother-Father, the First Human, the Holy Spirit” (NHC II 5,5–7).22 The parallel 

section in the short version notes that Pronoia “became a First Human” and describes the 

variety of characteristics associated with this assumed identity, indicating that the 

confusion of these entities and their attributes is related to the reconfiguring of Pronoia 

that occurred in relation to the long version’s incorporation of the Pronoia Monologue.23  

                                                                                                                                            
specific role associated with the Holy Spirit elsewhere in the tractate. 

21 BG 34 15–18: All things were established through the will of the Holy Spirit—
through the Autogenes.  

22 One of the primary differences between the two versions is in the relationships 
and characteristics of the complex entities that comprise the godhead. In both versions, 
the godhead is a triad comprised of a Father, Mother, Son, each of which are associated 
with a number of other names, titles, and roles that are not always consistent across the 
two versions. In many cases, this lack of consistency is directly related to the rewriting 
program that reshaped the long version in light of the Pronoia Monologue, indicating that 
they were introduced—sometimes intentionally, sometimes not—during or subsequent to 
the same process. 

23 On the disparate characterizations of Pronoia in the long and short versions, see 
especially the first major content section in Chapter 4. For now it is sufficient to note that 
the incorporation of the Pronoia Monologue into the long version—along with the 
complex rewriting program through which its contents were integrated into the rest of the 
narrative—results in a fundamentally different characterization of Barbelo between the 
two versions. The short version describes an androgynous entity of the Pleroma who is 
characterized by four tripled attributes: “the thrice male; the three names; the three 
begettings; the androgynous, unaging aeon who came forth from Pronoia” (BG 27,18–
28,4). Much of this characterization is similar to that of the Barbelo character in the long 
version, but due to the way that the Pronoia Monologue was incorporated, the two 
entities are related in fundamentally different ways depending on which version of the 
tractate is under examination. 
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It is, thus, notable that the long version attributes the anointing of Autogenes-

Christ to the Holy Spirit,24 while the short version associates this role with the Invisible 

Spirit, a title that refers exclusively to the supra-eternal first principle. In both versions, 

the Son is created through a noetic process of self-reflection between the entities 

associated with the Mother and Father of the Primal Triad. The details of this interaction 

are somewhat different between the two versions,25 but according to the long version’s 

account, First Human stares into Barbelo-Pronoia “in the pure light surrounding the 

Invisible Spirit” (II 6,11–12), provoking her to produce a “spark of light.”26 This “spark 

of light,” which is “not equal to [its parent] in greatness” is then perfected by being 

anointed with the “Christhood” or “Goodness” (ⲙⲛⲧⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅) of the Invisible Spirit (NHC II 

                                                
24 In fact, it does so twice. See NHC II 6,29; 7,15–16. The use of Holy Spirit is 

further confused by the fact that it is a technical name for the “Mother of the Living” 
across all four copies; cf. NHC III 15,20–21; BG 38,10–12; NHC II 10,17–18.  

25 It is worth noting that whereas NHC III and BG paint Pronoia/Barbelo as the 
active party in the production of the Spark—both grammatically and conceptually—the 
long version attributes the activity of production to the masculine Invisible Spirit. In both 
cases, Barbelo’s conception is described in terms of visual perception. In the short 
version, she “stares intently” (NHC III: ⳓⲱϣⲧ̅ ⲉⲙⲁϣⲱ; BG ⲁⲥⳓⲱϣϣⲧ̅ ⲉⲙⲁⲧⲉ) into either 
the “pure light” (NHC III) or into the Unbegotten Father (BG). Subsequently, she turns 
herself toward the Invisible Spirit and “gives birth to a spark” (σπινθήρ). In the long 
version, on the other hand, it is First Human that gazes into Barbelo-Pronoia “in the pure 
light surrounding the Invisible Spirit” (NHC II 6,11–12), thus making the active party 
male. Moreover, while Barbelo conceives (ϫⲉⲟⲩⲱ) through this process, it is Father that 
actually produces (ϫⲡⲟ) the spark (NHC II 6,13). In addition to implications about 
divergent perceptions of gender, this variation also results in the Anointed’s creation 
being a process that involves the other two members of the re-envisioned Pronoia. The 
perfection of the Self-Begotten is still a result of the Spirit’s anointing him, but his 
generation is actually brought about by Mother-Father (NHC II, 6,16; ⲙⲏⲧⲣⲟⲡⲁⲧⲱⲣ; 
μητροπάτωρ), with whom he is identified through the Pronoia Monologue. 

26 NHC III 9,13: ⲁⲥϫⲡⲟ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲥⲡⲓⲛⲑⲏⲣ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ; BG 30,2: ⲁⲥϫⲡⲟ ⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲩⲥⲡⲓⲛⲑⲏⲣ 
ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲟⲓ̂ⲛ; II 6,13: ⲁϥϫⲡⲟ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩϯⲕ̅ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲛ; NHC IV 9,15–16: ⲁ[ϥ]ϫⲡⲟ ⲛ̅[ⲟ]ⲩ[ϯ]ⲕ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲛ.  
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6,10–26). The completion of the Son is mentioned at two points, the first of which is 

ambiguous about the role of the Holy Spirit, but the second is quite explicit: 

 
Table 3.3: The One Whom He Honored 

Short Version  
(BG 32,3–11) 

Long Version 
(NHC II 7,15–22) 

ⲁ̣ϥ̣[ϫⲱⲕ] ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓ̈ⲧⲟⲧϥ ⲙⲡⲉⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲙⲡ̣[ⲛϯ] 
ⲛⲁⲩⲧⲟⲅⲉⲛⲏⲥ ⲛϣⲁ ⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲡϣ[ⲏ]ⲣⲉ 
ⲛ̅ⲧⲃ̅ⲁ̅ⲣ̅ⲃ̅ⲏ̅ⲗ̅ⲱ̅ 

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϫⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲉⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲁⲩⲧⲟ̣ⲅⲉⲛⲏⲥ ⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡⲉϥ̣ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲛ̅ 
ⲧⲃ̅ⲁ̅ⲣ̅ⲃ̅ⲏ̅[ⲗ̅ⲱ̅] 

ϫⲉ ⲁϥⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧ̣[ϥ] ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲡⲓϣⲁ ⲉⲛⲉϩ 
ⲙⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓⲕⲟⲛ ⲙⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲛⲁϩⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲛ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲛⲁⲩⲧⲟⲅⲉⲛⲏⲥ ⲛⲭ̅ⲥ̅ ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁϥⲧⲁⲓ̈ⲟϥ ϩⲛ ⲟⲩⲛⲟⳓ 
ⲛⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ 

ⲁⲧⲣⲉϥⲁϩⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̅ ⲉⲡⲛⲟⳓ [ⲁ]ⲩ̣ⲱ ⲡⲁϩⲟⲣ[ⲁ]ⲧⲟⲥ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛ̣ⲓ̣ⲕⲟⲛ ⲙ̣[ⲡ̅]ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲙ̅ⲡⲁⲩⲧⲟⲅⲉⲛⲏⲥ 
ⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ̣ [ⲡ]ⲉⲭ̅ⲥ̣̅ [ⲡ]ⲁⲉⲓ ⲉⲛⲧⲁϥⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟϥ ϩⲛ̅ 
ⲟⲩⲛⲟⳓ ⲛ̅ⲥⲙⲏ 

ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϫⲉ ⲛⲧⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲉϥϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧⲉ 
ⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲛⲛⲟⲓⲁ 

ⲁ̣ϥ̣ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̅ ⲧⲡⲣⲟⲛ̣ⲟ̣ⲓⲁ 

And through the Spirit, he completed the 
[divine], eternal, Autogenes,  
the son of Barbelo, 

And the Holy Spirit completed the divine 
Autogenes, 
his son with Barbelo, 

since he attended the eternal, virginal, 
invisible Spirit,27 {as} the divine, anointed 
Autogenes, the Christ (ⲭ̅ⲥ̅)  
the one whom he honored  
with a great honor,  

so that he attended the great and invisible, 
virginal Spirit as the divine Autogenes 
(αὐτογενής), the Christ (ⲭ̅ⲥ̅),  
the one whom he honored  
with a great voice.  

because (ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϫⲉ) it was through his First 
Thought that he (i.e. Christ) had come into 
being. 

He appeared through Pronoia. 

 

                                                
27 This section of BG is the only place at which the distinction between the 

Invisible Spirit (the first principle) and the Virginal Spirit (the second principle, Barbelo) 
is confused. Because it is still clear in the parallel section of III (11,5–7), it may be that 
the scribe of BG had a specific purpose in mind. One possibility is that the scribe wanted 
to suggest that the first two entities, together, make a single Spirit that has both 
characteristics. It is also possible, of course, that this is either a mistake or that the scribe 
was somehow unaware of the distinction between the two entities. The former seems 
somewhat more likely. Cf. Barc and Funk, Recension Brève, 223–4, esp. 223n71. 
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This integration of the “Holy Spirit” into the long version’s account of 

Autogenes-Christ’s anointing causes several interpretive difficulties, not the least of 

which is the fact that Autogenes-Christ is later portrayed as “standing in attendance” and 

“glorifying” the Holy Spirit and the Perfect Pronoia for bringing him into existence 

(NHC II 6,28–32). In most cases, the various titles associated with the Spirit refer to 

specific roles/entities that occur at the different ontological levels of the text’s 

cosmology, and aside from the anointing of Autogenes, the Holy Spirit is associated with 

entities that should, by rights, be inferior to him and, therefore, to whom he should 

neither “stand in attendance” nor offer “glorification.” It appears to be the case that the 

editors of the long recension were not aware of the technical character of these titles and 

that it is the Invisible Spirit whom they intended as the referent of “Holy Spirit.”  

In either case, their desire to associate the Holy Spirit with the anointing of 

Autogenes reflects the influence of the Johannine Holy Spirit tradition, such as is 

reflected in John 1:32–33:  

And John testified saying, “I beheld the Spirit descending like a dove from 
heaven, and it remained on him. I myself did not know him, but the one that sent 
me to baptize with water told me, ‘The one on whom you behold the Spirit 
descend on and remain on, he is the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’” 

Like the anointing of Autogenes in the Apocryphon of John, the descent of the Holy 

Spirit onto Jesus in the Gospel of John signals not only the reception of the Spirit into 

Christ but also the special character of Christ’s anointing. In the Gospel of John, the 

Spirit not only descends to Jesus, it remains on/with him. In the Apocryphon of John, this 

anointing “completes” Autogenes, giving him a share of the Invisible Spirit’s light and 

goodness. In both cases, it is an incident that emphasizes the unique relationship between 
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Christ and the Father and imbues his eponymous title, “Christ,” with a potent reminder of 

his spiritual and soteriological significance.  

The long version’s Johannine lens is further emphasized by disparate descriptions 

of Christ’s glorification by the Father in the wake of his anointing. In both versions, this 

glorification evokes the glorification of Jesus that one finds in all four gospels,28 but the 

long version’s language exhibits a closer affinity to the glorification of Christ’s name as 

presented by the Gospel of John:  

Father, glorify your name. Then a voice came out from heaven, saying: “I 
glorified it, and I will glorify it again.” The crowd that was standing there, having 
heard this, said that it had thundered. Others said that an angel had spoken to him. 
Jesus answered, saying, “This voice did not come for me, but for you. (John 
12:28–30)29 

Whereas the short version characterizes the glorification of Autogenes as occurring “with 

a great honor” (ϩⲛ ⲟⲩⲛⲟⳓ ⲛⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ), the long version attests that it he was glorified “with a 

great voice” (ϩⲛ̅ ⲟⲩⲛⲟⳓ ⲛ̅ⲥⲙⲏ).30 

Moreover, Jesus’s request in the Gospel of John that the Father glorify “his name” 

is reflected in the very next section of the Apocryphon of John’s long version, which 

                                                
28 E.g., Mark 1:9–11; 9:7; Matthew 3:16–17; Luke 3:21–22. 
29 NA27: πάτερ, δόξασόν σου τὸ ὄνομα. ἦλθεν οὖν φωνὴ ἐκ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ· καὶ 

ἐδόξασα καὶ πάλιν δοξάσω. ὁ οὖν ὄχλος ὁ ἑστὼς καὶ ἀκούσας ἔλεγεν βροντὴν 
γεγονέναι, ἄλλοι ἔλεγον· ἄγγελος αὐτῷ λελάληκεν. ἀπεκρίθη Ἰησοῦς καὶ εἶπεν· οὐ διʼ 
ἐμὲ ἡ φωνὴ αὕτη γέγονεν ἀλλὰ διʼ ὑμᾶς. 

30 This “voice” is likely related to the “great voice” (ּבת קול) formula common in 
rabbinic literature, but like so many other features of the Apocryphon of John it has been 
adapted to a specifically Christian context. Indeed, Egyptian Christianity of the third and 
fourth centuries was dominated by the theological ideology of Alexandria, which was 
permeated with Christian adaptations of Jewish Wisdom traditions. One need look no 
further than the similarities between Clement’s conception of the Logos and that of Philo 
to discern the degree to which the two traditions were interrelated. 
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again signals its secondary Christianization by incorporating a well-known example of 

Christian literature into an already familiar expression of Christ’s exaltation: 

 

Table 3.4: The Apocryphon of John  and the Christ Hymn 

Short Version 
(BG 32,12–19)  

Long Version 
(NHC II 7,22–30) 

ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲛⲧⲁϥⲕⲁⲁϥ ⲛⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲓⲁⲧⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ 
ⲙ̅ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲉϫⲙ ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ  
ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲙⲙⲏⲉ 
ⲁϥϯ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ 

ⲁⲩⲱ [ⲁ]ϥⲕⲱ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲁϩⲟ̣ⲣⲁⲧⲟⲛ ⲙⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓⲕⲟⲛ̣ 
ⲙ̅ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲙ̅ⲡⲁⲩⲧⲟⲅⲉⲛⲏⲥ ⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲙⲉ ⲁϫⲙ̅ 
ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ  
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲣ̅ϩⲩⲡⲟ̣ⲧ̣ⲁ̣ⲥⲥⲉ ⲛⲁϥ ⲛ̅ⲧⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̅ 

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲧⲣⲉⲧⲙⲏⲉ ⲉⲧⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧϥ ϩⲩⲡⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲛⲁϥ  
ϫⲉⲕⲁⲁⲥ ⲉϥⲉⲛⲟⲓ̈ ⲙ̅ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ 

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲙⲉ ⲧⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧϣ̣ⲟⲟ̣ⲡ̣ ⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧϥ  
ϫⲉⲕⲁⲁⲥ ⲉϥⲛⲁⲙ̅ⲙⲉ ⲁⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ  
ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲛ̅ⲟ̣[ⲩ]ⲣ̣[ⲁⲛ] ⲉ̣ϥϫⲟⲥⲉ 
ⲉⲣⲁⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ 

ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲛⲁϫⲱ ⲙ̅ⲡⲉϥⲣⲁⲛ ⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲧⲙ̅ⲡϣⲁ ⲙⲙⲟϥ ⲡⲣⲁⲛ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲉ̣[ⲧⲙⲙⲁⲩ ⲥ]ⲉⲛⲁϫⲟⲟϥ ⲁⲛⲉⲧⲙ̅ⲡϣⲁ 
ⲙ̅ⲙⲟϥ  

The one (i.e. Autogenes) whom the 
Invisible Spirit established over the all, 
[BG only: “the true God”] 
He gave to him every authority, 

And the Invisible Virginal Spirit 
established Autogenes as God of Truth 
over the all.  
 
And he subjected to him all authority 

and he caused the truth that is in him  
to be subjected to him,  
so that he might understand everything, 
 
 

and the truth that exists within him,  
 
so that he might understand all things, 
he who has been given a name that is 
above every name 

he whose name will be spoken to 
those who are worthy of it. 

For that name will be spoken to 
those who are worthy of it. 

 

In fact, aside from a few variations in vocabulary, the two versions state basically the 

same information with the exception of the long version’s characterization of the name—

which is strikingly similar to the Christ hymn of Philippians 2:9–11: 
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Therefore God also highly exalted him and granted him the name that is above 
every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord for the glory of God the Father.31 

Again, the result is a recasting of Jesus’s character and authority in specifically Christian 

terms that are, nevertheless, filtered through the specific soteriological and Christological 

convictions of the Apocryphon of John. 

 

Conclusion 

Taken together, the textual variations and examples of redactions that I have 

described in this chapter demonstrate the more recognizably Christian disposition of the 

Apocryphon of John’s long version. This character is evident throughout the entirety of 

the tractate, but it is especially apparent in the long version’s allusions to popular 

examples of Christian scripture as well as the prologue, (creedal) affirmation, and revised 

colophon title that the long version’s redactors used to reframe the tractate according to 

prevalent Christian scribal practices. There is nothing to suggest, of course, that the short 

version was not conceived of and treated in the same fashion, but the efforts of the long 

version’s redactors to recast the Apocryphon of John according to the mold of Johannine 

scripture facilitates the goal of resituating the tractate within the historical milieux that 

produced, adapted, and used it over the course of its life. Moreover, it offers further 

evidence that the distinction between “mainstream Christianity” and “Gnostic” Christians 

is a false dichotomy. Whatever the heresiologists thought of the persons that produced 

and used these codices, the authors and editors of the Apocryphon of John—especially in 

                                                
31 NA27: διὸ καὶ ὁ θεὸς αὐτὸν ὑπερύψωσεν καὶ ἐχαρίσατο αὐτῷ τὸ ὄνομα τὸ ὑπὲρ 

πᾶν ὄνομα,ἵνα ἐν τῷ ὀνόματι Ἰησοῦ πᾶν γόνυ κάμψῃ ἐπουρανίων καὶ ἐπιγείων καὶ 
καταχθονίων καὶ πᾶσα γλῶσσα ἐξομολογήσηται ὅτι κύριος Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς εἰς δόξαν 
θεοῦ πατρός. 
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the case of the long version—consistently situate themselves within the socio-religious 

debates of contemporaneous Christian cultures.  
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Chapter Four 

Rewriting Redemption: 

Pronoia, Paideia, and Jesus 

In this chapter, I demonstrate that the editor(s) who produced the Apocryphon of 

John’s long version (NHC II; NHC IV) recast the tractate’s conception of human 

redemption as a unified and progressive system of (re-)divinization.1 The resulting 

soteriology approximates the not yet systematized models of spiritual paideia that 

Alexandrian theologians of the second- and third-century adapted to their own Christian 

beliefs from those of their pagan contemporaries, especially in the environs of Christian 

Alexandria.2 Like the formal and intertextual redactions I address in the previous chapter, 

the long version’s reimagined soteriology further illustrates that the editor(s) who 

executed the tractate’s systematic reconfiguration participated in many of the same 

discourses that predominated the slowly but steadily homogenizing Christian culture(s) 

                                                
1 On the process and popularity of “deification” or “divinization” among early 

Christian soteriological speculations, see especially Russell Norman, The Doctrine of 
Deification in the Greek Patristic Thought, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), esp. 
121–39, which focuses on Clement. 

2 Many Alexandrian leaders—Clement included—were converts to Christianity 
and had been reared according to the Greek system of paideia. As such, adapting this 
system to Christianity would have seemed natural to many of them, and moreover, it 
would have conferred advantages to proselytization. In addition to facilitating such 
efforts by presenting Christianity in more familiar terms, Clement was simultaneously 
able to emphasize his elite education through his pedagogical system. Thus, in the 
Stromateis, Clement describes his education as beginning in Athens before departing for 
Alexandria. On the place of Paideia in Clement’s understanding of Christianity, and early 
Alexandrian Christianity more broadly, see especially Werner Jaeger, Early Christianity 
and Greek Paideia (Cambridge: Harvard, 1961), esp. 46–62. 
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of contemporary Egyptian Christianity. This reformation of the text’s soteriology is 

integrally related to the extensive redactions that accompanied the incorporation of the 

“Pronoia Hymn” into what became the long version. The editor(s) that added the hymn 

revised the descriptions of important events throughout the tractate, forging intertextual 

links between the revised passages and the events described in the hymn, (i.e., Pronoia’s 

three descents into the psychic/material cosmos). In the wake of these revisions, the short 

version’s (NHC III; BG) somewhat disjointed and apparently incomplete soteriological 

plan was transformed into a unified narrative of redemption that culminates in Christ’s 

revelatory and didactic activities described by the Apocryphon of John.3 

Thus, one of the most significant repercussions of the hymn’s integration into Ap. 

John results not from the hymn itself, but from the recharacterization of Christ that is 

signaled by his recitation of it. Through the incorporation of the hymn and the variety of 

carefully planned and executed redactions, the long version’s editor(s) fundamentally 

altered the short version’s valuation of Christ’s soteriological and historical significance 

not only by identifying him as the superlative redeemer and revealer of humanity, but 

also by associating him with the revelatory and didactic roles of First Human, Epinoia, 

and Universal Providence. In the short version, Christ is certainly an important revealer 

figure, but as far as the text reports, his fulfillment of this role is limited to the 
                                                

3 In fact, the short version suggests that the work to redeem the cosmos is not yet 
finished in a way that is no longer present in the long version. Just prior to the conclusion 
of Ap. John’s short version, Jesus remarks, “The Mother came at another time, before 
me; these are things that she did in the world to set right the seed [NHC III: the 
deficiency]. I will teach you that which is still to happen” (BG 76,1–6; cf. NHC III 
39,18–22). It may be that this indicates nothing more than that Jesus instructed John in 
the way to best disseminate the knowledge that he had just received, but it seems much 
more likely that these events of which Jesus speaks are actually further actions to be 
taken by members of the Pleroma—probably implying some sort of eschatological 
moment.  
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information he reveals through his discourse with John.4 By contrast, Christ’s recitation 

of the Pronoia Hymn in the long version unequivocally identifies him as an avatar of 

Pronoia-Barbelo—the first thought of the supra-eternal Invisible Spirit and the first entity 

to come forth (III 6,12–19; BG 26,5–14; II 4,26–35). As a result, Christ’s recitation of 

the hymn at the end of the tractate functions as a dramatic summary of the major turning 

points in the Apocryphon of John’s soteriological drama as well as a striking revelation 

about the true identity of John’s interlocutor: the Pronoia of the supra-eternal Invisible 

Spirit. 

I begin my argument by introducing the Pronoia Hymn and explaining (1) the 

extensive revisions by which the long version’s editors incorporated it into the tractate 

and (2) the resulting identification of First Human, Epinoia, and Jesus as modal avatars of 

Pronoia. Having established the long version’s soteriological framework, I then 

demonstrate—in two sections—that in addition to linking these three entities, the long 

version’s editors construed their respective activities as a contiguous progression of 

revelation and instruction, approximating a model of Christian paideia that was especially 

                                                
4 Aside from John’s statement that his “teacher” (ⲥⲁϩ) had “gone again to the 

place from which he came” (BG 19,16; NHC III: n/a), there is little in the short version to 
explicitly link John’s interlocutor to the pre-existent Christ. There can be little doubt that 
the text was read by audiences that would have assumed this connection, but it is not 
unlikely that the tractate was originally authored with adoptionism in mind. The lack of 
any explicit identification between Jesus and Autogenes-Christ may have contributed to a 
redactor’s decision to replace every title that John uses to address Jesus with Christ (ⲭ̅ⲥ̅; 
ⲭ̅ⲣ̅ⲥ̅). In fact, Christ’s commissioning of John to go out and secretly instruct his fellow 
spirits in “the mystery” (μύστηριον) likely represents the beginning of John’s own path as 
a mediator of divine truths. (NHC II 31,29–31: ⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲕϣⲃⲣ̅ ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ϩⲛ̅ ⲟⲩϩⲱⲡ; cf. BG 75,16–
19: ⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲕϩⲟⲙⲟⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ [ὁμοπνεῦμα] ϩⲙ ⲡⲡⲉⲑⲏⲡ) By the point at which he is commissioned to 
go out and teach about the Immovable Race, John has received “the mystery” from Christ 
himself and is praised for his understanding of the cosmos’s soteriological imperative 
(BG 69,18–70,2; NHC II 27,15–17). 
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popular in the religious climate within which the long version was produced. Drawing 

especially from the writings of Clement of Alexandria, I demonstrate that the events and 

entities that the long version’s editor(s) associate with the three descents of the Pronoia 

Hymn represent three stages of spiritual progress that find direct analogues in second- 

and third-century models of Christian paideia.5 

 

I .  The Pronoia Hymn 

In the short version (NHC III; BG), Christ’s revelation concludes with his 

discussion of Ialdabaoth’s underlying goals and aspirations in creating the Counterfeit 

Spirit.6 Having done so, he instructs John with regard to the recording and dissemination 

of the information he has revealed over the course of their dialogue. In the long version 

                                                
5 The bulk of the revisions discussed in this chapter were introduced during an 

extensive revision program that revised and expanded an antecedent, Greek form of the 
text—probably containing very similar if not identical content to the short Coptic version 
preserved in NHC III,1 and BG,2—into a longer Greek version of the text. Eventually, 
both the short and long forms of the Greek text were translated into Coptic and continued 
to be transmitted in a new language. Nevertheless, while the actual manuscripts derive 
from the fourth- and/or fifth-century, the extensive revisions associated with the Pronoia 
Hymn actually occurred (probably) during the latter half of the third century, making the 
works of early Alexandrian theologians such as Clement more pertinent than those of 
later and more systematic theologians such as Athanasius. It is important to note, 
however, that similar conceptions of Christian salvation were common throughout the 
monastic period as is evidenced in the letters of Antony and the writings of Athanasius. 

6 He does so by deploying the demons disguised as angels to distract humankind 
through worldly goods and sexual pleasures, both of which distract humans from the true 
Spirit by substituting the “counterfeit” or “despicable” spirit (ἀντίμιμον; NHC II: 
despicable, ϣⲏⲥ). This inferior version of the spirit destabilizes humanity’s recognition of 
their own true nature as well as that of the universe by closing minds and hardening 
hearts (III 39,7–11; BG 75,5–10; II 30,8–11). In other words, they deploy this 
“counterfeit spirit,” along with a number of other violences and deceptions, to cause 
humankind to forget their relationship to the true Spirit in the divine realm. 
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(NHC II and NHC IV), however, Christ’s speech shifts to first person, and he recites the 

Pronoia Hymn: 

 
Table 4.1: The Pronoia Hymn7 

In
tro

du
ct

io
n Therefore, I, the perfect Pronoia of the 

All changed myself into my seed. For I 
existed at the beginning, walking on 
every path. For I am the wealth of the 
light. I am the remembrance of the 
Pleroma.  

ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⳓⲉ ⲧⲉⲡⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲁ ⲉⲧϫⲏⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̅ⲧⲉ 
ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ̅ ⲁⲓ̈ϣⲃⲧ ϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲁⲥⲡⲉⲣⲙⲁ ⲛⲉⲓ̈ϣⲟⲟⲡ 
ⲅⲁⲣ ⲛ̅ϣⲟⲣⲡ ⲉⲓ̈ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ϩⲛ̅ ⲙⲁⲓ̈ⲧ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ 
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲙⲛⲧⲣⲙ̅ⲙⲁⲟ ⲙ̅ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ 
ⲡⲉ ⲡⲣ̅ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲉⲡⲗⲏⲣⲱⲙⲁ  

Fi
rs

t D
es

ce
nt

 I went into the immensity of darkness, 
and I endured until I entered into the 
midst of the prison. And the foundations 
of chaos shook, and I hid myself from 
them because of their wickedness, and 
they were ignorant of it. 

ⲁⲉⲓⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲇⲉ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲙ̅ⲛ̅ⲧ̅ⲛⲟⳓ ⲙ̅ⲡⲕⲁⲕⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲁⲉⲓⲁⲛⲉⲭⲉ ϣⲁⲛϯⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲉϣⲧⲉⲕⲟ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̅ⲥⲛ̅ⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲭⲁⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲕⲓⲙ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲁⲉⲓϩⲟⲡⲧ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲧⲟⲩⲕⲁⲕⲓⲁ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̅ⲡⲟⲩⲥⲟⲩⲱⲛⲧ 
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And again, I returned a second time, and I 
walked. I left the things pertaining to the 
Light, which is I, the remembrance of 
Pronoia. And I entered the midst of 
darkness and the interior of the 
underworld, seeking after my household 
(οἰκονομία), and the foundations of 
Chaos shook, so that they might fall onto 
those who are in Chaos and destroy them. 
And again, I ran up to my luminous root, 
lest they be destroyed before their time. 

ⲡⲁⲗⲓⲛ ⲁⲉⲓⲛⲁϩⲟⲩⲧ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲙ̅ⲡⲙⲉϩⲥⲉⲡ ⲥⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲉⲓⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲁⲉⲓⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̅ ⲛⲁⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ 
ⲉⲧⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲣ̅ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲡⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲁ 
ⲁⲉⲓⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲕⲁⲕⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲡⲥⲁⲛϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̅ⲉⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲉ ⲉⲉⲓⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲛ̅ⲥⲁ 
ⲧⲁⲟⲓⲕⲟⲛⲟⲙⲓⲁ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̅ⲥⲛ̅ⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲭⲁⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲕⲓⲙ 
ϫⲉⲕⲁⲁⲥ ⲉⲩⲛⲁϩⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϫⲛ̅ ⲛⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲙ̅ 
ⲡⲭⲁⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̅ⲥⲉⲧⲟⲕⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲛ ⲁⲉⲓⲡⲱⲧ 
ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧⲁⲛⲟⲩⲛⲉ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲁⲥ 
ⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉⲕⲟ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲁⲑⲏ ⲙ̅ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ 
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 Yet a third time I walked—I who am the 
Light that exists in the Light; I am the 
Remembrance of Pronoia—so that I 
might go into the midst of darkness and 
the interior of the underworld; I filled my 
face with the light of the completion of 
their aeon, and I entered the midst of their 
prison which is the prison of the body. 

ⲉⲧⲓ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲙⲁϩϣⲟⲙⲧ ⲛ̅ⲥⲟⲡ ⲁⲉⲓⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ 
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ 
ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲣ̅ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲡⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲁ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲁⲥ 
ⲉⲉⲓⲛⲁⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲕⲁⲕⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲡⲥⲁⲛϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̅ⲉⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲉ ⲁⲓ̈ⲙⲟⲩϩ ⲙ̅ⲡⲁϩⲟ ϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ϩⲙ̅ 
ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲛ̅ⲧⲥⲩⲛⲧⲉⲗⲉⲓⲁ ⲙ̅ⲡⲟⲩⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲁⲉⲓⲃⲱⲕ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲟⲩϣⲧⲉⲕⲟ ⲉⲧⲉ 
ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉϣⲧⲉⲕⲟ <ⲙ>ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ 

                                                
7 NHC II 30,11–31,25; cf. NHC IV 46,23–49,5. Coptic text derived from 

Waldstein and Wisse, Synopsis. Translation is my own.  
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Table 4.1, Cont. 
A

w
ak

en
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g 

And I said, “Whoever hears me, awake 
from the deep sleep!” And he wept, and 
poured forth tears—heavy tears. He 
wiped them away, and he said, “Who is it 
that calls my name? And from where 
does this hope come to me, being in the 
chains of the prison?” and I said, “I am 
the Pronoia of the Pure Light. I am the 
Thought of the Virginal Spirit who raises 
you up to the honored place. 

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲓ̈ ϫⲉ {ϫⲉ} ⲡⲉⲧⲥⲱⲧⲙ̅ ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̅ ⲫⲓⲛⲏⲃ ⲉⲧϩⲟⲣϣ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲣⲓⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲁϥϣⲟⲩⲉ ⲣⲙ̅ⲉⲓⲏ ϩⲉⲛⲣⲙ̅ⲉⲓⲏ ⲉⲩϩⲟⲣϣ ⲁϥϥⲱⲧⲉ 
ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϫⲁϥ ϫⲉ ⲛⲓⲙ 
ⲡⲉⲧⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲥⲉⲓ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲱⲛ 
ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲧⲉⲓ̈ϩⲉⲗⲡⲓⲥ ⲉⲓ̈ϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ϩⲛ̅ ⲙ̅ⲙⲣ̅ⲣⲉ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲉϣⲧⲉⲕⲟ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉϫⲁⲉⲓ ϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲧⲉ 
ⲧⲡⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲁ ⲙ̅ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲉⲧⲃ̅ⲃⲏⲩ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ 
ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓⲕⲟⲛ ⲙ̅ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲡⲉⲧⲥⲟϩⲉ 
ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲕ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲡⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲧⲁⲉⲓⲏⲩ 
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Arise and remember that it is you who 
have heard, and follow your root, which 
is I, the merciful one, and guard yourself 
(ἀσφαλίζειν) from the angels of poverty 
and the demons of Chaos and all those 
who ensnare you. Be awakened from the 
deep sleep and from the snare inside 
Hades.” And I raised him up, and I sealed 
(σγραγίζειν) him with the light of the 
water with five seals (σφραγίς) in order 
that death would not have power over 
him from then on. 

ⲧⲱⲟⲩⲛⲕ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̅ⲕⲣ̅ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲕ 
ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁϩⲥⲱⲧⲙ̅ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̅ⲕⲟⲩϩⲁⲕ ⲁⲧⲉⲕⲛⲟⲩⲛⲉ 
ⲉⲧⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲡϣⲁⲛ ϩⲧⲏϥ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲛ̅ⲕⲣ̅ⲁⲥⲫⲁⲗⲓⲍⲉ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ ⲛ̅ⲧⲙⲛ̅ⲧϩⲏⲕⲉ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲛ̅ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ⲛ̅ⲧⲉ 
ⲡⲭⲁⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲛⲉⲧⳓⲟⲗϫ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲕ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲛ̅ⲕϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲕⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̅ ⲡϩⲓⲛⲏⲃ 
ⲉⲧϩⲟⲣϣ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⳓⲁⲗⲉⲥ ⲙ̅ⲡⲥⲁⲛϩⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲛ̅ⲁⲙ̅ⲛ̅ⲧ̅ⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲉⲓⲧⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲱ 
ⲁⲉⲓⲥⲫⲣⲁⲅⲓⲍⲉ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟϥ ϩⲛ̅ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲙ̅ⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̅ 
ϯⲉ ⲛ̅ⲥⲫⲣⲁⲅⲓⲥ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲁⲥ ⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲡⲙⲟⲩ ⳓⲛ̅ⳓⲁⲙ 
ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϫⲛ̅ ⲙ̅ⲡⲓⲛⲁⲩ 

 

The hymn itself describes Pronoia’s three descents into the psychic/material 

cosmos from her rightful place in spiritual/noetic Pleroma.8 In each case, she descends 

                                                
8 In demiurgic protologies, Pleroma (πλήρωμα), meaning “fullness,” acts as a 

technical term that refers to the completeness/perfection of the divine realm. It is, in 
many cases, practically synonymous with the Coptic term ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ, though in many cases, 
including the Apocryphon of John, the ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ (often translated as “the All”) is a technical 
term that excludes both the Invisible Spirit and the first hypostasis (i.e., Barbelo or, in the 
long version of the Apocryphon of John, Pronoia). In either case, the use of the term 
Pleroma to refer to the divine realm is certainly employed both to refer to the entirety of 
the divine realm but also as a way of signaling, Platonically, that the divine beings that 
reside there are lacking in “need” (χρεία) or deficiency (ⲡϣⲧⲁ) due to their relationship 
with the Invisible Spirit, who is frequently and emphatically described as thoroughly 
without need of any kind (cf. III [4?]–6,13; BG 22,16–25,22; II 2,25–4,10; IV 3,22–69). 
In fact, the evil nature of the demiurge is almost universally associated with his lack of 
perfection, and especially with respect to his characteristic ignorance (ⲙ̅ⲛ̅ⲧ̅ⲁⲧⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ), 
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with the apparent intention of “awakening” the minds of those who are trapped in the 

“prison of the body,” but it is not until her third descent that she achieves this goal. 

During her first descent, her true nature and purpose are not recognized by the entities to 

whom she reveals herself, and on the second, the power of her revelation threatens to 

destroy the “foundations of Chaos (χάος),” forcing her to flee back to her “luminous 

root,” lest “[those who were in chaos] be destroyed before their time” (NHC II 30,30–

32). On her third descent, Pronoia is successful in locating, awakening, and “sealing” an 

unnamed person in what is apparently a pars pro toto exemplification of her ultimate 

soteriological goal. 

Bernard Barc and Louis Painchaud have demonstrated that the integration of the 

hymn occurred during an extensive and carefully executed rewriting program that 

associated First Human, Epinoia, and Jesus—as well as their respective contributions to 

humanity’s redemption—with Pronoia.9 In this chapter, I build on their foundational 

works by demonstrating the degree to which the long version’s editor(s) reimagined the 

relationships between these three modal entities and the Universal Pronoia through whom 

they are linked into a single, tripartite being, operating in three distinct forms. To forge 

these connections, the editor(s) revised and expanded the descriptions of these three 

entities with language drawn from the Pronoia Hymn. The majority of these revisions fit 

into one (or more) of the following three trends: (1) the incorporation of descriptive 

language drawn directly from the Pronoia Hymn; (2) the explicit identification of First 

                                                                                                                                            
which is ubiquitously attached to him as an epithet. Compare, for example, Sophia’s 
generation of Ialdabaoth (III 15,13–16; BG 38,2–6; II 10,11–14) and his rape of Eve (III 
31,6–12; BG 62,3–10; II 24,8–17; IV 37,15–29).  

9 See Barc and Painchaud, “La Réécriture de l’Apocryphon de Jean.” See also 
Karen King’s comments about and in addition to the work of Barc and Painchaud: King, 
Secret Revelation, 252–57. 
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Human, Epinoia, and Christ with Pronoia; and (3) the ubiquitous association of the 

revelatory activities of these entities with illumination, both literal and figurative. By 

strategically deploying these redactional trends, the long version’s editor(s) associated 

Pronoia’s first descent with First Human’s revelation of the divine image (NHC II 14,13–

34; BG 47,14–48,10); the second descent with Epinoia’s descent to instruct Adam about 

his true nature (NHC II 23,30–31; BG/III: n/a); and the third descent with Christ’s 

appearance to John10—and, perhaps, also with his redemptive and pedagogical activities 

prior to the crucifixion.11 

                                                
10 NHC II 31,30–31. See Barc and Painchaud, “La Réécriture de l’Apocryphon de 

Jean,” esp. 329–330, where the third entity and its association with the interlocutor is 
discussed. Cf. Tardieu’s estimation of the manifestations as (1) the adventure of Sophia 
into the world in the wake of her creation of Ialdabaoth; (2) the descent and 
imprisonment of Zoe-Eve in the psychic body and (3) Adam’s reception of the light-
mind. See Tardieu, Écrits Gnostiques, 42–43.  

11 Christ’s initial appearance to John is accompanied by the same intratextual 
symbols that tie Pronoia’s descents to the work of Epinoia and First Human, but since the 
hymn explicitly states that the third descent included entrance into the “prison of the 
body” (ⲡⲉϣⲧⲉⲕⲟ <ⲙ>ⲡⲥⲱⲙⲁ), the editor(s) of the long version may have associated the 
third descent with Christ’s previous incarnation as well. On its own, the language of the 
Pronoia Hymn does not suggest an incarnation, suggesting that it was penned in a climate 
that either was disinterested in the degree to which Christ was human or, perhaps, a 
climate that was not Christian in the first place. It is only within the context of the long 
version and, especially, in being spoken as a revelation from Christ to John that it attains 
this meaning. See Waldstein, “Providence Monologue,” 377–81; Barc and Painchaud, 
“La Réécriture de l’Apocryphon de Jean,” 322n17. Waldstein’s remarks are primarily 
directed at the conclusion of Andreas Werner, who followed Schenke in identifying the 
Pronoia Hymn as a source of the prologue of John and concluded that the third descent 
referred explicitly to an incarnation. See Andreas Werner, Das Apokryphon des Johannes 
in seinen vier Versionen synoptisch betrachtet und unter besonderer Beriicksichtigung 
anderer Nag-Hammadi Schriften in Auswahl erläutert (Th.D. thesis, Humboldt 
Universitāt, Berlin, 1977), 226–227. 
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The emphasis on light and illumination is the most prevalent connection between 

the Pronoia Hymn and revisions made in other passages in the long version and is the 

characteristic that most emphatically associates the work of Pronoia’s three avatars with 

the contiguous pedagogical program that forms the basis of the long version’s 

soteriology. Prior to each of the descents described by the hymn, Pronoia-Christ 

emphasizes that “his” descents into the lower cosmos are accompanied by the revelatory 

illumination of the divine light. Before his description of the first, he states, “I am the 

wealth of the light” (NHC II 30,15). In his account of the second, he says that he “went 

out from the things pertaining to the light” (NHC II 30,23), and his return from the 

“darkness in the underworld” is described as fleeing back up his “luminous root” (II 

30,25–30). With regard to the third, he refers to himself as both the “light that exists in 

the light” and as the “Pronoia of the Pure Light” (NHC II 30,33–34; NHC II 31,11–12). 

These motifs in the Pronoia Hymn suffuse the entirety of the long version, and are 

especially concentrated in the revised description of First Human’s revelation of the 

divine image. After Ialdabaoth proclaims, “I am a jealous god, and there is no other god 

than me,”12 his mother, Sophia, becomes distraught for her role in bringing forth such an 

imperfect being. She repents and asks for aid in recovering the spiritual power that 

Ialdabaoth had stolen from her, leading to partial restoration and the beginning of the 

process by which her spiritual power would be redeemed. Immediately after Sophia’s 

repentance and request for aid, Ialdabaoth is rebuked by First Human, who proclaims 

“The Human exists, and the Child of the Human” (BG 47,15–16; NHC II 14,14–15), and 

reveals his image, which Ialdabaoth and his authorities see reflected “in the water” (BG 

                                                
12 NHC II 13,8–9; cf. BG 44,14–15. Cf. also: Deut 5:9; Exod 20:3; Isa 45:22; 

46:9; Deut 32:39, etc. 
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48,4–9; NHC II 14,26–30).13 Both versions of the treatise describe these events, but the 

long version’s editors expanded and revised the passage, drawing on the Pronoia Hymn’s 

description of Pronoia’s first descent as well as a number of assumptions about the nature 

and purpose of both Pronoia and her three trips into the lower realms. 

 
Table 4.2: The Revelation of First Human’s Image 

 Long Version 
(NHC II 14,13–34) 

Short Version 
(BG 47,14–48,10) 

Ig
no
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ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲥⲙⲏ ⲁⲥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲡⲉ ⲛ̅ⲁⲓⲱⲛ 
ⲉⲧϫⲟⲥⲉ ϫⲉ  
ϥϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ  
ⲁϥⲥⲱⲧⲙ̅ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲣⲱⲧⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ ⲓ̈ⲁⲗⲧⲁⲃⲁⲱⲑ 
ⲉϥⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁϯⲥⲙⲏ ϣⲱⲡⲉ {ϣⲱⲡⲉ} 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̅ ⲧⲉϥⲙⲁⲁⲩ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲙ̅ⲡⲉϥⲙⲙⲉ ϫⲉ 
ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲥⲉⲓ ⲧⲱⲛ 

ⲁⲩⲥⲙⲏ ͡ⲉⲓ ϣⲁⲣⲟⲥ ϫⲉ  
 
ϥϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙⲡⲣⲱⲙⲉ  
ⲁϥⲥⲱⲧⲙ̅ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧ ⲛⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ 
ⲓ̈ⲁⲗⲇⲁⲃ̅ⲁ̅ⲱ̅ⲑ̅ ⲛⲉϥⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ϫⲉ ⲧⲉⲥⲙⲏ ⲛⲟⲩ ͡ⲉⲓ 
ⲁⲛ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲉ ⲉ[ⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ ⲡϫⲓⲥⲉ 

                                                
13 Based on their respective descriptions of “the waters,” it seems that the two 

accounts assume different cosmologies. Various “waters” are mentioned throughout the 
text, but the long version seems to be drawing on a particular view of water that is 
somehow related to Irenaeus’s “Ophite” mythology (cf. Adv. Haer. 1.30), which 
describes the upper realm of the Pleroma—populated by the Father of the All, the Son of 
Man, Ennoia, and other characters also present in the Apocryphon of John—below whom 
is the “Holy Spirit,” a title that is given to the Sophia, the lowest member of Ap. John’s 
Pleroma and who “falls” from her proper place due to her complicity in giving birth to 
the demiurge. Below Sophia are the separate elements of “water, darkness, the abyss, and 
chaos,” each of which are mentioned either in the Pronoia Hymn’s account of the first 
descent or in material that is added to the long version in relation to it. Thus, the “midst 
of the prison” into which Pronoia descends in the Pronoia Hymn is probably in the same 
general position as the elemental waters of the “Ophite” myth and not related at all, for 
example, to the “living-water” described in association with the highest levels of the 
Pleroma. 
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 ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲧⲥⲉⲃⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲙⲏⲧⲣⲟⲡⲁⲧⲱⲣ 
ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲧⲉⲗⲉⲓⲟⲥ ⲧⲉⲡⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲁ· 
ⲉⲧϫⲏⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲧϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ ⲙ̅ⲡⲓⲁϩⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲉ 
ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲙ̅ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ 
ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧϥ ⲡϣⲱⲣⲡ ⲛ̅ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϫⲉ ϩⲛ̅ 
ⲟⲩⲧⲩⲡⲟⲥ ⲛ̅ⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ 

ⲁϥⲧⲥⲁⲃ]ⲟ̣ⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲃ 
ⲛ̅ⲧⲉⲗⲓⲟⲥ  
 
 
 
ⲡⲉϩⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧ ⲛ̅ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲉⲥⲙⲟⲧ ⲛⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ 
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ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲥⲧⲱⲧ ⲧⲏⲣϥ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲁⲓⲱⲛ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲣⲱⲧⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲛⲥⲛ̅ⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲛ 
ⲁⲩⲕⲓⲙ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̅ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲩⲉⲓⲟⲟⲩⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ 
ⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲓϫⲛ̅ ⲧϩⲩⲗⲏ ⲁϥⲣ̣̅ ⲟ̣[ⲩⲟⲉⲓ]ⲛ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ 
ⲡⲥⲁⲙⲡⲓⲧⲛ̅  
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̅ ⲡⲟⲩ[ⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟ]ⲗ ⲛ̅ⲧⲉϥϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ  
ⲧⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲥⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ[ⲥ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
ⲁⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲟⲩⲱⲛⲉϩ ⲡⲉϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ 
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d 
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t ⲁⲩ]ⲱ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲣⲟⲩⲉⲓⲱⲣⲙⲉ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲛⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ 

ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲣⲱⲧⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ ⲁⲩⲛⲁⲩ  
ⲁⲡⲙⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲧⲏⲣϥ ⲙ̅ⲡⲥⲁ ⲙⲡⲓⲧⲛⲉ ⲉⲁϥⲣ̅ ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲙ̅ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ  
ⲁⲩⲛⲁⲩ ϩ̣ⲣⲁⲓ̈ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲡⲧⲩⲡⲟⲥ ⲛ̅ⲧϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ 

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲥⲕⲁⲧⲁⲛⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲧⲁⲣⲭⲟⲛⲧⲓⲕⲏ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̅ 
ⲛ̅ⲧⲥⲁϣϥⲉ ⲛ̅ⲉⲝⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲁⲩⲛⲁⲩ  
 
 
ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲡⲉⲥⲙⲟⲧ ⲛ̅ⲑⲓⲕⲱⲛ 
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And a voice came forth from the 
heavenly aeon above:  
“The Human exists and the Son of the 
Human.” And the Chief-Archon, 
Ialdabaoth,14 heard it.  
He thought the voice came from  
his mother, and he did not understand 
where it came from. 

A voice came to her: 
 
“The Human exists and the Son of the 
Human.” And the First Archon, 
Ialdabaoth heard.  
He thought the voice did not come from 
[above].  
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 And the holy and perfect Mother-Father 

and the perfect Pronoia, the image of the 
Invisible One, the Father of the All in 
whom the All came to be,  
the First Human, in the form of a man,  
revealed to them his image (εἰκών). 

The holy and perfect Father, 
 
 
 
the First Human of human form,  
taught them about himself. 

                                                
14 I have standardized the manuscripts’ various spelling of the demiurge’s name to 

Ialdabaoth. Only the copy in BG appears to have been edited to maintain the same 
spelling of the name throughout the tractate. Each of the three Nag Hammadi codices has 
at least 2 variant spellings, the most common being Ialdabaoth (ⲓ̈ⲁⲗⲇⲁⲃⲁⲱⲑ) and 
Ialdabaoth (ⲓ̈ⲁⲗⲧⲁⲃⲁⲱⲑ). 
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n And the aeon of the Chief Archon 

trembled everywhere, and the 
foundations of the abyss quaked. And in 
the waters that are above matter, the 
underside was illuminated by  
the appearance of his image (εἰκών). 

 
 
 
 
The Blessed One revealed his 
appearance to them. 

In
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n 
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d 
Li
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t And when all the authorities and the 

Chief Archon looked, they saw the 
entire region below illuminated, and by 
the light, 
they saw in the water the form of the 
image (εἰκών). 

And all-of-the-archons (ἀρχοντική) of 
the seven authorities bent down,  
 
 
and they saw in the water the form of the 
image (εἲκων). 

 

Even at a glance, the degree to which the long version has been expanded is 

apparent, and each of these expansions emphasize an intrinsic association between First 

Human’s revelation of the divine image and the hymn’s description of Pronoia’s first 

descent. Where the short version refers to First Human as “Father,” the long version 

identifies him as both Pronoia and as “Mother-Father,” a title that occurs much more 

frequently in the long version, which usually treats the “Mother” and “Father” as a single 

entity.15 Similarly, the appearance of First Human’s image is said to cause the 

foundations of Ialdabaoth’s aeon to quake, which is echoed in the hymn’s description of 

the “foundations of Chaos” and is entirely absent in the short version. Moreover, while 

the short version does not mention the illuminating character of First Human’s image, the 

long version describes the divine image as illuminating the darkened lower realms 

wherein Ialdabaoth and his subordinates reside.  

                                                
15 This conflation of the Mother and Father occurs throughout the long version, 

which apparently conceives of the Primal Triad differently than does the short version. 
The precise character of the long version’s triad is difficult to discern, precisely because 
so many pleromatic entities are conflated with one another, but it worth noting that the 
long version’s Father, Mother, and Son seem to exhibit a much closer relationship with 
First Human, Epinoia, and Christ.  
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In sum, the myriad intertextual associations between the descriptions of First 

Human’s revelation of the divine image and Pronoia’s first descent in the Pronoia Hymn 

are intended to lead the reader to associate the two events and to recognize First Human 

as an avatar of Pronoia. The same redaction trends are used to associate Pronoia’s second 

descent with Epinoia’s assistance of Adam and the third with Christ’s appearance to John 

at the beginning of the text. Thus, First Human, Epinoia, and Christ are all identified as 

avatars of Pronoia, and their revelatory and redemptive activities are associated with the 

three descents described by the hymn.  

 

II.  The Image and the Likeness: Preparing the Way 

The exhaustive editorial labors that culminated in the Apocryphon of John’s long 

version also altered Pronoia’s fundamental characteristics, both by remolding ‘her’16 

essential responsibilities and, more drastically, by identifying three previously 

independent entities—i.e., First Human, Epinoia, and Christ—as modal expressions of 

‘her’ active and/or creative faculty.17 As a result, the long version’s editors reimagined 

                                                
16 As with English, Coptic has no gender neutral pronouns; thus, wherever I make 

use of gendered pronouns in reference to an explicitly ungendered being, I do signal this 
disjunction by setting the pronoun in question with single quotation marks (e.g., ‘he’, 
‘she’, ‘her’, ‘his’, etc.).  

17 Though both Pronoia and the entities identified with the “Pentad of the Aeons,” 
(which refers to the noetic/spiritual powers granted to the first entity to come forth from 
the supra-eternal Invisible Spirit), both of these entities are explicitly stated to be 
androgynous (ϩⲟⲟⲩⲧ ⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ: androgynous [lit., man-woman]: NHC II 5,9; 6,8; BG 28,3; 
29;15). On interpreting gender in “gnostic” texts, see especially Michael Williams, 
“Variety in Gnostic Perspective on Gender,” in Images of the Feminine in Gnosticism 
(ed. Karen King; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), 2–23; idem. “Uses of Gender 
Imagery in Ancient Gnostic Texts,” in Gender and Religion: On the Complexity of 
Symbols (eds. Caroline Walker Bynum, Stevan Harrell, and Paula Richman; Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1986), 196–227. 
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Pronoia as an entity that exists and acts in at least two distinct ontological levels–with 

one operating at the universal level (i.e., the Pronoia of the All)18 and the other operating 

in the particular circumstances and realms of the three avatars associated with Pronoia’s 

three descents.19 In the Apocryphon of John’s long version, this revised soteriology also 

has the result of associating the respective activities of Pronoia’s three avatars with a 

unified soteriological program that progresses in three distinct phases: (1) First Human’s 

rebuke of Ialdabaoth in the revelation of his image, which provokes the creation of the 

body and the separation of the spiritual power from Ialdabaoth’s direct control; (2) the 

descent of Epinoia to train and instruct Adam, in whom the spiritual power resides after 

its removal from Ialdabaoth; and (3) the descent of Christ, who reveals the God of Truth, 
                                                

18 ⲡⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲁ ⲙⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ̅: NHC II 4,32; 24,14; 30,12; BG 27,11. This entity is 
mentioned in both versions, but is mentioned much more frequently in the long version, 
which associates each mode of Pronoia’s activity with the Soteriological schema. The 
long version also identifies Pronoia as the “Womb of the All” (NHC II 5,5: ⲙⲏⲧⲣⲁ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ̅), early in the Protology in one of the first sections that confuses the identities of 
Thought, Barbelo, and Pronoia, who are much more distinct in the short version (NHC II 
4,32–5,11; cf. BG 27,10–28,4). Similarly, in the long version each of Pronoia’s avatars 
are associated with universal Pronoia at some point during their redemptive activities. For 
example, in the long version’s account of the revelation of First Human’s image, he is 
referred to as the “Father of the All” (ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲙ̅ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ̅) directly after being identified as the 
Perfect Pronoia (ⲡⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲁ ⲉⲧϫⲏⲕ), while neither of these titles are associated with First 
Human in the short version’s account (NHC II 14,18–24; cf. BG 47,20–48,3).  

19 Michael Williams has noted that the Apocryphon of John’s division of 
Providence into a universal level and one or two lower levels (at least one of which is 
associated with the angels and/or demons of the heavenly spheres) is a characteristic that 
is unique to a handful of middle and neo-Platonic treatises (e.g., Pseudo-Plutarch, De 
Fato: 572F-573A; Apuleius of Madaura, De Platone: 1,12; Nemesius, De Natura Hominis 
44). This schema, he argues, is especially apparent in the short version, but is confused in 
the long version by Pronoia’s activity in the soteriological drama. See, Michael Williams, 
“Higher Providence, Lower Providences and Fate,” in Neoplatonism and Gnosticism (ed. 
Richard Wallis in collaboration with Jay Bergman; Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1992), 483–507. 
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freeing humanity from the ignorance fomented by the Counterfeit Spirit and Fate 

(εἰμαρμένη).20 In each of these phases, the universal Pronoia (i.e. the “Pronoia of the 

All”) is said to be active through one of her three avatars, and in each case, the work of 

Pronoia’s avatar parallels a function that Clement associates with Pronoia in his 

conception of Christian paideia. 

Clement’s descriptions of spiritual pedagogy, which relies on the Logos and 

Providence to train humanity towards an ineffable God, shares a great deal with the 

Apocryphon of John’s conception of Pronoia in the long version.21 When discussing his 

pedagogical program, Clement frequently describes it as occurring in three phases. The 

most well known of these descriptions occurs in the first book of the Paedagogus, where 

Clement describes the three roles of the Logos in bringing Christians from ignorance to 

gnosis: 

                                                
20 The relationship of Fate and the Counterfeit Spirit is not clearly delineated in 

either version and does not seem to reflect a one-to-one correspondence. Based on 
Christ’s description of the origins of the Counterfeit Spirit (BG 71,3–73,12; NHC II 
27,31–29,34), it is possible that the role of Fate in the heavenly sphere—i.e., where 
Ialdabaoth and his archons reign—is intended to be parallel to the role of the Counterfeit 
Spirit in the human world. In either case, it is clear that the author(s) of the Apocryphon 
of John conceived of some relationship between the two. For a more extensive discussion 
of the relationship between the two, see Nicola Denzey-Lewis, Cosmology and Fate in 
Gnosticism and Greco-Roman Antiquity: Under Pitiless Skies (NHMS 81; Leiden: Brill, 
2013), esp. 93–97. 

21 For a broad ranging discussion of Pronoia’s place in Clement’s conception of 
Christianity, see especially Silke-Petra Bergjan, “Clement of Alexandria on God’s 
Providence and the Gnostic’s Life Choice: The Concept of Pronoia in the Stromateis, 
Book VII,” in The Seventh Book of the Stromateis: Proceedings of the Colloquium on 
Clement of Alexandria (Olomouc October 21–23, 2010) (Supplements to VC 117, eds. 
Matyáš Havrda, Vít Hušek, and Jana Plátová; Leiden: Brill, 2012), 63–92, esp. 68–69, 
75–77. 
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Hurrying, therefore, to perfect us at the threshold of salvation, suitable for 
effective discipline, the all philanthropic Logos is joined to the beautiful 
oikonomia, initially exhorting (προτρέπων), then training (παιδαγωγῶν), and 
finally, teaching (ἐκδιδάσκων). (Paed. I.1.3.3)22 

Immediately notable is the fact that Clement assigns the work of training humanity to the 

Logos, whereas the long version of the Apocryphon of John associates it with Pronoia 

(i.e., Providence). This is one of the primary marks of distinction between the two 

sources, but since Clement frequently conflates Providence with the Logos, it is not so 

distinct as one might think.23 Indeed, the relationship between Logos and Providence in 

                                                
22 Scholars continue to debate the relationship of these three phases to his three 

best known works, Paedagogue, Protrepticus, and the Stromata. Because I am skeptical 
of the traditional view and because it is not overly pressing for my purposes in this venue, 
I do not engage with the ostensible relationships between these texts and Clement’s 
pedagogical phases. Traditionally, these three works were believed to represent his three 
phases of instruction, but there are several problems with this theory, especially with the 
desire to associate the Stromata with the final phase (i.e. the teacher or didaskalos) of his 
program. The traditional view holds that the Paedagogus and the Protreptikos, as in the 
portrayal of the Logos in Paed. I.1.3.1–3, were intended as paraenetic treatises governing 
actions (πρακτικοί), while the Stromateis dispensed esoteric knowledge and advice on 
more systematic behaviors (μεθοδικοί). Among the variety of problems with this view, 
the most pressing is the fact that Clement never refers to the Stromateis as being in any 
way related to the Didaskalos. Moreover, as Judith Kovacs has noted, it is unlikely that 
Clement would have considered writing a text that reveals the highest of esoteric 
Christian teaching because “with written works, it is impossible for a teacher to control 
his audience, or to make a careful selection of the level of teaching appropriate for each 
student.” On these issues, see especially Judith Kovacs, “Divine Pedagogy and the 
Gnostic Teacher According to Clement of Alexandria,” JECS 9 (2001): 3–25; here, 24. 
Henny Fiska Hägg, Clement of Alexandria and the Beginnings of Christian Apophaticism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 140–150. Also on the place Clement’s 
supposed Didaskalos and the incorporation of esoteric teachings, see Bogdan Bucur, 
“Place of the Hypotyposeis in the Clementine Corpus: An Apology for ‘The Other 
Clement of Alexandria’,” JECS 17 (2009): 313–335. 

23 In general, the role of Pronoia throughout the Apocryphon of John is very 
similar to that of the Logos in the thought of these Alexandrian theologians. However, 
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Clement may be echoed in the long version which identifies Pronoia as the “Womb of the 

All,” which the long version’s editors may have read through the lens of the later 

characterization of the Logos as the entity because of whom “Christ created the All.”24 

Clement’s tripartite model also seems to diverge from that of the long version in 

the implementation of Clement’s first step (i.e., exhortation). Where does exhortation 

come into play in the work of First Human, who is associated with Pronoia’s first 

descent? The answer lies in Clement’s conception of “exhortation,” which includes both 

encouragement and rebuke, as he explains later in the first book of Paedagogus: 

I say, then, that praise [ἒπαινος] or blame [ψόγος], or whatever resembles praise 
or blame, are medicines most essential of all to men. Some are ill to cure, and, 
like iron, are wrought into shape with fire and hammer, and anvil, that is, with 
threatening, and reproof, and chastisement; while others, cleaving to the faith 
itself, as self-taught, and as acting of their own free-will, grow by praise: “For 
virtue that is praised grows like a tree.” (Paed. I.10.94.1) 

Here, Clement makes a distinction between praise and blame, (i.e., exhortation and 

rebuke), both of which are associated with the first phase of his spiritual pedagogy. 

Rebuke is appropriate to those who are most ill, while exhortation is most useful to those 

who “cleave to faith.” In fact, the way Clement describes the first phase of his 

pedagogical program throughout the rest of his works reveals that is less “exhortation” 

                                                                                                                                            
especially in the case of early Christian conceptions of paideia, Providence and Logos are 
often conflated, usually as a result of one being subsumed within the other. Clement, for 
example, sometimes suggests that Providence is a personal power of the Logos (e.g. 
Strom. 7.2.6.1; 7.2.8.4), but at other times, he suggests that the two are identical. 
Origen’s position is similarly unclear. At times he identifies Pronoia with the role of the 
eternal Christ (i.e. the Son), and at others he identifies Pronoia with divine Wisdom, 
which he understands not only as preceding the Logos but as being its source (Io. Comm. 
1.100–103). 

24 NHC II 7,10–11; BG 31,17–18:  
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than strategic paraenesis, and moreover, Clement clarifies that the Logos chooses the 

most appropriate method of paraenesis for the situation and audience.25 In addition to 

exhortation and praise, censure and rebuke are key components of his pedagogy. Thus, it 

is notable that the revelation of First Human’s image is preceded by his rebuke of 

Ialdabaoth’s hubristic claim, “I am a jealous god, and there is no other aside from me” 

(BG 44,14–15; NHC 13,8–9). 

It is also notable that this rebuke, which takes the form of First Human’s 

revelation of the divine image, is directly responsible for the creation of Adam’s body 

and the initial separation of the mother’s spiritual power from Ialdabaoth’s direct control. 

When Ialdabaoth and his archons see the reflection of First Human’s image, they grow 

covetous of the image’s luminous power, and they exhort one another to “create a man 

according to the image of God” (BG 48,10–13; NHC II 15,1–3). Thus, in both versions 

of the tractate, the revelation of the divine image is the impetus for the creation of the 

human body. Despite the evil character and intentions of the entities that decide to create 

the body, the body itself is vital to the redemption of the spiritual power that Ialdabaoth 

had stolen from his mother, Sophia.26 By provoking the creation of the body, First 
                                                

25 Clement, in fact, lists the preferred forms of paraenesis in Paed. 1.8: “As 
therefore in addition to persuasive discourse, there is the hortatory and the consolatory 
form; so also, in addition to the laudatory, there is inculpatory and reproachful. And this 
latter constitutes the art of censure.” Compare also chapters 9 and 10, in which Clement 
explores the various types of censure and rebuke, respectively. 

26 The Apocryphon of John’s soteriological drama begins when Sophia, the last 
pleromatic entity to be created, attempts to produce “a likeness from herself” without the 
approval of the Spirit or the consent of her consort (NHC II 9,25–35; BG 36,16–37,11), 
both of which are necessary components of proper generation. As a result, the entity that 
she produces is the demiurge, who takes a “great power” from her before fleeing the 
place where he was generated and creating his own aeon(s) (NHC II 10,19–23; BG 
38,14–19). The recovery of this “great power,” which is comprised of the Pleroma’s 
spiritual substance, becomes the foundational concern of the Apocryphon of John’s 
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Human’s revelation of the divine image creates the necessary situation for the incipient 

separation of the power from Ialdabaoth.27  

A further point of contact between the long version’s description of the creation 

of the body and Clement’s pedagogical program is in the shared distinction between 

“image” and “likeness.” In both versions, Ialdabaoth and his authorities base the form of 

Adam’s body on the “image” (εἰκών) of God (i.e., the reflected image of First Human), 

but while the short version also bases the “likeness” (ⲡⲉⲓⲛⲉ) on this image, in the long 

version, the lower powers decide to model Adam’s likeness after their own (BG 48,10–

14; NHC II 15,1–5). Likewise, Clement frequently distinguishes between image and 

likeness, often in order to make an important pedagogical point, as he makes in this 

passage about the difference between imitation and knowledge: 

καὶ μή τί γε ἐνταῦθα τὸ καθ’ ὁμοίωσιν καὶ εἰκόνα ἀνακύπτει, ἵν’ οἳ μὲν κατὰ 
τὴν πρὸς τὸν σωτῆρα ὁμοίωσιν συμπολιτεύωνται, οἱ δὲ ἐξ εὐωνύμων ἱστάμενοι 
κατὰ τὴν τούτων εἰκόνα. […] διαφέρει δ’, οἶμαι, τὸ κατὰ μίμησιν ἑλέσθαι τοῦ 
κατὰ γνῶσιν ἑλομένου, ὡς τὸ πεπυρωμένον καὶ τὸ πεφωτισμένον <τοῦ πυρὸς 
καὶ τοῦ φωτός>. 
 
And is not something here revealed (about) the (saying) “according to the likeness 
and the image,” in that some conduct their lives according to the likeness of the 
Savior, while others who stand on the left conduct theirs according to the image? 
[…] It seems to me that to choose according to imitation differs from choosing 

                                                                                                                                            
soteriology.  

27 The soteriological necessity of the body, which is associated with the first 
phase of Pronoia’s tripartite redemptive program, is similarly necessary in the 
pedagogical soteriology of Origen, who believed that through disciplined study and 
spiritual progress, the material body could be transformed, eventually returning to the 
spiritual state that all souls had at their beginning (cf. de princ. 1.2.2); see, i.a., 
Tzamalikos Panayiotis, Origen: Philosophy of History and Eschatology (Supplements to 
VC 85; Leiden: Brill, 2007), 418–25; David Dawson, Christian Figural Reading and the 
Fashioning of Identity (Berkeley; Los Angelas, CA: University of California Press, 
2001), esp. 65–82. 
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according to knowledge, as that which is set on fire and that which is illuminated 
(differ) from the fire and the light. (Clement, Strom. 4.6.30.1) 

This same distinction between imitation and knowledge is reflected in the Apocryphon of 

John’s continual portrayal of Ialdabaoth and his minions as ignorant entities attempting to 

mimic the divine patterns that they see in the Pleroma. Because they continually attempt 

to create creatures and realms and to exercise power by imitating their inferior knowledge 

of the Pleroma,28 they consistently fail to maintain control of the humans whom they seek 

to use for their own benefit. More generally, the long version’s distinction between 

“image” and “likeness” shares with Clement the belief that humankind is created in the 

image of God but must progress through a process of spiritual pedagogy in order to 

reclaim his likeness, the attainment of which is associated with the culmination of true 

“gnosis.”29  

This close affinity between the long version’s conception of image and likeness 

and that of Clement is further emphasized in the activity of the Epinoia, who as Pronoia’s 

second avatar, acts as a fundamental aid to humanity’s ability to attain true knowledge of 

                                                
28 Ialdabaoth’s imperfect nature is, nevertheless, partially informed by the 

structure and entities of the Pleroma. Thus, he has imperfect knowledge of the workings 
of those beings that exist above him even as he seems to be ignorant of them. Similarly, 
his knowledge of the image of First Human is attained by seeing it reflected in water. 
Thus, he knows the image only secondarily—i.e., as a reflection of the true image—
which, in the Platonic contexts of Ap. John, is an especially imperfect source of 
information. 

29 Origen, who shares with Ap. John an understanding of the body as a 
soteriological necessity, also frequently makes this distinction between the image and 
likeness of God, with humankind being born into the image but requiring spiritual 
progress toward God in order to progress toward his image. Cf. Io. Comm. 20.34; de 
princ. 2.8.2–3; 2.11.5. See, i.a., the discussion in Rebecca Lyman, Christology and 
Cosmology: Models of Divine Activity in Origen, Eusebius and Athanasius (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1993), esp. 60–69. 
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God, a role that mirrors Clement’s characterization of Pronoia as an entity that aids 

humanity in their pursuit of True gnosis. In this passage from the Stromateis, the parallels 

between Clement’s conception of Pronoia and the long version’s portrayal of Epinoia are 

especially clear: 

ἡ γὰρ ἀκόλουθος Χριστῷ διδασκαλία καὶ τὸν δημιουργὸν ἐκθειάζει καὶ τὴν 
πρόνοιαν μέχρι τῶν κατὰ μέρος ἄγει καὶ τρεπτὴν καὶ γενητὴν οἶδεν τὴν τῶν 
στοιχείων φύσιν καὶ πολιτεύεσθαι εἰς δύναμιν ἐξομοιωτικὴν τῷ θεῷ διδάσκει 
καὶ τὴν οἰκονομίαν ὡς ἡγεμονικὸν τῆς ἁπάσης προσίεσθαι παιδείας. 
 
For the teaching in accordance with Christ deifies the Creator (δημιουργός), and it 
identifies Providence in particular events. And it recognizes the nature of the 
elements (to be) both changeable and generative, and it teaches that we should 
conduct our lives according to the power which increases-(our)-likeness 
(ἐξομοιωτικός) to God and to accept the divine-stewardship (οἰκονομία) as guide 
for the whole of our training (παιδεία). (Strom. 1.11.52.3) 

Not only does Clement charge Pronoia with teaching humanity and leading them towards 

Truth, he also distinguishes between different levels of Pronoia, with one such level 

engaging in “particular events” (μέχρι τῶν κατὰ μέρος) as do the three avatars of Pronoia 

in the long version of the Apocryphon of John. Moreover, Clement describes Pronoia 

here as the “power which increases-(our)-likeness (ἐξομοιωτικός) to God,” which is 

precisely the role of Epinoia throughout the long version of the Apocryphon of John. 

After Ialdabaoth is tricked into breathing his spiritual power into Adam’s body, the long 

version’s soteriology advances to a new phase: training and preparation.  

With the spiritual power no longer under the direct control of Ialdabaoth, it now 

has enough freedom to begin progressing toward recognition of Truth, which will lead it 

to greater degrees of freedom and ultimately open the door to escaping the prison of the 

material world. To aid Adam in this endeavor, Epinoia—whom the long version plainly 
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identifies with Pronoia30—is sent to aid and instruct him in remembering his true nature 

and to combat the demiurge’s persistent attempts to distract and control him in order to 

regain the power that he was tricked into relinquishing (BG 53,4–9; II 20, 14–19). When 

she first descends, Epinoia hides in Adam’s body, but the archons notice that Adam 

exhibits a “shadow of the light,” leading them to realize that his intellect (ⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ) had 

become superior to theirs (BG 54,5–9; II 20,28–31). To combat Adam’s enlightenment, 

they fashion a new body out of the material elements and the “Spirit that is from matter, 

which is the ignorance of darkness” (BG 54,14–55,13; II 20,35–21,12).31 While both 

versions describe Ialdabaoth as coming to the same realization, the long version is 

explicit in attributing Adam’s newfound wisdom to the illuminating tutelage of a 

luminous revelatory figure: “(Adam) is disobedient to (Ialdabaoth) because the luminous 

Epinoia within him, which makes him more correct in his thinking than the first ruler” 

(NHC II 22,16–18).32 When Ialdabaoth finally does realize the reason for Adam’s 

                                                
30 NHC II 23,26–30: “I appeared in the form of an eagle on the Tree of 

Knowledge, which is the Epinoia from the Pronoia of the pure light, so that I might teach 
them and awaken them from the depth of sleep.” There are a number of difficulties with 
the Coptic at NHC II 23,18–30, but 26–30 are clear in associating the work of Pronoia 
and Epinoia with Christ, who is apparently identifying himself with the eagle; Christ is 
not explicitly mentioned, but the shift to first person makes this rather clear. Barc and 
Painchaud argue for a rather convoluted reading of NHC II 23,24–32, apparently in an 
attempt to tie the three descents of the Pronoia Monologue to this passage, but the 
passage itself is very problematic, and their reconstruction is both confusing and rather 
hypothetical. Barc and Painchaud, “La Réécriture de l’Apocryphon de Jean,” 330–32. 
See also Karen King’s discussion of the passage, Secret Revelation, 360. 

31 NHC II/NHC IV: ignorance and darkness; BG/NHC III: darkness. This new 
body is distinctly opposed to the Pleroma’s emphasis on knowing, light, and the true 
Spirit, which the long version emphasizes by stating that Adam’s investiture into the 
material body is accompanied by his becoming mortal (BG, n/a; NHC III 26,23–25; NHC 
II 21,12–13). 

32 The long succession of masculine singular pronouns here is grammatically 
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disobedience, he becomes frustrated and attempts to recover the spiritual power that he 

had been tricked into breathing into Adam’s body (BG 38,15–19; NHC II 10,19–23). 

He manages to recover only a portion (μέρος) of the original power,33 but instead 

of using it to increase his own acuity, he molds a new “form” (μορφή) in the shape of a 

woman which, the long version adds, is based on the likeness of Epinoia. As in the case 

of Adam’s body being patterned after the likeness of First Human, the female body is 

also informed by an archetype that is identified with Pronoia. As a result, when Adam 

wakes up, he experiences another important revelation, which is characterized in the long 

version as a recovery of the divine likeness: 

And (Adam) saw the woman beside him, and immediately the luminous Epinoia 
appeared, having removed the covering that was over his mind, and he sobered up 
from the drunkenness of darkness. And he recognized his likeness (ⲧⲉϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ; IV: 
ⲧⲉϥϣⲃ̅ⲣ̅ⲉⲓⲛⲉ: co-likeness). (NHC II 23,4–9)34 

Here again, the long version bears out the distinction between the “likeness” and “image” 

of God by describing Adam’s enlightenment in the wake of first seeing Eve—in whom 

                                                                                                                                            
ambiguous, but the meaning is rather clear in the context, especially given Ialdabaoth’s 
retributive reaction. NHC III agrees with the implied sense of NHC II and NHC IV, that 
it is Adam who is disobedient, but BG uses a feminine pronoun which, if it is not a 
mistake, suggests that Epinoia-Zoe is indicated. Tardieu suggests emendation to 
masculine pronouns, and also interprets the long version somewhat differently: “And 
(Adam) realized that he was disobedient to the First-Ruler.” For the short version, such a 
reading might be possible, but the emphasis on Epinoia as the source of knowledge in 
terms of the long version’s revisions is rather clear. Cf. Tardieu, Écrits Gnostiques, 142. 

33 Grammatically, the short version suggests that Ialdabaoth recovers the whole 
power. This seems unlikely given the structure of the narrative, but the editor of the long 
version apparently felt the need to clarify (II 22,33; III 29,18–19; BG 59,13–14). 

34 It is at least implied in the short version that Ialdabaoth based the creation of the 
female body on his brief glimpse of Epinoia, but again, the long version makes it explicit, 
drawing a parallel with the creation of Adam’s body on the basis of First Human’s image. 
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Epinoia dwells—as his recognition of his own “likeness” (NHC II 23,9). or “co-likeness” 

(NHC IV 36,1). The short version, instead, notes their shared “essence” (BG 60,4) or 

“co-essence” (NHC III 30,4), acknowledging the role of Epinoia in enlightening Adam’s 

mind, but in terms that denote a shared substance (i.e., Spirit) rather than shared 

participation in the image and likeness of God. So, while the short version explains 

Adam’s recognition on the basis that Eve was crafted from the same substance as Adam, 

the long version emphasizes their shared image: Pronoia. This visual relationship is 

further emphasized in the long version by the fact that Adam’s becoming sober occurs 

when he “sees” (ⲛⲁⲩ) Epinoia, whereas the short version says nothing of seeing or 

recognizing until after Epinoia has “lifted the veil” from Adam’s understanding. 

For a time, this recognition makes Adam and Eve superior to Ialdabaoth and his 

archons, but Ialdabaoth and his archons manage to regain control over the newly 

enlightened humans by enslaving them to Fate and the Counterfeit Spirit—especially 

through the implementation of the desires and confusion associated with Ialdabaoth’s 

implementation of sexuality.35 In the long version, it is precisely at the first incidence of 

sexuality that Epinoia is forced to flee from the body of Eve, depriving Adam of his 

likeness, diminishing Eve’s spiritual power, and allowing Ialdabaoth to regain the upper 

hand in his attempts to control humanity. After cursing them for withdrawing from his 

presence and service, Ialdabaoth rapes Eve, resulting in the birth of Cain and Abel. But in 

the long version, Universal Providence (i.e., the Pronoia of the All; ⲡⲣⲟⲛⲟⲓⲁ ⲙ̅ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ) 

sees what is about to occur and snatches Epinoia out of Eve (NHC II 24,13–15). This 

comment is absent in the shorter version and, as Barc and Painchaud have noted, is very 

likely associated with Pronoia’s second descent in the Pronoia Hymn, which ends when 

she runs back “up to her luminous root” (NHC II 30,33–34).  
                                                

35 See my discussion in the next chapter. 
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Nevertheless, even after being removed from Eve, Epinoia continues to assist 

them (ὑποργεῖν) in order to prepare them for the coming of a future representative from 

the Pleroma,36 drawing further parallels with Clement’s conception of Pronoia’s role in 

training humanity to prepare for the reception of true gnosis, which both Clement and the 

long version of the Apocryphon of John understand to be fulfilled in Christ. 

 

III.  Revealing Redemption: Pronoia-Christ and Spiritual Pedagogy 

For both Clement and the Apocryphon of John, salvation is ultimately dependent 

on true knowledge of God, and in both cases, this knowledge must be mediated through 

Christ, who is cast as the ultimate revealer of divine truths. Again, while both the long 

and short versions associate Christ with the revelation of divine Truth, the long version 

exhibits several alternate readings that emphasize the importance of this role and, in 

doing so, bring the long version into closer conformity with Christian conceptions of 

paideia. Throughout the long version, minor alterations reflect the editor(s) desire to 

emphasize Christ’s association with Truth, but this role is especially visible in an 

additional passage that emphasizes the soteriological necessity of knowing Christ as the 

“God of Truth.” 

Similarly, Clement’s emphasis on Christ’s role in revealing Truth is directly 

associated with his relationship to God, which allows him to act as a mediator between 

his ineffable Father and the realm of humanity: 

υἱὸς δὲ περὶ πατρὸς ἀληθὴς διδάσκαλος. καὶ ἵνα τις πιστεύσῃ τῷ υἱῷ, γνῶναι 
δεῖ τὸν πατέρα πρὸς ὃν καὶ ὁ υἱός. αὖθίς τε ἵνα τὸν πατέρα ἐπιγνῶμεν, 

                                                
36 For this characterization of Epinoia, see, e.g., NHC II 20, 14–24 and the 

parallel section in BG, which likewise associates Epinoia with aiding Adam, but does not 
associate Epinoia with Pronoia. See also, NHC II 25,9–16; cf. the parallel text at BG 
64,4–13, which does not associate this activity with Epinoia at all. 
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πιστεῦσαι δεῖ τῷ υἱῷ, ὅτι ὁ τοῦ θεοῦ υἱὸς διδάσκει. ἐκ πίστεως γὰρ εἰς γνῶσιν, 
διὰ υἱοῦ πατήρ· γνῶσις δὲ υἱοῦ καὶ πατρὸς ἡ κατὰ τὸν κανόνα τὸν γνωστικὸν 
τὸν τῷ ὄντι γνωστικὸν ἐπιβολὴ καὶ διάληψίς ἐστιν ἀληθείας διὰ τῆς ἀληθείας. 
 
And the Son is the true teacher concerning the Father; and in order that someone 
should believe in the Son, it is necessary to know the Father, with whom also is 
the Son. And in order that we should know something of the Father, it is 
necessary to believe in the Son: that it is the Son of God who teaches; for the 
Father (is known by the progression) from faith to knowledge through the Son. 
And the knowledge of the Son and Father, which is according to the gnostic 
rule—that which is truly gnostic—is the attainment and comprehension of the 
truth by the truth. (Strom. 5.1.1.3–5) 

In this passage, Clement is uncharacteristically clear (insofar as Clement is ever clear) on 

the necessity of knowing the Truth of the Son in order to attain knowledge of the Truth of 

the Father. For Clement, humans cannot know the Father directly for the same reasons 

that they cannot do so in the Apocryphon of John: he is too far above humanity, too 

perfect, to be understood by humans, whose perceptions are limited by their temporal and 

material existence. It is precisely for this reason that Christ descends to reveal the truths 

of his Father and to reconcile humanity to an entity that was, previously, knowable only 

through means that were abstract, imperfect, and ultimately incorrect. 

Christ’s role as a revealer of Truth is a vital component of his characterization in 

both versions of the Apocryphon of John, but it is especially emphasized in the long 

version which describes salvation as being unequivocally dependent on knowing Jesus in 

his role as the “God of Truth.” Just prior to the Pronoia Monologue, the redactors of the 

long version insert a key passage that insists on the necessity of knowing both Truth and 

the God of Truth in order to avoid “being enslaved” (ⲣ̅ ⲛ̅ⳓⲁⲩⲁⲛ):  

And (Ialdabaoth’s angels) lured those humans that followed them into great 
anxieties, guiding them with many deceptions. They grew old without having 
opportunity for leisure. They died without having found truth and without 
knowing the God of Truth. Thus, the whole creation was enslaved (ⲛ̅ⳓⲁⲩⲁⲛ) 
forever, from the foundation of the cosmos until even now (II 30,2–7). 
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As this passage demonstrates, the necessity of both knowing and recognizing Truth is an 

imperative aspect of the Apocryphon of John’s soteriological schema. These statements 

are dramatic enough on their own, but when compared in light of Christ’s 

characterization in the Apocryphon of John’s protology—where Christ is referred to as 

Monogenes, Autogenes, and Christ—they are cast in an even more dramatic light: “(The 

divine Autogenes, the Christ) came forth through Pronoia,37 and the Invisible Virginal 

Spirit installed Autogenes as the True God over the all” (II 7,21–24; BG 32,11–14).” 

It is precisely this knowledge—i.e., that the “God of Truth” is not the creator 

deity described in the Christian Old Testament—that informs the Apocryphon of John’s 

soteriological imperative, and in fact, this is apparently another example of the long 

version’s editor(s) drawing on the popular discourse of the Gospel of John: 

Therefore Jesus said to the Jews who believed in him, “If you persist in my word, 
then you are truly my disciples. And you will know the truth, and the truth will 
make you free.” They answered him, “We are the seed of Abraham, and we have 
never been enslaved to anyone. In what way do you mean, ‘You will be made 
free?’” Jesus answered them, “Very truly, I say to you that everyone who does sin 
is a slave to sin. While the slave will not remain in the house forever, the Son 
remains forever. Thus, if the Son makes you free, then you will truly be free. 
(John 8:31–36)38 

Thus, while Truth is absolutely a part of the short version’s protology and soteriology, it 

is reworked and reemphasized throughout the long version in a way that draws a number 

                                                
37 BG 32,12; III 11,10: First (ⲟⲩϩⲟⲉⲓⲧ) Thought (ἒννοια) 
38 NA27: ἔλεγεν οὖν ὁ Ἰησοῦς πρὸς τοὺς πεπιστευκότας αὐτῷ Ἰουδαίους· ἐὰν 

ὑμεῖς μείνητε ἐν τῷ λόγῳ τῷ ἐμῷ, ἀληθῶς μαθηταί μού ἐστε καὶ γνώσεσθε τὴν 
ἀλήθειαν, καὶ ἡ ἀλήθεια ἐλευθερώσει ὑμᾶς. ἀπεκρίθησαν πρὸς αὐτόν· σπέρμα Ἀβραάμ 
ἐσμεν καὶ οὐδενὶ δεδουλεύκαμεν πώποτε· πῶς σὺ λέγεις ὅτι ἐλεύθεροι γενήσεσθε; 
ἀπεκρίθη αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς· ἀμὴν ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν ὅτι πᾶς ὁ ποιῶν τὴν ἁμαρτίαν δοῦλός 
ἐστιν τῆς ἁμαρτίας. ὁ δὲ δοῦλος οὐ μένει ἐν τῇ οἰκίᾳ εἰς τὸν αἰῶνα, ὁ υἱὸς μένει εἰς τὸν 
αἰῶνα. ἐὰν οὖν ὁ υἱὸς ὑμᾶς ἐλευθερώσῃ, ὄντως ἐλεύθεροι ἔσεσθε. 
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of parallels with the Johannine Jesus tradition. In fact, it is precisely this characterization 

of Jesus—as a teacher of Truth—that likely led the redactor(s) of the long version to 

rewrite the protology so that Truth is included among the essential characteristics of 

Pronoia, whom Christ is identified with through the Pronoia Monologue. 

 

Conclusion 

The long version’s revised soteriological schema results in a conception of 

salvation that progresses from complete ignorance to recognition of a direct and essential 

relationship between one’s spiritual faculty and the supra-eternal Invisible Spirit, and it 

does so in a way that mirrors second- and third-century models of Christian paideia, 

especially as is represented in the writings of Clement of Alexandria. This schema 

progresses in three distinct phases, each of which is associated with an entity that the 

long version associates with Pronoia’s three descents as they are described in the Pronoia 

Hymn, which was added to the end of the long version during an extensive and carefully 

executed rewriting program. The first two of these descents do not ultimately result in 

complete salvation, but they are necessary to prepare the way for the third descent, during 

which Christ, as the divine Son, descends as the ultimate revealer of divine Truth. Like 

Clement, the editor(s) of the Apocryphon of John’s long version are most concerned with 

delineating the relationship between revelation and salvation and in emphasizing the 

necessity of Christ to the redemption of humanity. Both Clement and the editor(s) of Ap. 

John adopt extant models of paideia and Pronoia and Christianize them by adapting them 

to the needs and beliefs of their Christian audience. In doing so, they Christianized 

popular Pagan and Jewish ideas, packaging their unique understandings of the Christ 

event in ways that would have been palatable to proto-orthodox Alexandrian Christians, 

despite (or perhaps, because of) the many points of contact with Alexandrian Judaism 
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(e.g., Philo) and with the ideologies of various Pagan cults and non-Christian 

philosophies.
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Chapter Five 

The Garden a Prison: 

Sex, Gender, and Power in Eden 

As with the theological, rhetorical, and practical issues explored in previous 

chapters, the Apocryphon of John’s anthropology further elucidates the shifting socio-

cultural and religious contexts of the communities that adopted and adapted it over the 

course of its life. Throughout the long version, there are myriad examples of alterations 

that exemplify the same concerns that one would expect to find in Christian communities 

of the third to fifth centuries, and this proves to be true again in the case of the respective 

adaptations of humanity’s mythological origins. From the short version to the long, there 

is a clear shift in the evaluation of social and sexual relationships between men and 

women. As a result of this evaluative shift, the two versions’ characterization of these 

and related concerns provide further evidence of the divergent—sometimes antithetical—

ideologies that informed their production. Throughout the Apocryphon of John’s 

description of Adam’s and Eve’s experiences in the Garden of Eden, the long version 

evinces a number of important alterations in its evaluation of the social, ethical, and 

moral behaviors of humankind’s mythological forebears, especially with regard to gender 

dynamics and sexual politics.  

Over the course of this chapter, I examine two extended scenes that elucidate the 

character of this ideological turn and demonstrate that in addition to recasting the 

Apocryphon of John as a more holistic, soteriologically-directed narrative, the redactors 

responsible for the long version also altered the tractate’s anthropological content in order 

to mitigate the more sectarian social contracts implied by the short version. To do so, I 
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begin by comparing the circumstances that lead up to and immediately follow Adam and 

Eve’s decision to eat from the Tree of Knowledge, which both versions recast as a 

soteriologically positive event. In a second section, I investigate the variant portrayals of 

the demiurge’s reactionary instantiation of sexual intercourse and procreation in order to 

maintain control over the newly enlightened humans. 

 

I .  The Tree of Light  

One of the most dramatic divergences between the Apocryphon of John’s 

different versions is precisely in the different ways that sex, gender, and power are 

characterized by its retelling of Adam and Eve’s experiences in the Garden of Eden, 

particularly with regard to the treatise’s reinterpretation of the Tree of Knowledge 

narrative described in Genesis 3. In the Apocryphon of John’s adaptation, the Garden is 

reimagined as a prison within which Ialdabaoth and his lackeys attempt to dominate and 

control humankind to serve their own ignorant and unjust desires. As a result of this 

interpretive shift, many of the stories and events that that are imported from Genesis into 

the Apocryphon of John are subject to value reversals due to their reattribution from a 

positive to a negative figure, or vice versa.1 Both versions of the Apocryphon of John 

generally preserve the same value reversals with respect to divine entities, but they do 

deviate in the way that Man is evaluated in relation to Woman. In this section, I identify 

exactly this sort of deviation in the aftermath of the Apocryphon of John’s 

reinterpretation of the forbidden fruit narrative, but I first offer a brief summary of the 

relationship between the Ap. John account and the source narrative of Genesis 3. 

                                                
1 For example, the creation of the body is reattributed to an ignorant demiurge, 

providing both an etiology of the body’s failings and theodicean defense of the Invisible 
Spirit. 



 98 

In the Genesis account, Adam and Eve’s choice to eat from the Tree of 

Knowledge causes “the eyes of both to be opened” (Gen 3:7), annihilating the innocence 

with which they had been created (Gen 2:25), but when the same events are filtered 

through the Apocryphon of John’s demiurgical hermeneutic, the Tree’s “knowledge” is 

no longer understood to extirpate humanity’s primordial innocence.2 Because 

Ialdabaoth’s attempts to dominate Adam and Eve had already corrupted their true, 

spiritual essence, partaking of the Tree becomes a soteriologically positive event by re-

enlightening the spiritual essence that Ialdabaoth had intentionally vitiated when he 

subjected it to the ignorance and desires of psychic and material substances. Thus, while 

Genesis 3 recounts the transgression of the inceptive covenant between humankind and 

their omnipotent, omnibenevolent creator (cf. Gen 2:16–17), the Apocryphon of John 

describes their contravention of an egoistic injunction instituted by the evil and ignorant 

demiurge.3 With these interpretive relationships in mind, there are a number of variations 

                                                
2 BG 61,2–4; NHC III 30,18–19: “knowledge” (γνῶσις); NHC II 23,25–6; NHC 

IV 36,20–21: “perfect knowledge” (γνῶσις τέλειος). In both versions, the Tree of 
Knowledge (ⲡϣⲏⲛ ⲙ̅ⲡⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ) is somehow identified with Epinoia, who instructs Adam 
and Eve about their true selves. Because this is one of the passages that the long version 
revises in light of the Pronoia Hymn, it is significantly longer and more detailed in NHC 
II/IV. In the long version, Pronoia-Christ is also present at the Tree of Knowledge, 
resulting in the only instance when two different avatars of Pronoia are involved in a 
single revelatory incident.  

3 See especially BG 57,8–58,1; NHC II 22,3–10. In both versions, the narrator 
clarifies that the Demiurge’s desire to exert gender-based control over Eve is a result of 
his own ignorance of the holy mystery—i.e. the spiritual nature and soteriological 
purpose of Epinoia-Eve. Epinoia is present in Eve when the two humans first encounter 
the Tree of Knowledge. In the short version, Epinoia is sent by First Thought, and in the 
long version, she is one of the avatar’s of Pronoia who, like Christ, aids in the concerted 
redemption program that suffuses the long version as a result of its redaction in light of 
the Pronoia Monologue. And in fact, it is a combined effort of Epinoia and Christ that 
ultimately guides Adam and Eve to the tree and provokes them to eat from it. 
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in the means and materials that the two versions draw on in their adaptations of the 

source material. One of the most striking of these occurs directly after Adam and Eve 

have eaten from the Tree of Knowledge, when Ialdabaoth discovers that they have 

disobeyed his edict.  

As in the case of the punitive measures inflicted on Adam and Eve in Genesis 3, 

Ialdabaoth’s retribution in the Apocryphon of John functions as an etiology for specific 

aspects of human suffering, but because the two versions draw on different portions of 

the Genesis account, they present different evaluations of gendered power relationships. 

Both versions appropriate the gender-specific punishments described in Genesis 3:16–19, 

but the long version imports only the sanctions inflicted on men, and the short version 

only those inflicted on women. Because these maledictions are reattributed to the 

demiurge, the choice to import different gender-specific etiologies has important 

hermeneutic results. 
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Table 5.1: Ialdabaoth’s Curses 

Short Version 
(BG 61,7–61,15) 

Long Version 
(NHC II 23,35–24,4) 

ⲁϥⲉⲓⲙⲉ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ̈ ⲓ̈ⲁⲗⲇⲁⲃⲁⲱⲑ ϫⲉ ⲁⲩϩⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲩ 
ⲛ̂ⲥⲁⲛⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟϥ ⲁϥⲥⲁϩⲟⲩ ⲙⲙⲟⲟⲩ 

ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲣⲉϥⲙ̅ⲙⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ <ⲓ̈>ⲁⲗⲇⲁⲃ̅ⲁⲱ̅ⲑ̅ ϫⲉ 
ⲁⲩⲥⲉϩⲱⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟϥ ⲁϥⲥⲟⲩϩⲱⲣ ⲙ̅ⲡⲉϥⲕⲁϩ 

ⲛ̅ϩⲟⲩⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲉϥⲡⲣⲟⲥⲡⲟⲓⲉⲓ ⲛⲧⲉⲥϩⲓ̈ⲙⲉ ⲁϥⳓⲛ̅ ⲧⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲉⲥⲥⲟⲃⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲥ ⲙ̅ⲡⲉⲥϩⲟⲟⲩⲧ 

ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲫⲟⲟⲩⲧ ⲣ̅ ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲛ̅ϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲛ 
ⲙⲡⲙⲩⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ 
ⲡ̅ϣⲟϫⲛⲉ ⲙⲡϫⲓⲥⲉ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲃ  

ⲛⲉϥⲟ ⲛ̅ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲡⲉ ⲉⲛϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲛ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲙⲩⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ ⲉⲛⲧⲁϩϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̅ 
ⲡϣⲟϫⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ 

Ialdabaoth realized that they had 
withdrawn (ϩⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲩ ⲛ̅ⲥⲁⲛⲃⲟⲗ) from him 
and he cursed them. 

When Ialdabaoth noticed that they had 
withdrawn (ⲁⲩ ⲥⲉϩⲱⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ), 
he cursed his earth. 

And, he made an additional statement 
(ⲛ̅ϩⲟⲩⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲉϥⲡⲣⲟⲥⲡⲟⲓⲉⲓ) about the woman: 

He found the woman, preparing herself for 
her husband. 

that the man shall be lord over her since he 
did not know the mystery that had come to 
exist through the holy plan from on high. 

He was ruling over her, not knowing the 
mystery that had come to exist through the 
holy plan. 

 

After partaking of the Tree’s fruit, Adam and Eve recognize Ialdabaoth’s culpability in 

bringing about their fallen state, and as a result, they withdraw from his presence and 

service (NHC II 23,34–36; BG 61,1–9). When Ialdabaoth realizes what has occurred, he 

becomes enraged, and he curses them. In the short version, he proclaims that “the man 

shall be lord over his wife,” drawing on Genesis 3:16, but in the long version, he “curses 

his earth,” which imports Genesis 3:17, referring to man’s enslavement to agricultural 

production—rather than woman’s enslavement to man—and apparently replacing the 

short version’s reference to Gen 3:16.  

In sum, while traditional (Augustinian) Christian exegesis understands Eve’s 

subordination to Adam in Genesis 3:16 as a punishment for her culpability in humanity’s 

first transgression against God, the short version demolishes the etiological support for 

the subordination of the female gender by attributing the most potent Biblical precedent 
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for an androcentric hierarchy (Gen 3:16) to Ialdabaoth, an inherently evil and corrupt 

being. By contrast, the long version makes no critique whatsoever of the traditional 

gendered hierarchy. Moreover, as Karen King has noted, the long version’s description of 

Eve “preparing herself for her husband” may actually be a valorization of her instinctive 

acquiescence to patriarchal gender norms.4 In either case, the disparate adaptations of 

Genesis 3:16–19 are strong evidence that the long version’s redactors were 

uncomfortable with the egalitarian view implied in the short version, and similar shifts in 

the characterization and culpability of the female gender are found throughout the long 

version’s anthropology, including another potent example that immediately follows 

Adam and Eve’s removal from the Garden. 

 

II.  Rape, Sexuality, and the Perpetuation of Procreation 

In both versions, Ialdabaoth is responsible for the institution and perpetuation of 

sexual intercourse, but as in the previous examples, the long and short versions differ in 

their descriptions of how he carries out these goals. Directly after Ialdabaoth castigates 

Adam and Eve for withdrawing from him, they are cast out of the garden and clothed in 

“darkness” (NHC II 24,6–8; BG 61,19–62,2). Subsequently, he sees Eve standing next to 

Adam, and being “filled with ignorance” [BG: “senselessness,” ⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲑⲏⲧ], he “defiles 

her.” The demiurge’s rape of Eve results in the conception and birth of Cain and Abel 

(NHC II 24,15–25; BG 62,8–20), making it the first incidence of sexual intercourse and 

procreation. With Adam’s and Eve’s minds newly enlightened, Ialdabaoth recognizes 

that by infecting the human body with the desire for sexual intercourse and offspring, he 

can guarantee a continuing supply of material bodies that he can further control by the 

                                                
4 Karen King, Secret Revelation, 128–30. 
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same means and through the work of the “Counterfeit Spirit.”5 Because this act of 

ignorance closely follows his retributive curses—which are also blamed on his 

ignorance—Ialdabaoth’s rape of the first woman continues the Apocryphon of John’s 

association of etiological gender dynamics with the demiurge’s inherent character flaws.6 

 
Table 5.2: The Perpetuation of Sexual Intercourse 

Short Version 
(BG 62,18–63,9) 

Long Version 
(NHC II 24,24–32) 

ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ ϣⲁⲩⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲛ ⲛ̅ⲅⲉⲛⲉⲩ 
ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ϫⲉ ⲕⲁⲓ̈ⲛ ⲙⲛ ⲁⲃⲉⲗ  
ϣⲁϩ̣[ⲟ]ⲩ̣[ⲛ] ⲉⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛϩⲟⲟⲩ  

ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̅ⲛⲓⲣⲁⲛ ϫⲉ 
ⲕⲁⲓ̈ⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲃⲉⲗ ⲉϥⲛⲁⲩ ⲁⲧⲉϥⲡⲁⲛⲟⲩⲣⲅⲓⲁ 
ϣⲁϩⲟⲩⲛ ⳓⲉ ⲁⲡⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̅ϩⲟⲟⲩ 

ⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ⲡⲥⲩⲛⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲙ̅ⲡⲅⲁⲙⲟⲥ 
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓ̈ⲧⲙ̅ ⲡⲉϩⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲧ ⲛⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ ⲁϥϫⲱ  
ϩⲛ ⲁⲇⲁⲙ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲉⲡⲓⲑⲩⲙⲓⲁ ⲛ̅ⲥ̅ⲡⲟⲣⲁ 

ⲁⲥⳓⲱ ⲛ̅ⳓⲓ ϯⲥⲩⲛⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ  
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̅ ⲡⲣⲱⲧⲁⲣⲭⲱⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϫⲱ  
ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲥⲡⲟⲣⲁ ⲛ̅ⲉⲡⲓⲑⲩⲙⲓⲁ ϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⳉⲛ̅ ⲧⲁⲁⲇⲁⲙ 

ϩⲱⲥⲧⲉ <ⲟⲩ>ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ ϯⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲧⲉ  
ⲧⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧϫⲡⲟ ⲛⲟⲩⲉⲓⲛⲉ  
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲉⲩⲁⲛⲧⲓⲙⲓⲙⲟⲛ <ⲙⲡⲛⲁ> 

ⲁϥⲧⲟⲩⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲇⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̅ ⲧⲥⲩⲛⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ 
ⲙ̅ⲡϫⲡⲟ ⲛ̅ⲡⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥⲭⲱⲣⲏⲅⲉⲓ 
ⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲉϥⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲉⲧϣⲃ̂ⲃⲓⲁⲉⲓⲧ 

It is these who are called by all the 
generations of humans Cain and Abel7 
 
until the present day. 

These he called by the names  
Cain and Abel,  
setting his sights on trickery (πανουργία).8 
Thus, until to the present day, 

Marital (γαμός) sexual intercourse came to 
exist due to the Chief Ruler. 
He sowed a desire for offspring9 in Adam 

sexual intercourse has persisted due to the 
Chief Ruler, and 
he sowed a seed of desire in Adam’s wife. 

                                                
5 NHC II 24,31–2: “his counterfeit spirit,” ⲡⲉϥⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅ ⲉⲧϣⲃ̅ⲃⲓⲁⲉⲓⲧ; BG 63,8–9: “their 

counterfeit spirit,” ⲡⲉⲩⲁⲛⲧⲓⲙⲓⲙⲟⲛ <ⲙ̅ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅> 
6 This is especially apparent in the short version, where the proximity of Eve’s 

rape to Ialdabaoth’s proclamation that she be subjugated to Adam ties to two together, 
with the result that the proclamation is semantically active both in its literal sense and as 
a reference to the sexual violence that he is about to commit—ruling over her material 
form in the same way that he desires to possess her spiritual essence. 

7 NHC III: Abel and Cain 
8 In general, πανουργία is better translated as something like “malice” or 

“villainy,” roughly equivalent to malitia, but in this instance, the word’s nuanced 
association with deception and trickery is the more important connotation. 
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so that from this essence (οὐσία) comes 
that which begets a likeness of their 
Counterfeit <Spirit>.10 

And he aroused her through sexual 
intercourse (συνουσία) to beget the 
likeness of the bodies. And he furnished 
them with his counterfeit spirit. 

 

Both versions attribute the birth of Cain and Abel to Ialdabaoth’s rape of Eve, but the 

long version is more explicit in encouraging Adam and Eve to procreate and, thereby, to 

produce new material bodies within which to entrap the spiritual power that he so covets. 

Yet, while both versions attribute the protraction of sexual intercourse (συνουσία) to the 

Demiurge, they offer different evaluations of the reasons for and outcomes of these 

activities. As in the previous example, the short version presents a more sectarian view 

that comprehensively condemns sexuality and offers a more egalitarian evaluation of men 

and women, and the long version, though making use of almost identical material, 

exhibits a number of relatively minor variations that attenuate some of the short version’s 

more severe stances. 

Most obviously, while the short version asserts that Ialdabaoth sows the desire for 

offspring in Adam, the long version states that it was Eve who became the seat of this 

concern, a shift in culpability that runs parallel to the different importations of the curses 

of Gen 3:16–17. In both of the Apocryphon of John’s versions Adam and Eve are 

subjected to some type of material entrapment, but they are never the simultaneous target 

of Ialdabaoth’s curse and the seat of sexual desire. In the short version, the Demiurge 

proclaims, “The male (ϩⲟⲟⲩⲧ) will lord over the female,” so that that Eve is subjugated to 

                                                                                                                                            
9 NHC III reads, “seed of desire.” It is interesting, but not too surprising, that only 

BG has this variation that condemns even the desire for offspring. This is probably a 
result of the unique contexts of BG, which exhibits a number of textual alterations that 
suggest a higher degree of asceticism and a fuller rejection of all sexual activity. 

10 BG’s scribe accidently omits “Spirit” (ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅), but it is preserved in NHC III. The 
BG text here is generally odd and seems to be at least mildly corrupt. 
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Adam, and he afflicts Adam with the desire for offspring. Eve is the target of the curse 

drawn from Gen 3:16–19, and Adam is the seat of procreative desire. By comparison, in 

the long version Ialdabaoth “curses his earth,” invoking the agricultural malediction of 

Gen 3:17, and Eve becomes the seat of sexual desire. Further, while the short version’s 

calumniation of sexual reproduction specifically characterizes it as marital (γαμός) 

intercourse, suggesting a rejection of marriage on a basis similar to that of sexuality,11 the 

long version exhibits no such condemnation here or at any other point.  

 

III.  Debating Sex and Power in Christian Alexandria 

The anthropological sections of both of the Apocryphon of John’s two versions 

attest to a broad spectrum of ideological and social convictions that provide further 

evidence of the tractate’s transmission and redaction within evolving Christian 

communities. The treatment of the female gender throughout the short version is much 

more severe, but because the reasons for this negative treatment of Eve are instituted by 

Ialdabaoth, the result is a more positive evaluation of the female gender. By redacting 

these aspects, the editors of the long version have altered the short version’s more 

egalitarian approach to gender and instituted a view that would have been much more 

familiar—and palatable—to the rising power of episcopal Christianity. 

While many fourth-century Christian thinkers promoted complete abstinence as 

the most holy form of sexuality, there were a variety of opinions as to whether or not 

sexual relationships were completely immoral or were just less beneficial than perpetual 

                                                
11 Karen King has argued that “Not only is the location of desire different, but 

also its nature: woman desires intercourse; man desires offspring. The implication in 
NHC II is that it is woman who draws man down into the filth of fleshly intercourse.” 
King, Secret Revelation, 256. In general, King argues for a much higher degree of 
misogyny in the long version. 
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celibacy. This trend is visible as early as the late second century, when Clement comes 

into conflict with a group of unnamed opponents who made claims about marriage 

similar to what we find in the Apocryphon of John’s short version:  

Εἰσίν θ’ οἳ πορνείαν ἄντικρυς τὸν γάμον λέγουσι καὶ ὑπὸ τοῦ διαβόλου ταύτην 
παραδεδόσθαι δογματίζουσι, μιμεῖσθαι δ’ αὑτοὺς οἱ μεγάλαυχοί φασι τὸν κύριον 
μήτε γήμαντα μήτε τι ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ κτησάμενον, μᾶλλον παρὰ τοὺς ἄλλους 
νενοηκέναι τὸ εὐαγγέλιον καυχώμενοι. 
 
There are some who say, straightaway, that marriage is fornication, and they 
declare that it was imparted (to humans) by the devil. And they boastfully say that 
are imitating the Lord, who neither married nor acquired any possessions in the 
world, and boasting that they understand the gospel better than the others. (Strom. 
3.49.1) 

Like the short version, Clement’s unnamed opponents associate marriage and sex as 

inherently connected with evil activities (Cf. BG 61,1–9), while the long version seems to 

imply that proper marriage and intercourse are not only acceptable but actually 

participate in the divine creative process. On one hand, Clement condemns those who 

marry specifically for the purpose of engaging in sex for the sole purpose of pleasure, but 

he resolutely defends procreation, when approached with self-discipline and within the 

confines of traditional matrimony, as participation in a creative process that was 

instituted and sanctified by God (e,g., Paed. 2.95.2–3; Strom. 3.85.1).12 

In the fourth century contexts of our actual manuscripts, a similar conflict 

occurred between Athanasius and other, more strict-minded ascetics like Hieracas. For 

his part, Athanasius was staunchly in favor of perpetual virginity, but was not entirely 

opposed to procreative marriage, and as a result, he often came into conflict with other 

                                                
12 See especially the discussion in Peter Karavites, Evil, Freedom, and the Road to 

Perfection in Clement of Alexandria (Supplements to VC 43; Leiden: Brill, 1999), esp. 
97–103. 
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ascetics that professed a more thorough rejection of all sexual activity. An especially 

notable example of such conflicts is reflected in his condemnation of Hieracas in the First 

Epistle to Virgins: 

Especially take courage and condemn Hieracas, who says that marriage is evil 
inasmuch as virginity is good. In this manner it should be said that the sun is evil 
because the angel is more excellent and that the human being is evil because the 
sun is more excellent. Listen, and learn that it is absurd to say this, that is, to 
despise what is lesser because it is not like what is greater than it. For the number 
sixty is not evil because the number 100 is greater; rather, it is good, but the other 
is better.13 

Though the precise degree to which Hieracas condemned marriage is debatable,14 

Athanasius point remains clear. While abstaining from sex and marriage is preferable, it 

is possible to live a moral life in the bonds of marriage—a point quite similar to Paul’s 

rhetorical goals in 1 Cor. 7:1–3: 

It is good (καλός) for man not to touch a woman, but because of sexual 
immorality (πορνεία), let each man take his own wife, and each woman, her own 
husband. Let the man give his wife her due (ὀφειλή) and, likewise, the wife to her 
husband.  

While Athanasius’s interpretation of Paul represents the majority view, his perception 

that there was a need to address the more extreme views of Hieracas suggests that the 

position that Athanasius attributes to him was popular enough to have become a concern. 

 

                                                
13 First Epistle to Virgins, section 24. Translation and enumeration based on 

David Brakke, Athanasius and the Politics of Asceticism, (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1995), 282. 

14 Cf. Brakke, Athanasius, 47–8. 
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Conclusion 

Throughout their divergent importations of the Genesis anthropology, the 

Apocryphon of John’s two versions expose the differing approaches to sexuality and 

gender dynamics of the communities within which they were produced. Though they 

draw on the same source material, they often choose to include or ignore different 

passages or to alter the wording of a passage such that the same basic material is 

interpreted in an entirely different fashion in one version than in the other. But even 

where they disagree most emphatically, both versions display convictions that would 

have fit well into the contemporaneous Christian landscape. The short version tends 

toward a more severe approach to sexuality but also presents a more equal evaluation of 

the male and female genders. The long version reflects its redactors’ interest in broader 

Christian culture and their desire to attenuate the more sectarian values of the short 

version. But in both cases, the respective positions that the two versions display 

participate in broader and ongoing Christian debates about the proper interactions 

between men and women, and the ideology from the short version to the long is perfectly 

in line with the evolving concerns of Christian culture as an increasingly unified religion 

continued to (re)circumscribe the moral and ethical boundaries within which Christian 

men and women could engage and interact with one another. 
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Conclusion 

Over the course of its transmission history, the Apocryphon of John was copied, 

translated, redacted, and reimagined by a variety of individuals and communities who 

adapted the text to their own beliefs, needs, and convictions. Many of these revisions 

occurred during the extensive rewriting program sometime in the second- or early third-

century when a short Greek version of the text was expanded into the Greek form of what 

we know as the long version. The architects of this rewriting program incorporated the 

Pronoia Monologue into the tractate and revised large swathes of the original narrative in 

order to fully integrate the monologue into the text’s extant structure. Further alterations 

appear to have occurred in both versions of the text during the Coptic monastic period, 

especially with regard to sexual politics, and in many cases, the resultant reading variants 

evince discernibly divergent beliefs and desires from those of one within which it was 

originally composed.  

As a result, the Apocryphon of John is uniquely suited to recovering information 

about the unidentified communities within which it, and texts that share its mythological 

framework, were produced and circulated. While the socio-cultural and religious contexts 

of the Apocryphon of John are almost entirely occluded, the redactional trends that I have 

identified over the course of this study offer potent evidence that the redactors who 

produced and used the tractate were thoroughly embedded in contemporary Christian 

culture and debates and that, as a result, the tractate was shaped and reshaped along lines 

that parallel developments in Christian religiosity as the latter moved toward greater 

unity and, eventually, toward effective (i.e., enforced) conceptions of orthodoxy in the 

fourth and fifth centuries. 
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Because of the nature of the long version’s redaction, its textual variations 

preserves a snapshot of a single community’s goals and convictions. This community 

possessed advanced training in scribal, scriptural, and hermeneutical practices that were 

firmly embedded in the mythological conviction of the Apocryphon of John, but the long 

version also exhibits several indicators that it was influenced by the ideals of 

contemporaneous proto-Orthodox thinkers, especially in the milieu of Alexandria. As 

such, even if the Sitz im Leben of the Nag Hammadi corpus or any of its constituents can 

never be determined, tracing these redactional trends into other bodies of literature helps 

to narrow the list of options and to identify the texts and ideologies with which these 

tractates were in dialogue.  

Throughout the long version, the text’s redactors added, replaced, and revised the 

short version’s contents in order to bring it into accord with their own cultural, 

theological, and sociological beliefs and values. Alterations to the structure and framing 

of the text demonstrate that these redactors were embedded in a Christian scribal culture, 

as evidenced by: (1) the addition of a short benediction, which is the only point at which 

the name, “Jesus,” is mentioned throughout the entirety of the tractate (and this only in 

the long version); (2) a rewritten colophon title that was modeled according to typical 

Christian scriptural convention and may have specifically been patterned on the Gospel 

of John; (3) the addition of a short prologue that mirrors the structure and function of the 

prologue that inaugurates Revelation, which is unlikely to have been written by John the 

Apostle but was widely believed to be in antiquity; and (4) a detectable increase in the 

frequency and degree with which the text is in conversation with widely read and 

influential Christian texts, with the Gospel of John again being a particularly notable 

interlocutor. 



 110 

Likewise, the rewriting of the long version introduced several altered readings 

that exhibit a close affinity with the spiritual pedagogy of Clement and other Alexandrian 

church fathers. The long version’s soteriological model was recast in the mold of 

Christian paideia, with each step of the process guided by a different avatar of Pronoia 

(i.e., the Providence of the Invisible Spirit), which Clement likewise believed to be 

essential to the process of moral and spiritual progress. As the First Human, Pronoia 

rebukes Ialdabaoth for declaring that he is the only god and provoking him to create the 

human body based on his image. Eventually, Ialdabaoth is tricked into breathing the 

spiritual power that he had stolen from his mother into the body, freeing it from his direct 

control and allowing the text’s soteriology to progress to the next phase. On Pronoia’s 

second descent as Epinoia, she joins Adam, teaching him about the true nature of himself 

and the universe. Moreover, the text emphasizes, repeatedly, that Epinoia acts as a guide 

for humanity, from Adam, to Noah, and through the rest of history. She teaches, instructs, 

and comforts them, “preparing a place” for the coming of Christ. Thus, she serves the 

same role as the second phase of Clement’s paedagogical program, which necessitates 

that one be healed of the passions and gain self-mastery before attaining true “gnosis.”  

As Christ, Pronoia brings knowledge of Truth into the world and delivers it to all 

those who are worthy of it. In this role, she fulfills the purpose of the logos in Clement’s 

system, whose soteriological systems emphasized the role of Christ/Logos in opening the 

door to Truth and, thereby, to salvation. Despite being identified as an avatar of Pronoia 

in the long version, Christ’s soteriological role is consistently more emphasized than in 

the short version. Thus, in addition to having its soteriology recast as a familiar, 

thoroughly Christian form of spiritual/moral progress, the long version also emphasizes 

the role of Christ, providing further reason to associate the long version’s editors with a 
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revision program that is intentionally shifting the text toward a more palatable (and less 

sectarian) form of Christian religiosity. 

Finally, while both versions of the Apocryphon of John base their anthropologies 

on the same portions of Genesis 2–3, they do so in ways that exhibit the same shifting 

convictions that are present in its alterations to the text’s structural and theological 

characteristics, and again, the culmination of these alterations is a version of the text that 

is more holistic, more in line with contemporaneous Christian ideologies and values, and 

far less sectarian than the same materials in the short version. Exemplary instances of 

these alterations are found throughout the long version’s (re)adaptation of the story of 

Genesis 3 and the Tree of Knowledge, especially in the disparate portrayals of (1) the 

punishments that Ialdabaoth inflicts on Adam and Eve for consuming the fruit of the Tree 

and (2) the gender within which he sows the desire for sexual intercourse and offspring. 

In the short version, Ialdabaoth’s reaction to Adam and Eve’s consumption of the 

forbidden fruit draws on Genesis 3:16 and the subordination of the female to the male, 

and as a result, the short version condemns this etiological support for patriarchal gender 

norms by attributing to the demiurge’s selfishness and ignorance. Thus, the fact that the 

long version erases this passage and replaces it with an adaptation of Genesis 3:17—

enslaving man to agricultural labor—is a notable vitiation of the short version’s more 

egalitarian assessment of gendered relationships. Similarly, where the short version 

locates the desire for offspring in Adam, the long version shifts back toward Genesis by 

placing it within Eve. In both cases, these shifts in the long version’s interpretation of 

gender dynamics would have been far more familiar and palatable to a Christian audience 

that was subject to the influence of the Alexandrian episcopate.  

There is nothing to suggest, of course, that the shorter version of the tractate was 

not read and interpreted in a similar fashion, but the efforts of the long version’s redactors 
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to actually remold the text in accordance with the ways that it was being read is a 

strikingly different situation. Moreover, it offers further evidence that the distinction 

between “mainstream Christianity” and “Gnostic” Christians is a false dichotomy; 

whatever the heresiologists thought of the persons that produced and used these codices, 

they identity themselves as Christian at every turn. Taken together, these trends in the 

redaction of the text—along with scholars’ increasing awareness that the binary model of 

orthodoxy/heresy is not just anachronistic but ahistorical—offer further proof that, 

whatever Sitz im Leben texts like the Apocryphon of John may have been, their 

continued association with “Gnosticism”—a category that is functionally analogous to 

“heresy,” i.e. non-Christian—is flawed from the very start. 

These are Christian texts, used by communities that identify themselves with a 

universalizing Christian culture, and they were situated within a geographic and 

intellectual locale that overflowed with different approaches to a growing—but still 

comparatively young—religious movement. Even as our understanding of fourth- and 

fifth-century Egyptian Christianity has grown, determining the provenance of the 

Apocryphon of John has become no easier. Rather than narrowing the field of 

possibilities, the breadth and variety of late antique Egyptian Christianity continually 

reveals new possibilities. 
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