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Since the very first occurrence of the word the
ology, (in Plato’s Republic1), it has denoted a 
basic dimension of the relationship between 
the human and the divine, a “reasoning on the 
Deity” in its “truth and essence”. Within the 
Platonic tradition, Plutarch bears witness to a 
still deeper understanding of the idea of theol
ogy, defining the knowledge of the Deity as 
“truth” in its strongest and most absolute 
meaning, a “truth” which implies an aspiration 
to the Deity, resulting in an ontological trans
formation of the person2.

As for Gnostic religious systems which have 
taken shape under the influence of this Platon
ic tradition, theology, i.e. what is said of the Di
vine World, will thus constitute a valid 
hermeneutic key and a point of departure for 
historico-comparative studies of such systems. 
As a matter of fact, the Gnostic systems explicit
ly deal with metaphysics as a human condition 
and a human potential.

A core idea of Gnostic theology is, as point
ed out by Hans Jonas more than thirty years 
ago, divine tragedy: “A Gnosticism without a 
fallen god, without benighted creator and sin
ister creation, without alien soul, cosmic cap
tivity and acosmic salvation, without the self-re
deeming of the Deity - in short: a Gnosis with
out divine tragedy will not meet specifica
tions”3.

Although these words focus mainly on im
portant aspects of the Valentinian system, they 
undoubtedly characterize the roots of all ide
ologies which were the object of that particular 
knowledge, by means of which men and 

women, living in certain periods and places, 
believed they would achieve salvation.

There is no doubt that research following 
the publication of the Nag Hammadi texts has 
added many specifications to Jonas’ definition. 
Before this discovery, patristic sources had of
fered an overall picture of gnostic heretic sects 
arranged according to their developments in 
order to confute them. They were therefore 
not always trustworthy.

The Nag Hammadi Library has put before 
our eyes, as in a close-up on some details, new 
direct sources. But to integrate its many liter
ary genres and its often heterogenous systems 
into a long historical perspective is no easy 
task, and the knowledge we had previously ac
quired does not always become clearer4.

Theology, which for the Gnostics means 
theosophy, will be the point of departure of the 
following attempt to construct an historical ty
pology5 of gnostic systems. The reasoning on 
God and the Divine World includes all se
quences of Being and Becoming: Cosmology, 
Anthropology, Eschatology.

Every gnostic system gains its own specific 
features from the contents of this primary 
structure of the Divine world, which generates 
a specific alchemy of substances, determining 
the mechanism of knowledge and salvation. In
deed there is a specular, opposed relation be
tween the superior level that originates the di
vine event and the inferior level that experi
ences actuality6.

In other words; the typological and function
al differences between Gnostic systems always 
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derive from different theological concepts, 
ranging from remarkable discrepancies to sub
tle nuances, but surely generating different 
outputs and appearing as different cosmologi
cal and anthropological sequences. The differ
ent cosmological and anthropological se
quences thus generated define experiences of 
life, and in this way they are linked to types of 
behaviour which the historian must take into 
account.

For a closer understanding of such typologi
cal differences, let us compare on the one 
hand Valentinian gnosis, the best attested and 
studied Gnostic group, and on the other hand 
Manichaean gnosis, the later and longer last
ing community.

U. Bianchi7 has studied the peculiar nature 
of the Power in Manichaeism: both Light and 
Hyle are compact and homogeneous, each im
passible in its place and in its state. In contrast, 
the Valentinian Pleroma is non-homogeneous, 
ontologically degrading from a centre which is 
perfection to a periphery which is naturally 
weak: “in cui è da attendersi - as Bianchi writes 
- 1’insorgere del male ed il principio della 
caduta”. Both these forms of Power are thus 
structurally dependent on the opposite sub
stance: a relationship which is radical dualism 
in the first case and mitigated dualism in the 
second case. In other words, this kind of devo
lution of the Divine Substance (with the follow
ing events) results directly from its nature, 
from its way of being. What marks out the 
Valentinian system is a crisis in the Divine 
World, a crisis which precedes and causes the 
fall to the lower level, and thereby produces 
the lower world and the human condition.

In Irenaeus8, Sophia’s vicissitude and the 
structural relation we have spoken of above ap
pear to be the moment of greatest tension of 
the aeons in the Pleroma, aeons which are all 
intent on knowing Bythôs, the Father. The 
aeons are urged to attain this knowledge by the 
Nous, which is the only one that knows him. In 

Hippolytus9, this vicissitude is presented as a 
metaphor of generation, a deviance from the 
way in which the aeons emanate (i.e. through 
pairs of syzygoi). This motif was widespread in 
many gnostic contexts. Sophia wanted to imi
tate the Father and generate alone without her 
syzygos. The same motif occurs in Apoc. Joh10. 
Also here the weakness of Sophia is due to her 
peripheral position in the Pleroma. In Trac. 
Trip.11 the pleroma consists of a triad (Father, 
Son and Church). The pleromatic tension 
which is described as “the free will caused by 
all”, and the nature of Wisdom somehow justify 
the transgressing aeon, in this text the Logos'. “ 
the movement of the Logos is caused by the 
economy preordained to be fullfilled”.

In the Manichaean gnosis, on the other 
hand, the compactness of the Divine Nature 
and the lack of ontological graduation cause a 
certain fixity in the Divine World, which is inca
pable of interior modifications, and a type of 
devolution, which, due to the chaotic and po
tentially aggressive nature of the Hyle, is a pro
gressive evocation of the Father of Greatness 
(i.e. a simple deduction from his own sub
stance) and an immediate and providential de
scent of particles of Light to the level of Dark
ness. The fragmentation of the substance of 
the Light and its intrusion into the Darkness, 
as a consequence of the mutual incompatibility 
of the two substances, will eventually be fatal to 
the Hyle12. But on the level of existence, this 
mixture will cause, in the Light dispersed in all 
cosmic realities, a tragic and continuous long
ing towards the world from which it came13.

The vicissitude undergone by Light is proto- 
logically represented in the descent of Primor
dial Man, and is reflected, on the level of exis
tence, in the idea of Jesus Patibilis14. However, 
all the divine entities are perfectly consubstan- 
tial whith each other and with the Father of 
Greatness from whom they originate. Their 
separate identities are therefore ultimately de
fined by their functions. This means that divine 
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figures become less personal, and the basic op
position turns into a cosmic mixture of sub
stances, which must be separated. The process 
of salvation and elevation of the substance of 
Light requires a variety of divine actions on the 
mythological level in order to set the machina 
mundi in motion. The reprisal of Darkness, 
which creates the protoplasts for the purpose 
of imprisoning as much as possible of the Light 
substances, motivates the Signaculum Sinus and 
brings out the impurity of the body and of sex
ual intercourse and generation15. But, ulti
mately, after the coming of Jesus Splendor to 
Adam, there exists another possibility of purifi
cation and salvation of the Light in the body 
guided by the Nous.

Mani’s body16 is a paradigmatic example to 
his community of the providential value of the 
body. The descent and rise of Divine Sub
stance, according to Manichaean gnosis, ap
pear as a continuous line and illustrate clearly 
the concept of Salvator Salvandus or Salvatus. 
On the existential level every man is entrusted 
with elevation of Light. All Manichaean believ
ers work for the separation of Light particles 
{chonsmos) within the Manichaean Church, as
suming different functions but with a common 
goal: salvation. This unity of the Manichaean 
church, where all members are dynamically en
gaged in the effort of salvation in accordance 
with the compactness of the Divine World, is in 
stark contrast to the variety of the destinies of 
the saved and damned in the Valentinian gno
sis. They are ab aeterno ontologically predis
posed to their situation as pneumatikoi, psy- 
chikoi, hylikoi in correspondence with the onto
logical differentiation of the Pleroma. The crisis 
in the Divine World, which is typical of the 
Valentinian gnosis, generates another sub
stance different from the Divine, which as
sumes the shape of a psychical and ignorant 
demiurge, laldabaoth, on whom the Divine 
World will secretly operate in order to achieve 
partial and varied salvation. The Manichaean 

demiurge, (the Living Spirit), on the other 
hand, is an evocation of the Father of Great
ness, and although the material basis of his cre
ation is an ontologically negative substance, 
the corpses of the dark archons, he works by 
himself for the salvation of the substance of 
Light, which is also his own substance.

One of the fundamental questions concerning 
the concordance between the heresiological 
sources and the Nag Hammadi texts is the con
sistency and typology of the so-called ophitic 
gnosis considered in the light of the new docu
mentary material on Sethian gnosis. There is 
no doubt that the patristic tendency to frame 
as systems the various gnostic ideas and some
times to establish relationships among the vari
ous gnostic groups does not always seem im
partial since the very aim of the Fathers were to 
confute heretical ideologies and practices. 
However, we should neither altogether discred
it their reports nor adhere literally to their 
schemes.

As for the Sethians, G. Casadio17 seems to 
represent the best balanced attitude among 
many other authoritative positions18. He de
fines the gnostic group called Sethian as “a 
constellation of various gnostic circles basically 
connected by their awareness of belonging to 
the chosen race of Seth, entrusted with the Sper- 
ma-Spinther, which is consubstantial with the 
Supreme Deity and deposited in Seth by the 
Mother herself {Sophia or Barbeld)". Within this 
constellation different theological structures 
have been at work, generating the great variety 
of systems found in the texts. In particular, the 
Sethian theological structures in Pseudo-Ter- 
tullianus, Adv. Omn. Haer, 11,7 and of Epipha- 
nius, Panarion 39 reveal a basic concordance 
with Saturninus’ theology (Divine Mother 
fighting against angels bound to the Lower 
World). Hippolytus’ report on the Sethians, 
however, is derived from another ideological 
background19. In the triadic assembly of the ou- 
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siai a radical opposition of two principles is 
perceived: Light and Darkness. The Spirit 
placed between them, even if unmixed (ake- 
raios), is composed of a fragrance, an ontolog
ical minimum, making Light attractive to Dark
ness.

In this metaphysical opposition of Light and 
Dark Water the aggressiveness of the latter 
principle is very remarkable. It generates by it
self a strong wind similar to the twisting of a 
snake and imprisons a ray of the Light coming 
from above. The unhappy mixture of Light 
and Darkness looks for salvation in lysis, the 
separation of substances, which in turn necessi
tates the descent of the Saviour. The Logos, in 
the form of snake, goes down into the Dark 
Water and penetrates the impure Womb to 
free the Nous and the Spirit. The radical dual
ism generates an idea of salvation above all 
concerned with the perception of the mixture, 
its modalities, and with the separation of Light 
from Darkness and the final purification of the 
Light20.

The Sethians of Hippolytus were interested 
precisely in these topics21, i.e. the same prob
lems which Augustinus found so vain in the al
most scientific discussions of the 
manichaeans22. It is a line of thought, certainly 
adopted along with the dualistic structures 
from the Iranian context of the doctrines of 
gumezishn and frashkart, which, with further 
elaborations, we find in other systems of the 
same historico-cultural area23. Thus in the re
port on Basilides in the Acta Archelai24 the mix
ture of the two opposite substances, Light and 
Darkness, prepared by a “concupiscentia” of 
the Darkness towards the Light, is made possi
ble by a reflection from the Light into the 
Darkness, a reflection which gives rise to gener
ation at the lower level and to the spread of 
fragments of Light in the Cosmos.

But it is necessary at this point to consider 
the only Nag Hammadi text which is ideologi
cally congruent with the patristic evidence: the 

Paraphrase of Shem25. Undoubtedly, the Para
phrase of Seth, to which Hippolytus26 refers, and 
the Paraphrase of Shem work within the same 
fundamental triadic structure: Light, Darkness, 
and Spirit as the central configuration of a rad
ical dualism. The aquatic nature of Darkness 
generating a matrix and the action of a Saviour 
- in the Nag Hammadi text called Derdekeas - 
occur substantially in basically parallel ways, ex
cept for the lack of a baptismal purification. In
stead a violent attack is launched against water, 
the begetter of Winds and Demons. The dis
crepancies between the two texts cannot, how
ever, in any way overshadow the structural par
allelism which shows them to be two variant ex
pressions of the same doctrinal teaching. An
other close parallel is the teaching of the 
Ophites reported by Irenaeus I, 30 concerning 
the fundamental principles (Lumen Beatum, 
Spiritus Sandus, Aqua, Tenebrae, Abyssus, Chaos') 
and the chance fall of Light ( humedationem) in 
the dark Waters. However, this text shows fur
ther Judaeo-Christian and Neo-platonic devel
opments and elaborations, which link it to the 
cosmogonic writings of the Nag Hammadi 
texts: The creation of Adam (cf. Saturninus), 
the antropomorphism of the Principles, the 
progressive emission of Powers, the presence 
of the Lower Demiurge, the Christianization of 
the figure of the Saviour.

The treatise from which Hippolytus draws his 
report on the Naassenes clearly shows the ex
traordinary ideological open-mindedness of 
these people who called themselves yvcocmKot 
“because only they knew Bythôsn22. The 
Naassenes declare and show their interest in 
the continuous and total exegesis of the reality 
which surrounds them because they “alleged 
that all things become spiritual” (nveugaTiKcx 
(pdctKOVTEÇ TtavTCx yivEoØoct)28.

Their theological system29 is based on a tri
adic structure which turns into a clear dualism: 
Adamas the Perfect and Primordial Man, His 
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Son of the same nature, and the Material 
World in which the demiurge Esaldaios with his 
angels forms a man, Adam, who lies lifeless on 
the ground. The Son comes down to give life to 
him and, imprisoned at the lower level, brings 
life and order. The figure of the Son is compa
rable to the Manichaean Anthropos and Spiritus 
Vivens, but it also recalls the Logos of the Sethi- 
ans in Hippolytus30. All these figures are divine 
Beings acting as demiurges on a chaos which 
must become cosmos, a cosmos designed to gen
erate salvation for the divine substance31.

In the Gnostic ideology this is the situation 
which must be remedied by a cosmogonic vi
sion which provides purification for the Divine 
Substance. This theme is found in various artic
ulations in the Manichaean system. Also the 
theory of the pacification of the elements in 
the Basilidean gnosis offers essential paral
lels32.

The motif of the creation of the Protoplast by 
the Lower Powers and of the subsequent ani
mation, already present in Saturninus33, here 
assumes a particular value. The soul given to 
man is the image of the Divine Element impris
oned in the body and the cosmos. This implies a 
“pananimatismus” of the reality, which recalls 
the conception of the Manichaean anima mun
di and requires a continuous and total search 
for the soul, “blessed nature at the same time 
hidden and unveiled34”. This search makes 
Naassene gnosis rather unique among the vari
ous gnostic positions. This dialectic of the hid
den and the unveiled also recalls the Potential 
and the Act of the Megale Apophasis35. The con
tinuous exegesis on which the salvation of the 
gnostics is based is a rereading of Greek, Latin, 
Old and New testament texts, and a reexami
nation of mythico-ritual contexts or simply of 
everyday acts in which the pneumatikon reveals 
itself to those who are consubstantial with it.

Considering this, it is clear why the Naassenes 
called themselves gnostikoi. It is also clear why, 
in the Treatise on Man36, they used the myths 
and rites of the three Gods (Adonis, Attis, 
Osiris') to explain the universal presence of the 
Soul. These gods, coming from different reli
gious contexts, were brought together by the 
gnostic author because of the substantial affin
ity between their divine qualities. The three 
gods are eventually evoked to signify the pres
ence in the Matter of the Second Divine Princi
ple (the Son) in its double functions of descent 
and demiurgy and also of imprisonment and 
ascent. Connected in their original religious 
contexts with the cosmic cycle, with genesis, 
they are all subject to an alternating ambigu
ous pattern, which is not only an expression of 
the cyclic flow of life but also of the necessary 
fall and death which form a fundamental part 
of that cycle. Their divine vicissitude, interpret
ed in a mysteriosophic key, was capable of be
ing used for the purpose of communicating an 
original gnostic message.

By comparing typological and at the same time 
historical structures we have been able to ac
count for their specific identities, their differ
ences, overlapping trends, analogies and con
gruencies. We have seen that the main differ
ence between a theology based on divine ema
nations and a metaphysical concept of oppo
site substances is that the latter theological 
theme generates a cosmology, an ontology, and 
a gnosis concerned less with the search for 
man’s true self and more with the perception 
of the mixture of Light and Darkness, its 
modalities, and the final purification of the 
Light. Thus the typology constructed has a 
bearing on our understanding of the contigui
ty of the Nag Hammadi Sethians and the 
Ophites/Naasenes of the Patristic evidence.
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