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The topic assigned to me by my esteemed col
leagues, the organizers of this conference, is 
one that would not have been of central con
cern in the scholarly discussion of Gnosticism 
prior to the discovery of the Nag Hammadi 
Codices.1 The Nag Hammadi texts have 
changed the discussion fundamentally. My 
lamented friend George MacRae^ expressed it 
very well at the 1979 Colloquium on Apocalyp
ticism in Uppsala:

The fact that Gnosticism arose out of Jewish 
apocalyptic (and wisdom) traditions, how
ever radical the revolt against the Jewish ma
trix may have been, is now very broadly ac
knowledged, especially in view of the promi
nent Jewish elements in the Nag Hammadi 
texts.2

In what follows I want to take up for discussion 
three subtopics: 1) Gnostic “apocalypses” in 
the Nag Hammadi corpus; 2) the use of Jewish 
apocalypses in some of the Nag Hammadi 
texts; and 3) the transformation of the “apoca
lyptic” worldview in the Gnostic religion. In 
this last section basic questions of definition 
(“apocalypticism,” “Gnosis”) will also be ad
dressed, and MacRae’s assertion tested.

1. Gnostic “Apocalypses” in the Nag 
Hammadi Corpus
Before we look at the specific Nag Hammadi 
texts it will be useful to raise the question, 
What is an “apocalypse”?3 This question, at 

least as I intend it, has to do more with literary 
form, or genre, than with specific content. For 
purposes of this discussion I shall rely heavily 
on the work of a group of scholars of the Soci
ety of Biblical Literature in the U.S., as orga
nized and edited by John J. Collins.4 In his in
troductory essay Collins defines an “apoca
lypse” as follows:

“Apocalypse” is a genre of revelatory litera
ture with a narrative framework, in which a 
revelation is mediated by an other worldly 
being to a human recipient, disclosing a 
transcendent reality which is both temporal, 
insofar as it envisages eschatological salva
tion, and spatial insofar as it involves anoth
er, supernatural world.5

Collins and his group devised a cross-cultural 
“master-paradigm” for the genre “apocalypse,”6 
and then went on to define the various types of 
apocalypses. Two main types are identified, ac
cording to the manner in which the purported 
revelation is communicated to the recipient: 
(I) apocalypses with no otherworldly journey, 
and (II) apocalypses with an otherworldly jour
ney. Each of these two types is further divided 
into three subtypes: (a) “historical” apoca
lypses {vaticinia ex eventu), (b) those containing 
cosmic/political eschatology with no historical 
review, and (c) those with only personal escha
tology.7 I find these distinctions quite useful in 
treating the Gnostic material.8

The Nag Hammadi corpus contains five trac
tates that are identified as “apocalypses” in the 
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titles that are appended to them. They are (in 
the order in which they occur in the corpus): 
The Apocalypse of Paul (NHC V,2), The (First) 
Apocalypse of James (V,3), The (Second) Apocalypse 
of James (V,4), The Apocalypse of Adam (V,5), and 
Apocalypse of Peter (VII, 3). Apoc. PaulbeXongs to 
category II, one that features an otherworldly 
journey. In the text the apostle Paul is taken by 
the Holy Spirit in the guise of a small child on a 
journey through the heavens, up to the tenth. 
1 Apoc. Jas., 2 Apoc. Jas., and Apoc. Pet. belong to 
category I, and feature revelations given by Je
sus Christ functioning as the “interpreting an
gel” found in many of the Jewish apocalypses.9 
In 1 Apoc. Jas. and Apoc. Pet. the revelation is 
given in the context of a dialogue; in 1 Apoc. 
Jas. there is only the revelatory discourse.10

Inasmuch as our interest here is on the con
nection between Jewish apocalyptic and Gno
sis, we leave the four Christian Gnostic apoca
lypses and consider at greater length the fifth 
tractate with “apocalypse” in its title: NHC V,5: 
The Apocalypse of Adam.11 As the only Gnostic 
text to be included in the standard English edi
tion of the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha,12 
Apoc. Adam is a parade example of a literary 
work that attests to the transition “from Jewish 
apocalyptic to Gnosis.” In generic terms, Apoc. 
Adam represents “a transitional stage in an evo
lution from Jewish to gnostic apocalyptic.”13 

The four Christian Gnostic apocalypses already 
cited are, in contrast, later, at least typological
ly, inasmuch as they exemplify the full-blown 
development of a Christian Gnosticism out of a 
previously existing non-Christian Gnosticism, 
and an appropriation on the Christian side of 
the genre “apocalypse” that developed in pre- 
Christian Jewish circles. As I have argued else
where,14 Apoc. Adam can aptly be regarded as 
an example of ‘Jewish Gnostic” literature.

Apoc. Adam is an apocalypse of the type la, (a 
“historical” apocalypse lacking a heavenly jour
ney) . In that respect it is comparable formally 
to such Jewish writings as Daniel 7-12, the “Ani
mal Apocalypse” in 1 Enoch 83-90, the “Apoca
lypse of Weeks” in 1 Enoch 91A04, Jubilees 23, 4 
Ezra, and 2 Baruch.15 In terms of genre it is also 
a “testament,” i.e. a testamentary revelation giv
en by Adam shortly before his death “in the 
seven hundredth year”16 to his son Seth. The 
“apocalyptic testament,” or “testamentary reve
lation,” is a well known category in the history 
of Jewish literature.17 In this particular case, 
Adam reports his experience of a dream vision 
in which three heavenly revealers tell of the 
subsequent history of the world and especially 
of Seth’s elect progeny (i.e. the Gnostics).

The following outline presents my own un
derstanding of the structure and basic content 
of Apoc. Adam:18

NHC V,5: The Apocalypse of Adam 
outline
Introduction
1. The Setting: Adam’s testamentary speech to Seth

A. Adam relates his and Eve’s experiences with their Creator
B. Adam’s dream vision: three heavenly men address him with a revelation
C. Adam and Eve’s experiences (continued)
D. Adam intends to transmit the revelations to Seth

11. The Revelation
A. The end of Adam’s generation19
B. The Flood, first deliverance
C. Destruction by fire, second deliverance

64,1-5
64,5-67,21 
64,5-65,23
65,24-66,8 
66,9-67,14
67,14-21
67,22-85,18 
67,22-28+
69,2-73,29 
73,30-76,7
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D. Third episode: end-time threat and redemption
1. Coming of the Illuminator
2. The Powers’ wrath against the Illuminator
3. Interpolation: competing views about the Illuminator

a. The Powers’ quandary
b. The thirteen kingdoms
c. The generation without a king

4. Final struggle, repentance of the peoples
5. Condemnation of the peoples
6. Final salvation of the seed of Seth

E. Revelations put on a high rock
First conclusion
Second conclusion and title

76,8-85,18 
76,8-77,3
77,4-18 
77,18-83,4
77,18-27 
77,27-82,19 
82,19-83,4
83,4-84,3 
84,4-28
85,1-6
85,7-18 
85,19-22
85,22-32

Close parallels between Apoc. Adam and the Jewish Adam literature have been noted, especially the 
Life of Adam and Eve and the Apocalypse of Moses.2® Compare, for example, the opening passages of 
the revelation to Seth in Apoc. Adam (IA in our outline) and Adam and Eva.

Apoc. Adam\ “Listen to my words, 
my son Seth. When god had created 
me out of the earth along with Eve 
your mother ...” (64,5-8)

Adam and Eve'. Adam said to Seth, 
“Listen my son, and I will pass on to you 
what I heard and saw. After your mother 
and I had been driven out of Paradise ... 
(25.1-2). Cf. 32:1: And Adam answered 
and said, “Listen to me, my sons. When 
God made us, me and your mother ...”21

G. Nickelsburg posits the existence of an apoc
alyptic testament of Adam as a common source 
utilized by Apoc. Adam and Adam and Eve.22

The Syriac Testament of Adam23 should also be 
mentioned in this connection. The prophetic 
section of this work (ch. 3) consists of a 
prophecy given by Adam to Seth of future cata
strophes of flood and fire, and the coming of a 
savior who will deliver the elect posterity of 
Adam. G. Reinink has drawn attention to the 
correspondences between the Syriac Testament 
and Apoc. Adam, and has even posited the exis
tence of a common source document for 
both.24

An Adam “apocalypse” is referred to and 
quoted in the Cologne Mani Codex. A radiant 
angel says to Adam, “I am Balsamos,25 the 

greatest angel of light. Wherefore take and 
write these things which I reveal to you on most 
pure papyrus, incorruptible and insusceptible 
to worms” (49,3-10).26 Mention is made in what 
follows of further visions of Adam and other 
writings reporting them. Such writings may 
have been Jewish Adam books,27 but it is also 
possible that our Apoc. Adam was known to 
Mani, as indicated in the following passage: 
“And he (Adam) became mightier than all the 
powers and the angels of creation” (50,1-4). Cf. 
Apoc. Adam, where Adam says to Seth, “And we 
resembled the great eternal angels, for we were 
higher than the god who had created us and 
the powers with him” (64,14-18).

However that may be, it is clear that Apoc. 
Adam is closely related to the Adam cycle of 
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Jewish revelatory literature, for which an early 
date can be posited. Josephus is acquainted 
with such literature, and may in fact be relying 
on an early “testament of Adam” (or of Seth) 
when he tells of predictions of flood and fire, 
and the erection by the progeny of Seth of in
scribed steles of stone and brick for preserva
tion of their lore, items which correspond in 
large measure to parts of Apoc. Adam.28

Apoc. Adam is, of course, a Gnostic text. As 
such it has a far different point of view in its in
terpretation of the Adam and Seth traditions 
from that of the other Adam books, Jewish and 
Christian. The passage partially quoted above 
is a case in point, wherein Adam provides an 
autobiographical account of his and Eve’s mis
adventures after their creation. Whereas in 
Adam and Eve the two protoplasts are duly re
pentant after their banishment from Paradise, 
in Apoc. Adam they see themselves as naturally 
“higher than the god who had created us” 
(64,16-17) as a result of the “knowledge that 
breathed within us” (64,27-28). The biblical 
Creator is depicted in the text as acting against 
Adam and Eve out of jealous wrath, quite like 
the devil in Adam and Eve, banished from heav
en because of his refusal to worship the newly 
created Adam (chs. 12-17). Thus, our Gnostic 
author is interpreting his inherited tradition in 
a radically new way.

This new perspective is carried throughout 
the text of Apoc. Adam. In the salvation history 
of the revelation proper (II in the outline) the 
elect seed of Seth (the Gnostics) is saved from 
flood, fire, and the final “day of death” (76,16- 
17) through the actions of a savior (the heav
enly Seth, after whom Adam’s son is named 
[65,5-9] )29 acting to thwart the designs of the 
Creator and his henchmen. While this three
fold sequence of flood, fire, and end-time has 
formal parallels in Jewish apocalypses, e.g. the 
“Apocalypse of Weeks” in 1 Enoch,the radical 
perspective of Apoc. Adam represents a new de
parture, based on an esoteric gnosis that en

ables the elect to know the “real truth” about 
past, present, and future events and future sal
vation, and about the “God of truth” (65,11) 
who is above, and unknown to, the god whom 
ordinary Jews “serve in fear and slavery” 
(65,20).

It is not possible here to treat Apoc. Adam in 
greater detail.31 Suffice it to say that, whatever 
its date (a much disputed point),32 it is a non
Christian Gnostic text that exemplifies proba
bly better than any other Gnostic text known to 
us the transition from Jewish apocalyptic to 
Gnosis.

In addition to the five Nag Hammadi trac
tates that have “apocalypse” as part of their ti
tles, two other tractates are so designated in a 
famous passage from Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus:

There were in his (Plotinus’) time many 
Christians and others, and sectarians who 
had abandoned the old philosophy (scil. of 
Plato), men of the schools of Adelphius and 
Aculinus, who possessed a great many trea
tises of Alexander the Libyan and Philoco- 
mus and Demostratus and Lydus, and pro
duced revelations (àjioKa/Vûyeiç) by 
Zoroaster and Zostrianus and Nicotheus 
and Allogenes and Messus and other people 
of the kind ...”33

Four of the five personages named as authors 
of “apocalypses” appear in the Nag Hammadi 
Codices. A “book of Zoroaster” is referred to in 
the Apocryphon of John II 19,10 as a source for 
the names of angels associated with the various 
parts of the body and its passions. “Zoroaster” 
also occurs in the subscript title of Zostrianos 
(132,6-10): “Zostrianos, Oracles of Truth of 
Zostrianos, God of Truth, Teachings of 
Zoroaster.” The Nag Hammadi tractate bear
ing the name of Zostrianos (VIII, 1\ Zostrianos) 
is almost certainly the one referred to by Por
phyry, as is the one bearing the name of Allo
genes (NHC XI,3: Allogenes'). Messos is the
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“son” of Allogenes in Allogenes (50,1.19; 68,28; 
69,16). Nikotheos is absent from the Nag Ham- 
madi corpus but is named, and even quoted, in 
the Untitled Text of Codex Bruce (Cod. Bruc. 
Untitled ch. 7).34

Porphyry’s use of the term “apocalypse” for 
these Gnostic writings is apt, for both of the 
ones that we now have in the Nag Hammadi 
corpus belong to the “apocalypse” genre. Zostri- 
anos35 is an apocalypse of the second type, one 
with an otherworldly journey.36 The seer Zostri- 
anos is guided by an angel on an ascent 
through various “aeons,” where he also under
goes baptismal initiations. At the conclusion of 
the revelations Zostrianos returns to the per
ceptible world and preaches to the elect.37 
There are no Christian features in this text.

Allogenes is another apocalypse of the second 
type, at least in its second part (57,27-69,20).38 
After a series of revelations given by the female 
deity Youel to Allogenes, as reported by him to 
his son Messos (part 1: 45,1-57,27), Allogenes 
ascends to the transcendent world and receives 
revelations of the transcendent God and associ
ated beings. After his revelations Allogenes is 
commanded to write them in a book and de
posit it on a high mountain (68,16-20). This 
tractate, too, lacks Christian features.

Porphyry’s statement (quoted above) refers 
to “other people of this kind,” i.e. “authors” of 
“apocalypses.” One of those unnamed “others” 
might be Marsanes, a Gnostic prophet men
tioned together with Nikotheos in Cod. Bruc. 
Untitled (ch. 7), and “author” of yet another 
Nag Hammadi tractate, Marsanes (X,l), unfor
tunately very fragmentary.39 Marsanes is also a 
non-Christian Gnostic apocalypse of the sec
ond type,40 wherein the seer ascends and re
ceives progressive revelations of the transcen
dent world.

The four non-Christian apocalypses thus far 
mentioned (Apoc. Adam, Zost.; Allogenes, and 
Marsanes) are in some ways related. The last 
three belong together phenomenologically, in 

that they share a common “system” and a com
mon vocabulary drawn from late Platonism 
(which is probably why they were read by some 
of Plotinus’ students).41 For Apoc. Adam the 
heavenly savior, after whom Adam’s son is 
named, is Seth. “Allogenes” is another name 
for Seth,42 and it is probable that the seers of 
Zost. and Marsanes should likewise be consid
ered as manifestations or “avatars” of Seth.43 
Furthermore, these four apocalypses belong to 
a larger group of Nag Hammadi texts that have 
been labelled by some scholars as “Sethian,” re
flecting a distinct type of Gnosticism.

The essential features of the Sethian Gnostic 
system are the following: the central role of 
Seth as a heavenly being and savior, whose spir
itual descendants (the “children” or “race” of 
Seth) constitute the Gnostic elect; a primordial 
divine triad of Father (called variously “Anthro- 
pos,” “Invisible Spirit,” etc.), Mother (“Barbe- 
lo”) and Son (“Autogenes,” “Adamas,” etc.); 
four “Luminaries” (Harmozel, Oroiael, Davei- 
the, and Eleleth) of the divine Son Autogenes; 
and an apocalyptic schematization of salvation 
history, focussing on judgments of the Creator 
and his archons in the Flood, in fire (e.g. 
Sodom and Gomorrah), and in the end time.44

The other Sethian tractates in the Nag Ham
madi corpus are: Ap. John (11,7; III, 7; IV, 7; 
BG,2; cf Irenaeus Haer. 1.29), The Hypostasis of 
the Archons (11,4), the Gospel of the Egyptians 
(III,2; IV,2), The Three Steles of Seth (VII,5), 
Melchizedek (IX, 7), The Thought of Norea (IX,2) 
and Trimorphic Protennoia (XIII, 7). We shall dis
cuss each of them briefly.

Ap. John is defined by Fallon as “an apoca
lypse with dialogue,” belonging to the first cat
egory,45 but this definition applies only to the 
total document as we now have it, i.e. in its lat
est stage of editorial development. This latest 
stage, wherein Jesus Christ plays the role of the 
Gnostic savior, represents a “Christianization” 
of earlier non-Christian Gnostic material,46 
consisting of a sustained Gnostic myth. The 
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myth comprises theosophy, cosmogony, an- 
thropogony, and soteriology, and is developed 
out of a radical reinterpretation of scripture 
and Jewish exegetical traditions.47 Indeed, Ap. 
Johns presentation of the basic Sethian Gnostic 
myth is the best preserved version of “classic 
Gnostic” myth that we have.48

Hyp. Arch, is a complicated text that Fallon 
defines as “a treatise with a Christian introduc
tion and two parts, a gnostic version of Genesis 
and an apocalypse with dialogue.”49 It shares 
considerable material with Ap. John, and is 
closely related to the untitled treatise On the 
Origin of the World (NHC 11,5; XII,2). Here 
again we have to do with a “Christianizing” of 
previously existing Gnostic material.50 The sec
ond part, the “apocalypse” (92,32-97,21), has 
been more specifically defined as a Gnostic 
“Apocalypse of Norea,”51 wherein Norea re
ceives revelations mediated by the light-angel 
Eleleth.52 Norea, sister-consort of Seth, plays 
the role of a Gnostic savior, a female counter
part to Seth.53

Gos. Eg., a work not treated by Fallon, is oth
erwise entitled “The Holy Book of the Great 
Invisible Spirit” (III 69,16-17; cf. Ill 40,12-13).54 
It shows some apocalyptic features in that it 
consists essentially of a revelation of the “salva
tion history” of the elect race of Seth, who is 
also the “author” of the revelation. At the end 
of the tractate it is reported that the great Seth 
wrote the book and placed it on a high moun
tain, “Charaxio.”55 The text has a thin Christian 
veneer in that Jesus Christ is mentioned in it. It 
is said that ‘Jesus the living one” is “he whom 
the great Seth has put on.” Jesus is thus anoth
er “avatar” of the real savior, the heavenly 
Seth.56

Steles Seth is not an apocalypse per se,5y but it 
has some apocalyptic features. In the text 
Dositheos reveals to the elect (Sethian Gnos
tics) the content of the three steles inscribed by 
Seth for his “race,” consisting of theurgical 
prayers addressed to each of the members of 

the Sethian divine Triad of Father, Mother 
(Barbelo), and Son.58 The “steles” pick up the 
aforementioned Jewish tradition according to 
which Sethian lore was preserved on tablets of 
brick and stone.59 There are no Christian fea
tures in Steles Seth.

Melch. is an apocalypse of the first type.60 A 
fragmentary text, it consists of revelations giv
en to the priest-king Melchizedek (Gen 14:18; 
Ps 110:4) concerning the future career of Jesus 
Christ and Melchizedek’s own role as high 
priest. In the course of the revelations 
Melchizedek is given to understand that 
Christ’s triumph over the forces of wickedness 
is really that of Melchizedek himself; i.e., the 
earthly savior Jesus Christ is really Melchizedek 
redivivus! The Sethian Gnostic features of 
Melch. are arguably secondary. These include 
liturgical invocations of the heavenly beings in 
the Sethian divine world (5,27-6,10; 16,16- 
18,7) and the identification of the elect as the 
“children of Seth” (5,20). One of the interest
ing features of this text is its use of Jewish tradi
tions relating to the figure of Melchizedek, in
cluding some that are also reflected in the 
Dead Sea Scrolls (HQMelch).61

One of the shortest of the Nag Hammadi 
tractates, Norea is a hymnic text containing 
prayers to the divine Triad and narrative fea
turing Norea’s role as a “saved savior.”62 It dove
tails nicely with the “Apocalypse of Norea” that 
is part of Hyp. Arch.63 In the latter, Norea is pre
sented as “crying out” for “help” (92,32-93,1), 
which is then given by the light angel Eleleth. 
In Norea the hymnic invocation with which the 
text begins is attributed to Norea: “It is Norea 
who [cries out] to them” (27,21-22).

Trim. Prot. is not an “apocalypse,” but it has, 
like Steles Seth, certain apocalyptic features.64 It 
consists of three revelatory discourses narrated 
in the first person by a female savior figure, 
Protennoia (“First Thought”) -Barbelo, recount
ing three salvific descents into the world. The 
third descent has her appearing as the Logos: 
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‘1 put on Jesus. I bore him from the cursed 
wood, and established him in the dwelling 
places of his Father” (50,12-15). Trim. Prot.'s in
triguing parallels to the Prologue of the Gospel 
of John have been variously assessed, depend
ing on the position one takes as to the Chris
tian features of the text as a whole: integral or 
secondary.65

Four other Nag Hammadi tractates, plus one 
from the related Berlin Codex, have been de
fined generically as “apocalypses”: Sophia of Je
sus Christ (III,"/ and BG,3); The Gospel of Mary 
(BG, 7) ; The Letter of Peter to Philip (VIII,2) ; Hyp- 
siphrone (XI,4); and The Paraphrase of Shem 
(VII, 7).66 Three of these are obviously Christ
ian, one (Hypsiphrone) consists only of small 
fragments, and the remaining one (Paraph. 
Shem) is a non-Christian work.

Paraph. Shem67 is an interesting, though very 
obscure, apocalypse of the second type. In it 
Shem reports on out-of-the-body experiences 
in which he is snatched up to the edge of the 
universe and receives revelations from a figure 
called “Derdekeas.” The revelations concern 
the origin of the world, destructions by flood 
and fire, and the final salvation of the elect. 
The Gnostic cosmogony of Paraph. Shem in
volves a three-principle system: Light, Dark
ness, and Spirit in the middle, providing the 
occasion for “mixture” with Darkness and 
Light. A similar system is described by Hippoly
tus in his Refutation 5.19. Hippolytus ascribes 
this system to Gnostics he calls “Sethians,” and 
says that he is quoting from a “Paraphrase of 
Seth.” The “Paraphrase of Seth” quoted by 
Hippolytus, unlike Paraph. Shem, contains 
Christian features. While Hippolytus’ “Sethian” 
system differs markedly from the Sethian Gnos
ticism already discussed, the figure of 
Derdekeas (>Aramaic dardeqa’, “male child”) 
may be taken as a manifestation of the heaven
ly Seth.68 Thus, Shem in Paraph. Shem is the re
cipient of revelations given by Seth. This may 
then help to explain the differences in the 

titles of what appear to be variant versions of a 
single work, as given by Hippolytus and as 
found in the Nag Hammadi tractate.

All of the apocalypses discussed so far are 
Gnostic ones, with varying degrees of Jewish in
fluence, some of them also showing evidence 
of the Christianization of Gnosticism. We turn 
next to the use in Gnostic texts of non-Gnostic 
Jewish apocalypses.

2. The Use of Jewish Apocalypses in 
Nag Hammadi Texts

In our discussion of Apoc. Adam (above), we 
noted the close parallels between that text and 
the Jewish Adam books. The theory of the exis
tence of a Jewish apocalyptic testament of 
Adam used as a common source for Apoc. Adam 
and Adam and Eve was advanced. A similar the
ory was cited to account for correspondences 
between Apoc. Adam and the Syriac Testament of 
Adam. We also noted the reference to an Adam 
“apocalypse” in the Cologne Mani Codex, pre
sumably a Gnostic work, and other books 
known to Mani reporting visions of Adam, 
books that could have included non-Gnostic 
Jewish apocalypses. References to a lost Apoca
lypse of Adam are, in fact, known from various 
patristic sources.69 Epiphanius of Salamis, for 
example, refers to such an apocalypse in use 
among the Nicolaitan Gnostics, as well as a 
“Gospel of Eve” and many books in the name 
of Seth (Pananon 16.8.1).70

But we do not need to speculate further on 
lost Jewish apocalypses used by Gnostics, or the 
nature of lost books cited only by title in the 
Nag Hammadi texts - Orig. World cites a num
ber of these.71 We can, in fact, refer to at least 
two well-known Jewish apocalypses that were 
known to, and used by, authors of Nag Ham
madi tractates: 7 Enoch and 2 Enoch.

Looking first at 2 Enoch,72 Madeleine Scopel- 
lo has made a good case for the use of this 
Graeco-Jewish apocalypse by the author of Zos- 
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trianos.™ Both apocalypses feature a heavenly 
journey (type 2), in the case of Enoch up to the 
10th heaven, in the case of Zostrianos to the re
gion above the perceptible world. Two pas
sages in Zostrianos are singled out by Scopello 
as having been taken from 2 Enoch-}4 

the revelation in Apoc. Adam depicting a three
fold sequence of flood, fire, and end-time, we 
noted the formal parallels with certain Jewish 
apocalypses, notably the “Apocalypse of Weeks” 
in 1 Enoch, which provides the closest Jewish 
analogy. Both apocalypses feature judgments

Zostrianos 5,15-17:
1 received the image of the glories 
there. I became like one of them.

Zostrianos 128,15-18:
Behold, Zostrianos, you have heard 
all these things of (which) the gods have 
are ignorant and (which) seem 
infinite to angels.

2 Enoch 22AQ [J]:
And I looked at myself, and I had become 
like one of his [A: the] glorious ones, and 
there was no observable difference.

2Enoch 2^ [J]:
Listen, Enoch, ... not even to my angels
I explained my secrets ... as I am 
making them known to you today.

In the first passage cited in Zostrianos, Zostri
anos has completed his first ascent through the 
“thirteen aeons” of the world, and is initiated 
in a baptismal ritual, after which he becomes 
like one of the “glories,” or “glorious ones.” In 
2 Enoch Enoch has been removed from his 
earthly garments and anointed with oil, after 
which he becomes like one of the “glorious 
ones.” The “glorious ones” are, in the angelolo- 
gy of 2 Enoch, the highest angelic order. In Zos
trianos they are “perfect thoughts” and “models 
for salvation” (46,23-26).75

The second passage in Zostrianos comes at 
the end. Zostrianos is addressed by one of the 
heavenly revealers, possibly Youel.76 In 2 Enoch 
Enoch is addressed by God himself, by way of 
introducing revelations yet to come. Enoch has 
been placed by God on his left, nearer than 
Gabriel.77 Though the respective messages of 
the two apocalypses are quite different, the 
similarities between the two sets of passages cit
ed suggest that the author of Zostrianos knew 
and used 2 Enoch.™

We turn now to 1 Enoch. In our discussion of 

by water (the Flood), fire (imagery based on 
the Genesis story of Sodom and Gomorrah), 
and the final judgment. Both apocalypses have 
as their special theme the preservation of the 
elect, the children of Seth in Apoc. Adam 
(69,19ff, etc.), the “sons of righteousness” and 
the “plant of truth” in the “Apocalypse of 
Weeks” (7 Enoch 93.1). G. Nickelsburg posits 
the influence of the “Apocalypse of Weeks” on 
the putative common source lying behind 
Apoc. Adam and Adam and Eve.™ But it is equal
ly plausible that the author of Apoc. Adam was 
familiar with the “Apocalypse of Weeks,” and 
perhaps other parts of 1 Enoch as well.80

The clearest example of the use of 1 Enoch in 
a Nag Hammadi writing is found in Ap.John. In 
this case we have to do with the use of a passage 
from the oldest part of 1 Enoch, the “Book of 
Watchers” (7 Enoch 1-36), namely the myth of 
the descent of the angels in 7 Enoch 6-11 (+15). 
This myth, an expansion of Genesis 6:1-4, pro
vides a basis for the Enoch authors’ interpreta
tion of the origins of evil in the world, includ
ing evils current in their own day. The myth 
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also provides for the resolution of evil in the 
coming judgment.

The basic structure and content of the myth 
can be summarized as follows: A. The angels 
(“watchers”) plan to go down and copulate 
with the daughters of men; led by their chief, 
Shemihazah, they descend upon Mt. Hermon 
(6.1-6). B. The angels commit fornication 
(7.1). C. Their actions result in the birth of vio
lent giants (7.2-6). D. The angels instruct peo
ple in metallurgy and other arts (8.1-3). E. The 
wicked angels are punished and reserved for 
the conflagration to ensue upon the final judg
ment (10.4-15). F. The evil spirits of the dead 
giants lead people astray and cause all manner 
of evils on the earth (15.8-12), and will contin
ue their activities until the consummation of 
the age (16.1).81

The main passage in Ap. John that utilizes 
this myth in 1 Enoch is part of a running com
mentary on the opening chapters of Genesis, 
presented in the text as we now have it as part 
of a dialogue between the Gnostic revealer, Je
sus, and his interlocutor, John.82 Ap. Johns ver
sion of the myth can be summarized as fol
lows:83 A. The “chief archon” sends his angels 
down to copulate with the daughters of men. 
Unsuccessful, they create a “counterfeit spirit” 
(29,16-25). B. The angels change themselves to 
resemble the women’s mates,84 and fill them 
with darkness (29,26-30). C. The angels in
struct people in metallurgy and lead them 
astray (29,30-30,2). D. The entire world be
comes enslaved and corrupted, dominated by 
the counterfeit spirit (30,2-11).

Our Gnostic author, while utilizing the myth 
in 1 Enoch as part of his commentary on Gene
sis, has also reinterpreted it. In Ap. John the an
gels’ plan follows upon the Flood, rather than 
preceding it (as in Genesis and 1 Enoch). The 
“chief archon” is elsewhere identified in Ap. 
John under the names laldabaoth, Saklas, and 
Samael (II 11,15-22),85 and is manifestly a de
monized version of the biblical Creator. In Ap.

Johns retelling of the Enochic myth he is func
tionally the counterpart to the chief of the 
“watchers,” Shemihazah. The author of Ap. John 
also retells the story of the angels’ fornication 
in such a way as to underscore his view that sex
uality per se, not simply adultery, is inherently 
evil. The giants and the evil spirits play no role 
in Ap. John's version; the functional equivalent 
of the evil spirits is Ap. John's “counterfeit spir
it.”86 As for the angels’ instruction in metallur
gy and other arts found in 1 Enoch, the pres
ence of this part of the myth in Ap. John pro
vides conclusive proof of Ap. John's depen
dence upon 1 Enoch, for its purpose in Ap. John 
is not at all clear. The punishment of the angels 
depicted in 1 Enoch 10, while not an integral 
part of Ap. John's retelling of the myth, is re
flected in another passage in Ap. John wherein 
the punishment of reprobate souls is treated: 
they will go “to that place where the angels of 
poverty go ..., the place where there is no re
pentance. And they will be kept for the day on 
which those who have blasphemed the spirit 
will be tortured, and they will be punished with 
eternal punishment” (27,24-31).

Unde malum? It is of more than passing inter
est that, as part of an attempt to answer that 
question, the author of Ap. John relied at least 
in part on a text from 1 Enoch that deals with 
the same issue, even though our Gnostic au
thor comes up with a different answer. The Jew
ish Enoch traditions played an important role 
in the elaboration of Gnostic mythology and 
the production of Gnostic literature, and other 
examples of the use of these traditions in Gnos
tic texts from outside the Nag Hammadi cor
pus could be cited, including Manichaean 
texts.87 1 Enoch and Ap. John are among the 
most important texts of ‘Jewish Apocalypti
cism” and “Gnosis” respectively. Taken together 
they represent paradigmatically the transition 
from the one to the other, “from Jewish Apoca
lypticism to Gnosis.”



HfS 26 155

3 . The Transformation of the Jewish 
Apocalyptic Worldview in the 
Gnostic Religion.

We have seen in the foregoing how the “apoca
lypse” genre as developed in the literature of 
Second Temple Judaism provided the model 
for apocalypses created in Gnostic circles, such 
as those responsible for the Nag Hammadi 
tractates that we have considered. We have also 
seen cases of how the Gnostic apocalypses used 
and reinterpreted older Jewish apocalypses, 
most notably those attributed to the antedilu
vian patriarch Enoch. It remains now to expli
cate what was only implicit in our previous dis
cussions, i.e. the differences between the reli
giosity reflected in the Jewish apocalypses and 
that reflected in the Gnostic ones. We can do 
this by posing the questions raised by the title 
of this paper: What is ‘Jewish Apocalypticism”? 
What is “Gnosis,” or “Gnosticism”? And how 
does one assess and interpret the relationship 
between them (“from ... to”)?

I mentioned at the beginning of this paper 
the conference on Apocalypticism held in Up
psala in 1979. It will be recalled that the orga
nizers of that conference had as a goal the pro
duction of a consensus document defining 
“apocalypticism,” comparable to the working 
document that issued from the Messina collo
quium on Gnosticism in 1966.88 As it turned 
out, no such consensus was possible to elicit 
from the scholars there assembled.89 I suspect, 
though, that the project would have been 
somewhat easier if the goal had been narrower, 
and concentrated on ‘Jewish apocalypticism.” 
Such a project would involve the extrapolation 
from extant Jewish apocalypses of a common 
worldview that is more or less reflected in the 
respective texts, coupled with a notion of reve
lation that the genre “apocalypse” (“revela
tion”) presupposes.

There is no dearth of scholarship on Jewish 
apocalypticism; many scholars have been at 

work on the subject. One of these, Christopher 
Rowland, makes the following points by way of 
answering the question, What is apocalyptic 
(i.e. Jewish apocalypticism)?:

Apocalyptic seems essentially to be about 
the revelation of divine mysteries through 
visions or some other form of immediate 
disclosure of heavenly truths ... The con
tent of the material revealed is diverse, so 
are the modes of revelation. Heavenly as
cents, dream-visions, with or without inter
pretation, and angelic or divine pronounce
ments are all typical ways of communicating 
the divine will and the mysteries of the heav
enly world.”90

In the chapters of his book devoted to the con
tent of the heavenly mysteries, Roland uses as 
an organizing principle phrases from the fol
lowing passage of the Mishnah:

The forbidden degrees [Lev. 18:6ff.] may 
not be expounded before three persons, 
nor the story of creation (ma'aseh bereshit) 
[Gen 1] before two, nor the chariot-chapter 
(ma'aseh merkabah) [Ezek 1 and 10] before 
one alone, unless he is a sage that under
stands of his own knowledge.
Whoever gives his mind to four things, it 
were better for him if he had not come into 
the world - what is above, what is beneath, 
what was before time, and what will be here
after. And whosoever does not take thought 
for the glory of his creator, it were better for 
him if he had not come into the world.91

This statement could be taken as a polemic 
against apocalyptic or Gnostic speculation. It 
certainly reflects a time in the development of 
rabbinic Judaism when the reading and pro
duction of apocalypses was losing favor and 
Gnosticism was coming to the fore. Yet, there is 
no question but that elements of the apocalyp- 
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tic worldview persisted in rabbinic Judaism, 
and some important features of apocalypticism 
(throne-chariot visions) became the basis for a 
developed Jewish “merkabah mysticism.”92 In 
any case, this mishnah provides useful head
ings for discussing the content both of “Jewish 
apocalypticism” and “Gnosis.” First, Jewish 
apocalypticism.

1. What is above.93 Apocalyptic texts often 
depict in elaborate fashion the heavenly world: 
God and his attendant angels. Visions of God 
in apocalyptic texts, beginning with 1 Enoch 14, 
depict God in his throne-chariot (Ezekiel 1), 
surrounded by his heavenly hosts. Included 
among the heavenly beings are the four living 
creatures (hayyoth) mentioned in Ezekiel l:5ff., 
and various classes of angels, the chief of whom 
is Michael, the heavenly representative of Israel 
(e.g. Daniel 12:1). The development of an- 
gelology in Second Temple Judaism was one 
way of emphasizing the transcendence of God 
vis-a-vis the world below.

Discussions of “what is above” also include 
astronomy and other cosmological topics relat
ed to the created order. The Enoch literature, 
for example, is especially replete with encyclo
pedic discussions of the sun, moon, and other 
heavenly bodies (e.g. 1 Enoch 71-75; 78-79), de
tails which also involve concerns for the reli
gious calendar - a solar calendar is favored in 
the Enoch texts, Jubilees, and the Qumran liter
ature. In short, the life of God’s elect people 
on earth is expected to reflect patterns existing 
in the world above.

2. What is beneath.94 The Enochic literature 
provides detailed treatments of other aspects 
of cosmology than the heavenly bodies and 
their movements: visions of the underworld, 
including the place of punishment of the fall
en angels (7 Enoch 21), Gehenna (ch. 27), Par
adise, and other areas of the world inaccessible 
to ordinary people. But the lot of htiman be
ings on earth is also a topic of the apocalypt’s 
concern, especially the effects of sin in the lives 

of individuals and the people of God as a 
whole. A deep pessimism regarding hu
mankind and the people of Israel characterizes 
much of the later apocalyptic texts (4 Ezra, 2 
Baruch, Apoc. Abraham), tempered only by the 
hope in God’s promises for the future. “This 
age” ( 'olam ha-zeh) is dominated by the forces 
of evil.95 Only an act of God can bring it to its 
conclusion with the ushering in of the “age to 
come” ( 'olam ha-baf96

3. What was beforetime.97 We have already 
noted the interest in cosmology that is part of 
the apocalyptic worldview. But cosmogony is 
equally important, i.e. the subject matter and 
meaning of Genesis (ma'aseh bereshit). What is 
involved here is not only interpretation of the 
meaning of Genesis 1 and a recounting of Cre
ation, but the addition of other details into the 
story, such as the creation of the various classes 
of angels (e.g. Jubilees 2). Interest in what was 
before Creation is also part of the subject mat
ter, e.g. the “treasuries” or “angels” out of 
which God brought light (4 Ezra 4:20; cf. 2 
Enoch 24-33).

Interest in the primeval past also includes 
details related to the Fall of Adam and Eve. 
The Life of Adam and Eve and 2 Enoch provide 
expansions of Genesis that tell of Satan’s ex
pulsion from heaven, together with other an
gels subordinate to him, for failing to worship 
the newly created Adam ( Adam and Eve chs. 12- 
16; cf. 2 Enoch 29-31), and his vengeful tempta
tion of Eve, as a result of which Adam and Eve 
are expelled from Paradise. This complex of 
material provides an explanation for the ori
gins of evil in the world, to which the fall of the 
angels in Genesis 6, elaborated in 1 Enoch 6-11, 
is an alternative or correlative.

Part of the apocalypt’s interest in the past 
has to do with past history, the history of Israel 
but also the history of the world itself. In that 
case we have narratives of past events which 
serve as background for events that are expect
ed in the future. Reference has already been 
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made to apocalypses containing these fea
tures.98

4. What is to come.99 Eschatology, of course, 
is a feature of biblical religion that pre-dates 
apocalyptic. Eschatology is an essential feature 
of apocalypticism as well, though there is no 
uniformity among the apocalyptic texts as to 
the details of the end-time and the “age to 
come.” For example, the belief in a coming 
Messiah, which predates the development of 
apocalyptic, is not a necessary feature of it. The 
essential point is that human history is moving 
to an end, after which evil will be no more and 
God’s elect will live in eternal bliss. The hope 
for a future salvation - however variously it is 
described in the texts - provides the faithful 
people of God with hope that enables them to 
persevere in the face of the present evils that 
surround them.

The apocalyptic worldview here so cursorily 
summarized was an important feature of Sec
ond Temple Judaism, and manifested itself in 
various ways in the life of the people. It was a 
variegated phenomenon, so that it is not his
torically accurate to speak of a single “apoca
lyptic movement.”100 The first apocalypses, or 
sets of apocalypses, arise in different social set
tings, many of them obscure. But the apocalyp
tic worldview could also spawn separate Jewish 
sects, such as the Essene sect reflected in the 
Qumran scrolls, and the early Christian com
munity. In these cases one can speak of full
blown apocalyptic sects within the religion of 
Second Temple Judaism.

What of “Gnosis,” or “Gnosticism”? The 
scholars gathered at Messina for the interna
tional colloquium on “the Origins of Gnosti
cism” elected a committee to prepare a “final 
document,” entitled “Proposal for a Termino
logical and Conceptual Agreement with regard 
to the Theme of the Colloquium.” This docu
ment distinguishes “the Gnosticism of the Sec
ond Century Sects” from a more general gno
sis, “knowledge of the divine mysteries re

served for an élite.” The gnosis of Gnosticism 
involves “the idea of a divine spark in man,, de
riving from the divine realm, fallen into this 
world of fate, birth, and death, and needing to 
be awakened by the divine counterpart of the 
self.” Included in this gnosis is the notion of a 
“devolution” of the divine and “reintegration” 
of the fallen component. “This gnosis is a reve
lation-tradition of a different type from the 
Biblical and Islamic revelation traditions.”101

Not all scholars of Gnosticism are happy with 
this formulation, with its distinction between 
gnosis (in a larger sense) and “Gnosticism.”102 
For our purposes here, I shall use the term 
“Gnosis” (in the title of my paper) as an equiv
alent of “Gnosticism.” But I go further than the 
Messina colloquium in defining Gnosticism as 
“a religion” in its own right, i.e. the Gnostic re
ligion, with a worldview of its own.103

An essential feature of the Gnostic religion is 
its notion of revelation. We have seen that Jew
ish apocalypticism involves a developed con
cept of revelation, involving what could be 
viewed (in terms used by the Messina scholars 
for “gnosis”) as a “knowledge of the divine mys
teries reserved for an élite.” But what distin
guishes Gnostic gnosis from apocalyptic “knowl
edge” (Heb. da'ath) is that gnosis is itself the 
means of salvation, rather than observance (as 
in Judaism) or faith (as in Christianity). Re
vealed from the transcendent world, gnosis pro
vides the basis for the reintegration of the di
vine spark in man into the divine world from 
which it came.

Gnosis has a “content,” of course. Indeed, 
one can organize a discussion of the content of 
this Gnosis around the same rubrics as used 
with the Jewish apocalyptic worldview. The 
“Sethian” texts of the Nag Hammadi corpus, 
some of which we have already considered, 
provide the essential evidence for this discus
sion.

1. What is above. Ap. John contains an elabo
rate statement on the transcendent God and 
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the heavenly world (II 2,27-9,24), and parallel 
statements can be found in other Nag Hamma- 
di texts (esp. Allogenes 62,27-63,25). There is 
first the unknown “Invisible Spirit,” who is a 
“Monad.” In a process of intellection he brings 
forth his “First Thought,” called Barbelo. A 
third emanation is Autogenes-Adamas, and 
these three constitute the divine Triad of Fa
ther-Mother-Son in the Sethian Gnostic system. 
Additional beings include the four light angels 
of Autogenes, heavenly prototypes of Adam 
and Seth, and additional “aeons” including 
Sophia (“Wisdom”).

The heavenly world in this Gnostic system is 
quite comparable to that of the Jewish apoca
lypses, even if it reflects important influences 
from Middle-Platonism.104 For example, the 
four light angels are formally comparable to 
the four ayyoth of the apocalypses, and there 
are even examples of “throne-chariot” mysti
cism comparable to the vision of Enoch in 1 
Enoch 14 and later “mystical” texts {Hyp. Arch. 
95,13-96,3; Orig. World 103,32-106,19).105 There 
are also occurrences in Gnostic texts of a spe
cial angel having God’s own name, “Youel,” as 
we already noted in our discussion of Zostri- 
anos.106

However, in the Gnostic case the transcen
dent God is not the Creator of the world. The 
Gnostics in effect split the transcendent God of 
the biblical tradition into two: a super-transcen
dent supreme God unknown and alien to the 
world, and a not-so-transcendent Creator 
(“Demiurge”) responsible for creating and 
governing the lower world. While this splitting 
of the deity might be at least partially account
ed for with reference to the impact of Platon
ism (a transcendent Nous with the Demiurge 
of Plato’s Timaeus as a second god),107 Gnostic 
dualism is much more radical than anything 
encountered in Platonism, as Plotinus’ attack 
against the Gnostics clearly attests {Enneads 
2.9).

“What is above” also includes the origin of 

human souls, and the destiny of those enlight
ened by gnosis. In the “Sethian” system the 
elect are regarded as the special “race” of the 
heavenly Seth.

2. What is below. The Koagoç, the spatio-tem
poral universe, is regarded by the Gnostics as a 
baneful prison for human souls entombed in 
material bodies. Created and governed by the 
Demiurge and his powers, it is the realm of 
darkness and chaos. Included in this lower 
world are the heavenly bodies, the seven plan
ets (including sun and moon) and the Zodia
cal constellations, with which various archons 
are associated. Ap.John has a lengthy treatment 
of this.108 Of course, Gnostic cosmology, as also 
the cosmology of some Jewish apocalypses (e.g. 
2 Enoch), is based on that of the Hellenistic 
world in general, which views the earth as a 
sphere at the center (bottom) of the universe, 
surrounded by the spheres of the planets and 
fixed stars. What is new in the Gnostic case is 
that this entire koojioç is viewed in a radically 
negative way as the place into which the Gnos
tic soul has been “thrown” and from which it 
must escape.109 The Gnostic soul is regarded by 
the Gnostics as consubstantial with the divine, 
and thus as alien to the world as is the tran
scendent God himself.

3. What was beforetime. One of the features 
of Gnosticism that is often noted is the interest 
on the part of the Gnostics in the opening 
chapters of Genesis. We have also noted that 
there is a comparable interest in the accounts 
of Creation and the Fall of man in Jewish apoc
alypticism. What is new in the Gnostic case is 
the hermeneutical slant given to the biblical 
text and the various Jewish exegetical tradi
tions based on it. Examples have already been 
cited: the role played by God the Creator in 
Apoc. Adam and Ap. John is comparable to that 
played by Satan in the Jewish Adam literature 
and the wicked Shemihazah in 1 Enoch. The 
“Fall” of Adam and Eve in the Gnostic sources 
is not due to their disobedience of the divine
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command, but rather to the vengeful envy on 
the part of the Creator of their exalted status. 
The Creator and his archons fetter Adam in a 
material body, and attempt to hold him and his 
progeny in thrall. The real human being is the 
imprisoned soul, whose origin is from above, a 
“spark” of the divine. Indeed, the real “Fall” in 
the Gnostic texts occurs within the divine 
world itself, i.e. in the action of the Gnostic 
aeon Sophia, which results in an illegitimate 
son, the Creator of the world (laldabaoth-Sak- 
las-Samael in Ap. John) .ll°

We have also noted examples in the Gnostic 
apocalypses of a periodization of history com
parable to that of the Jewish apocalypses, and a 
special interest in the salvation of the elect. 
Again, the essential difference between the 
Jewish and the Gnostic cases is the interpretive 
slant found in the latter: the heavenly agencies 
working to protect the Gnostic elect are work
ing against the Creator and his henchmen. 
Whereas in the Jewish texts the elect’s present 
lot is due to the evil powers of “this age,” who 
are working against God in a world corrupted 
by sin, in the Gnostic texts the elect’s lot is due 
to his imprisonment in a material body and in 
a koojioç that is inherently evil.

4. What is to come. Just as eschatology is an 
important ingredient of the apocalyptic world
view, so is it in the case of the Gnostic world
view.111 The future salvation of the elect is just 
as important in Gnosticism as it is in Jewish 
apocalyptic. Expectation of future punishment 
for the wicked is also found in some Gnostic 
texts, as we saw in the case of Ap. John, where 
the influence of 1 Enoch was also noted. But 
whereas in Jewish apocalyptic the elect are ex
pected to live in a reconstructed world, one 
free from sin and evil, in the Gnostic worldview 
the Koogoç is expected to be annihilated, and 
the Gnostic elect reintegrated into the heaven
ly world from which they have their origins.

From what has already been said, it is clear 
that the Gnostic worldview is very different 
from that of Jewish apocalypticism. But it is 
equally clear that one cannot account for the 
former without reference to the latter. In other 
words, there is every reason to think that the 
Gnostic worldview developed out of the apoca
lyptic worldview of Second Temple Judaism. 
But how did this happen?

It is a truism that religious texts originate in 
the context of religious communities. Thus, 
apocalyptic texts are the literary products of 
authors active within specific religious sects or 
groups; and one must say the same for Gnostic 
texts. However, it is notoriously difficult to 
know anything about the actual social and his
torical contexts of such groups. This is true 
both for the Jewish apocalyptic texts, e.g. the 
Enoch literature, and the Gnostic ones, though 
we now have for at least one Jewish apocalyptic 
sect, the Qumran community, considerable ar
chaeological and historical evidence. No such 
evidence exists for the earliest Gnostic 
groups.112

We can, therefore, only speculate as to how, 
or why, people reinterpreted their inherited 
traditions in such a way as to develop a new 
worldview, and a new religion, Gnosticism. But 
that they did so is quite clear from the texts. 
Who these innovative people were we do not 
know. But we can extrapolate from our evi
dence a plausible enough theory: they were in
tellectual Jews, somehow disaffected with the 
current interpretations of their ancestral tradi
tions and in search of a new understanding of 
their place in the world. Thus, one can say the 
same thing about Gnosticism as about Chris
tianity:113 both of them emerged out of ajewish 
matrix. The movement “from Jewish apocalyp
ticism to Gnosis” should be understood in the 
historical context of the movement from Ju
daism to Gnosticism.
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