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Da vid Brak ke’s bo ok on the 
Gno stics is an in di spen sa ble con-
tri bu tion to the study of early 
Chri sti a nity and the de ba te abo ut 
the na tu re and iden tity of Gno sti-
cism. The skep tic re a der ought not 
be put off by the si ze of the bo ok, 
sin ce Brak ke ma na ged to bril li-
antly pack an im pres si ve amo unt 
of so und scho lar ship in fi ve short 
chap ters (which amo unt to less 
then 150 pa ges). Rat her, the si ze 
of the bo ok ma kes it mo re in vi ting 
to the be gin ners and advan ced 
stu dents of the pe riod in qu e sti on, 
and both fres hmen and ex perts 
will find it una vo i da ble in the fu-
tu re study of Gno sti cism.

Brak ke’s vi ew of the Gno stics 
and the ir ori gins chal len ges the 
esta blis hed, con ven ti o nal scho-
lar ship in many ways. He se es 

Gno sti cism as 
a di ver se mo-
ve ment that 
c o  e  x i  s t e d 
with a va ri-
ety of scho-
ols of tho-
ught of early 
Chri sti a nity. 
Early Chri sti-
a nity in the 
se  cond- cen-
tury Ro me is 
pre sen ted as 
a con fe de ra-
tion of ho u-
se-chur ches. 
This va ri ety 
of chur ches bro ught abo ut di ver-
sity in the in ter pre ta tion of Je sus’ 
te ac hings. Thus, the Gno stic mo-
ve ment can not be con ce i ved as a 
sect that com pe ted with a „ma in-
stre am Chri sti a nity“ or „pro to-
ort ho doxy“ for aut ho rity; rat her, 
Gno sti cism was one among a va-
ri ety of Chri stian scho ols of tho-
ught in Ro me (p. 90–1).

Brak ke de fi nes the bo un da-
ri es of Gno sti cism, rat her nar-
rowly, as a re li gi o us com mu nity 
that bu ilt its re li gi o us be li efs 
aro und a com mon myth. He fre-
qu ently cla ims that the con ven ti-
o nal lum ping of va ri o us re li gi o us 
mo ve ments in to one ca te gory of 
Gno sti cism is not vi a ble, sin ce a 
lack of con ti nu ity in „mytho logy, 
ri tual, or so cial in sti tu ti ons“ is 
evi dent and pre vents the no tion 
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of an or ga ni zed re li gion. Ba sed 
on the study of Ire na e us (AH 
1.29 and 1.31.1), Brak ke iden ti fi-
es the Gno stic myth with the te-
ac hings of the Set hian Gno stics, 
whi le ot her gro ups tra di ti o nally 
pla ced in to this ca te gory (e. g., 
Mar ci o ni tes, Va len ti ni ans, etc.) 
are ex clu ded (p. 31). Brak ke’s 
main so ur ces for the study of 
Gno sti cism can be di vi ded in to 
two gro ups (pp. 50–1):

1. Pri mary so ur ces: The Sec
ret Bo ok Ac cor ding to John, Zo
stri a nos, The Fo re ig ner, Bo ok of 
Zo ro a ster, Go spel of Ju das, The 
Re ve la tion of Adam, The Re a lity 
of Ru lers, First Tho ught in Three 
Forms, The Holy Bo ok of the Gre
at In vi si ble Spi rit or The Egyptian 
Go spel, The Three Ta blets of Seth, 
Mar sa nes, Mel chi ze dek, The Tho
ught of No rea.

2. Se con dary so ur ces: Ire-
na e us of Lyons (Aga inst the He
re si es, Bo ok 1), Porphyry’s Li
fe of Plo ti nus (Chap ter 16), and 
and Epip ha ni us’ Aga inst He re si es 
(chap ters 25–6).

Gno sti cism is pre sen ted as a 
re la ti vely small re li gi o us mo ve-
ment in se cond-cen tury Ro me. 
No net he less, it was fully for med, 
with its own ri tu als (Bap tism – in-
sti tu ted by Je sus, in vol ved wa ter 
and pro mi sed eter nal li fe, but was 
not in the na me of Je sus Christ) 
and doc tri nal system (p. 85).

One par ti cu larly va lu a ble 
fe a tu re of the bo ok is Brak ke’s 
ma sterly sum mary of the Gno-
stic system. It’s ex trac ti on from 
a plet ho ra of so ur ces re qu i red a 
gre at amo unt of skill. The Gno-
stic myth is he re pre sen ted as a 
com bi na tion of Je wish scrip tu-
res, Pla to nic mytho lo gi cal spe-
cu la ti ons, and re ve la tory me di-
ta ti ons on the struc tu re of the 
hu man mind. Its pur po se was 
to uti li ze the hu man in tel lect, 
which has ca pa city for esta blis-
hing a con nec tion with the di-
vi ne, in pro vi ding a map of the 
di vi ne in tel lect (p. 52). The con-
ven ti o nal pic tu re of Gno sti cism 
as a mo ve ment mar ked by du-
a lism, ali e na tion, eso te ri cism, 
etc., is re jec ted as se con dary to 
the no tion that „God had ac ted 
to sa ve pe o ple from mac hi na ti-
ons of evil for ces that sur ro und 
them“ (p. 53).

The Gno stic God is pre sen ted 
as an ut terly tran scen dent and 
unk no wa ble in tel lect or In vi si
ble Spi rit who se main ac ti vity of 
„thin king“ re sults in the cre a tion 
of aeons. The aeons can si mul ta-
ne o usly be ac tors, pla ces, ex tents 
of ti me, and mo des of tho ught (p. 
54). They usu ally ha ve na mes of 
ideal qu a li ti es: In tel li gen ce, Truth, 
Form, Af tert ho ught, Wis dom, etc. 
The aeons ma ke up the En ti rety 
or Ple ro ma. The im me di a te ema-
na tion of God is the Se cond Prin
ci ple or Bar be lo or Fo ret ho ught 
who has a ca pa city to re veal God 
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to hu mans (pp. 53–4). Aeons can 
furt her de vol ve in to ema na ti-
ons/aeons. Bar be lo, for in stan ce, 
has three ema na ti ons: Con ce a
led, FirstMa ni fest, and SelfOri
gi na te. In se ve ral ver si ons of the 
myth, SelfOri gi na te is iden ti fied 
with Christ and is at ten ded by 
fo ur aeons, whi le he is pra i sed 
by the re ma i ning aeons (p. 56). 
Ac cor ding to the myth, Bar be lo 
con ce i ves Christ by ga zing un to 
the First Prin ci ple, i. e., God (Ap. 
John II 6:10–18) (p. 55).

The cre a tion of the ma te rial 
world is not an act of an evil de-
ity, but is the re sult of a mi sta ke. 
All aeons ha ve a gen der and are 
pa i red to cre a te ba lan ce bet we en 
fe mi ni nity and ma scu li nity. The 
aeon Wis dom, the last (24th) aeon 
and the fart hest ema na tion from 
God, im pru dently de ci ded to en-
gen der a tho ught wit ho ut the 
con sent of her ma le co un ter part. 
This re sul ted in the cre a tion of a 
mal for med tho ught – Ial da ba oth, 
who is shun ned and cast out from 
the En ti rety. Ial da ba oth cre a tes 
the ma te rial world (p. 58). Thus, 
Brak ke con clu des, the Gno stics 
we re not du a lists in the strict sen-
se of the word (p. 62), sin ce they 
do not po sit an evil de ity equ al 
to God, but for them everything 
co mes from God thro ugh a se ri-
es of ema na ti ons, whi le the ma te-
rial world is an in fe li ci to us act of 
a fal la ci o us ema na tion.

Equ ally, elu ci da ting is Brak-
ke’s ex pla na ti on of the ro le of 

gno sis. In the ma te rial world, 
which for Gno stics is „cor po real 
dark ness, ani ma te cha os, and de-
si ro us fe mi ni nity“ (Zos. 1: 11–
13), an en lig hte ned per son co-
uld still ex pe ri en ce God thro ugh 
mysti cal con tem pla tion. This ex-
pe ri en ce is known as gno sis; it is 
ra re, it co mes sud denly, and is 
short in du ra tion (p. 63).

Brak ke al so de di ca ted a sec-
tion on the study of three early 
Chri stian the o lo gi ans: Mar cion, 
Va len ti nus, and Ju stin as a pro of 
of di ver sity in early Chri sti a nity. 
All three are cha rac te ri zed as 
Chri sti ans who se scho ols com pe-
ted for aut ho rity in se cond-cen-
tury Ro me (p. 110–1). Con trary 
to tra di ti o nal scho lar ship, ne it-
her Mar cion nor Va len ti nus co-
uld be co un ted as Gno stics, sin ce 
Mar cion re jec ted the Old Te sta-
ment al to get her and con si de red 
the ma te rial world to be a cre a-
tion of an evil god. The Gno sti-
cism, on the ot her hand, did not 
re ject the Chri stian Scrip tu res 
(i. e., the Old Te sta ment) and did 
not po stu la te exi sten ce of an evil 
god. Va len ti nus is pre sen ted as 
a Chri stian te ac her who me rely 
adop ted and in clu ded Gno stic 
te ac hings rat her then re jec ting 
them, cre a ting a re li gi o us mo-
ve ment ba sed on per so nal aut-
ho rity and vi si o nary in sight (p. 
99–101 and 104).

Fi nally, Brak ke di scus ses stra-
te gi es of self-dif fe ren ti a tion used 
by va ri o us gro ups of early Chri sti-
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ans, e. g., Mon ta nists, Va len ti ni-
ans, and Ire na e us of Lyons. The 
system of Ire na e us, which por-
trayed bis hops and presbyters as 
aut ho ri ta ti ve gu ar di ans of ge nu-
i ne Chri sti a nity, do mi na ted the 
se cond and third cen tury Chri-
sti a nity. By that ti me, the prac-
ti ce of a sin gle bis hop in a city 
was adop ted in or der to en su re 
unity bet we en Chri stian com-
mu ni ti es (p. 134). La ter Chri stian 
aut ho ri ta ti ve te ac hers, e. g., Cle-
ment of Ale xan dria (p. 126) and 
Ori gen (p. 132), enjoyed cer tain 
auto nomy with re gard to the ir te-
ac hing, but still alig ned them sel-
ves with the gro wing aut ho rity of 
the ir bis hops and wi der ec cle sial 
com mu ni ti es (pp. 125–32). Brak-
ke con clu des that the ro le of bis-
hops as aut ho ri ta ti ve gu ar di ans 
of true Apo sto lic Chri sti a nity ca-
me to play the de ci si ve ro le in the 
self-dif fe ren ti a tion pro cess of the 
early Chri sti ans.

Fi nally, Brak ke con clu des 
that the Gno stics ha ve not di-
sap pe a red from the sta ge of hi-
story as re sult of a lost the o lo gi-
cal bat tle to „pro to-ort ho doxy“ 
or the te ac hings of Ju stin or 
Ire na e us, sin ce the ir te ac hings 
ha ve not sur vi ved eit her. Mo re-
o ver, Brak ke ar gu es that so me 
tra ces of Gno stic tho ught con-
ti nue to exist and ha ve in flu en-
ced Chri stian mysti cism and the 
mo na stic mo ve ment. The re fo re, 
the Gno stics we re a small gro-
up, but they no net he less played 

an im por tant ro le in the on go-
ing pro cess in which Chri sti ans 
„con ti nu ally re in vent them sel-
ves, the ir ide as, and the ir com-
mu ni ti es in light of the ir ex pe-
ri en ce of Je sus Christ“ (p. 137).

Un do ub tedly, Brak ke’s work 
on the Gno stics is as in for ma-
ti ve as it is en ter ta i ning due 
to aut hor’s sharp in tel lect and 
wit. The aut hor easily na vi ga-
tes thro ugh the labyrinth of the 
Gno stic „pant heon“ and pre sents 
his fin dings in a man ner that is 
si mul ta ne o usly com pre hen si ve 
to the ex pert and the oc ca si o nal  
re a der ali ke.

Brak ke’s ar gu ment is com-
pel ling and the scho lar ship is 
stel lar. It wo uld be dif fi cult to 
cla im, ho we ver, that he has pro-
no un ced the fi nal ver dict on the 
Gno stic mo ve ment. The cla im 
that only the Set hian Gno stics 
pro perly be ar that na me is par-
ti cu larly un con vin cing in this 
bo ok. It re ma ins un cle ar why 
wo uld the Chri stian ho u se chur-
ches in the se cond-cen tury Ro-
me be ac cep ted as mem bers of 
the sa me ca te gory of „Chri sti-
a nity“ de spi te the ir pro fo und 
di ver sity (which Brak ke ar gu es 
for in chap ter 4), whi le the gro-
ups with va ri a ti ons on the Gno-
stic myth, e. g., Mar ci o ni tes and 
Va len ti ni ans, co uld not be ac-
cep ted as va ri ants of the Gno stic 
fa mily. In ot her words, is Brak-
ke pa in ting a too clean and ne at 
pic tu re of Gno sti cism? □


