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Da
v id Brak
ke’s bo
ok on the
Gnostics is an ind ispensable con
tri
bu
t ion to the study of early
Christianity and the debate about
the nat ure and ident ity of Gnosti
cism. The skept ic reader ought not
be put off by the size of the book,
since Brakke managed to brilli
antly pack an impressive amount
of sound scholarship in five short
chap
ters (which amo
unt to less
then 150 pages). Rather, the size
of the book makes it more inv it ing
to the be
g in
ners and advan
ced
students of the per iod in question,
and both fres
hmen and ex
perts
will find it unavoidable in the fu
ture study of Gnosticism.
Brakke’s vie w of the Gnostics
and thei r orig ins challenges the
established, convent ional scho
lar
ship in many ways. He se
es

Gnostic ism as
a diverse mo
vement that
c oex is t e d
with a va
r i
ety of scho
ols of tho
ught of early
Chris tia n it y.
Early Christi
a
n ity in the
s eco nd - ce n 
tury Rome is
presented as
a confedera
tion of ho
u
se-churc hes.
This var ie ty
of churc hes brought about diver
sity in the inter pret at ion of Jesus’
teach ings. Thus, the Gnostic mo
vement cannot be conceived as a
sect that competed with a „mai n
strea m Christian ity“ or „protoorthodoxy“ for author ity; rather,
Gnostic ism was one among a va
rie ty of Christian schools of tho
ught in Rome (p. 90–1).
Brakke def ines the bou nd a
ries of Gnostic ism, rather nar
rowly, as a rel ig ious commun ity
that bui lt its rel ig ious bel iefs
arou nd a common myth. He fre
que ntly clai ms that the convent i
onal lumping of var ious rel ig ious
movements into one category of
Gnostic ism is not viable, since a
lack of cont inuity in „mythology,
rit ual, or soc ial instit ut ions“ is
evident and prevents the not ion
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of an organ ized rel ig ion. Based
on the study of Ire
na
e
us (AH
1.29 and 1.31.1), Brakke ident if i
es the Gnostic myth with the te
ach ings of the Seth ian Gnostics,
while other groups trad it ionally
placed into this category (e. g.,
Marc ion ites, Valent in ia ns, etc.)
are ex
c lu
ded (p. 31). Brak
ke’s
main so
u r
ces for the study of
Gnostic ism can be div ided into
two groups (pp. 50–1):
1. Primary sou rces: The Sec
ret Bo
ok Ac
c or
ding to John, Zo
strianos, The Foreigner, Book of
Zoroaster, Gos pel of Jud as, The
Re vel at ion of Adam, The Reality
of Rulers, First Thought in Three
Forms, The Holy Book of the Gre
at Inv is ible Spir it or The Egyptian
Gos pel, The Three Tablets of Seth,
Marsanes, Melchized ek, The Tho
ught of Norea.
2. Second ary sou rces: Ire
nae us of Lyons (Against the He
res ie s, Bo
ok 1), Porphyry’s Li
fe of Plot inus (Chapter 16), and
and Epiphan ius’ Against Heres ie s
(chapters 25–6).
Gnosticism is presented as a
relat ively small relig ious move
ment in second-cent ury Rome.
Nonetheless, it was fully for med,
with its own rit ua ls (Bapt ism – in
stit uted by Jesus, involved water
and prom ised eternal life, but was
not in the name of Jesus Christ)
and doct rinal system (p. 85).
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One par t ic u larly va luable
feat ur e of the book is Brakke’s
ma
sterly sum
mary of the Gno
stic system. It’s ext ract ion from
a plethora of sou rces requir ed a
great amou nt of skill. The Gno
stic myth is her e presented as a
combinat ion of Jew ish script u
res, Platon ic mytholog ical spe
culat ions, and revelatory med i
tations on the structure of the
hu
man mind. Its pur
po
se was
to util ize the human intellect,
which has capac ity for establis
hing a connection with the di
vine, in prov id ing a map of the
div ine intellect (p. 52). The con
vent ional pic t u r e of Gnostic ism
as a mo
ve
ment mar
ked by du
a l ism, alienat ion, esoter ic ism,
etc., is rejected as second ary to
the notion that „God had acted
to save people from mach inat i
ons of evil forces that surr ou nd
them“ (p. 53).
The Gnostic God is presented
as an ut
terly tran
scen
dent and
unk now able intellect or Inv is i
ble Spir it whose main act iv ity of
„think ing“ results in the creat ion
of aeons. The aeons can simult a
neously be actors, places, ex tents
of time, and modes of thought (p.
54). They usua lly have names of
ideal qual it ies: Intelligenc e, Truth,
Form, Af terthought, Wisd om, etc.
The aeons make up the Ent irety
or Plerom a. The immed iate ema
nat ion of God is the Sec ond Prin
ciple or Barbelo or Forethought
who has a capac ity to reveal God
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to humans (pp. 53–4). Aeons can
further devolve into emanat i
ons/aeons. Barbelo, for instance,
has three emanat ions: Conc ea
led, First-Manifest, and Self-Ori
ginate. In several versions of the
myth, Self-Originate is ident if ied
with Christ and is attended by
fou r aeons, whi
le he is pra
i
sed
by the remain ing aeons (p. 56).
Accord ing to the myth, Barbelo
conceives Christ by gaz ing unto
the First Princ iple, i. e., God (Ap.
John II 6:10–18) (p. 55).
The creat ion of the mater ial
world is not an act of an evil de
ity, but is the result of a mistake.
All aeons have a gender and are
paired to create balance bet ween
fem ininity and masculinity. The
aeon Wisdom, the last (24th) aeon
and the farthest emanat ion from
God, imprudently decided to en
gender a thought without the
consent of her male counter part.
This resulted in the creat ion of a
malfor med thought – Ialdabaoth,
who is shunned and cast out from
the Ent irety. Ialdabaoth creates
the mater ial world (p. 58). Thus,
Brakke concludes, the Gnostics
were not dua lists in the strict sen
se of the word (p. 62), since they
do not posit an evil deity equa l
to God, but for them everything
comes from God through a ser i
es of emanat ions, while the mate
rial world is an infelicitous act of
a fallacious emanat ion.
Equa lly, eluc id at ing is Brak
ke’s ex pla nat ion of the role of

gnos is. In the ma
te
r ial world,
which for Gnostics is „corpor eal
darkness, animate chaos, and de
sir ous fem in in ity“ (Zos. 1: 11–
13), an enl ightened person co
uld still ex per ie nce God through
mystical contemplat ion. This ex
per ie nce is known as gnos is; it is
ra
r e, it co
mes sud
denly, and is
short in durat ion (p. 63).
Brakke also ded icated a sec
tion on the study of three early
Christian theolog ia ns: Marc ion,
Valent inus, and Justin as a proof
of diversity in early Christian ity.
All three are character ized as
Christia ns whose schools compe
ted for author ity in second-cen
tury Rome (p. 110–1). Contrary
to trad it ional scholarship, neit
her Marc ion nor Valent inus co
uld be cou nted as Gnostics, since
Marc ion rejected the Old Testa
ment altogether and consider ed
the mater ial world to be a crea
tion of an evil god. The Gnosti
cism, on the other hand, did not
reject the Christian Script ur es
(i. e., the Old Testament) and did
not postulate existence of an evil
god. Valent inus is presented as
a Christian teacher who mer ely
adopted and inc luded Gnostic
teach ings rather then reject ing
them, creat ing a rel ig ious mo
vement based on personal aut
hor ity and visionary insight (p.
99–101 and 104).
Finally, Brakke discusses stra
teg ies of self-different iat ion used
by var ious groups of early Christi
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ans, e. g., Montanists, Valent ini
ans, and Irenaeus of Lyons. The
system of Ire
na
e
us, which por
trayed bishops and presbyters as
author itat ive gua rd ia ns of genu
ine Christianity, dom inated the
se
cond and third cen
t ury Chri
stia nity. By that time, the prac
tice of a single bishop in a city
was adopted in order to ensure
unity bet ween Christian com
munit ies (p. 134). Later Christian
author itat ive teachers, e. g., Cle
ment of Alexand ria (p. 126) and
Origen (p. 132), enjoyed certain
autonomy with regard to their te
aching, but still aligned themsel
ves with the grow ing author ity of
their bishops and wider ecclesial
communit ies (pp. 125–32). Brak
ke concludes that the role of bis
hops as author itat ive gua rd ia ns
of true Apostolic Christianity ca
me to play the decisive role in the
self-different iat ion process of the
early Christia ns.
Fin ally, Brakke conc lud es
that the Gnostics have not di
sapp ea r ed from the stage of hi
story as res ult of a lost theolog i
cal bat t le to „proto-orthodoxy“
or the te
ac
h ings of Ju
s tin or
Iren aeu s, since thei r teach ings
have not sur v ived either. Mor e
over, Brakke arg ue s that some
traces of Gnostic thought con
tinue to exist and have inf lue n
ced Chris tian mystic ism and the
mon as tic movement. Ther efor e,
the Gnostics were a small gro
up, but they nonetheless played
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an imp ortant role in the ongo
ing process in which Chris tia ns
„cont inua lly rei nvent thems el
ves, their idea s, and their com
mun it ie s in light of thei r ex p e
rie nce of Jes us Christ“ (p. 137).
Undoubtedly, Brakke’s work
on the Gnostics is as inform a
tive as it is enter t ain ing due
to author’s sharp intellect and
wit. The aut
hor easily na
v i
g a
tes through the labyrinth of the
Gnos tic „pantheon“ and pres ents
his find ings in a manner that is
simult aneou sly comprehens ive
to the ex p ert and the occ as ion al
read er alike.
Brakke’s arg ument is com
pel
l ing and the scho
l ar
ship is
stellar. It wou ld be diffic ult to
clai m, however, that he has pro
nou nced the fin al verd ict on the
Gnos tic movement. The cla i m
that only the Seth ian Gnostics
prop erly bea r that name is par
tic ul arly unconv inc ing in this
book. It rem ai ns unc lea r why
wou ld the Chris tian hous e chur
ches in the second-cent ury Ro
me be accepted as memb ers of
the same category of „Chris ti
an ity“ des pite thei r profou nd
divers ity (which Brakke arg ue s
for in chapter 4), while the gro
ups with var iat ions on the Gno
stic myth, e. g., Marc ion ites and
Valent in ia ns, cou ld not be ac
cepted as var ia nts of the Gnos tic
fam ily. In other words, is Brak
ke pai nt ing a too clean and neat
pic t u r e of Gnos tic ism?
□

