
Gnosticism!!       Heresies: The Real Life Impact of Theology Gone Bad

but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles 
-1 Cor 1:23

What is Gnosticism?
The name comes from the Greek word gnosis, meaning "knowledge"

Gnosticism emerged as a form of mystical Christian spirituality blended together with 
Greek paganism.  It is a generic term used primarily to refer to theosophical adaptations 
of Christianity propagated by a dozen or more rival sects which broke with the early 
church between A.D. 80 and 150.

Big ideas:
1) secret knowledge which is salvific 
2) spirit/matter dualism 

Historical Gnosticism:
Many sects believed that the secret knowledge they had was passed down orally from 
Jesus to his apostles and so forth.  This knowledge was of human nature and destiny, 
based on a grandiose revelation about the origin of the world which explained how evil 
had come into being and how one should act in order to gain deliverance from it.  

This origin story was derived from Plato’s writings, particularly Republic and Timaeus, 
and Genesis.  

The innocent self (the spirit) was thrown into chaos (matter, history, time), and salvation 
comes through learning the techniques, rules, steps and secrets for escaping this 
material world. Some versions of this origin story viewed the innocent self as a pre-
existent soul that each person has.  Some viewed it as the Divine Spark - a fragment of 
divinity that was broken off in creation and trapped within the elect.  This is a pantheistic 
idea that a bit of God is within you, which can be tapped for mystical knowledge.

Consequently, they didn’t believe there to be purpose in getting involved in things of this 
world like government, which they saw as ruled by evil.  

The main idea they got from Christianity is redemption.  From what and through what 
differed though -- they were looking for redemption from matter.  Most sects took the 
devaluing of matter in an ascetic direction though some took it in a licentious direction.  

All sects rejected the incarnation. Some said Jesus was pure spirit and his body was an 
optical illusion (docetism which we’ll get to in May) and others said Jesus was a man 
who attained divinity through knowledge and taught his disciples to do the same.  Some 
said he was a false messiah and at least one sect thought he was an evil god.



Results:
This belief in the salvific nature of secret knowledge led to:
1) a rejection of most of the scriptures
2) an adoption of many other writings as scriptural

This dualism led to: 
1) rejection of the incarnation
2) rejection of the sacrament
3) rejection of the church
4) rejection of the resurrection of the body

The gospel of John was written with the Greek philosophers in mind, so it was highly 
utilized by Irenaeus in refuting the Gnostics.  
John 1:14 - Word became flesh and dwelt among us 
John 6:51 - He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life
John 21:25 - Now there are also many other things that Jesus did. Were every one of 
them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would 
be written. 

Seen today:
Some people claim to be Gnostic Christians.  They don’t like to be told how to act or 
what to believe, instead wanting to find for themselves a way to seek God. They believe 
the place to find God is within oneself, not in externals like beliefs, dogma, or dictates of 
the church.

General influence:
Knowledge is power. An idea really championed in the Enlightenment 

The person is their spirit. We can act like the body doesn’t matter and that the 
resurrection of the body is irrelevant.

The world is a place not worth redemption.  By contrast, Calvin declared, "The world is 
the theater of God's glory."


