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TRANSGRESSIVE GNOSIS:
RADICAL THINKING ABOUT THE GOSPEL OF JUDAS

When the National Geographic Society premiered its documentary
about finding the lost Gospel of Judas and the «good news» that it related
on April 9, 2006, two-million viewers saw it. I was among them, hearing
for the first time about the Gospel of Judas. My husband and I were fasci-
nated to see my colleagues on the National Geographic team tell their story
about fudas — that they had found a gospel that presented a very different
story about Judas, one in which Judas was a hero, even Jesus’ «soul-mate»,
the disciple who was asked by Jesus to kill Jesus in order to release his spi-
rit and bring about salvation. .

The interpretation of the gospel they related in that documentary and
in their book The Gospel of Judas was one that essentially reclaimed and
affirmed an opinion of 2 famous Church Father, Epiphanius, who wrote
about the existence of a Gospel of Judas and condemned it around the year
375.' He said that it belonged to a group of Gnostics called Cainites, who
claimed to be related to all the villains in scripture, villains who really were
not villains but opponents to the biblical God.? Because the Cainites equa-
ted Yahweh with the Demiurge, an ignorant jealous god who ruled the
world and battled against the Father God, the villains in the bible who re-
sisted Yahweh and rebelled against him, were actually good guys in disguise
working for the Father God, ttying to topple the Demiurge’s regime.

Judas was one of these guys, According to Epiphanius’ account of the
Gospel of Judas, he betrayed Jesus because he was actually a «powers» from
on high whose knowledge was supreme. Judas knew if he betrayed Jesus,

t R. Kasser — M. MevER and G. WursT, The Gaspel of Judas, Washington, D.C., National
Geographic, 2006.

2 Cf. CLeM., Str., 7, 17, 17; TERT., Praeser., 33; 'TERT., Bapt., 1; Ps. Tert., Haer., 2, 5-6; Ps.-
Hive., Haer., 8; Or., Cels., 3, 13; FILASTR., Dip. baer. kib., 34, 1; Erreny,, Haer., 38, 1, 5-2, 3; 38, 2,
4-5; 39,1, 1-2,
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that Christ’s crucifixion would destroy the archons, the gods who ruled
this world. So he carried it out himself because Christ’s flesh was weak.
He writes: «Knowing this, Judas made every effort to betray him, thereby
accomplishing a good work for salvation. We should admire and praise Ju-
das because through him the salvation of the cross was prepared for us»
(Epiph., Haer., 38, 1, 2-5; 38, 3, 1, 5).

After the documentary concluded, I was thrilled that this lost gospel
had been recovered, and I was intrigued that Epiphanius may have had
it right after all. So I went to our home computer. From the National Geo-
graphic website, I downloaded and printed the English translation that
had just been posted. Tt was the first time that I had laid eyes on the text
since the members of the National Geographic team had to sign non-
disclosure statements to work on the Gospel. But as I read it, my excitement
began to wane, and by the time [ finished reading it, I had a knot in my
stomach. Upon reading lines 11-21 on page 56 of the manuscript, I turned
to my husband and said, «Oh no, something is wrong. Judas is sacrificing
to Saklas»,

Setting straight what the Coptic says

The next day at my office, I got to work on the Coptic transcription
that National Geographic had uploaded on their website.® As I wotked
I felt like T was working blindly because I had no photographs to evaluate
their transcription. I began to be concerned about the English translation
when T noticed that the tragslation choices I was making were not the same
as the National Geographic team’s. Their choices were curious to me
because they were unconventional. For instance, in the Gospel of Judas
44, 18-21, Jesus calls Judas the «Thirteenth Daimon». 1 wondered why the
National Geographic team chose the word «spitit» to translate «Saipevs
when throughout Christian and Gnostic literature this word indicates a
demon ot malicious power. '

All occurrences of the word daipev or a cognate in the New Testament
are references to demons.* Christian literature in the eatly period (as well

3 R. Kasson and G. WursT, «Coptic transcriptions, National Geographic webpage, The
Maecenas Foundation for Ancient Art, April 2006,

4 W, POERSTER, «Soipey, doudviovs, in G. KirreL and G. Freprick (ed.) and G.W. Bro-
MILEY (transl), Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 11, Grand Rapids, Eerdmans,
1964, pp. 16-15,
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as the later medieval period) contain hundreds of references to words built
from the word doipev. The meaning of these words? They refer to demons,
evil spirits, devils, demon possession, and devilish behavior.? Of the Gnos-
tic books from Nag Hammadi, I have located fifty occurrences of the word
Soipov or its cognate. The word Saipwv consistently refers to an Archon or
one of his demonic assistants,

Serrian Grostic TexTs

Early second century

— Trimorphic Protennoia (NHC X111, 1) mentions Archons, Angels, and Demons
(35, 17). Taldabaoth the Demiurge is called «the great Demon» who produces
the cosmic realms (40, 5). Mentioned also ate the «chains of the demons of
the underwortld» which the Redeemer broke (41, 6).

Mid-second century

~ Apocalypse of Adam (NHC V, 5) refers to the Archons Solomon, Phersalo and
Sauel who sent out an «army of demons» to seek out Mary the virgin to try to
kilt Jesus when he incarnated (79, 5).

Late second century

— Gospel of the Egyptians (NHC 111, 2) mentions one of the Chief three Archons,
Nebruel, calling him the «great Demon» twice (57, 10-20). The Demiurge is said
to create «defiled (seed) of the demon-begetting god which will be destroyed»
(37, 25).

Early third century

~ Zostrignos (NHC VILI, 1) contains a fragmentary reference to demons (43, 12).

UNAFFILIATED GNOSTIC TEXTS

Mid-second century

— Apocalypse of Paul (NHC V, 2) speaks of principalities, authorities, archangels,
Powers, and the whole race of demons.

5 B.C.E. OweN, Aaiuwv end Cognate Words, in «Journal of Theological Studi
1931, pp %5108 qdournal of Theological Studiess», XXXTI,
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Late second century

— Testimony of Truth (NFC IX, 3) interprets the leaven parable to refer to the
«errant desire of the angels and the demons and the stars». These figures are
associated with the Pharisees and the scribes of the law who belong to the
Archons who have authority over them (29, 17). The Gnostic author speaks
about fighting against the Archons and the Powers and the Demons (42, 25).

Third century

~ Authoritative Teaching (NHC VI, 3) speaks of the «foree of ignorance and the

Demon of Errors (34, 28).

— In the context of discussion of Archons, the Apocalypse of Peter (NHC VII, 3)
talks about dreams coming from a demon worthy of the person’s .error.(75 , 3).
The physical body is called an «abode of demons, the stone vessel in which they
lives (82, 53-54). The Testament of Solomon says that Solomon confined demons

to these sorts of vessels. . '

— Paraphrase of Shern (NHC VII, 1) contains a series of thirty-five passages which
speak of demons who are part of the darkness which work to create this world
(21,26;21,36;22,7;22,25;23,9; 23, 16; 24, 7; 25,9, 25, 19; 25, 22, 25, 26; 25,
29;27,24;28,7;28,15; 29, 10; 29, 17, 30, 1; 30, 8; 30, 23; 30, 32; 31, 16; 31, 1%;
32,6:32,16:34,5;35,15;35,19; 36, 27; 37, 21, 40, 26; 44, 6; 44, 15; 44, 31, 45,
17, 45, 23).

Early fourth century

— Concept of Our Great Power (NHC VI, 4) refers to the dissolution of the
Archons following Jesus’ crucifixion, They are referted to as evil demons who

will be destroyed (42, 17).

The reason for this sinister designation in Gnostic literature is the fact
that the classic Gnostic cosmology was faitly consistent in terms of its view
that a chief Archon, an arrogant and rebellious Demiurge, created and rules
this world, Below him exists heavens or realms populated by his own wicked
creations, an entourage of Archons and: assistants who, alongside him, are
rebelling against the supreme transcendent God. When the word Soipev
is used in Griostic sources, it is applied frequently and consistently to these
wicked Archons and their assistants, There is no reason appatent in the
Gospel of Judas to make me think that its application to Judas here should
be understood differently. Jesus is identifying Judas as a demon. '

Not only that, the expression «Thirtcenth» narrows dO‘WI.l the fieldto a
particular demon in Sethian demonology. It is the combination of the two
words as a title for Judas —~ the number thirieen with the word Soipmv —
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that reveals Judas’ identity in no uncertain terms. It is well-known among
scholars of Gnosticism that in the Sethian tradition «God of the Thirteen
Realms» is the nickname for Ialdabaoth, the chief Archon (Gospel of Egyp-
tians NHC 1II, 2 63, 19). Why this designation? Because he lives in the
Thirteenth Realm in the cosmos and rules over the world, its seven heavens
and its five abysses. In this same text, Nebruel, one of Taldabaoth’s chief
Archons living in the Thirteenth Realn is twice called «the great demon
(rno6 Naamwn)» (NHC III, 2 57, 10-20). This is the same Nebro(el)
who is also known as Taldabaoth in the Gospe! of Judas 51, 12-15.

The particular demon that Judas has been associated with in the Gospel
of Judas is quite evident when it is realized that in another passage the author
connects Judas with the Thirteenth Realn and its star (55, 10-11), This is a
transparent statement associating Judas with the Thirteenth Realm and its
«star» or Archon who resides there. Furthermore, the author of the Gospel
places Judas physically in the Thirteenth Realm in the near future where he
will rule over the Twelve Realms occupied by the twelve -apostles below
him (46, 19-24). Thus he soon is going to be doing the job of Taldabaoth,
the ruler of the world. My analysis has led me to a very firm position that
the most reasonable starting point for understanding who Judas is in the
Gaspel of Judas is what the Coptic actually tells us: he is the Thirteenth
Demon, Nebro(el)-Taldabaoth, who is also called the Apostate, the renegade
and traitor (51, 12-15),

Since Judas is the Demon Archon in the Gospe! of Judas, he certainly
does not belong to the holy or Gnostic generation, Where does the idea
come from that the Gospel of Judas says that Judas in fact belongs to the
Gnostic generation? This interpretation is based on two main phrases in
the Gospel of Judas. One is found on page 46, lines 14-18, which has been
consistently translated by the National Geographic team and Marvin
Meyer, «When Judas heard this, he said to him, “What is the advantage
that T have received? For you have set me apart for that generation”s .

When I first noticed the underlying Coptic, my eyebrows raised since
this translation deviates substantially from its lexical meaning, «to separate

.5 Kasser — Mever — Wusst, Gospel of Judas, p. 32; Kasser — WorsT — MEYER — GAUDARD,
Critical Edition, p. 211, The n. for lines 17-18 in Crétical Edition offers «...from that generation»
as an alternative. Unfortunately Marvin Meyer continues to perpetuate this faulty transtation in
the new international edition of the Nag Hammadi texts, and in his anthology of «Judas»
sources. See M, MEYER, The International Edition of the Nag Hammadi Scriptures, San Francisco,
Harper, 2007, p. 765, with «from» listed as an alternative reading in n. 63; M, MEYER, Judas: The
Definitive Collection of Guspels and Legends about the Infamous Apostle of Jesus, San Francisco,
Harper, 2007, p. 60, with «from listed a5 an altetnative reading in n. 67,
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fromy. Tt makes a big difference if Judas is set apart for the holy genera-
tion, or separated from it! The Coptic is very clear here, using the expres-
sion Trwpx e-. This expression is a Coptic unit with 2 fixed lexical meaning
— that is, the preposition is bound to the verb in terms of meaning.” Al-
though € as a lone preposition might have a vatiety of meanings, including
«for», when it is bound with this particulat vetb it can only mean «from».®

This expression is found frequently in Coptic literature, including trans-
lations of Old and New Testament passages, and always indicates separa-
tion «from», exclusion or opposition.® In Coptic translations of the Bible,
it is used to render Paul’s question in Rz, VIIL, 35 (8) — «Who shall se-
parate us from the love of Christ?» — and the words of Jesus in Mz, X,
35 (SB) — «For I have come to set 4 man against his fathers. It is chosen
by the Copiic translator of the Gospel of Philip to indicate the separation
of Fve from Adam (NHC II, 3 70, 21) and woman from man (NHC 1, 3
70, 10).1° The same is true of the translator of the Tripartite Tractate who
wishes to discuss the powers that separate the Pleroma from the Logos
(NHC 1, 5 97, 21). In On the Origin of the World, the expression is used
to speak about the separation of Sabaoth from the darkness (NHC 11, 5
106, 12), while in two other passages the translator uses it to indicate
the separation out of a part from the whole duting the process of creation
(NHC 1L, 5 103, 3, 5). In the Apocryphon of James NHC 1, 2 14, 33, it in-
dicates the parting of two people — «I shall depart from yow.

Since T have been unable to locate a reference to Twpx &- in the lite-
rature to mean «set apart for», I wonder if the National Geographic tean
had in mind R#z., 1, 1 whete Paul is «set apart for the gospeb». If the basis
for their translation is Rz, I, 1, then it cannot be maintained. The expres-
sion Teopx eBoa - is a different expression from mewpx e-. In the phrase
THOpX eBOA €-, the Twpx is primarily linked with eBoa, so that the bound
expression TIWPX €BOA means «lo divide or set apart».!! This allows for
the subsequent e- to function with its normal range of meanings, including
o but also «into» and «from».*2 Thus the Sahidic version of Rez., I, 1

7 B. Layrton, A Coptic Grammar, Wieshaden, Harrassowitz Vetlag, 2004%, sec. 181,

8 W.E. Caom, A Coptic Dictionary, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1939, pp. 271b-272a. It
translates Greek expressions such as xapie dnb, Siydla, Suowehio, &gopltm, and piyvout.

9 Cf IVRg, 1,23; Pro., ZVHL, 1 Sap., 1, 3; Mt X, 35, I Cor., VI, 10; I Cor., VI, 17; Ren.,
V1, 35.

19 For additlonal usages, see Gospel of Philip, NHC II, 3 53, 16, 64, 18.

1 Cpum, Copiic Dictionary, p. 272a.

12 Tbid,
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uses TIWPX, BOA €- to mean «set apart for the gospel», while using wowpx
e- in VI, 35 to render, «Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?».

The second passage that was used to make the argument that Judas
belongs to the Gnostic generation was a misguided attempt to transctibe a
difficult area of the manuscript at the bottom of page 46. Lines 24 and
25 are troubled because the end of line 24 and the beginning of line 25
do not flow grammatically. The simplest and best explanation is that a scribe
accidentally dropped a line or two between line 24 and 25. But instead of
relying on this explanation, the National Geographic team chose to parse
the lines differently and emend them to read, «In the last days, they will
curse your ascent to the holy generation» (Gospel of Judas 46, 24-47, 1)."?
This was properly fixed in the Critical Edition, but not before the public
damage had been done: what does the corrected transcription read? «In
the last days they <will--> to you, and you will not ascend on high to the
boly generation»** What they did in their initially published emendation
resulted in the erasure of the negative future tense from the verb nexBowk,
so that «you will not ascend” became a nominal phrase, «your ascent».

Although it is commendable that this has been corrected in the Critical
Edition, because this was the initial publication, some scholars used it to
form their published impressions and interpretations of Judas as a great
Gnostic. One strategy to now get around the obvious problem that Jesus
tells Judas emphatically that he shall not ascend to the holy generation is
to ignore the word altogether, as if it were not even in the manuscript. This
was the approach of Marvin Meyer who translates this passage in the New
International version of the Nag Hammadi collection (a version that is
meant to replace the standard, James Robinson’s The Nag Hammadi Library):
«In the last days they will... up to the holy [generation]».!> Meyer moved
the word nexBwk into footnote 65, which reads: «This remains a difficult
passage, and it may be possible to understand that Jesus is telling Judas
that others will try to do something to him so that — as the text seems to
say - “‘you may not ascend up to the holy [generation]”».

Meyer further adjusts this translation in his Judas anthology, retransla-
ting the passage with nexsek included: «In the last days they will...to you,

13 KASSER — MEYER — Wurst, Gospel of Judas, p. 33.

14 KasSER — WURST — MEYER — GAUDARD, Critical Edition, p. 211.

15 Meyer, International Edition, p. 765. He has moved the word into footnote 65, which
reads: «This remains 2 difficult passage, and it may be possible to understand that Jesus is telling

Judas that others will try to do something to him so that — as the text seerns to say — “you may not
ascend up to the holy [generation]”».
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that you may not ascend up to the holy ['generat'io.n ».16 He tries t(:i egplam
the passage in footnote 69, «This remains a difficult pas}s;age;han ‘;1;11 mtay
be possible to understand that Jesus is telling Judas that the others Ty
to do something to him so that — as the text seems to say — “you may not
ascend up to the holy [generation]” {cf. ti}e use of the Coptic neggt}l::;e
third future). Such an understanding of this passage, however, proba g
must assume that some letters or words h.,ave been inadvertently omitte
from the Coptic text».” But the manuscript does not «seem to t;ay» agy—
thing, Quite concretely we find the Worklnexaa)ilc. The text says that Judas
shall not ascend. The use of the emphat_lc negative future he:_re is not in a
purpose or result clause since the Word§ m}ms:dlately preceeding it are ::l?;i
AYW, «to you, and», not Xe of one of its vatiants. We cann:i)t assur;llf ﬂ-?
the missing line(s) contained xe. so the transia.tlon shqui not t, 1e e
optative mood, «may ncl)lt» or <<}rijht not» as it does in Meyer’s latest
i ain emphatic, «shall not». .
versxéig zf;ltegy to I(Jieal with these lines, is to read NexBwK as a Coi)l?ic
conjunctive, «and you will ascend», a strategy I’lllat further confusecs e $
issue.!® But nex- here is not a conjunctive. The anbe of the Tghacos ; ex
uses the single n form whenever he translates into the negative emp ?ltlc
future. Thus he has written in Gospel of Judas, Reyp xoeic, <50 that they
might not rule over them» (54, 10) and in ]zfmes, NAN2Y, SO Ctihat I n;ihght
not seex (18, 1). Since both of these expressions ate in result lauses, ilr
form is uncontestable. Furthermore, when this scribe uses conjunctives, he
does so consistently with the traditionf.’} unvoweled short forms, NTa, nr,
TETN, NCE Of NCOY. .
" gc;.’nN;é:—T:x;eT be the second singulair form of the conjunctive? Bfantley
Layton lists it along with neq and Nec as vatiants mder his conjugation h(;f
the Sahidic conjunctive.?’ When T contacted him pr.lvately to discuss this
matter, he replied that they are rare and, from a phﬂologlcal perspective,

16 MEYER, Judas, p. 60.

17 MEYER, Judas, p. 158. '

18 Cf, E. P{&GELS and K.L. KING, Reading Judas: The Gospel of Judas and the Shaping of
Christianity, New York, Viking, 2007, p. 116. - ' .

19 Legter of Peter to Philip 6,9;9,5: 7, 7: James 11, 13; 11,22; 12, 4; 13, 20; 1.5, 23551.6,22, }ng,
5.16. 6 16, 14: 16, 17; 16, 24; 18, 22; 20, 11,20, 20; 20, 23 21, 2; 21, 16,23, 12,23, 24, 15
25 4,27, 21, 27, 22; 28, 15; 28, 23; 28, 25; 29, i Gz(gp;éo{]z;@;ml?ﬁl;!}fiﬂi 5396 175'451,9 ;42,5

V6 4% 22 44, 1 44, 23; 46, % AT, 25 54, 23; 54, 26, 35, 1; 57, 16; Allogenes 59, 13, 59, 26, 60,

32;5% ‘;3(.), 26%), 41?16'14,42,0; 61, 23; 63, 27, T am indebted to Wolt-Peter Funk for sharing his pec-
* nal concordance of the Tchacos Codex with me. .

. 2:‘:0]1;.C(I),AYTON, A Coptic Grammar, second edition, revised and expanded, Wiesbaden, Har-

rassowitz Vetlag, 2004 («PLO», 20}, p. 276.
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«bad spellings». They are found in medieval manuscripts of Shenoute’s
works, and he included them only to alert readers of Coptic that they exist.
Ariel Shisha-Halevy, in fact, refers to them as examples of the «Shenoutean
conjunctive».”! There is the rare occurrence of the ne- form in literature
from the fourth to sixth centuries, but these are considered to be errors.
In Exegesis of the Soul, nec- appears to be a scribal error introduced
due to the similarity of the immediately preceding imperfect nec- (133,
23). A similat errot was corrected by the scribe who copied the Acts of Paul
found in the Heidelberg manuscript (47, 23). He first wrote neq- but went
back and deleted the epsilon and marked the conjunctive with a superfi-
near stroke.*?

To further complicate matters of interpretation is the corrected reading
found on page 35 of the Gospel of Judas. According to the Critical Edition,
lines 24-27 read: «I shall tell you the mysteries of the kingdom, #ot so that
you will go there, but you will grieve a great deal».?* The original publica-
tion reads the opposite: «I shall tell you the mysteries of the kingdom. I# 4
possible for you to reach it, but you will grieve a great deal».?* After the
editors re-examined the lacunae, they shifted their transcription from
oYN 60M, «it is possible thats, to oyx 22, «not so thaty.

Gregor Wurst was kind enough to send me high resolution photos of this
particular line, so that I could examine this for myself. What I found is that
the third letter space on line 26 cannot be n (as in oyn) because there are only
four dots at the four cornets of the space and what looks like faint diagonal
lines crossing in the center. I cannot see any vertical lines. So we have to have
an x (as in oyx). In the seventh letter space, there is a no vertical stroke to
indicate M (as in 6om). Thereis a dot to the far right upper corner of the letter
space, but it appears to be part of the ink trace of the following letter x, not
part of this letter. This means that the faint ink traces in the space form an a
(as in 2ma). My own examination of the photographs supports the corrected
reading in the Critical Edition. But again we find that the corrected transcrip-
tion says cleatly that Judas is going nowhere beyond this universe.

Moreover, these lines tell us why Judas Iscariot, the Thirteenth Demon,
was taught the mysteries of the kingdom. It was not because he is 2 Gnostic

20 A, Sumsua-Harevy, Coptic Grammatical Categories: Structural Studies in the Syntax of
Shenoutean Subidic, Rome, Pontificium Institutum Biblicum, 1986 («AO», 53), p. 187,

22 [ wish to thank Wolf-Peter Funk for these references.
- 23 KASSER — WOURST — MEYER — GAUDARD, Critical Edition, p. 189,
24 KASSER - MeYER — WursT, Gospel of Judas, p. 23.
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initiate. Tt is because Jesus wishes him to become knowledgeable so t.hat he
will lament greatly what he is about to do. The Coptic grammar is very
clear here, using two consecutive xe result clauses. Thus tl'le best transla-
tion of these lines is: «I shall tell you the mysteries of the kjngdorr.l, not so
that (oyx 2mva xe) you will go there; but so that (a.;\??a xe) you wﬂl grieve
greatly». This is not a sadistic Jesus, but a god who rightfully punishes the
i ir apostasy.

mc%eﬁ%;;haﬂnrd slquort OSE this is that Judas is told by Jesus that he shall not
ascend to the holy generation, that he is separated from the holy genera-
tion, that he is not going anywhere beyond this universe, and 'fhaft he is
the Thirteenth Demon. There is no way around the fact that thls.ls what
our manusctipt of the Gospel of Judas says about Judas. The question only
becomes, what do we do with this interpretatively.

The subversive message of the Gospel of Judas

Once I had finished my translation work, I began to study the text s a
Sethian Gnostic document, since the markers are indicati\{e .of Sethi.a.n co-
smology, cosmogony and hermeneutics, rather than Val.entuuan, Basilidian,
or otherwise. I find it necessary in my work to maintain some of th{.e staurzl5
dard nomenclature when referring to the various Gnost‘ic' communities.
Although I do not think there was an early Gnostic .rehglon in antiquity,
and therefore avoid the word Gnosticism, 1 do think it essential to discuss
distinct Gnostic communities, since these communities marked t.he_:mse%ves
ritually, socially, and theologically, and related to Apost(')]ic.: Cl'mstlfms ina
variety of ways. I think if we do not acknowledgtla tl:xese dlstmction’s in some
way, we run the risk of watering down, even missing, the agthor s specxﬁ.c
affiliations, references, and the bigger complex of issues with which he is
Comvgzt;i I discovered is that whoever wrote the Gospel of ]udfzs disliked
mainstream or Apostolic Christians, disapproved of their doctrine of ato-
nement and its liturgical performance as the Eucharist, and went about

25 move recently to eliminate «Grostic» and «Gnosticism» fr9m our aca-
demic v‘(];?:gﬁl}ﬁ;.bcef.n 1\2. WILLIAMS, Igetbinking. “Grostictsm’: An Argument for lDzsmant_ltfvg g
Dubious Category, Princeton, Princeton University P}ress, 1996, K. KinG, Wfémx: ggo%wm.
Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2003, This position has been chaliengici v - B, Gg:,
The Guostics: Identifying an Barly Christian Cult, London, T. & T. Clark, 2006; B. PEARSON,
Ancient Guosticism: Traditions and Literature, Minneapolis, Fortress, 2007,
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pointing out the errors of Apostolic Christianity by reading Christian scrip-
ture and tradition transgressively. That is, they read the texts and received
traditions in such a way that they not only subverted the common interpre-
tation, but trampled on taboos in so doing. It is a type of interpretation
that is a radical hermeneutics, one that thinks from the ground and calls
into question all givens.

We can see the Sethians doing this with the Genesis story in several of
the Nag Hammadi documents such as the Apocryphon of Jobn, and the
Hypostasis of the Archons. Eve is not disobedient when she eats the apple.
It is a delicious act that reveals to her that Yahweh is not the God that
should be worshiped. The snake is not a demon, but a redeemer, one
who reveals knowledge of the high God to Eve so that she and Adam will
not succumb to the lesser god, the Demiurge, who created and rules the
wortld. In anger, the Demiurge throws them out of the garden into denser
bodies so that they will forget the knowledge revealed to them by the high
God and remain under his rule.

This type of transgressive or radical reading — the one that exposes
taboos — makes people outside Sethianism uncomfortable and disoriented.
More often than not, outsiders miss the «revealed» message and do not
understand how ot why their scriptures and traditions can be so queerly
interpreted. But this type of radical reading is meant to recover the esoteric
meaning of the text that God had hidden in it. This Sethian recovery of
revealed knowledge results in insult and grief for the ordinary Christian,
but transcendence and glory for the Gnostic.

Here is where we enter the Gospel of Judas. In this text, Jesus calls
Judas «the Thirteenth Demonsy, telling him that he is connected to Ialda-
baoth, working as his human agent (GJudas 44, 18-21). He is Ialdabaoth’s
alter ego on earth (cp. Gospel of Egyptians NHC TII, 2 63, 19; 57, 10-20;
GJudas 51, 12-15). His star is Taldabaoth’s star (GJudas 55, 10-11), He will
become the Thirteenth Archon ruling over the Twelve below him (GJudas
46, 19-24), Who atre the Twelve Archons over which he will rule? The
apostles of the Apostolic Church, including Judas’ replacement (GJudas
36, 1-4; 44, 24-26; 46, 2-24), All of this Jesus mocks and laughs, while Ju-
das resists and laments (GJudas 34, 2-10; 36, 22-23; 44, 19-20; 46, 5-7; 55,
10-20).

" In this same text, however, when Jesus challenges the disciples to lead
forward the «perfect man» to stand in front of him, Judas is the only disci-
ple who is able to do so, confessing correctly Jesus’ identity as one from
Barbelo, the great Aeon (Gfudas 35, 2-20). As for the one who sent Jesus,
Judas says that his name is unspeakable (Gfudas 35, 19-20). Then Jesus pri-
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vately tells Judas that he will reveal «the mysteries of the Kingdom» to him,
something he does later in the gospel when he teaches Judas a myth about
Sethian cosmogony and answers his questions (Gfudas 35, _24—25; 47, .1-
56.10). The National Geographic team argued that Judas is a .Gnostlc,
since he is more petfect than the other disciples and becausF: h'e is czlgosen
by Jesus to receive esotetic teaching apart from the other chsc1'ples.

But this interpretation misses the subverted message of tl_ns‘ gospel,. a
message that tramples almost everything that the Apostolic Chri'snfms belie-
ved to be sacred. To begin with, Jesus does not approve of the disciples who
are performing the Eucharist. Jesus laughs at them. Tt is nota happy laugh. It
is a sinister laugh since the disciples respond by trying to c.lefend their
actions. They say, «T'eacher, why are you laughing at our eucharist? We have
done what is rights. Jesus tells them that he is laughl,.ug be_t:aus§ Wheneve.r
they participate in the eucharist, Taldabaoth the Demiurge is being worshi-
ped, something of which they are ignorant (Gfudas 33,22-34, 10). "I'hey con-
tinue to show off their ignorance to Jesus by confessing that Jesus is the Son
of «our Gody, an embedded reference to the Demiurge. Jesus tells th‘em that
no one «from the people among yous will ever be able to know him, The
disciples respond with anger, cursing Jesus (GJudas 34, 11-22).

Tn Jesus’ next appearance to the disciples, they want to know where
Jesus goes when he leaves them. He tells them tha!; he goes to the hf:ly
generation, The disciples wonder at this, «Lord, who is the great generation
more exalted and holier than us?» At their ignorance, Jesus laughs. He
goes ot to tell them that they are not able to associate with the holy gene-
ration because they belong to the human generation. They are troubled but
silent (GJudas 36, 11-37, 20). N

Jesus’ next visit is when the Twelve relate to Jesus a d_re:cnn .VISlOl’l.t}'lat
they had in the night, They witnessed twelve ptiests committing infanticide
on the altar of the Temple in Jesus’ Name. Jesus interprets th.e dream, tel:
ling them that they ate the priests who stand over the altar, invoke Jesus
Name, and present the sacrifices. But it is not to the supreme qu that
they sactifice, but to the «Deacon of Error» the «Lord of the Universe»
Taldabaoth, On the last day, Jesus says, they will be guilty of worshiping
this false god, and leading astray the countless generations of people yet
to come (GJudas 37, 20-40, 26). . .

Judas also has a dream, which he relates to Jesus. In it, the t}xrelve dl
sciples are stoning him, So he runs away to a magnificent house filled with

26 Cf, KassER — MEYER — WursT, Gospel of Judas, pp. 98, 168.
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prominent people. Judas thinks that this means that he is going to get to
enter the upper Aeon, while the other disciples will not. But Jesus tells
him that his interpretation is mistaken. Judas will not enter the holy Aeon
that he saw in his dream. It is reserved for the saints (GJudas 44, 15-46, 4).
What will happen, Jesus says, is that Judas will rule over the Twelve and
the generations that will curse him. In this way, the gospel not only iden-
tifies Judas with the chief Archon Taldabaoth, but also the twelve disciples
with the twelve lesser archons (Gfudas 46, 5-47, 1). After telling Judas this
and more, Jesus laughs (GJudas 55, 12-20),

So let us take stock of what is happening hermeneutically. The disci-
ples are utterly ighorant. They perform the Eucharist, not knowing that
they are worshiping Taldabaoth when they do so. They think that they
are the holiest of people, but Jesus tells them otherwise. They think they
ate visionaries who are privy to revelation, but Jesus tells them that their
vision is their worst nightmare. They commit infanticide in his Name at
the altar of Ialdabaoth. Judas is the demon Archon Ialdabaoth, and he
will tule over the lesser archontic twelve who will curse him. Jesus finds
all of this humorous.

This transgressive message, this queer interpretation, is not created
from thin air by the Sethian author. What is so brilliant about it is that
it is exegetical, the revelation of the hidden meaning of the Gospel of
Mark. As such it is incredibly faithful to that scripture. Mark is a text in
which the demons are the ones who confess who Jesus is, including Peter
who is rebuked as Satan (M, T, 34; 11, 11; V, 6-7; VIII, 31-33). The Twelve
are ignorant throughout Mark, even after they are hand chosen and given
private teaching from Jesus (Mc., IT1, 13-19). The twelve never «get» it.
Jesus becomes so exasperated with them that he says to them at one point
in the narrative, «O faithless generation, how long am T to be with you?
How long am I to bear with your» (Mc., IX, 15-19).

Given this unpacking of the transgressive story, this means that Judas
stepping forward to confess Jesus from Barbelo and the Unnameable Fa-
ther, is the action of a demon «in the knows rather than a Gnostic, For
the text to say that Judas the demon «got it» while the Twelve could
not ~ that even he, in all his wickedness, was more petfect than they — is
the most subversive characterization of the twelve apostles that T have ever
seen, Such a picture of the twelve disciples would have completely spoiled
the authority of the Twelve, upon which rested the faith of the entire Apo-
stolic Church. And it is this faith that the Sethians were targeting.

Whoever wrote this Gospel operated from a perspective informed by
highly literal interpretations of biblical stoties about the twelve diccinlos
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and grounded in an apocalyptic cosmology in which Archons created and
tule the universe as opponents of the supreme God, Jesus’ Father..Accor-
ding to these Gnostics, the apostles did not possess God’s mysterics, but
like the Archons remained ignorant of the truth, They wete leaders of
the «human generations» that belong to the Archonic kingdoms. .

The Scthian opposition to the twelve apostles is part of alarger FOI!ﬂlCt
of second-century Christianity coming of age in the midst of sectarian bat-
dles over Christian truth. The Sethians believed themselve?s to be the kee-
pers of the mysteries of God, and in these subversix:re stories in the Gospel
of Judas they ridicule their opponents, the Apostolic Cl:lrIStlaIlS, attacking
the credibility of the Twelve, upon which the Apostolic .Churches based
their faith. These stories remind the reader that the disciples .themse.ives
are part of the faithless generation that they lead. Foﬂowing their teachings
leads Christians astray and tricks them into worshiping the wrong god! '

The author of the Gospel of Judas is not a hater of Christianity. Thls
cannot be said enough times. The author is exceedingly wor‘ried that Christ-
fans are being led astray by the leaders of the Apostolic Church who
themselves claim to be intellectual descendents of Jesus’ twelve apostles.
Since the Twelve are so badly portrayed in the Gospel of Mark — they
are so ignorant and faithless that even the demons knew more than they
did — the author of Judas thought that the foundation of the Appstohc
Church was corrupt. Because the disciples were ignorant and faithless,
whatever information they passed on to the leadets of the Chur.ch was bo-
gus. He was trying to warn Christians that foﬂowin‘g t‘t-le teachings of th.e
Apostolic Church would lead them astray, and joining in the Church’s ri-
cuals would trick them into worshiping the wrong god. The consequence of
this horrible situation was the annthilation rather salvation of countless
Christians, including those yet to be born.

Gnostic revelation

The Gospel of Judas is a transgressive text, so if we read it fronll the out-
side looking in, we are going to miss the embedded hn_armeneutlc. All we
ate going to see is nonsense. We run the risk of grasping common trope
images from the natrative and interpreting them literally. We will not rea-
lize that the commion images are meant fo expose the uncommon by inver-
ting their traditional meaning, thusly revealing the Gnostic secrets. If we
want to «get ib> we have to turn ourselves into the text — go inside where
the hermeneutic makes sense — and read out.
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When we do this, we find that Jesus is treating Judas as the demon the
Sethians believed he was — laldabaoth — whom this Gospel actually calls
«The Apostate» (GJudas 51, 12-15). Judas deserves all he gets and more.
He is Judas-Taldabaoth, the Apostate, the Renegade, the Traitor. And Jesus
does not want him to operate out of ignorance. He wants him to do what
he is going to do knowing full well that he is Ialdabaoth’s human agent,
Jesus wants Judas to be informed, instead of ignorant, so that he will have
the worse punishment of all - self-remorse, loathing, regret, and, at the end
of time, annihilation,

So we circle back to the beginning. Was Epiphanius right about the
Gospel of Judas? No. Judas is not a strong Power from on high who de-
scends to have Jesus crucified to follow through with God’s plan. Judas
is not the hero of salvation. What he is, however, is an Archon, the demo-
nic power of the thirteenth heaven, who, by crucifying Jesus, hopes to stop
whatever redemptive plan God has in mind.

- By identifying Judas as the Apostate Demon of the Thirteenth realm,
the Gnostics are trying to sink the Apostolic doctrine of atonement and
its efficacy as a Eucharist performance. To think that the supreme God
would have anything to do with killing his own son was morally reprehen-
sible for these Gnostics. So the Gnostics in the Gospel of Judas compare
the re-enactment of the Eucharist, the liturgical sacrifice of Jesus’ body
and blood, with infanticide, When priests stand over the altar and offer
the elements in Jesus’ Name, they are doing nothing less than murdering
God’s son, they say. Furthermore, they point out that the offering of Jesus’
body and blood is not being made to the supreme Father, but to one of the
chief Archons, who lords it over this world. Why? Because the person who
committed the initial act of sacrificing Jesus’ body was Judas, a demon
himself. The sacrifice Judas brought about was a sacrifice planned, caused,
and committed on behalf of laldabaoth by laldabaoth’s human agent,
Judas. Judas was a demon working for a demon. This conclusion completely
overturned the efficacy of the Eucharist and made the ritual so ridiculous
that Jesus laughs. The fact that Judas the demon made possible the atone-
ment simply proved to the Sethians that this doctrine was put into place by
the demons as part of their plan to trick human beings into worshiping
them instead of the supreme God.

Where we are affects what we see. The Gnostics saw in the scriptures
and the stories of Jesus something very different from the Apostolic Chri-
stians. Their transgressive hermeneutic allowed for the emergence of a hid-
den esoteric message from scripture, a message that was believed by them
to be superior to all others. When composing the Gospe! of Judas, this hid-
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den esoteric message was submerged back into narrative. In this way, the
Grostics returned the hidden message to a secret safe place, a place where
those who were not «in the know» would not be able to find it.

Unless we can figure out how to enter the assumptions and world of
the text, the transgressive message appears on the sutface confusing and
conflicting, even senseless. The sutface reading of a transgressive Gnostic
text like the Gospel of Judas results in misreading the text, quite literally.
Yes, Jesus reveals the mysteries to Judas. But this appropriation of a tradi-
tional trope is not as one might expect — to instruct the Gnostic. It is to
instruct the demon. Once this is understood, the Gospel of Judas opens
up and reveals many mysteries hidden within.

ArriL D. DeCoNick *

RiASSUNTO - Chiungue abbia scritto it Vangelo di Giuda disapprovava la corrente
apostolica dominante del cristianesimo, la sua dottrina del perdono dei peccati
nonché i riti liturgici che vi erano praticati, tra cui Ueucaristia. Attraverso una let-
tura trasgressiva delle scritture cristiane e della tradizione, P'autore anonimo ha evi-
denziato gli errori commessi, a suo parere, dal cristianesimo apostolico. La lettura
dei testi che egli propone, nonché il modo con cui & recepita la tradizione, ha come
scopo non solo di sovvertire Pinterpretazione comune, ma anche di infrangere dei
tabi. Tl Vangelo di Giuda presenta un tipo di ermeneutica radicale, che rimette in
causa ogni certezza attraverso una revisione totale dei concetti.

* Rice University, Houston.

THE PSEUDO-SETHIANISM OF THE GOSPEL OF JUDAS

As the original editors and virtually all other scholars not
of Judas falls within the branch of Christian Gnosticism that s;liiZdG :‘: 117335
descended from Seth, the third son of Adam, commonly known as «Se-
thian» or «Classical» Gnosticism. Indeed, page 49 refers to «the incorrup-
tible [generation] of Seth» that the divine Autogenes or Self-generated
One revealed to the twelve luminaries occupying the divine fuminous cloud
that encompassed the divine Adamas and his son Seth.!

Beginning in the late the second century, the exaltation of the heavenly
Seth and the holy generation descended from him becomes a prominent
theme in Gnostic literature, attested not only in Epiphanius’ reports on
the Sethians and Archontics (Haer., 39, 3; 39, 5; 40, 7), but also in six nar-
rative revelations (the Apocryphon of Jobn, the Apocalypse of Adam, the
Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit, Melchizedek, and Zostrz'cmo,s) of
the eleven Nag Hammadi titles included in the corpus of Nag Hammadi
treat'ises conventionally called Classical or Sethian Gnostic.2 As a Christian
Sethian revelation dialogue between Jesus and Judas Iscariot, the Gospel of
Judas has its closest formal affinity with the Apocrypbon of Jobn, while the
content and outline of its mythical narrative is in many respects s’imiiar not
only to the mythology of the Apocryphon and the Holy Book of the éreat
Invisible Spiriz, but also to portions of the Apocalypse of Adam, and Zostria-
nos. In addition it also incorporates material very similar to thf; non-Sethian
work Eugnostos the Blessed (possibly of «Ophite» provenance).

On closer inspection, however, it turns out that the Sethian myth em-
ployed by the Gospel of Judas is of a very odd sort, containing a number of

U Gudas [491* «And [in] that [coud]® [he (Autogenes) J )

: 1ik, Seth after]? the image [of
bis father Adamas]® and after th £ & greate i ge [o
[gencration] of Seth” to the twel::e [lil;fzfaz'eéﬁem] angels. ° He revealed the incorruptible®

-2 Three Sethian treatises, the Thought of N
Marsanes offer few i any traces of myfhi%al gfrrag:: Alogenes, the Thee Scles of Set, and




