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Background 
Until the 20th century the works of Irenaeus and other heresiologists (those who studied heresy 
in both medieval Christianity and Islam) were the main sources of information about gnostic 
movements.  Only a handful of manuscripts containing the authentic writings of such groups 
were known.   
 
Irenaeus was first to mention the Apocryphon of John.  In his book Adversus Haereses (Against 
Heresies) (written about 185) he wrote that it was among an indescribable number of secret 
and illegitimate writings, which they themselves have forged, to bewilder the minds of foolish 
people, who are ignorant of the true scriptures (scriptures which Irenaeus himself helped to 
establish).  Among the writings he quotes from (in order to expose and refute them) are the 
Gospel of Truth, the Gospel of Judas, and this secret book of John. 
 
The Apocryphon of John continued to be circulated, expanded, and embellished for the next 
seven hundred years.  The document was reportedly in use during the 8th century in 
Mesopotamia.  Part of the mythology revealed in the Apocryphon of John is also present in the 
Gnostic book entitled The Sophia (Wisdom) of Jesus.   
 
There are currently four surviving copies of the manuscript.  They are largely the same in their 
basic structure and content.  One notable difference between the codices is their individual 
length.  The Berlin Codex and Nag Hammadi Codex III are shorter than the Nag Hammadi 
Codices I and II.  Another difference between codices is the portrayal of the Savior/Christ figure.  
The Berlon Codex generally uses the term Christ more frequently whereas the Nag Hammadi 
Codex III narrative often substitutes the term Lord or Savior.   
 
With regards to the Christian framing of the texts the Nag Hammadi Codex III goes into greater 
detail about the descent of the Christ/Savior figure into the prison-world of Demiurge and his 
role in facilitating the reawakening and liberation of humankind.  It may represent a certain 
degree of variation in the way that Gnostic cosmology was woven into a Christian context.   
 
The Apocryphon of John is typical of Gnostic religious belief in that it points to the under-
standing that some people are gifted with special, secret knowledge.  In it, the writer gives a 
dramatic, detailed account of what happened behind the scenes of creation, the fall of man, 
and the ministry of Jesus Christ.  It is a discourse gospel in that it highlights the conversation 
between John and Jesus.  The Hebrew Bible is its key source as well as middle platonic sources 
(90 BC to 3rd century).  The philosopher, Plutarch, defended the freedom of the will and the 
immortality of the soul.  He sought to show that God, in creating the world, had transformed 
matter (as the receptacle of evil) into the divine soul of the world where it continued to operate 
as the source of all evil.  We will see this played out in this document. 
 



The Perfect Spiritual Realm  
It starts out with John being bewildered and despondent after his conversation with a Pharisee.  
He went to a deserted place and mused over these questions:  Where did the savior come 
from?  Who is the Father that sent him?  What kind of place is the Father in?  Where is Christ?   
And then Jesus appears to John and explains the true story of all that had happened before.   
 
The tale is making a sharp distinction between the spiritual and material realm.  In this first 
section we are in the perfect spiritual world where Monad is the single perfect being.  Through 
his thoughts he created a group of beings called Aeons.  The first of these emanations is a 
female entity called Barbelo.  Together they created beings such as Mind and Light.  According 
to the Gnostic text the Light is Jesus.   
 

     The term Monad (from the Greek – monas) means singularity.  It refers  
     to a most basic or original substance.  The Pythagoreans called the  
     Monad the Supreme Being, Divinity, or the totality of all things.   
 
     In creation theories it refers to a source that acts alone. 
     The dot represents the Monad. 
 

 
Barbelo is often depicted as a supreme female principle and the single passive precursor of 
creation.  Other names for her include Mother-Father, First Human Being, or Eternal Aeon.  Her 
importance among the Gnostics led them to name their schools after her.  
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And I asked to know it, and he said to me: The Monad is a monarchy with nothing above it.  It is 
he who exists as God and Father of everything, the invisible One who is above everything, who 
exists as incorruption, which is in the pure light into which no eye can look. 
 
And his thought performed a deed and she came forth, namely she who had appeared before 
him in the shine of his light.  This is the first power which was before all of them and which 
came forth from his mind.  She is the forethought of the All – her light shines like his light – the 
perfect power which is the image of the invisible, virginal Spirit who is perfect.  The first power, 
the glory of Barbelo, the perfect glory in the aeons, the glory of the revelation, she glorified the 
virginal Spirit and it was she who praised him because thanks to him she had come forth. 
 
This is the first thought, his image.  She became the womb of everything for it is she who is 
prior to them all, the Mother-Father, the first man, the holy Spirit, the thrice-male, the thrice-
powerful, the thrice-named androgynous one, and the eternal aeon among the invisible ones, 
and the first to come forth.    
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She requested from the invisible, virginal Spirit (that is Barbelo) to give her foreknowledge.  And 
the Spirit consented.  And she requested again to grant her indestructibility and he consented.  
And Barbelo requested to grant her eternal life and the invisible Spirit consented.  And she 
requested again to grant her truth and the invisible Spirit consented.   
 
And he looked at Barbelo with the pure light which surrounds the invisible Spirit (and with his 
spark) and she conceived from him.  He begot a spark of light with a light resembling blessed-
ness.  But it does not equal his greatness.  This was an only-begotten child of the Mother-Father 
which had come forth.  It is the only offspring, the only begotten one of the Father, the pure 
Light.  And the invisible, virginal Spirit rejoiced over the light which came forth. 
 
And he anointed it with his goodness until it became perfect, not lacking in any goodness 
because he had anointed it with the goodness of the invisible Spirit.  And it requested to give it 
a fellow worker, which is the mind, and he consented gladly.  And when the invisible Spirit had 
consented, the mind came forth, and it attended Christ, glorifying him and Barbelo.  And all 
these things came into being in silence.   
 
For from the light, which is the Christ, and the indestructibility, through the gift of the Spirit the 
four lights appeared from the divine Autogenes.  And the three are will, thought, and life.  And 
the four powers are understanding, grace, perception, and prudence . . . And from the fore-
knowledge of the perfect mind, through the revelation of the will of the invisible Spirit and the 
will of the Autogenes, the perfect Man appeared, the first revelation, and the truth.  It is he 
whom the virginal Spirit called Pigera-Adamas, and he placed him over the first aeon with the 
mighty one, the Autogenes, the Christ . . . and he placed his son Seth over the second aeon in 
the presence of the second light Oriel.   
 
Consequences of the Imperfect Creation  
The Apocryphon of John continues by claiming one of these emanations, the female Sophia, 
breaks the order of creation by forming something without a male spirit’s involvement.  The 
result is a lesser group of spiritual beings called Archons, starting with the wicked Yaltabaoth.  
Sophia hides Yaltabaoth and keeps the other Aeons unaware of his existence.  In the meanwhile 
Yaltabaoth creates an entire world of his own – the world in which we now live – and poses as 
the god of creation.   
 
According to these Gnostic texts, this creator God named Yaltabaoth is also described as the 
Child of Chaos.  He is called an angel in the Gospel of Judas.  In the Gospel of Nicodemus he is 
called Satan.  Yaltabaoth is the creator of the visible (material) realm or what we call society.  
He is the prince of the creative forces in humans and is the Father of another version of the 
perfect Adam and Seth.    
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And the Sophia of the Epinoia, being an aeon, conceived a thought from herself and the 
conception of the invisible Spirit and foreknowledge.  She wanted to bring forth a likeness out 
of herself without the consent of the Spirit.  He had not approved and without her consort and 
without his consideration.  And though the person of her maleness had not approved, and she 
had not found her agreement, and she had thought without the consent of the Spirit and the 
knowledge of her agreement, yet she brought forth.   
 
And because of the invincible power which is in her, her thought did not remain idle, and some-
thing came out of her which was imperfect and different from her appearance because she had 
created it without her consort.  And it was dissimilar to the likeness of its mother, for it has 
another form.  And when she saw the consequences of her desire, it changed into a form of a 
lion-faced serpent.  She cast it away from her, outside that place, that no one of the immortal 
ones might see it, for she had created it in ignorance.  And she surrounded it with a luminous 
cloud, and she placed a throne in the middle of the cloud that no one might see it except the 
holy Spirit who is called the mother of the living.  And she called his name Yaltabaoth.   
 
And having created everything he (Yaltabaoth) organized according to the model of the first 
aeons which had come into being so that he might create them like the indestructible ones.  
Not because he had seen the indestructible ones but the power in him (which he had taken 
from his mother) produced in him the likeness of the cosmos.  And when he saw the creation 
which surrounds him (and the multitude of the angels around him which had come forth from 
him) he said to them: I am a jealous God, and there is no other God beside me.   But by 
announcing this he indicated to the angels who attended him that there exists another God.  
For if there were no other one, of whom would he be jealous?  
 
Summary Continued  
In this previous quote the author of this document has just equated Yaltabaoth with the God of 
the Hebrews as found in our Old Testament.  The author sees the God of the Hebrews to be 
imperfect and inferior to the One who resides in the Spiritual realm, Monad.  The story 
continues . . .  
 
Recognizing the imperfection of Yaltabaoth and his imperfect world, Sophia repents.  In 
forgiveness for her error the Spirit of the Monad assists the other Aeons and powers in an 
attempt to redeem Sophia and her imperfect creation.  I am getting ahead of myself but this 
will ultimately be how salvation is defined.  It is how the mistake that was made by Sophia gets 
reversed.   
 
But first . . . During this process Yaltabaoth and his Archons hear the voice of Monad’s Spirit.   
While they were terrified by the voice, its echo left a trace of an image of the Spirit on the 
waters that then formed the foundation for their realm.  Hoping to harness this power for 
themselves, they attempted to create a copy of this image.  The end result of this process was 
the first human man, Adam (but a replica of the perfect Adam in the Spiritual realm). 
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And the whole aeon of the chief archon trembled and the foundations of the abyss shook. And 
of the water which are above matter, the underside was illuminated by the appearance of his 
image which had been revealed.  And when all the authorities and the chief archon looked they 
saw the whole region of the underside which was illuminated. And through the light they saw 
the form of the image in the water.    
 
And he said to the authorities which attend him: Come, let us create a man according to the 
image of God and according to our likeness, that his image may become a light for us.  And they 
created by means of their respective powers in correspondence with the characteristics which 
were given.  And each authority supplied a characteristic in the form of the image which he had 
seen in its natural form.  He created a being according to the likeness of the first, perfect Man.  
And they said: Let us call him Adam this his name may become a power of light for us.   
 
And the powers began: the first one (goodness) created a bone-soul; and the second (fore-
knowledge) created a sinew-soul; the third (divinity) created a flesh-soul; and the fourth (the 
lordship) created a marrow-soul; the fifth (kingdom) created a blood-soul; the sixth (envy) 
created a skin-soul; the seventh (understanding) created a hair-soul.  And the multitude of the 
angels attended him and they received from the powers the seven substances of the natural 
form in order to create the proportions of the limbs and the proportion of the rump and the 
proper working together of each of the parts.   
 
Creation of Human Deception to Restore Perfection  
Yaltabaoth created the material realm based on the spiritual realm (images he saw in the 
water) but had no knowledge of what he was really doing.  His ignorance was his primary 
characteristic.  Evil emerged out of his ignorance but he still had elements of the spiritual realm 
within him because he emanated from Sophia.   
 
Remember that Sophia was sorry that she brought forth Yaltabaoth.  For the author there 
needed to be a strategy to correct the error.  In this case it was to bring back the power that 
had left the spiritual realm through the human soul.  Those in the perfect spiritual realm devise 
a plan to trick Yaltabaoth into doing that which will allow the return of those perfect elements 
to the spiritual realm.  It will correct what happened to the humans.  What is the scheme?  They 
trick Yaltabaoth into blowing his own spiritual essence into Adam.  This animates Adam and 
empties Yaltabaoth of the portion of his being derived from Sophia.   
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And when the mother (Sophia) wanted to retrieve the power which she had given to the chief 
archon, she petitioned the Mother-Father of the All, who is most merciful.  He sent (by means 
of the holy decree) the five lights down upon the place of the angels of the chief archon.   
They advised him that they should bring forth the power of the mother.  And they said to 
Yaltabaoth: Blow into his face something of your spirit and his body will arise.   
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And he blew into his face the spirit which is the power of his mother.  He did not know this for 
he exists in ignorance.  And the power of the mother went out of Yaltabaoth into the natural 
body which they had fashioned after the image of the one who exists from the beginning.  The 
body moved and gained strength and it was luminous.   
 
And in that moment the rest of the powers became jealous because he had come into being 
through all of them and they had given their power to the man and his intelligence was greater 
than that of those who had made him and greater than that of the chief archon.  And when 
they recognized that he was luminous (and that he could think better than they) (and that he 
was free from wickedness) they took him and threw him into the lowest region of all matter.   
 
And the archons took him and placed him in paradise.  And they said to him: Eat, this is at 
leisure for their luxury is bitter and their beauty is depraved.  And their luxury is deception and 
their trees are godlessness and their fruit is deadly poison and their promise is death.  And the 
tree of their life they had placed in the midst of paradise.   
 
And I will teach you what is the mystery of their life which is the plan they made together which 
is the likeness of their spirit.  The root of this tree is bitter and its branches are death, its 
shadow is hate and deception is in its leaves, and its blossom is the ointment of evil, and its 
fruit is death and desire is its seed, and it sprouts in darkness.  The dwelling place of those who 
taste from it is Hades and the darkness is their place of rest.   
 
But what they call the tree of knowledge of good and evil, which is the Epinoia of the light, they 
stayed in front of it in order that he (Adam) might not look up to his fullness and recognize the 
nakedness of his shamefulness.  But it was I who brought about that they ate. 
 
Summary Continued  
Seeing the luminosity, intelligence, and general superiority of the now animate Adam, 
Yaltabaoth and the archons regretted their creation and did their best to imprison or dispose of 
him.  Failing to do so, then then attempted to neutralize him by placing him in the Garden of 
Eden.  In this narrative the Garden of Eden is a false paradise where the fruit of the trees is sin, 
lust, ignorance, confinement, and death.  While they give Adam access to the Tree of Life, they 
conceal the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.   
 
In the Gnostic version of Eden (presented in the Apocryphon of John) the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil is something legitimately good but it is concealed by jealous spiritual forces led 
by Yaltabaoth.  The text claims it was Jesus who led Adam to eat of the tree.  Not to be outdone 
Yaltabaoth tricks Adam and Eve who was accidentally created by Yaltabaoth from Adam.  They 
had sex and made more humans.  By suppressing the knowledge of these newly-born people, 
Yaltabaoth seeks to maintain control over an imperfect world.   
 
Now Yaltabaoth tries to get back some of his power through Adam.   
It is how the author explains the story of the creation of Eve from the rib of Adam.   
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And I (John) said to the savior: Lord, was it not the serpent that taught Adam to eat?  The savior 
smiled and said: The serpent taught them to eat from wickedness of begetting, lust, and 
destruction, that he (Adam) might be useful to him.  And he (Adam) knew that he was 
disobedient to him (the chief archon) due to light of the Epinoia which is in him (which made 
him more correct in his thinking than the chief archon).  And the latter wanted to bring about 
the power which he himself had given him. And he brought a forgetfulness over Adam. 
 
And I said to the savior: What is the forgetfulness?  And he said: It is not the way Moses wrote 
and you heard.  For he said in his first book: He put him to sleep but it was in his perception.  
For also he said through the prophet: I will make their hearts heavy that they may not pay 
attention and may not see (Isaiah 6:10).  Then the Epinoia of the light hid herself in him (Adam).  
And the chief archon wanted to bring her out of his rib.   
 
And he made another creature, in the form of a woman, according to the likeness of the 
Epinoia which had appeared to him.  And he brought the part which he had taken from the 
power of the man into the female creature, and not as Moses said, his rib-bone.  And he 
(Adam) saw the woman beside him.  And in that moment the luminous Epinoia appeared and 
she lifted the veil which lay over his mind.  And he became sober from the drunkenness of 
darkness.  And he recognized his counter-image and he said: This is indeed bone of my bones 
and flesh of my flesh.  Therefore the man will leave his father and his mother, and he will cleave 
to his wife, and they will both be one flesh.   
 
The Nature of Salvation  
The above quote details the attempts of Yaltabaoth to regain control over the essence of Light.  
His primary scheme is to initiate the activity of human reproduction by which he hopes to 
create new human bodies inhabited by a false spirit.  This false spirit allows Yaltabaoth and his 
agents to deceive the human race, keeping them in ignorance of their true nature, and is the 
primary means by which Yaltabaoth keeps humanity suppressed.  It is the source of all earthly 
evil and confusion and causes people to die not having found truth and without knowing the 
God of truth. 
 
Following this long narrative by Jesus next comes a series of questions and answers between 
John and the Savior.  John asks Christ who is eligible for salvation.  Christ responds that those 
who come in contact with the true Spirit will receive salvation while those who are dominated 
by the false spirit will receive damnation.   
 
Christ also reveals his own role as a liberating agent of the higher realm.  Christ describes him-
self as the remembrance of the Pronoia.  He brings light into the darkness of the prison created 
by Yaltabaoth.  It is here that he rouses the prisoners to wakefulness and remembrance.  Those 
who receive and are woken by the revelation of Christ are raised up and sealed in the light of 
the water with five seals.  They are spared from death and damnation.   
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This aspect of Christ’s role is elaborated on more fully by Nag Hammadi Codex III and is omitted 
from the Berlin Codex.  This concludes the message from Christ.  At the end the savior states 
that anyone who shares these revelations for personal profit will be cursed. 
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And behold now I shall go up to the perfect aeon.  I have completed everything for you in your 
hearing.  And I have said everything to you that you might write them down and give them 
secretly to your fellow spirits, for this is the mystery of the immovable race. 
 
And the savior presented these things to him that he might write them down and keep them 
secure.  And he said to him: Cursed be everyone who will exchange these things for a gift or for 
food or for drink or for clothing or for any other such thing.   
 
And these things were presented to him in a mystery and immediately he disappeared from 
him.  And he went to his fellow disciples and related to them what the savior had told him. 
 
Jesus Christ.  Amen  
 
Other Connections with the Hebrew Bible  
Adam and Seth have fundamental roles. 
They are the way by which humanity gets restored to the spiritual realm. 
It is the descendants of Seth who have the knowledge to return to the spiritual realm. 
Souls are important aspects of this reversal.  
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