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P U B L I S H E R ' S F O R E W O R D 

Gnosticism 
By Rev. R. J. Rushdoony 

Chalcedon Position Paper No. 74 
(Reprintedfrom Roo t s o f R e c o n s t r u c t i o n , 1991) 

O ne of the most 
common of an­
cient heresies was 

Gnosticism, which is still 
very much with us. Gnos­
ticism held that salvation 
is from the material or 
physical world, from flesh, 
and it comes through 
knowledge. E v i l thus was 
not in man's heart hut in 
some aspect of his world: 
the flesh, the environment, 

for many today in technology, and so on. Gnosticism was 
a development of Greek thought, plus Far Eastern influ­
ences, which infiltrated Jewish and Christian thought. 
Many post-Christian Jewish writings, both mystical and 
apocalyptic, were influenced hy Gnosticism, as was the later 
classis of gnostic thought, the Kahala. In Christendom, the 
gnostic influences continued for centuries and then began 
to diverge. A t first, gnostics like Jacob Boehme, 
Swedenhorg, and Wil l iam Blake had a Christian veneer, 
hut subsequently gnostic thinkers broke with Christianity. 
I n the realms of art and philosophy, the gnostics have been 
many. They include J . W . F. Hegel, Soren Kierkegaard, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, Nerval, Rilke, Yeats, Mozart, and 
others, according to Benjamin Walker in his Gnosticism, Its 
History and Influence (186, 983). 

Gnosticism was "antagonistic to the Old Testament and 
all that it stood for" (Walker, 7). This is a fact of central 
importance. Over the centuries, virtually all heresies have 
been hostile to the Old Testament, or have decreed that it 
is now an ended dispensation, or in one way or another 
have downgraded it in part or in whole. This has meant 
antinomianism, a hostility to Biblical law, and hence a 
vague and sometimes ascetic morality. Downgrading the 
Old Testament is a way of rewriting the New, because the 
meaning of the New is destroyed i f the Old Testament is 
set aside in any fashion. As a result, the "New Testament 
Christianity" of such heretics winds up being no 
Christianity at all. 

Any tampering with the full force of the Bible, either 
the Old or the New Testaments, in effect is intended to 
silence God, to diminish His spoken Word. I t should not 
surprise us that the ancient gnostics held that silence best 
expresses God because He is a hidden deity {deus 
absconditus) who is unknown and unknowable. Moreover, 

He is impassible, incapable of emotion, feeling, or passion. 
(This is, of course, all alien to the God of Scripture.) In 
fact, many gnostics held that being or existence could not 
he ascribed to God, who is also beyond good and evil as 
well as existence. The modern gnostic, Paul Ti l l ich, held 
that neither being nor non-heing could he ascribed to God. 
To all gnostics. Biblical law was and is anathema, for to 
hold that God requires righteousness or justice of us is to 
entangle God in time and history. 

Because the gnostics held that God is beyond good and 
evil, and beyond being, they could not identify God with 
any one form, i.e., either good or evil, or male or female. 
Hence, in their writings God had to he inclusive of both 
male and female, father and mother, while transcending 
both. The gnostic overtones in feminism are many. 

Gnosticism did not hold Adam accountable for the Fall. 
I t was something done to Adam. Modern thought, which 
looks to heredity, environment, the id and ego, or some like 
"cause" for human failure and sin is alive with Gnosticism. 
(For many gnostics, the Fall was into matter. Severus, a 
disciple of Marcion, held that man is divine from the navel 
up, and the devil's creature from the navel down.) Man's 
being for gnostics was tripartite: body, mind, and soul. 

Gnosticism has always flourished in secret societies and 
lodges, most of which are full of gnostic symbols, rites, and 
doctrines. I t has also espoused secret believing, i.e., making 
no necessary actions in conformity to one's faith. As a 
result, gnostics in the church saw no harm in compromising 
with state demands hy Rome for registration and 
certification of all churches. For them, the Faith was purely 
a spiritual matter, and compromise and apostasy were 
routine practices with them. None felt any moral hesitation 
in submitting to controls and avoiding persecution. One 
gnostic woman "saint," a hermit who had been a prostitute, 
decided to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem; she paid her 
way by plying her old trade as a prostitute; since her faith 
was a "spiritual" one, what she did with her body was 
immaterial. Male gnostics sometimes resorted to castration 
to humble the flesh. Many gnostics were strongly ascetic; 
others went into libertinism to show their contempt for the 
flesh, often committing flagrant adulteries and other 
lawless acts to show their contempt for the flesh and the 
sins thereof. 

In all these and a variety of other rites and acts, many 
of which are fanatically ascetic or sexual, the emphasis was 
on what man does, not what Christ has done. This should 
not surprise us. Its name comes from gnosis, the Greek 
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E D I T O R I A L 

The Church Gnostic 
By Rev. Andrew Sandlin 

G nosticism was 
one of the earli­
est heresies of 

the church. I t came in 
different forms and 
manifested itself in dif­
ferent strands. However, 
almost all of its forms 
were characterized hy 
certain common features. 

First, the gnostics held 
to a radical dualism: the 
material world is inferior 
and was created by an 

inferior being. Thus, the material creation is considered 
evil. The non-physical world, the heavenly world, is a 
sphere of God and of divinity. Salvation from the inferior, 
material world is gained hy knowledge: the initiated know 
great spiritual secrets hidden from the common people, 
and this secures for them the path of escape from an 
inferior, corporeal, earthly existence: "Thus awakened, the 
pneumatics [the "spiritual"] escape from their fleshly 
bodies of death and traverse the planetary spheres of 
hostile demons and are reunited with the deity."^ 

The two main characteristics of Gnosticism are thus 
a radical dualism between the material and non-material 
worlds, and the notion that salvation is hy knowledge. 
Both of these characteristics imply a fervent hostility to 
history, the sphere of the concrete, material world. Our 
concern here is not so much with the errors of Gnosticism 
within the church, hut with a broad gnostic approach to 
the church. To he understood, it must be set in contrast 
to the Biblical view of the church. 

T h e Visible Covenant Community 
I n the Bible, the church is the visible covenant 

community. I t begins in the Old Testament in concrete, 
historical circumstances. We are probably safe to say, in 
fact, that it begins in the Garden of Fden. I t is clearly 
manifested with the Ahrahamic covenant and Old 
Testament Israel. Israel's existence was grounded in great 
divine historic events—the Creation, the calling of 
Abraham, the Fxodus, the great wonders in the 
wilderness, the conquest of Canaan, and so forth. Central 
to Israel's existence was the great redemptive event of the 
Passover, an annual festival. The divine revelation in terms 
of which Israel lived was the Torah, the law, 
communicated from God to Moses, the main points being 
inscribed on the tables given on Mt. Sinai. Circumcision 
was a powerfully and painfully physical rite of entrance 
to the covenant. The entire religion was anchored in God's 

great acts in history—actual, concrete, historical circumstances. 
Religion was imbedded in history. 

T h e Centrality of History 
One reason the gnostics were so hostile to the Old 

Testament was precisely because it was such a historically 
anchored religion. The goal of Gnosticism is emancipation 
from history. The church and religion of the Old 
Testament are intensely historical, and they cannot be 
understood apart from the realm of history. But what is 
true of the covenantal church of the Old Testament is 
equally true of the covenantal church of the New 
Testament. The inescapably historical rites and 
ceremonies of the Old Testament were shadows and types 
that pointed to their fulfillment in Christ. The church in 
the New Testament—Universal Judaism, in Steve 
Schlissel's terms—was anchored in the historical events 
of the birth, life, death, resurrection, ascension, and 
session of the Lord Jesus Christ. Christianity is a 
profoundly historical religion. 

Unfortunately, the gnostic spirit was already 
assaulting the early church, for St. John warns that those 
who deny that Jesus Christ came in the flesh are anti­
christs {2 Jn. 7). Th i s must seem strange to many 
moderns. They are concerned to defend only the deity 
of Christ, not His humanity; but both of these 
Christological facts were at the forefront of people's 
thinking in the first century. Gnosticism was too much 
a danger for Christians to neglect a vigilance in 
defending Christ's humanity. 

The issue here is simple—if Jesus were not human. He 
could not save. The humanity of Christ and His great 
redemptive work in history were central to the New 
Testament era of the church. Christians united on the first 
day of the week, not to share secret, esoteric knowledge 
hy which they could be saved and to work toward an 
escape to the heavens, hut to celebrate their crucified and 
risen Lord hy Whom alone they were saved, and hy 
Whom they could act on the present world. They broke 
bread on almost every occasion, celebrating Christ's death 
hy symbolically consuming His very flesh and blood. 
Similarly, in baptism they recognized the reality of 
cleansing from sin, a sign and seal of the benefits of 
salvation. The early preachers declared the great acts of 
the Lord Jesus Christ and the truth of the Old Testament. 
For them, the church and Faith were immediate historical 
realities, in contact with the church of the last two 
millennia. The gnostics could never be a part of this sort 
of church, because they were hostile to all things physical 
and historical, to the common Faith of the saints in 
history; and the church was, i f anything, a physical and 
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