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Preface

Why self-​deification? Who today, after all, would claim godhood 
besides, perhaps, a few dictators, athletes, and paranoid schizophrenics? The 
question itself is telling. The very fact that we perceive self-​deifiers as insane, 
arrogant, and evil indicates that the ancient Jewish and Christian mythology of 
self-​deification is still very much our own. To make learning possible, this my-
thology must, first of all, be recognized as mythology. Such a recognition allows 
for a kind of emotional bracketing: we push the subject beyond applause and 
excoriation in order to understand it in a fresh and enlightening way.

What is the theoretical value of studying self-​deification? What problem in 
religious studies does this book try to solve? Simply put:  this book offers one 
more case study in the attempt to understand the relation between religious 
myth, ideology, and practice. In this case, we focus on ancient myth and ideology, 
although our conclusion briefly turns to the modern world.

Yet perhaps the distinction between past and present is overblown, since (as 
noted) the biblical mythology of self-​deification has become our own. We have 
forgotten the names of ancient self-​deifiers, but we still know the pattern of their 
fate: they rise, then fall; they are arrogant, then humbled; they are mad, and fi-
nally destroyed.

Yet this book tells the story of some self-​deifiers who succeed. Though these 
figures are not normally classified as self-​deifiers, they make the same or simi-
lar claims as their rebellious counterparts. What is different is their relation to 
authority. Instead of trying to topple and replace the ultimate power structure, 
heroic self-​deifiers integrate themselves into the structure of divine power so as 
to assume its mantle.

Why did the ancients tell myths of self-​deification? As is to be expected, there 
was an attempt to influence and control behavior. Myths of self-​deification both 
frighten and inspire, legitimize and expose, justify the present order and give rise 
to a new one. There is no single meaning of the myths. Rather, the multiple mean-
ings continue to assist our projects of self-​making and society-​building, for they 
provide the means of both social revolution and personal transformation.
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To manage the expectations of the reader, I  offer three brief clarifications. 
Translations, unless otherwise specified, are my own. Deities who function as su-
preme are referred to as “God”; while other gods are supplied with a lowercase “g.” 
(It is fully acknowledged that this practice involves judgments with which others 
will not always agree.) Finally, this book is composed in a vivid, not overly tech-
nical style so as to make it accessible to as wide as possible an audience. Readers 
seeking to go deeper are free to peruse the original language quotations, sources, 
and comments in the notes.

Here I gratefully acknowledge Harry Attridge, Andrew Guffey, Dylan Burns, 
and Tuomas Rasimus, who read and commented on parts of this manuscript. 
Earlier versions of chapters  4 and 5 were delivered as talks at Brown and Rice 
Universities, respectively. A version of chapter 1 was offered as a talk in the Bible, 
Myth, and Myth Theory section at the Society of Biblical Literature meeting 
(2015). I thank all the participants for their comments and questions. The anony-
mous reviewer who read the entire manuscript provided many helpful corrections 
and suggestions. Finally, the promptness and patience of Steve Wiggins, editor 
at Oxford University Press, is here duly praised. Steve is a model of professional 
excellence in the field.

Charlottesville
December, 2015



       

Abbreviations

Note: Most of the abbreviations employed in this work are taken from The 
SBL Handbook of Style for Biblical Studies and Related Disciplines, eds. Billie 
Jean Collins et al., 2d ed. (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014), supplemented where nec-
essary by The Oxford Classical Dictionary, eds., Simon Hornblower and Antony 
Spawforth, 4th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). Other abbreviations 
are as follows:

Adv. omn. haer.	 Against All Heresies by Ps.-​Tertullian
BCNH	 Bibliothèque Copte de Nag Hammadi
Bibl.	 Library by Ps.-Apollodorus
Bibl. hist.	 The Library of History by Diodorus of Sicily
Hom.	 Pseudo-​Clementine Homilies
JSJSup	 Journal for the Study of Judaism Supplement Series
Hist.	 Histories by Herodotus
NTA	 New Testament Apocrypha, ed. Schneemelcher, 2d ed.
Ref.	 The Refutation of All Heresies attributed to Hippolytus
Vitae phil.	 The Lives of Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius

 



       



       

Introduction
Types of Self-​deification Mythology

There was no nobler reward for the man of virtue than to 
be granted by the gods a share of their status; there was no 
more repugnant an act of hybris than, being man, to make 

oneself a god.
Wayne Meeks1

“God” is merely a hypostasis of what human beings can and 
will be, the utopian possibility of a transformed human nature.

Roland Boer2

In a famous study, Milton Rokeach gathered together three psychiatric pa-
tients who all claimed to be God and specifically Jesus Christ. Rokeach wanted to 
discover whether the patients’ contradicting assertions of deity would cause them 
to rethink their identity. He recorded several of their conversations, illustrative of 
their rancorous debates.

[Rokeach:] Did you say you are God?
[Patient 1:] That’s right. God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit.
[Patient 2:] I don’t know why the old man is saying that … He made God 

and he said he was God and that he was Jesus Christ. He has made so many 
Jesus Christs.

[Patient 1:] (yelling) Don’t try to pull that on me because I will prove it 
to you!

[Patient 2:] (yelling) I’m telling you I’m God!
[Patient 1:] You’re not!
[Patient 2:] I’m God, Jesus Christ and the Holy Ghost! I know what I am 

and I’m going to be what I am!
[Patient 1:] You’re going to say and do just what I want you to do!
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[Patient 2:] Oh, no! Oh, no! You and everybody else will not refrain me [sic] 
from being God because I’m God and I’m going to be God! I was the first 
in the world and I created the world. No one made me.3

At a group meeting on another day, the third patient spoke up:

[Patient 3:] People can use the same Bible but some of them will worship 
Jesus Christ instead of worshipping God through Jesus Christ.

[Patient 1:] We worship both.
[Patient 3:] I don’t worship you, I worship God Almighty through you, and 

through him, and him.
[Patient 1:] You oughta worship me, I’ll tell you that!
[Patient 3:] I will not worship you! You’re a creature! You better live your 

own life and wake up to the facts.
[Patient 1:] (shouting) I’m living my life. You don’t wake up! You can’t 

wake up!
[Patient 2:] No two men are Jesus Christs.
[Patient 3:] You hear mechanical voices.
[Patient 1:] You don’t get it right. I don’t care what you call it. I hear natural 

voices. I hear to heaven. I hear all over.
[Patient 2:] I’m going back to England.
[Patient 3:] Sir, if the good Lord wills only.
[Patient 2:] Good Lord! I’m the good Lord!
[Patient 3:] That’s your belief, sir.4

Such banter might seem comic at first glance. Yet this initial response might only 
mask deeper emotions of pity, fear, and dread. To most readers, such conversa-
tions represent delusions of the worst kind. Identifying with deity, or a particular 
god, seems to be the very height of insanity.

Yet insanity is both a psychological diagnosis and a social judgment. We call 
insane the man who says that he is Jesus, yet Paul—​the first Christian writer 
known by name—​said, “I no longer live; Christ lives in me.” Paul claimed that 
he had been crucified with Christ (Gal 2:19–​20), but he is not judged men-
tally ill. And why? In part, at least, it is because he is an authority in communi-
ties dedicated to interpreting and normalizing his sometimes mad or—​at least 
maddening—​claims. “We are fools for Christ” (1 Cor 4:10).

Rokeach named his study The Three Christs of Ypsilanti—​Ypsilanti being the 
name of the psychiatric hospital where the three men met. In actuality, the men 
related fairly cordially when the issue of their identity was not raised. One man, 
the youngest (patient 3), significantly changed his sense of identity, assuming 
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the more humble name of “Dr. Righteous Idealed Dung Sir Simplis Christianus 
[sic]”—​or simply “Dung.”5 Needless to say, these men did not help each other 
regain their sanity.6

A figure worth comparing to the three Christs is the ancient physician 
Menecrates of Syracuse (flourished 359–​336 bce). Menecrates seemed to many 
of his contemporaries—​and to some modern researchers—​as something of a bad 
joke. Otto Weinreich, the only scholar to devote a monograph to the Syracusan 
physician, wrote, “Concerning him [Menecrates], the diagnosis can in fact only 
be μανία [madness].”7 Indeed, the whole second part of Weinreich’s monograph is 
devoted to a psychiatric diagnosis of Menecrates.

Menecrates believed that he was a god, and in particular the Greek God Zeus. 
Athenaeus of Naucratis (late second century ce) gives the fullest (though hostile) 
report:

He [Menecrates] boastfully thought that he alone became the source of 
life for human beings through his medical art. So he forced those healed 
by him of the so-​called sacred sickness [epilepsy] to sign a contract that 
they, when healed, be slaves submissive to him…  . Ephippus mentions 
them in the Shield Bearers saying as follows: “Did not Menecrates claim to 
be the God Zeus … ?”8

We learn from the Suda that Menecrates required no money from those he 
healed.9 Instead, he had his patients sign a contract professing their full loyalty to 
him. Whether they became actual “slaves” of Menecrates is doubtful. Greek gods 
did not make slaves of their devotees. Moreover, these devotees, like Menecrates, 
took on the names of particular gods, and began to wear their characteristic 
regalia.10

Menecrates’s success at healing was extraordinary. The philosopher Plutarch 
tells us that the Syracusan healed people who were given up as hopeless.11 The 
healings produced a profound sense of gratitude in those who had received re-
newed life. This gratitude is linked to Menecrates’s rationale for claiming to be 
Zeus. The report of Athenaeus, quoted above, continues:

And he [Menecrates] wrote a letter to Philip the king [of Macedon, father 
of Alexander the Great] as follows: “Menecrates Zeus to Philip. Greetings. 
You rule over Macedon, while I rule over the medical art. You indeed are 
able when you please to destroy those who are healthy, while I am able to 
preserve those who are ill and offer to the robust and healthy who obey me 
life until old age. Therefore the Macedonians serve as bodyguards for you, 
while for me it is those who are going to live. For I, Zeus, provide them life.12
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The letter is a vaunt, to be sure, but the logic is that of a sound mind. “Already 
from Hesiod, then from Aeschylus, Plato, [and] Euripides,” comments Weinreich, 
“we recognize the etymology of the name ‘Zeus,’ which explains the accusative 
Zēn [Zeus] … through the verb zēn [to live] … and in Zeus sees the god who 
bestows life on all, the god di hon zōmen [on account of whom we live].”13 In 
short, Menecrates gave his patients what no other being besides Zeus could give.14 
He gave them life.15

The case of Menecrates illustrates the complexity of self-​deifying claims. Here 
we have a doctor who, far from being insane, heals others from a horrible neuro-
logical disorder. He claims to be Zeus, but only insofar as he causes people to live 
(zēn). His participation in the power of the high God allows him to participate 
in the God’s persona. Despite hostile sources, Menecrates cannot be passed off as 
delusional. To call him mad explains nothing and undercuts the search for knowl-
edge before it begins.

There is a yet deeper problem that dogs research on self-​deification. In a 
Christian culture, to call oneself a god is not only mad but also blasphemous. To 
call someone mad is to dismiss them; to call someone a blasphemer is to focus all 
the community’s attention and hostile emotion upon him. The blasphemer must 
be dealt with—​usually by execution or violent exorcism. It is this impulse toward 
exorcism that undermines the academic study of self-​deification even more 
than the claim of insanity. For in this case—​even in a nonsectarian academic 
environment—​religious ideology determines from the outset what one thinks 
about the topic, if it is considered worthy of thought at all.

For any neutral study of self-​deification, then, one must learn to forget what 
religious ideologues and moralists of every age have emphasized—​that the self-​
deifier is the greatest example of pride and human fallenness. All of this is myth, 
and our myth—​a myth we must no longer assume but subject to rigorous analysis. 
We do so first by an act of purification that wipes the slate of knowledge clean and 
patiently begins again at the beginning.

Definition
What is self-​deification? Simply put, it is the claim to be a god or a divine being. 
In ancient society, such a claim is fairly rare in “real life.” (This remains true today 
outside of psychiatric wards.) Instead, divine claims, inscribed in texts, are more 
often attributed to mythical figures. Queen Alcyone and King Ceÿx, for instance, 
referred to themselves as Hera and Zeus. Zeus cast his thunderbolt at Ceÿx’s ship, 
and he perished at sea. When Alcyone heard of this, she hurled herself into the 
ocean and drowned as well. The gods who witnessed the tragedy transformed 
them both into “halcyon” birds.16 Salmoneus, king of Elis, said that he was Zeus 
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and transferred the God’s sacrifices to himself. To prove his mastery over light-
ning and thunder, Salmoneus dragged bronze kettles tied to his chariot and flung 
flaming torches into the sky. But he himself was blasted by Zeus’s thunderbolt.17

In these stories, we see what is typical in self-​deification myths: a claim to be 
divine is made in direct relation to an incumbent superior deity. The superior 
deity, whether active or otiose, is often portrayed as threatened by the self-​deifier. 
How the issue is resolved depends upon the particular myth. The new candidate’s 
claim to divinity can be validated or not; it can be considered true or not. What 
is important for the definition, however, is the act of ascribing deity to oneself.

Self-​deification was and remains an important mythic theme for ancient Jews 
and Christians. It recurs at key moments in their mythic history—​appearing in 
central figures like Lucifer (or Satan); the first human Adam; the second Adam, 
Christ; and Christianity’s first archenemy, Simon of Samaria. In this pattern, the 
hero or antihero claims, by deed or word, to be a god or a divine being. There is typ-
ically a rising action: the exaltation of the self-​deifier. The result is either reversal or 
vindication. The antihero quickly plunges into hell. The hero, however, is justified 
and rises to the stars. In these dramas, there are standard character types. The high 
God plays the role of the supreme king; the people of God are his loyal subjects. 
The self-​deifier dons the mask of either God’s loyal son or the ultimate rebel.

One could conceive of the self-​deifier as a kind of theomach, or “god-​fighter.”18 
A  theomach opposes a deity in open war, or contemptuously denies the exis-
tence and power of the gods. Heracles, it is said, once sunk an arrow into the god 
Hades,19 King Mezentius despised all gods,20 and Capaneus prayed to his right 
hand as the only present divinity.21

But the self-​deifier is a more complex figure than the theomach. Sometimes 
the self-​deifier does not fight against the high God at all. Often, he is part of God’s 
army—​or even serves as God’s commander-​in-​chief. He is not impious, but blessed; 
not cursed, but acquitted of all pride. It must be stressed, then, that there are two 
kinds of self-​deification myths: the self-​deifier as God’s opponent or as God’s ally.

Type 1: The Rebel

In the former type, the self-​deifier is part of a larger category of myth that can 
be called “the cosmic rebel.” Cosmic rebellion occurs when a demigod, king, 
or monster rebels against another, older divinity. War ensues, coupled with 
destruction—​but out of the epic clash a new world is born.

Marduk fits this pattern in the Babylonian Epic of Creation (or Enuma Elish). 
He opposes the monstrous mother goddess of old, stuffs her with wind, then pops 
her like a giant balloon.22 Zeus, wielding the lightning of the Cyclopes, overcomes 
his father, Kronos, and takes the throne of Olympus.23 Subsequently Typhon, a 
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kind of Greek Godzilla—​only much worse—​rebels against Zeus. He succeeds for 
a time by robbing Zeus of his sinews, but is eventually imprisoned under a Sicilian 
volcano.24 Other rebels then emerge against heaven’s king. The giants, born from 
earth, raise war against heaven.25 The fifty-​foot Otus and Ephialtes pile Mount 
Pelion on Mount Ossa to mount Olympus.26 Bellerophon tries to scale the stars 
on his fabulous winged horse.27

In these cases, the rebel is often already a divinity, but a subordinate (or 
younger) god who challenges the king of the pantheon. There is a battle of gods 
(or theomachy). Either the rebel is thrown down, or he becomes king in the place 
of the older God. In the latter scenario, the myth of rebellion becomes a myth of 
divine succession: one deity successfully takes over from the previous one and is 
coroneted as cosmic king. The pattern of rebellion and succession can then repeat 
itself in endless cycles. When the rebel is a figure who explicitly claims divinity (or 
the divine power of the reigning God), a myth of self-​deification is born.28

Type 2: The Hero

The second type of self-​deification myth belongs to a larger set of myths usually 
called “hero myths.” The hero is son of the high God, destined to inherit the king-
dom of his divine father. The son typically assumes human form, is subject to 
human emotions, and develops a human self-​understanding. When the hero is 
too powerful or too wild to fit into society, he embarks on a journey. He faces 
opposition in the world, often in the form of monsters or demons. People spurn 
and reject his person and fear his extraordinary powers. Steeled by opposition, the 
divine son proves his true nature and rises to heaven.29

A key example of the hero is Heracles. This archetypal strongman is a mixed 
breed: half human and half divine. As son of Zeus, he is hated and hunted by Hera 
and her human agents. Through twelve deeds of power (and many side stunts, or 
parerga) he proves his divine identity, is worshiped by certain cities, and ascends 
through fire to his divine father.30 Romulus, first king of the Romans, was the 
son of the war god Mars. Mars saved him from death as an infant, led him to 
found Rome, and made him its first king. After shaping the warrior ethos of his 
infant city and ensuring its survival, Romulus was raptured to heaven on a cloud 
to become the Roman state god Quirinus.31 Deified Roman emperors followed in 
Romulus’s long and gilded train.

Summary

These, then, are the two types of self-​deification: the self-​deifier as rebel, and the 
self-​deifier as hero. If the self-​deifier is a rebel, he tends to represent consummate 
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disorder, a disorder usually restored with shock and awe by a higher divine power. 
If the self-​deifier is a hero, he arrives to restore his father’s order in a world of 
ignorance and wrongdoing. The fates of the two self-​deifiers are fundamentally 
different. The rebel is eventually shunned and exorcised from the cosmos, while 
the hero—​though persecuted—​finally rises to the stars.

Topic
One could study myths of self-​deification in a variety of cultures. The myths com-
pared in this study all derive from the culture of the ancient Near East and the 
broader Mediterranean world. The myths can be classified as biblical, although 
not all of them found their way into the Jewish and Christian canons. They de-
veloped in a specific era in time: roughly from the sixth century bce to the third 
century ce. In large part, the myths are Jewish, or inspired by Jewish sources. 
Beginning in the first century ce, Christians adopted the mythic theme of self-​
deification from the broader Jewish culture. In part, they modified the myth so 
that it could also fit their hero ( Jesus). As a whole, however, Christian myths of 
self-​deification remain very Jewish in color—​even when turned against the Jews.32

Roadmap
The self-​deifying figures studied here are six:  the primal human in Ezekiel 28, 
Lucifer in Isaiah 14, Yaldabaoth in gnostic mythology, Jesus in the gospel of John, 
Simon of Samaria, and the gnostic Allogenes in his eponymous book (NHC XI,3). 
The first three are classified as self-​deifying rebels; the latter three fit the hero 
type of self-​deification myth. Consequently, the present study has two parts: the 
self-​deifier as rebel (Part I) and the self-​deifier as hero (Part II). No evolutionary 
scheme between these two types is posited. Both kinds of self-​deification myth 
existed simultaneously in a relation of mutual influence and interaction.

Myth and History
Since the Enlightenment, many scholars have tried to extract the “real” history 
from mythicized characters in Jewish and Christian literature. They have aimed 
to reconstruct the true (or most historically plausible) Jesus, Simon of Samaria, 
and so on. I  too wish to distinguish history (roughly, an account of what hap-
pened) from mythic templates that haunt historiographical discourse. But I do 
not treat these templates as secondary or unimportant. To the contrary, they 
are all-​important, insofar as they shape the structure of the stories told about 
self-​deifiers.33
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What unites the book is attention to a certain type of mythology (self-​
deification), its primarily social meanings, and its varied ideological import. The 
figures studied are all vastly important for early Jewish and Christian mythology 
and identity formation. On the other hand, they are significantly diverse and not 
often studied together. Indeed, self-​deification mythology is in general under-
studied.34 What is offered here is not an updated survey of self-​deifiers. Instead, 
the book attempts to redescribe—​and in some cases to creatively reclassify—​
important figures as self-​deifiers. Most of the figures are well studied, but not 
with respect to their self-​deifying claims.

Theory
Undergirding the book is a consistent theoretical outlook. All the self-​deifiers 
studied here are viewed as mythic constructions, key players in the larger world 
of Jewish and Christian mythology. Following Bruce Lincoln, myth is under-
stood as “ideology in narrative form.”35 Myths of self-​deification encode social, 
political, and religious ideologies rooted in concrete histories. All the same, 
myths do not support simply one ideology. Highlighted here are the diverse, 
conflicting, often ambiguous meanings of self-​deification myths.36

Myths, it is assumed, are political. They are not about a disconnected, sacred 
realm. Nor do they “tell us nothing instructive about the order of the world, the 
nature of reality, or the origin and destiny of mankind.”37 To be sure, myths aim 
at anonymity and thus try to conceal their position(s). Nonetheless, myths are 
deeply situated stories aimed to persuade and condition their audiences’ percep-
tions of both history and reality.38 Mythmakers readily modify and reshape tradi-
tional tales to explain, justify, and naturalize current sociopolitical arrangements. 
Their myths provide preexisting cultural hierarchies and taxonomies with an 
aura of ontological necessity. They define what fundamentally is or must be with 
regard to the world, the divine, and humanity.39

Mythmaking is at least partially “ideal-​making,” a process in which ideal types 
function to reproduce and generate social values.40 Such ideals are both models of 
and models for reality.41 They help construct a reality that has a normative value for 
the mythmaking and myth-​maintaining community. Myths are not false stories, but 
neither are they true in an absolute sense. One can describe them as tales with surplus 
authority. Myths are so saturated with facticity that, in many cases, they are not ques-
tioned or understood as myths at all. They accrue authority because they are both tra-
ditional (passed on in a community) and widely believed (though not necessarily in 
a literal sense).42 Biblical myths have the additional clout afforded by canonization.

Because myths can be modified—​often regularly and purposefully—​they 
belong to “a volatile field of contestation, within which multiple variants jockey 
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for acceptance, each one of them situated, partial, and self-​interested.”43 Myths of 
self-​deification are especially “arenas for ideological contestation,”44 because they 
deal with figures that—​depending on the values of the mythmakers—​are either 
glorified or demonized, subtly imitated or violently denounced. Myths of self-​
deification encourage different attitudes and encode multiple messages—​some of 
them inverting (and subverting) previous mythmaking.

Outline
This book tells the story of at least three inversions. Most Jewish and Christian 
self-​deification myths follow the rebel type: the self-​deifier who rebels against the 
high God and meets a horrible doom (chapters 1–​2). This pattern was inverted 
when Christian Gnostics made the Jewish deity Yahweh (dubbed “Yaldabaoth”) 
the first self-​deifier who rebels against a higher God (chapter 3).

The self-​deifying hero (in this case, Jesus) is a second inversion of the rebel 
type. Unlike the Synoptic gospels, the gospel of John presents Jesus as openly 
claiming to be divine. He boldly declares “I Am” (a designation representing 
Yahweh’s eternality and most sacred name) (chapter 4). In Simonian mythology, 
Simon of Samaria makes a similar claim by calling himself “the Standing One” 
(or eternal God). Instead of being worshiped, however, Simon is pilloried by 
Christian mythmakers as the first heretic and anti-​apostle (chapter 5).

The book of Allogenes, in turn, inverts this type of heresiological mythmak-
ing. Allogenes, the paradigm gnostic, shows that self-​deification, though real, is 
not rebellion against God. Instead, self-​deification is an act of self-​realization and 
self-​creation willed and welcomed by the primal deity.

Myth and Practice
The ideologies latent in these myths encode information about early Jewish and 
Christian social formations. A social formation, writes Russell T. McCutcheon, 
“is an activity of experimenting with, authorizing, and reconstituting widely cir-
culated ideal types.”45 The self-​deifier functions as this sort of ideal. Whether ex-
coriated or imitated, the self-​deifier helped Jews and Christians to formulate for 
themselves a proper understanding and way of being in the world. Telling myths 
of the self-​deifier served either as the community’s ritual exorcism of tyrannical 
forces or as a controlled means for its members to imaginatively transcend normal 
human limitations. In either case, such mythmaking functioned as a communal 
act of self-​preservation serving to eternalize—​indeed, self-​deify—​the religious 
community itself.
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The Self-​deifying Rebel

 



       



       

1

“I Am a God.”
The Primal Human as Primeval Self-​deifier

Adam, Adam, do not fear. You wanted to be a god; I will make 
you a god … I will set you at the right hand of my divinity, 

and I will make you a god just like you wanted.
Testament of Adam  3.2, 4

Introduction
In Jewish myth, humankind’s desire for divinity started human history. The ser-
pent promised godhood to the first couple if they ate of the tree of knowledge 
(Gen 3:5). Without eating, humanity would still be a child in a timeless fairy-​tale 
garden. But once the fruit was bitten, Adam became human as we know it, and 
the father of humanity. Paradoxically, the primal human also became a god, or 
godlike enough to necessitate his forced removal from paradise (Gen 3:22). In 
his ancient act of self-​determination, Adam showed what being a god means: a 
boundary breaker, a transgressor of externally imposed limitations, one whose 
mind was mature (knowing evil, good, and all that lies between). Ironically, 
Yahweh exiled Adam so that the newborn god would die.1

Genesis 3 does not proffer a myth of self-​deification, as Adam does not claim 
to be a god (or God). There exists, however, another Adam myth that does fea-
ture a self-​deifying claim. It is found in the book of Ezekiel, most likely com-
posed during Judah’s Babylonian exile (in the sixth century bce). In this variant 
of the myth, the primal human did not approach divinity by transgressing a divine 
command. Instead, he was born divine. Colossal in size, studded with gems, and 
walking amid stones of fire, the first human knew his own divinity and openly 
proclaimed it.2

This myth of the primal human is embedded in two oracles decreed against 
the ruler of Tyre (an ancient city on the coast of modern Lebanon). It is unlikely 
that Ezekiel invented this myth, or merely retooled it from the traditions that 
would inform Genesis. Instead, Ezekiel used a preexisting myth to lend a sense of 
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cosmic significance—​and vibrant color—​to his temporal, political prophecy. The 
prophet did not leave the myth as he found it; he adapted it for his own rhetorical 
and polemical ends. Tracing the ideological import of these adaptations is a major 
aim of this chapter.3

Historical Setting
Ezekiel, a Judahite priest, was already exiled in Babylon when Nebuchadnezzar’s 
armies demolished Jerusalem (586 bce).4 After the destruction, the Babylonian 
army reeled north and laid siege to Tyre for some thirteen years (ca. 586–​73 
bce).5 The Tyrian citadel could endure so long because it was founded on an 
island, with high walls and a strong navy. In his oracles against Tyre, Ezekiel 
showed no awareness that the siege was broken off or that the Tyrian king had 
survived. Logically, then, scholars have dated the original oracles to within the 
period of the siege.6

On the plane of history, the oracles in Ezekiel 28 are directed against a human 
figure: Tyre’s tyrant.7 The second oracle is a dirge. To sing a dirge over someone as-
sumes the death of the subject (who can offer no rejoinder). Although the king of 
Tyre was not in fact dead, the use of the past tense indicates the prophet’s certainty 
about divine judgment. The king of Tyre is, to use the expression, “dead meat.”

Ezekiel previously described Tyre as a wrecked boat (27:26), sunk in the 
depths of the sea (v. 34). The Tyrian citadel is portrayed as “laid waste” (26:19), 
a bare rock utterly “vanished from the seas” (v. 17). From what we know histori-
cally, however, Tyre’s defenses held and the Tyrian king Ithobaal III survived the 
siege. Ezekiel later acknowledged this point: “King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon 
made his army labor hard against Tyre … yet neither he nor his army got any-
thing” (Ezek 29:18).8 In these words, as David L.  Petersen notes, “One senses 
Ezekiel’s … frustration that a neighboring nation could avoid the fate that Judah 
had suffered.”9

Petersen’s comment hints at the larger psychological and theological context 
of Ezekiel. Judah’s exile was a terrible blow to aristocratic Judahites (not least 
Ezekiel himself ). They were the captive vanguard in the first wave of deporta-
tions to Babylon. Theologically, they believed that Yahweh had promised them 
the land of Israel, and that he himself had chosen to dwell there as their national 
god. Yahweh’s failure to protect his people had resulted in a sense of collective 
disorientation and confusion.

Ezekiel rose to the task of defending Yahweh, of reconstructing Israel’s mythic 
world. In the world of his poetry, the prophet’s imagination vastly extended the 
scope of Yahweh’s sovereignty and military power.10 Yahweh was innocent. It was 
the exiled people, the prophet claimed, who were responsible for their exile. In 

 



	 “I Am a God.” The Primal Human as Primeval Self-deifier� 15

       

turn, Ezekiel pinned the blame for Jerusalem’s destruction on the Judahites re-
maining in the land.

Literary Setting
The oracles against Tyre are part of a larger section of Ezekiel commonly called 
“The Oracles against the Nations” (Ezek 25–​32). Similar oracles are found in 
the other Major Prophets (Isaiah 13–​21, 23; Jeremiah 46–​51). Their arrange-
ment in Ezekiel makes them the center of the book. The oracles lie between a 
premonition of Jerusalem’s final fall (Ezek 24:25–​27), and the actual announce-
ment of its collapse (33:21)—​greatly intensifying the suspense. Judahites were 
forced to acknowledge Yahweh’s tragic destruction of their capital. In the 
meantime, however, they eagerly beheld Yahweh’s explosive campaign against 
other nations.

Ezekiel delivered four main oracles against Tyre and its king. In Ezekiel 26–​
27, a judgment oracle is followed by a dirge. In the next chapter, the structure of 
judgment oracle plus dirge is repeated. Greg Goering argues that the judgment 
oracle (28:1–​10) and funeral dirge (28:11–​19) should be read together due to the-
matic, linguistic, and structural links.11 The oracles were certainly read together 
in antiquity. The earliest Greek Bible (or Septuagint) and the canonical Hebrew 
(Masoretic) text present distinct versions of the oracles that have undergone sepa-
rate editing.12 In this chapter, we adhere to the Masoretic version, with a mini-
mum of emendation.

Yahweh addresses the king of Tyre:

Because your mind was exalted, and you said, “I am god; I dwell in the 
dwelling of gods, in the heart of the seas”—​though you are human and not 
god, still you make your mind like the mind of a god.

Behold, you are wiser than Danel!13 No secret is dark to you! By your 
wisdom and by your understanding you have made yourself rich. You set 
gold and silver in your treasuries. In the surplus of your wisdom and by 
your trafficking, you have a surplus of wealth. Now your heart is exalted 
because of your wealth.

Therefore thus Lord Yahweh has spoken: Because you make your heart 
like the heart of a god, for this reason—​watch out—​I am bringing foreign-
ers upon you—​terrifying peoples. They will unsheathe their sword against 
the beauty of your wisdom, and defile your splendor. To the pit they will 
bring you down! Then you will die the death of the defiled in the heart of 
the seas. Will you say, “I am a god”14 in the presence of your killer?15 But 
you are human and not a god in the hands of those who stab you! The 
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death of the uncircumcised you will die by the hands of foreigners. For 
I have spoken! Oracle of Lord Yahweh.

This oracle presents some of the most violent rhetoric in all of the Hebrew Bible. 
The autocratic tone befits a king dispatching a sovereign and irreversible decree. 
At the same time, however, it hints at the frailty of Yahweh’s claim to sole divinity. 
As Yahweh in Genesis (3:22) was threatened by Adam, who was “like one of us” 
(that is, like one of the gods of the divine council), so he seems threatened by the 
primal human in Ezekiel 28. Indeed, the ultimate threat to a jealous god is another 
being who claims to be god.

Mythological Setting
It is a stroke of good fortune that Ezekiel used a prior myth to croon the demise of 
Tyre’s tyrant.16 His mock dirge, addressed to the Tyrian prince, resumes:

You were a seal, an image,17 full of wisdom and abounding in beauty. You 
were in Eden, the garden of God. Every precious stone was your cover-
ing:  carnelian, topaz and moonstone; beryl, onyx, and jasper; sapphire, 
ruby, and emerald.18 Gold was the work of your settings and your sockets. 
They were established on the day of your birth.

You were a cherub, stretched out and overshadowing; and I set you on 
the holy mountain. You were a god. You roamed amidst stones of fire. You 
were perfect in your pathways from the day of your birth until iniquity was 
found in you.

In the surplus of your trafficking, you filled19 your midst with violence. 
Then you sinned, and I  profaned20 you from the mount of God. I  de-
stroyed you, overshadowing cherub, from amidst the stones of fire! Your 
heart was exalted by your beauty. You corrupted your wisdom for the sake 
of your splendor.

I thrust you to earth! Before the kings I set you, to make you an object 
of their gaze. In the surplus of your guilty acts, by the injustice of your traf-
ficking, you profaned your sanctuaries. Then I brought out fire from your 
insides. It devoured you. I made you ash upon the earth in the eyes of all 
who see you. All who knew you among the peoples were appalled at you. 
You became a fatality; you are nothing forevermore!

The myth resembles the one told of Adam in the Garden of Eden, but it is clearly a 
different version than the one in Genesis 3. What exactly triggered the memory of 
this myth is uncertain. Perhaps it was a bit of Tyrian patriotism: the idea that Tyre 
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was an impregnable paradise, known for its trade in gems (1 Kgs 10:11). Given 
that the myth is used against a Phoenician king, we might speculate that Ezekiel 
recalled a distinctively Phoenician version of the first king, whose myth lay at the 
foundation of Tyrian royal ideology.21

Whatever led Ezekiel to thread the history of Tyre’s tyrant into the fabric of 
myth, the myth itself parallels that of Genesis 2–​3. In both myths, there is a primal 
human figure, a Garden of Eden, a cherub, precious stones, an act of primal sin, 
an exile from the garden, and a turning to ash or dust (six distinct parallels).22 If 
we include Genesis 1:26–​28, we can add another: the first human is depicted as a 
primordial king.

Mythic Variations

Still more fascinating are the variations in the myths. First, some of the jewels 
mined from paradise (Gen 2:11–​12) are encrusted on the first human’s “covering” 
(apparently a garment of some sort). There is no sign of Eve—​and thus no at-
tempt to blame the first sin on a female. Although there is a Garden of Eden, there 
is no tree of knowledge. The human depicted in Ezekiel 28 is already wise, and his 
wisdom is not dependent upon magical fruit.23 There is, furthermore, no prohibi-
tion to eat the fruit, and thus no need of a crafty snake and tempter. Finally, the 
role of Yahweh in Ezekiel’s plotline is surprisingly muted.

In fact, the myth in Ezekiel 28 raises the question of whether Yahweh even cre-
ated the primal human. A distinctive word for creation is present: a passive form 
of the verb bārā’ (Ezek 28:13, 15). The early twentieth-​century interpreter Julius 
Morgenstern understood the form of this verb to be reflexive. He concluded that 
the primal human was self-​created.24 The proposal is intriguing. Although an 
overreading, it at least highlights the fact that we do not know who created this 
first human.

More recently, T. Stordalen takes the verb as referring to the birth of the ad-
dressee, comparing another verse in Ezekiel:  “In the place of your birth ( ̓ăšer 
niberē’t), in the land of your origin, I will judge you.”25 This reading indicates that 
we need not necessarily relate the verb bārā’ to creation, and specifically creation 
from word alone (as in Gen 1). In fact, we need not view the primal human as cre-
ated by Yahweh at all. He is born on a certain day, perhaps the first day of creation. 
The secret of who—​if anyone—​fathered him is not revealed.26

Other differences between Ezekiel and Genesis are likely due to the prophet’s 
attempt to conform his primal human myth to the life-​setting of Tyre’s king. For 
example, Ezekiel probably adds that the Tyrian tyrant became puffed up because 
of his successful trading (Tyre is “merchant of the peoples” in Ezek 27:2).27 The 
prophet  also likely inserted the line about the king profaning his sanctuaries 
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(28:18). Presumably this could only apply to Tyre, as we know of no temples 
in Eden.

The Status of the Primal Human

The largest difference between Ezekiel and Genesis, however, regards the first hu-
man’s status. In Genesis 2–​3, the protoplast is a human being literally formed from 
clay; indeed Adam, or ̓ādām in Hebrew (meaning “humankind”) plays upon the 
word “earth” ( ̓ădāmāh). In contrast, the primal human in Ezekiel 28 was never 
molded from clay. He begins his life as a divine, or at least a semidivine being.

Indeed, it was due to the divinity of the figure in Ezekiel 28 that patristic in-
terpreters refused to see him as human. In his polemical tractate Against Marcion, 
Tertullian (early third century ce) quotes a portion of our text, and comments:

None among human beings was either born in the paradise of God, not 
even Adam himself, who was rather translated there, nor [was he] placed 
with a cherub upon God’s holy mountain (that is to say, in the heights of 
heaven …); nor did he spend time among the stones of fire, among the 
flashing rays of burning constellations—​whence Satan was cast down like 
lightning.28

Tertullian assumes that the being described in Ezekiel 28 is “the very author 
of sin who was indicated under the mask of a sinner.”29 He is Lucifer or Satan, 
whose myth is known from Isaiah 14. The church writer’s point is polemical. He 
argues against his opponent Marcion that Satan was not created evil but good. In 
making this argument, he melds the myths of Lucifer and Tyre’s king, creating a 
new mythic narrative.

In his Against Celsus (mid third century ce), the great exegete Origen inter-
prets Ezekiel 28 similarly. The king of Tyre is a symbol of Satan. He was “the first 
of all beings that were in peace and lived in blessedness,” but, sated with goodness, 
he fell by his own sin. In this way, Satan “lost his wings.”30 In this interpretation, 
Adam is once again read out of the story, while Lucifer/​Satan is read in. For po-
lemical purposes (Origen makes his argument to oppose Celsus’s demonology), 
the primal human is exiled from Ezekiel 28.31

The cause of his exile, it seems, is the figure’s divinity. Patristic interpreters 
take seriously what modern readers find hard to believe: that the being spoken 
of in Ezekiel 28 is in fact divine.32 It is, however, no longer satisfactory to under-
stand this figure as Satan. The parallels with the Adam myth in Genesis 2–​3 are 
too strong. Yet Ezekiel’s primal human is not the man of dust in Genesis. It is the 
prophet Ezekiel himself who polemically calls the figure “human and not god” 
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(Ezek 28:2, 9). Later the prophet, constrained by the myth, will admit that the 
primal human was a god, with clearly divine traits (v. 14).

But how can there be a human being who is simultaneously divine? Although 
a divine human being may in modern thought be a contradiction in terms, it was 
not so in the ancient world (and certainly not in ancient myth). Modern catego-
ries are informed by a tradition of Christian monotheism that (generally speak-
ing) ontologically separates humanity and divinity, allowing them to converge in 
only one human being: Jesus. But Jesus was not the only divine human in the an-
cient (or modern) world. Indeed, the mythology of the divine and human Christ 
is a sophisticated conglomerate from previous mythologies about divine human 
beings. One of these divine humans was the primal human—​in Hebrew, ̓ādām.

You Were a Cherub

According to the Masoretic Text of Ezekiel, the first human was a superhuman 
being: a cherub (Ezek 28:14).33 At this reading, modern interpreters and trans-
lators have balked. Since the birth of text criticism, the attempt to arrive at the 
“original” text of Ezekiel has produced mixed texts that often borrow readings 
from the Septuagint wherever the Hebrew proves difficult or uncertain. Such is 
the case here, where the prophet addresses the primal human figure: “you were a 
cherub” ( ̓att e kerûb).

We must take this reading seriously, and not try to replace it with what is in 
effect a different version of the text. The Septuagint says that the primal human 
was “with the cherub.”34 Yet nowhere else in biblical tradition are cherubs viewed 
as companions of the first human.35 The Septuagintal reading already attempts 
to conform Ezekiel’s primal human myth to the better known Adam myth in 
Genesis 3 (where well-​known cherubim are separate from, though hostile to 
Adam).36 It is already an attempt, in other words, to make (what became) scrip-
ture agree with scripture.

Other texts, however, show that the first human could possess a divine and 
angelic nature. The primal Adam in Job 15:8 has access to the divine council 
(sôd ʼeloah). In 2 Enoch, Adam was created as a “second angel, honored and 
great and glorious.”37 In the Apocalypse of Adam (second–​third century ce), 
Adam and Eve are “like the great eternal angels” and explicitly said to be loftier 
than the god who made the world.38 In the second century ce, Rabbi Pappias 
interpreted Gen 3:22 (“Behold, the human has become like one of us”) to mean 
that he was “like one of the ministering angels.”39 In the Life of Adam and Eve, 
the angels are commanded to worship Adam, whose status, it would appear, is 
supra-​angelic. In the Armenian Life of Adam and Eve, Yahweh even commands 
the angels: “Come, bow down to god whom I made.”40
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From where do these interpretations derive? Ezekiel 28 is a good candidate. As 
James Barr points out, the Masoretic Text of Ezekiel 28:14, “you were a cherub,” makes 
good grammatical sense.41 Regrettably, Barr introduces a false dichotomy: either the 
figure is a cherub or he is the primal human.42 Again, our modern tendency to neatly 
separate the human and the divine does not apply to ancient myth. It is perfectly 
legitimate to think of the first human as a liminal being—​in this case a cherub who 
mediates the human and the divine—​because he is both human and divine.43

The divinity of the first human is supported by his appearance, character, 
and location. He appears in a fantastic garment encrusted with jewels. He has 
great wisdom and beauty (common divine attributes in the Hebrew Bible).44 He 
is blameless. He walks amid stones of fire (possibly to be identified with other 
angelic or divine beings).45 He is set on the holy mountain (which, as Tertullian 
points out, likely signifies heaven or the realm of stars).

Lastly, the primal human figure is directly called a deity:  “you were a god” 
(̓ĕlôhîm hāyîytā, Ezek 28:14).46 To this we can compare the famous words of the 
serpent in Genesis 3:5, heyîytem kē’lôhîm: “You shall be as gods!” To be sure, most 
translations render ĕlôhîm in Ezekiel 28:14 with the preceding words, thus: “holy 
mountain of god.”47 But as Hector Patmore points out, “the holy mountain of 
god” is “an expression unknown in the Hebrew Bible,” with the sole exception of 
Daniel 9:20 (which reads: “the holy mountain of my god”).48

Moreover, in the flow of Ezekiel 28:14, it is awkward to translate the verse (fol-
lowing most modern renditions) as:

and I set you
on the holy mountain of God you were
amidst the stones of fire you walked.49

It makes better poetic sense if we allot each line its own verb:

and I set you on the holy mountain;
you were a god,
you roamed amidst the stones of fire.

In this reading, no verb seems odd or superfluous.50 The synonymous parallelism 
indicates that to be on the holy mountain amid the fire stones is equivalent to 
having a divine status.

But even if we opt for the translation “the holy mountain of God,” the di-
vinity of the primal human persists. Presumably only a divine being could reside 
on God’s holy mountain. And only a divine being could tread on the divine and 
fiery stars.
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Fall

This divine status of the primal human is combined with his fall. In Genesis 2–​3, 
Adam’s sin is made to look like an act of disobedience.51 Yahweh gives the com-
mand: “Do not eat from the tree” (Gen 2:17). The clever serpent then convinces 
Eve to eat from the tree partially based on the promise: “You [plural] shall be as 
gods!” Eve consents, and hands the fruit to Adam, who is represented as “with” 
her (apparently standing alongside her) (3:5–​6).

In Ezekiel’s telling, however, the primal human does not need a serpent to 
convince him that he will be divine. Based on his own beauty and wisdom, he 
proclaims (or is made to proclaim) his own present divinity: “I am god. I sit in the 
seat of the gods” (Ezek 28:2).

His claim: “I am god ( ̓ēl)” is striking. The mighty El (ʼIlu) ruled the pantheon 
in the ancient Syrian city of Ugarit, and was the common Phoenician high God. 
For Israel, Yahweh absorbed the symbolic value of El, and assumed his name.52 
The formulation “I am ēl” is perhaps deliberately echoed by the jealous god 
Yahweh: “I am ̓ ēl, and there is no other!” (Isa 46:9).

There is some confusion as to whether, according to the oracle, it is Tyre’s ruler 
who claims divinity, or the primal human in the myth, or both. It is possible that 
Ezekiel conformed the ancient myth to Tyrian royal ideology. There is some evi-
dence for the deification of Tyrian kings.53 Nonetheless, the fact that Adam and 
Eve desire divinity in Genesis supports the notion that the first human’s associa-
tion with divinity was a tradition Ezekiel inherited rather than inserted.

The punishments of the figures in Genesis and Ezekiel are both similar and 
different. Yahweh thrusts or shoves (šālak) the primal human to the earth (̓ereṣ). 
Similarly, in Genesis 3:23, Yahweh God sends (šālaḥ) Adam to work the soil 
(̓ădāmāh). If ereṣ in Ezekiel 28:17 is indicative of the underworld, the fate of the 
first human is similar to that of Lucifer in Isaiah 14:15 (who is tossed into the 
depths of a netherworldly “pit”). This interpretation is supported by the fact that 
the primal human finds himself in a pit in Ezekiel 28:8.54

In Genesis, Yahweh sends the first human into exile, while in Ezekiel he sends 
him to death. The discrepancy was too much for the Septuagintal translator, who 
again adapted Ezekiel’s myth using the variant in Genesis 3:24 (LXX): “[Yahweh] 
appointed the cherubim and the flaming, revolving sword to guard the path to 
the tree of life.” In the Septuagint of Ezekiel, Yahweh does not destroy the cherub; 
a cherub is said to drive the primal human from paradise (28:16b).55 The fact that 
fire comes from within the primal human in Ezekiel is perhaps reminiscent of the 
angel’s flaming sword in Genesis. Yet the cherub-​human of Ezekiel was already, in 
all likelihood, a fiery being.56

Both first human figures in Ezekiel and Genesis are turned into ash ( ̓ēper) or 
dust (‘āpār). The dust in Genesis 3:19 corresponds to the “dust from the ground” 
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in Genesis 2:7. Likewise, the ash in Ezekiel 28:18 is qualified as “ash upon the 
earth.”57 Both figures, in other words, are broken down into the meanest ele-
ments of earth. For Adam in Genesis, becoming earth is a return to his origins. 
Yet it is a tragic fate for Ezekiel’s cherub, who formerly dwelt in heaven (the “holy 
mountain”).

Finally, the phrase “you will die the death of the uncircumcised” in Ezekiel 
28:10 is reminiscent of Yahweh’s gravely worded threat, “you will die the death” in 
Genesis 2:17. Strangely, the Adam of Genesis 3 only experiences exile, and not im-
mediate death (as Yahweh had warned). By contrast, Ezekiel adds a line that leads 
one to suspect the ultimate annihilation of the primal human: “You were a fatal-
ity; you are nothing forevermore (‘ad ‘ôlām)!” (28:19). “Fatality” is a rendering of 
balāhôt—​a plural of intensity in Hebrew representing the lethal calamity fated to 
overtake the first human (cf. Ezek 26:21; 27:36). Ezekiel’s phrase “you were a fatal-
ity!” is a deliberate, strongly polemical contrast to his previous declaration, “you 
were a god!” (Ezek 28:14, 19).

Whatever “you are nothing” actually means, it strongly suggests the total an-
nihilation of the first human—​as if he came from nothing. Ezekiel’s fallen human 
is not allowed to live for 930 years tilling the soil. His end is complete, and evi-
dently sudden. In Genesis 3, Adam falls, or rather falls under a Deuteronomistic 
curse. In Ezekiel’s myth, however, the first ancestor experiences a literal fall from 
deity to death. He is a god who dies, like the gods of the divine council in Psalm 
82:6–​7: “I said, ‘You are gods’ … but you will die like a human being (or: Adam, 
̓ādām).”58

Tensions in the Myth

In sum, whatever primal human myth Ezekiel inherited, he retold it in his own 
fashion. Yet his attempt to combine an ancient myth with his own theology and 
rhetorical attack on a Tyrian king produced a somewhat uneven story. On the 
one hand, it appears that Adam is born divine (Ezek 28:14), on the other hand, 
he is peremptorily condemned for claiming to be divine. At one point Ezekiel an-
nounces to the first human, “you were a god!” (28:14), at another he immediately 
insists that the cherub is human and not a god (28:2, 9).59

But by his insistence on the first human’s humanity (or rather mortality), the 
prophet seems to protest too much. The myth that he inherited likely allowed for 
a human god, even if Ezekiel, along with later editors and translators of his book, 
were offended by such a hybrid being.60 Indeed, the primal human is the ultimate 
hybrid—​a cherub (often depicted with a human head and a powerful, lion-​like 
body). He can mediate both divinity and humanity, because he is both human 
and divine. For the priestly Ezekiel, to be sure, there was an absolute separation 
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between humanity and deity. By heatedly insisting on separation (“you are human 
and not god!”), Ezekiel drove home an essentially polemical point:  a human’s 
claim to be divine is inherently hubristic and damnable.61

But tension in the myth sparks questions. We are asked to believe that the 
first human was glorious, studded with gems, and given the beauty of holiness—​
yet when he claims divinity, he is punctured with swords? Why is his claim to 
divine status represented as something evil? Like Lucifer in Isaiah 14:12–​14, the 
first human was originally divine. Unlike Lucifer, however, he does not want to 
replace the high God. He is already set on the “holy mountain,” presumably iden-
tical to the “mount of assembly” in Isaiah 14:13. The primal human does not need 
to storm God’s paradise. He is already there, guarding it as a cherub. He does not 
feel compelled to raise his throne above God’s stars. He already waltzes above the 
stones of fire—​and (as a cherub) perhaps even bears God’s throne. So why is he 
condemned?

Patmore proposes that the divinity of the primal human is “a now past ideal state.” 
Injustice has already transferred him to mortality.62 The question then becomes: what 
was the primal human’s supposed injustice that led to his tragic demotion? It is un-
likely to be unjust commerce—​assuming paradise was not a trading depot. Ezekiel’s 
anticommercial rhetoric blasts Tyre, not Eden (Ezek 28:18).63

The prophet’s other accusation is psychological, aimed at the primal human’s 
exalted heart (i.e., pride). In Isaiah, Helel (or Lucifer) spoke his proud words “in 
his heart (lēb)” (Isa 14:13). Adam in Ezekiel 28 makes his heart (lēb) like that of a 
god. Helel was a being of light (as his name attests), and the first human in Ezekiel 
28 has splendor (vv. 7, 17). The primal human is depicted as proud of his beauty 
(Ezek 28:12, 17)  and wisdom (vv. 3–​5, 7)—​in other words, his divine qualities. 
The prophet’s oddly worded accusation: “You made your heart/​mind (lēb) like 
the mind of a god” seems to mean that the first human claimed divine wisdom.64 
Accordingly, the initial oracle (28:1–​10) focuses on the first human’s wisdom as a 
basis for his pride.

Ezekiel adds that the first human was proud of his wealth (Ezek 28:3–​5, 16, 
18). Riches, as opposed to trading, could apply to the first human. After all, his 
“covering” is the setting for Eden’s gems. Yet the word translated wealth (ḥayîl) 
is a fairly broad term that could mean “strength” or “power.” Perhaps the word, 
when applied to the primal human, represented his power or might—​another 
divine trait.65

In the purposefully overblown rhetoric of Ezekiel, the primal human makes 
a self-​deifying claim: “I am god. I dwell in the dwelling of the gods” (Ezek 28:2). 
But this claim, stated so baldly, seems to be the prophet’s own invention. It is what 
Yvonne Sherwood calls a “grotesque uttering [of ] self-​incriminating lines that 
too compliantly serve the main discourse.”66 Ezekiel will later put a similar boast 
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in the mouth of Pharaoh, whom he polemically calls “the great dragon”: “My Nile 
is my own; I made it for myself !” (29:3).

In sum, there is a clear difference between Ezekiel’s primal human myth 
and that of Genesis:  in Genesis, Adam’s sin is disobeying a divine command; 
in Ezekiel, his sin is hubristic self-​deification. This way of telling the myth, for 
Ezekiel at least, justifies the primal human’s—​and the Tyrian prince’s—​total an-
nihilation. In short: Ezekiel makes self-​deification Adam’s ancient sin. It is in this 
way that the primal human—​the glorious, colossal cherub—​is made a monster.

Ideological Import

The myth of an originally divine ancestor supports a religious ideology of divine 
kingship: namely, that some, extremely high-​ranking people (i.e., human kings) 
are permanent centers of power and sacredness. Ezekiel clearly considered this 
ideology to be dangerous—​not only politically but also religiously. Combining 
the divine and the human was like uniting the sacred and the profane: it consti-
tuted, for Ezekiel, a pollution.

Ezekiel responded to this perceived pollution by attacking the myth of the 
divine ancestor. He attempted to reduce the colossal cherub to dust and noth-
ingness. In doing so, however, Ezekiel created a world characterized by an even 
greater (divine-​human) inequality, an inequality that legitimated and sacralized 
another set of social hierarchies.

In itself, Ezekiel’s discourse—​despite its open attack on the Tyrian king—​is 
neither anti–​ruler cult nor anti-​imperial. The prophet was a great supporter of 
ruler cult and empire, as long as the ruler and emperor is identified with Yahweh. 
In fact, one might surmise that Ezekiel appropriated the discourse of contempo-
rary ruler cult and applied it to his national deity. Yahweh, Judah’s god, mythically 
becomes an absolute ruler with absolute divine power and authority. Through 
Ezekiel his “sentry” (Ezek 33), Yahweh—​conceived of as the ultimate king—​roars 
his edicts against the nations (Ezek 25–​32).

The prophet’s rhetorical bombardment of the nations generates a world 
in which Yahweh is in complete control. In dispatch after dispatch, the heavy-​
handed missives seem to have one primary goal, summed up in Yahweh’s proc-
lamation to Sidon: “I will gain glory in your midst!” (28:22). In short, Ezekiel’s 
polemics against the nations functioned (and still function) to increase Yahweh’s 
symbolic power and prestige.67

The exiled nation of Judah greatly benefited from Yahweh’s rhetorical rise 
to power. Bad news for the nations was good news for Judah, which—​unlike 
Ammon, Moab, and Tyre—​was promised a restoration (Ezek 28:24–​26). The 
very placement of the restoration oracle after the judgment oracles against Tyre 
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indicates that the restoration of Judah is viewed as a result of Yahweh’s attack 
upon Tyre.68 Judahites could not themselves take vengeance on the nations. In 
imagining an all-​powerful deity, however, they effected a poetic justice: “because 
you [i.e., Israel] have suffered the insults of the nations; therefore thus says Lord 
Yahweh: I swear that the nations … shall themselves suffer insults” (36:6–​7).

In their ideological struggle against the nations, Judahites were not powerless. 
Deprived of riches, status, and (for a time) their land, the nobles of Judah could 
still engage in a lucrative trade of symbolic capital. They—​Ezekiel prominent 
among them—​could still generate a world in which their divine king was in con-
trol. In the Oracles against the Nations, Judahites inculcated an image of Yahweh 
not as a local tribal deity, but as an imperial Lord wielding supreme power and 
brooking no rebellion.

As a character, Yahweh aggressively asserts his sole power (or deity) as if play-
ing a zero-​sum game. All other deities are demoted, or rather burned to ashes in 
a rhetorical kiln. Every non-​Judahite religious universe is emptied of meaning. 
Divine humanity itself is attacked as a wicked perversion.

Ezekiel’s Adam myth generates an ontology wherein the divine and human 
are fundamentally different and made part of a rigid hierarchy. Culturally speak-
ing, the nature of the divine and the human are contingent realities, informed by 
a group’s collective imagination. The myth, however, frames the cultural as if it 
were natural—​as if Yahweh in human form (Ezek 1:26) and humanity in Yahweh’s 
image (Gen 1:26) were in fact wholly other.69

Ezekiel did not create his Adam myth out of whole cloth. Rather, he modified 
it in a way to suit his ideals, desires, and categories. The myth, as fictive prehistory, 
sacralized priestly separations and established “how things are and must be.”70 In 
short, Adam represents the whole of humanity as a type of being fundamentally 
other than God. All of humanity is excluded from the supreme power and status 
afforded by divinity.

Ezekiel constructed his mythology as he constructed his ideal temple (Ezek 
40–​48). Yahweh may be spatially near; but ontologically, there is a massive 
double or triple wall separating Yahweh and human beings. Some people—​such 
as Ezekiel and his priestly class—​could come closer and serve as mediators of the 
divine. The ability to trade with the source of symbolic capital afforded priests 
considerable social and political power even in their exile. Deprived of the temple 
while in Babylon, Ezekiel imaginatively constructed a new one to maintain and 
reinforce the social and political powers of his class. In short, he reimagined the 
social institution that perpetuated and legitimatized his religious role and higher 
status.

Ezekiel’s ideology of separation supported a social formation studded with 
clear hierarchies. The prophet may have limited the ability of human rulers to 
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climb the ladder of transcendence. In general, however, the power he took from 
the kings he gave to the priests. Any leveling that Ezekiel’s discourse accomplished 
constructed a greater (and indeed absolute) dualism between God and human 
beings, which in turn created (out of nothing, as it were) a deep need for priestly 
mediation.

This need for mediation legitimated other hierarchies in Ezekiel’s (real and 
ideal) social formation: hierarchies between priests and Levites, Levites and laity, 
laity and foreigners, men and women, freeborn and slave. It also legitimated a 
power differential between Judah and the nations. By rhetorically attacking the 
nations, Ezekiel attempted to bankrupt their symbolic capital, while monopoliz-
ing the same resources for his own community. All power (political and religious) 
was invested in a particular deity—​who happened to be Judah’s god. All other 
centers of power (represented by other Gods and deified persons) were not only 
pushed to the periphery but rhetorically destroyed.

Conclusion
In Ezekiel 28, the primal human and Yahweh are in clear competition. The first 
human says, “I am a god.” Yahweh responds with the rhetoric of violence and the 
promise of death. Significantly, Yahweh can only prove his superiority through 
a discursive practice of violent domination. Yahweh is depicted as the ultimate 
priest, eternally creating separations as it were ex nihilo. The most important sepa-
ration is between humanity and divinity itself. Yahweh slices through any onto-
logical continuity between deity and humanity with a sword dipped in Adam’s 
blood.

In monotheism there is the seed of violence. The claim, “There is only one 
god!” demands that all the other gods must die.71 Heading the list of executed 
gods are the self-​deifiers. The best way to annihilate them was to create a sacred 
universe wherein divine humanity constitutes an unlawful mixing—​wherein a 
human’s claim to be divine naturally seems ludicrous, arrogant, and disallowed by 
a symbolic universe that people still consider ultimately real and finally unques-
tionable. In this universe, self-​deifying persons have to be either deluded humans 
or hybrid monsters. To the religious mind, these monstrous humans can be law-
fully destroyed—​punctured with the swords of polemic.

But the fiery sword cuts both ways, since the myth of Adam has many mean-
ings and many retellings. Ezekiel himself—​although he attempted to rewrite his 
primal human myth—​proved unable to strip it of ambiguity. He could not deny 
Adam’s liminal (human-​divine) status, his heavenly dwelling, and his original im-
mortality. Elements of the earlier story are remembered even in Ezekiel’s polemi-
cal revision.
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Similar ambiguities remain in the canonical Adam myth. In Genesis, for in-
stance, the serpent was not wrong when he said that the first couple, endowed 
with knowledge, would be as gods (Gen 3:5). Yahweh himself proves the serpent 
correct when he admits with evident alarm:  “Now Adam [or:  humanity] has 
become like one of us!” (3:22). In one reading of the myth, Yahweh is made into a 
jealous tyrant. He hunts Adam down as the latter fearfully hides, naked, amid the 
trees of Eden. Yahweh expels Adam, then dooms him to toil and death.72

But in other versions of the myth, the imagination is activated for new pos-
sibilities. The myth in Ezekiel indicates that Adam was neither born naked, nor 
made of mud. He was clothed with all the precious stones of Eden, a sacred guard-
ian before God, the height and pinnacle of beauty. He was not a child in mind, 
but one full of wisdom from the start. As king of creation, he was already close to 
divinity. Indeed, he was already divine, colossal in size, endowed with powerful 
wings stretched out and overshadowing.

If in the beginning humans lost their divinity, then in the end they might 
regain it. Such a lofty end is prophesied in a text from the third century ce 
(quoted in the epigraph of this chapter). In its current state, The Testament of 
Adam is a Christian text. Yet it remains a pastiche of earlier, Jewish sources.73 It 
relates a myth wherein God consoles the fallen Adam, whose desire for divinity is 
acknowledged and approved. In the end, Yahweh will make Adam—​representing 
all of humanity—​divine. Like Christ, the mythic Adam redivivus, humanity will 
sit at God’s right hand.74 In this retelling, at least, the fruit of knowledge is no 
longer forbidden, and the serpent’s promise to humanity’s ancient parents is dra-
matically confirmed for a future time: “You shall be as gods!”



       



       

2

“I Will Be Like the Most High!”
The Self-​deification of Helel

What is a rebel? A man who says no: but whose refusal does 
not imply a renunciation…  . He rebels because he categori-
cally refuses to submit to conditions that he considers intoler-
able… . As a last resort he is willing to accept the final defeat, 
which is death, rather than be deprived of the last sacrament 

which he would call … freedom.
Albert Camus1

Introduction
In Christian tradition, there is an ancient poem that provides, as in a dark mirror, 
the backstory of God’s archenemy, the devil. According to this story, which takes 
place before the world began, Satan (or Lucifer) sinned the first and ultimate 
sin. This sin was not rebellion in itself, but what preceded and motivated it: self-​
deification. “He trusted,” wrote Milton, “to have equaled the Most High,/​If he 
opposed, and with ambitious aim/​Against the throne and monarchy of God/​
Raised impious war in heav’n and battle proud.”2

The river of Milton’s imagination flowed from the spring of Isaiah 14:12–​15.

How you have fallen from the heavens, Helel, son of Dawn!
You have been cut down to the earth, you who mowed down the nations!
Yet you said in your heart:
    “I will rise to heaven.
    I will raise my throne above the stars of God.
      I will take my seat on the Mount of Assembly,
      on the heights of Zaphon!
    I will rise over the heights of cloud.
    I will be like the Most High!”
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These verses are part of (or welded to) a larger poem, or set of poems that cur-
rently make up the fourteenth chapter of Isaiah. In modern historical scholarship, 
Satan has been duly exorcised from the hallowed grounds of this chapter. The 
layers of Christian mythology have been peeled away, giving us a much more mys-
terious and more ambiguous self-​deifier named “Helel” in the Hebrew tongue, or 
the “Shining One.”

We cannot explore the “original” meaning of Helel’s myth, lost in the abyss of 
unrecorded history. We cannot even explore the meaning of the myth when it was 
first written down. In fact, we do not know when precisely it was inscribed, or against 
what earthly force or foe it was initially directed.3 We resort, then, to locating the 
myth at a moment in time when Isaiah 13–​27 (the Oracles against the Nations) as-
sumed final form. According to current scholarly consensus, this took place in the 
province of Yehud sometime in the broad span of the Persian period (539–​330 bce).4

Whatever its prehistory, Helel’s story seems to be a spinoff from other myths 
of cosmic rebellion (a larger family of myths in the ancient Near East). Sometimes 
divine rebels aim merely to depose their overlords; at other times, they try to re-
place them. Often the rebel is closely related to the high God, and can even be 
his son. We do not know Helel’s original relationship to Elyon—​the high God 
depicted in the myth. We do not know whether Helel originally belonged to a 
Canaanite, Mesopotamian, or Hebrew pantheon, or whether such distinctions 
even mattered when the myth was first told.

What we do know, or can reconstruct, is the social and historical setting of the 
Jewish, or Judean, people after their Babylonian exile. Standing from this historical 
vantage point allows us to see how Judeans used Helel’s myth to generate new his-
torical memories, inculcate new religious dispositions, and sustain a social forma-
tion bound together by these dispositions. Helel’s myth is a myth of self-​deification. 
And we will see how his self-​deification contributed to Yahweh’s own rise to supreme 
power in the minds of early Jews.

Mythological Setting
When Helel’s myth was adapted by a Hebrew poet it was, it seems, already wiz-
ened with time. Modern readers who do not know the full myth must piece it 
together from paltry hints. In Isaiah chapter 14, a figure called the “Shining One” 
rebels against Elyon the high God. Helel is a minor deity, son of another minor 
god named Shachar, or “Dawn.” As a lesser noble among the gods, the son of 
Shachar is a highly ambitious and a rambunctious warrior. Only after conquer-
ing earth and its nations does he set his sights on heaven. Like Bellerophon in 
Greek mythology, he aims to surmount the peak of the cosmic mountain—​the 
axis mundi binding earth and heaven together.5
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Helel’s name (the “Shining One,” sometimes translated “Daystar”) helps to 
identify him with the star god Venus.6 To the human eye, the planet Venus (the 
morning and evening star) never rises high in the heavens. As the vanguard and 
rearguard of the chief star—​our sun—​Venus appears above the horizon in the 
early morning and then fades away in the increasing brilliance of the sunrise. The 
myth assumes that the star god wanted to rise higher—​to the level of the highest 
(circumpolar) stars. The highest stars surround the high God as members of the 
divine council. Helel—​too low and too lowly to join this assembly—​planned to 
storm their astral paradise. He aimed to set his throne above the gods of the high 
council and to sit in the seat of the high God himself.

Some scholars maintain that Helel was originally Athtar, an ancient Syrian 
deity.7 In the evidence that survives, however, Athtar is never said to rebel against 
El the ancient Syrian high God. In fact, it is the hoary El who appoints Athtar to 
the position of royal vizier after the former incumbent, Baal, is tragically swal-
lowed up by Mot (Death). But Athtar only filled his new position briefly before 
abdicating the throne. Athtar took control of earth; Helel, in contrast, aimed to 
dominate heaven.8

A more likely parallel to Helel is Phaethon, the ill-​starred son of the Sun in Greek 
mythology. In the ancient poetry of Hesiod, Phaethon is portrayed as the son of 
Dawn (here a female figure called Eos).9 Moreover, Phaethon displays unambiguous 
hubris: by presumptuously steering the steeds of his solar father, his fires, in Ovid’s 
words, “reduce whole nations with their peoples to ashes.”10 The high God Zeus 
brings about the fall of Phaethon by blasting him with a thunderbolt. The Greek poet 
Callimachus sings of Phaethon’s fall with a line resembling Isaiah 14:12: “Evening 
star, how you have fallen!” (Hespere, pōs epeses).11 If Phaethon is in fact a variant of 
Helel, his myth was told in a new way and culture, and for different ends.

Historical Setting
In Isaiah 14, Helel’s myth serves a distinctively Jewish theological and politi-
cal purpose. The chapter consists mostly of a taunt-​song (māšāl) (Isa 14:4). The 
flexible word māšāl indicates a proverb or story that draws a comparison.12 The 
comparison, we discover, is between a mythological and a historical character (an 
ancient star god and a human king).

A more accurate description of the genre is “dirge parody.”13 Normally a dirge 
highlights the greatness of its hero in order to make his absence more heart-
felt: “Oh, how the mighty have fallen!” sang David over his friend Jonathan and 
King Saul (2 Sam 1:19). The mock lament, however, exaggerates the mournful 
pathos to satirize its subject. With stinging irony, the poet of Isaiah 14 spotlights 
the lofty pretensions of the unnamed king to underscore his fall.14
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In its present form, the mock lament is a kind of “one size fits all” prophecy. 
Any number of tyrants, with a pinch of historical imagination, are candidates for 
its ridicule. On the other hand, the ancient editor(s) who placed the poem here 
saw the myth as specifically directed against a “king of Babylon” (14:4). The fact 
that the king is not named would imply that the poem could fit several Babylonian 
kings. Alternatively, the anonymous king could represent the empire of Babylon 
itself (a common trope in Hebrew poetry). Rhetorically speaking, the subject’s 
anonymity amounts to a clever twisting of the knife: a funeral oration designed 
to memorialize its subject fails to mention his name.15

Modern scholars who align the myth to history have proposed a number of 
candidates. Later Neo-​Assyrian kings dubbed themselves “kings of Babylon.” 
Yet they were a distant threat by the time Isaiah’s prophecies received their final 
form.16 Another option is Nabonidus, the last Babylonian king before the Persian 
takeover of Babylon in 539 bce.17 Although this strange king is a possible con-
tender, his memory quickly faded among the Jews, or was rather absorbed and 
transformed into the memory of a much greater ruler: Nebuchadnezzar II (ruled 
605–​562 bce). It was this king, the destroyer of Jerusalem, who understandably 
cut the deepest impression in Jewish collective memory. It was this king who came 
to represent the horrible evils of tyranny in general.18

Nebuchadnezzar

At the end of the sixth century bce, Babylon had already become a symbol 
for evil empire ( Jer 50–​51). The tower of Babel (modeled after a huge zig-
gurat or step pyramid in Babylon) loomed as the symbol of ultimate human 
pride in Israel’s primeval history (Gen 11). Nebuchadnezzar had rebuilt this 
ziggurat, completing it with glazed bricks of pure blue color all the way 
up to its summit.19 Correspondingly, this Babylonian king became a typo-
logical tyrant expressing what in Jewish eyes constituted the consummate 
evil—​self-​deification.

We witness Nebuchadnezzar’s self-​deification in Jewish texts of the Hellenistic 
period (323 bce–​30 ce). In Daniel 3, the king sets up a skyscraper-​like cult statue 
and orders representatives of all nations to genuflect. Although it is not explic-
itly stated, we surmise that the statue’s face looks very much like the king’s. The 
ancient exegete Hippolytus (early third century ce) wrote that through this 
image, an elated Nebuchadnezzar wanted to be “worshiped by all people as a god 
(hōs theos).”20 In the Book of Judith, the wicked Nebuchadnezzar orders the de-
struction of all sanctuaries to pave the way for the worship of him alone. Just 
like Yahweh, Nebuchadnezzar demands monotheistic devotion. All nations and 
tribes are bid to “call upon him as a god (theos)” (3:8; cf. 6:2).
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Interest in Nebuchadnezzar’s self-​deification continued in Late Antiquity. 
In the rabbinic midrashic collection Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, Helel’s claim to 
ascend above the clouds is taken to mean that “Nebuchadnezzar called himself a 
god.”21 Here the king is part of a family of self-​deifiers, whom Hector Patmore calls 
“a quartet of royal blasphemers.”22 The other culprits include Pharaoh (symbol of 
Egyptian kingship), the Assyrian king Sennacherib, and an unnamed ruler of Tyre 
(treated in the previous chapter). By introducing this quartet, the rabbinic inter-
preter set out to explain a famous line in the Song of Moses (Exod 15:11): “Who is 
like you, Yahweh, among the gods?”

Who is like you among those who call themselves gods (̓ĕlôhôt)? Pharaoh 
called himself a god (̓ĕlôah), as it is said: “The river is mine” (Ezek 29:9); 
“And I have made myself ” (Ezek 29:3). Sennacherib called himself a god 
(̓ĕlôah), as it is said: “Who are they among the gods of these nations,” etc. 
(Isa 36:20). Nebuchadnezzar called himself a god ( ̓ĕlôah), as it is said: “I 
will ascend above the heights of the clouds,” etc. (Isa 14:14). The prince of 
Tyre called himself a god ( ̓ĕlôah), as it is said: “… Because your heart is 
exalted,” etc. (Ezek 28:2).23

In referring to Nebuchadnezzar, however, we must be careful to distinguish the 
historical Babylonian king from the symbol of moral and political evil that he 
became.24 Historically speaking, Nebuchadnezzar never climbed to heaven in a 
wild attempt to match the high God. But history (“what happened”) is a broken 
reed when it comes to understanding the dynamics of ancient Jewish culture and 
identity. In Jewish collective memory, fostered by native myth, the Babylonian 
king did indeed invade heaven.

Nebuchadnezzar’s armies had attacked a rebellious Jerusalem in 587 bce. 
They captured the city after an excruciating year-​and-​a-​half siege. As a reprisal, 
Nebuchadnezzar’s soldiers ascended the temple mount and did the unthink-
able. They burned Yahweh’s royal palace, the ancient temple of Solomon. The 
center of Jewish religion and culture—​envisioned as earth’s navel and the focus of 
fertility—​lay charred and destroyed.25

There is no evidence that the author or editors of the dirge in Isaiah 14 were 
Jews who directly experienced the sack of Jerusalem. But there is reason to believe 
that these writers, like virtually all later Jews, experienced its calamitous political 
and psychological effects. Destroying the cultural and religious center of Judah 
facilitated the dismantling of the Judahite state. Nebuchadnezzar exiled Judah’s 
king and its people (or rather, the artisans and aristocracy). Those Jews who came 
back, about two generations later, lived out their lives amid rubble and desola-
tion. They helped rebuild—​not an independent state with its own monarch, but 
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the tiny Persian province of Yehud, now surrounded by enemies both real and 
perceived. The dark memory of the Babylonian empire, as symbolized by its great-
est king, was not likely to fade. Forged by a people’s shared pain, the collective 
memory of Nebuchadnezzar grew into a story of mythic proportions.

Even after all they had suffered, Judeans still believed that their national god 
Yahweh held the reins of world empires. Yahweh was in origin a storm god like 
the Phoenician Baal.26 Like a storm, Yahweh often takes on the character of a 
fierce warrior god. In Isaiah 13 and at the end of chapter 14, he is repeatedly re-
ferred to as “Yahweh of armies.” In other words, Yahweh is depicted as a heavenly 
military leader of astral or angelic forces.

According to the poet of Isaiah 13, Yahweh of armies was not going to use his 
own people to take vengeance on Babylon. Instead, he would stir up a people who 
ruled the mountains south of the Caspian Sea—​the Medes. Perhaps Isaiah 13 is 
a fragment of a prophecy dating from 570 to 540 bce (when Media was strong). 
Historically, it was the Persian king, Cyrus, who marched into Babylon without 
a fight in 539 bce. Cyrus claimed that Babylon’s own god Marduk, not Yahweh, 
had kindly invited him in.

Despite this turn of events, the author of Isaiah 13 wanted Babylon to suffer, 
and he used poetry to effect poetic justice. Nebuchadnezzar had sacked and burned 
Jerusalem. Consequently, the same fate is said to await his mother city. Merciless 
Medes march in and slaughter pregnant women and little children (Isa 13:18). 
Babylon is torched like the mythic Sodom and Gomorrah (v. 19). The prophet 
declares that the city “will never be inhabited” (v. 20). Ostriches will roost in the 
houses, and “goat-​demons” will dance in the streets (v. 21). The end is nigh: “its 
days will not be prolonged” (v. 22). The Babylonian empire did end, to be sure. But 
the Medes never captured Babylon, and Cyrus left its buildings intact.

The author of the oracle against Babylon in Isaiah 13 is not necessarily the same 
poet who sang its dirge in the next chapter. Nevertheless, a later editor arranged 
the material so that we would read these two compositions together. Both Isaiah 
13 and 14 have a similar purpose: their weighted words are a spring mechanism for 
emotional release and imagined compensation. The editor of Isaiah never saw the 
Medes destroy Babylon, but he could still imagine a great reversal of fortune. He 
imagined that “the house of Israel” would take Babylon’s place as world leader. He 
thought that Judah would “possess the nations as male and female slaves.” He be-
lieved that Judeans would “take captive those who were their captors, and rule over 
those who oppressed them” (Isa 14:2). Vengeance, in other words, could still be had. 
In his mind’s eye, he could still gloat over Babylon’s infants “dashed to pieces before 
their eyes, their houses plundered, their wives raped” (Isa 13:16; cf. Ps 137:9).

But the greatest vengeance was plotted for the king of Babylon himself. Against 
him, the taunt song in Isaiah 14 was taken up. The song had no real power to kill 
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Nebuchadnezzar, who died in peace after forty-​three years of successful rule. Still, the 
song’s cathartic effect—​its potential to release and clear away negative emotions—​
was potent and remains so today. The writer of the song may have assumed that his 
words, inspired by Yahweh, might even have had some magical effect. By singing 
Nebuchadnezzar’s death ode, the poet effectively transferred him to hell.27

Literary Setting
Beginning in the latter half of Isaiah 14:4, the taunt song has four major sec-
tions: the declaration of victory (vv. 4b–​8), the greeting in Sheol (vv. 9–​11), the 
fall of Helel (vv. 12–​15), and the survey of his corpse (vv. 16–​20). Although we 
touch on all parts of the poem, our focus is on Helel (vv. 12–​15).28

In the first section, the Babylonian king is called a “despot” and a “tyrant.” 
The word for tyrant, mar ehēbāh, is related to Rahab, the name for a chaos mon-
ster from the sea (Ps 51:9; 89:11; Isa 30:7).29 Nebuchadnezzar is later depicted as a 
monster in Jeremiah 51:34: “King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon … has swallowed 
me like a dragon.”30

In Isaiah 14:5, Yahweh is given credit for smashing the staff and rod (šēbeṭ) of 
evil rulers. The language is reminiscent of the ideal king in Isaiah 11, who strikes 
the earth with the rod (šēbeṭ) of his mouth (11:4).31

The unceasing, voracious activity of the Babylonian tyrant gives way to a 
period of eerie quiet (Isa 14:7). In many lament poems, all nature is said to bewail 
the passing of the deceased.32 But when this tyrant is laid to rest, the cedars of 
Lebanon (representing world leaders) roar in celebration (v. 8).33 The tyrant’s 
former attempts to climb these cedars foreshadow his later maneuver to scale 
God’s sacred mountain (verse 8, cf. 13).34 Strangely, it was Yahweh himself who 
had attacked these cedars earlier in Isaiah (2:13; 10:33–​34).

At the heart of the poem, the prophet raises his taunt:

How you have fallen from the heavens, Helel, son of Dawn!
You have been cut down to the earth, you who mowed down the nations!
Yet you said in your heart:
    “I will rise to heaven.
    I will raise my throne above the stars of God.
      I will take my seat on the Mount of Assembly,
      on the heights of Zaphon!
    I will rise over the heights of cloud.
    I will be like the Most High!”
But you will go down to hell,
to the depths of the pit! (Isa 14:12–​15)
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These fervent lines tell a tale of smashed expectations. Every up leads down. 
Every willed success is balanced by a proportionate calamity. Helel, a star rising in 
the east, falls like a meteorite. When he cuts down the nations, he is mowed down to 
earth. After planning to rise to the zenith of heaven, he is flung to the nadir of hell.

Imitation, it is said, is the greatest compliment. In this case, however, Helel’s 
desire to be “like” the Most High is hardly viewed positively. He attempts to match 
the high God’s power—​and exceed it. His repeated declaration, “I will rise” (from 
the verb ‘ālāh) (vv. 12, 14) plays upon the name of the high God (Elyon) itself. The 
repeated “I will” phrases hit the reader in rapid succession and express the heated 
energy of the star. In the myth, Helel is already a god. But he wants to be the chief 
God—​the high God. His earthly alter ego Nebuchadnezzar is a man—​a fact that 
makes his self-​deifying machinations seem all the more atrocious.

Amazingly, we are never told whether Helel ever executed his plans. 
Interpreters (somewhat like Milton) often imagine a fantastic clash of war in 
heaven like the famous battle of gods and giants. In fact, we hear only the report 
of Helel’s internal soliloquy (“he said in his heart”). Elyon, who either reads Helel’s 
thoughts or sees what is coming, executes an overwhelming preemptive strike, 
and the Shining One is dimmed.

For the next section of the poem, the reader must imagine a smoky battlefield 
where amazed survivors stand stupefied in the crater of the fallen star:

Those who look upon you and gawk at you will take it to heart.
Is this the man who shook the earth?
who made the kingdoms tremble?
who made the world like a desert?
and tore down its cities?
whose prisoners he did not release?35

All the kings of the nations,
all of them rest in honor,
each man in his palace.
But you are flung from your grave like a detested branch,
clothed with corpses—​
those pierced by the sword!
They go down to the stones of the pit
like a trampled corpse.
You are not joined with them in a grave.
Because you devastated your land,
you murdered your people,
you are not buried.
The lineage of evil people will never more be named! (Isa 14:16–​20)
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In this scene, the brilliant star god suddenly morphs into a human ruler who 
dies in battle. Perhaps the original referent of the poem was a king whose body 
lay unburied on the battlefield. Historically, Nebuchadnezzar did not die in 
war, nor was he cast from his grave.36 To be sure, later Jewish legend reports 
that Nebuchadnezzar’s son cast him from his grave.37 But later developments 
of the myth could not eradicate Babylon’s own memory. Nebuchadnezzar died 
at the political height of the Neo-​Babylonian empire. His territory stretched 
from the borders of Egypt to Iran. The great conqueror was buried in pomp. 
On his bier, he was likely clothed in a bejeweled robe, anointed with sweet oil, 
and escorted by high officials hailing from all over the empire.38

The poet in Isaiah 14 uses the rhetoric of the taunt song to craft a new memory. 
The Babylonian king (or kingship) perishes miserably in battle. He is clothed not 
with jewels, but with corpses. Horrified officials are depicted as inspecting his 
rotted corpse. In other translations of this poem, his trampled body is likened to 
an aborted fetus, putrid matter, or carrion.39 But these readings all replace a word 
in the Hebrew text that indicates that the Babylonian king is “a detested branch” 
(kenēṣer niteʻāb). The king is thus contrasted to the Messianic king called “branch” 
(nēṣer) in Isa 11:1. Yet he is also like the detested (metāʻēb) Suffering Servant in 
Isaiah 49:7. In addition, the word nēṣer serves as a subtle and creative code word 
for the true target of the prophet’s polemic “Nebuchadnēṣer.”40

In the Hebrew text, Nebuchadnezzar is punished for devastating his own land 
and murdering his own people. The Septuagint here reads not “your land” and 
“your people,” but “my land” and “my people” (tēn gēn mou … ton laon mou, Isa 
14:20). It directs the prophecy, in other words, to the people of Judah. This read-
ing, likely an emendation, seems more to the point. The Judean readers of Isaiah 
remembered not how the king mistreated Babylonians, but how he devastated 
the land of Israel.

The destruction of Nebuchadnezzar’s lineage (literally “seed”) is ironic because 
Nebuchadnezzar’s name is itself an address to a Babylonian god: “O Nabû, protect 
my offspring.”41 In an inscription found at the Wadi-​Brisa (in modern Lebanon), 
Nebuchadnezzar prays to his god, “may my name be remembered in future (days) 
in a good sense, may my offspring rule forever!”42 That Nebuchadnezzar’s off-
spring are not even remembered represents another twisting of the knife.

Earlier in the oracle (14:9–​11), the poet proleptically speaks of the king’s royal 
reception in hell (the Hebrew Sheol). Sheol herself is pictured as a woman all astir 
at the distinguished visitor. In her musty caverns, misty shades flit around to greet 
the newcomer. Ancient kings, or possibly underworld gods (rephā’îm), slowly rise 
from their creaking thrones, blanketed in cobwebs. The royal wraiths—​perhaps 
the very cedars that Nebuchadnezzar earlier cut down—​gape in amazement—​
then grin. “You have become as weak as we!” they say. “You have become like us!” 
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(v.10; cf. Ezek 32:20–​32). The fact that Nebuchadnezzar has become like a ghost is 
deeply ironic, since he aimed to be like God. Although the other dead kings have 
high-​backed thrones, Nebuchadnezzar is compelled to lay down on maggots, and 
keeps warm with a blanket of worms (Isa 14:11).

Tacked on to the end of the poem are short, violent oracles that ensure us that 
Yahweh (strangely absent from the poem itself ) is the one who spoke it. The god 
of Israel, at least according to a later editor, is implicitly identified with the char-
acter Elyon the high God. It is this God, the Jewish one, who takes vengeance on 
Nebuchadnezzar by bringing his sons to the slaughterhouse (Isa 14:21–​23).

Myth, History, and Memory
The poem illustrates a general trend in Judean religion (and perhaps all reli-
gions): myth is both more necessary and more significant than history (defined 
as “what happened”). Indeed, myth shapes the perception of history. It has the 
power to create collective memories that function as the basic models of real-
ity. Assuming Yahweh did steer world affairs, then Nebuchadnezzar could not 
have died in peace at the height of his power. He could not have been the man 
who built Babylon, who climbed a tower of military power all the way to the 
skies. If Yahweh truly ruled, Nebuchadnezzar must have fallen from the stars, and 
dropped to the deepest lair of hell.

Why did the poet meld Nebuchadnezzar to a mythic self-​deifier (Helel)—​a 
myth that would have otherwise faded, like the star itself, into oblivion? The most 
plausible explanation has already been noted. Theologically, Nebuchadnezzar’s 
attack on Jerusalem’s temple mount was taken to be an attack on Yahweh’s cosmic 
mountain. In Isaiah 14:13, the mountain that Helel plans to attack is called “Zaphon.” 
In Canaanite mythology, Zaphon referred to Mount Casius ( Jebel Aqra) in Syria—​
ancient abode of the gods (especially Baal).43 In their own cultic hymns, Israelites 
had long identified Zaphon with Jerusalem and specifically the temple mount.44 To 
attack Zaphon, in the mind of our poet, was to attack the temple.

In Jeremiah 50–​51 (a lengthy oracle against Babylon), Babylon’s downfall is 
directly traced back to Nebuchadnezzar’s violation of the temple:

The cry of fugitives and refugees from the land of Babylon! [It comes] 
to announce in Zion the vengeance of Yahweh our god, vengeance for 
his temple. Summon archers against Babylon, all who bend the bow! 
Encamp all around her; let there be no refugee! Repay her in accordance 
with what she did; just as she has done, do to her—​for she acted proudly 
against Yahweh, against the holy one of Israel! ( Jer 50:28–​29; cf. 51:11, 24, 
34–​35, 49–​51).
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Jeremiah 51:53 may even allude to our poem when it says that Babylon threatened 
to “mount up to heaven.”45 For the Yahwists in Yehud, the temple was the gate-
way to heaven, the abode of the sky god. Consequently, Nebuchadnezzar’s attack 
on the temple mount was viewed as nothing short of a celestial invasion.46 Even 
more: his attack on the temple was an attack on Yahweh himself. By attacking 
Yahweh, in the eyes of the Jewish poet, Nebuchadnezzar had made himself out 
to be God.

Significantly, the Jewish scriptures themselves record that Nebuchadnezzar 
never set foot in Jerusalem when the temple was torched. His officials camped in 
the gates while the king held court at the city of Riblah, north of Damascus ( Jer 
39:3, 5–​8; 2 Kgs 25:1–​21). There Nebuchadnezzar received Zedekiah, the Jewish 
king who had rebelled against him many months ago. Zedekiah had violated his 
covenant with the Babylonian king—​sworn in the name of Yahweh ten years ear-
lier. In accordance with the stipulations of that agreement, the Babylonian king 
had attacked Judah. Before and during the siege, Jeremiah had warned his coun-
trymen: the temple is not a talisman! Submit to the king of Babylon ( Jer 7:1–​15; 
27:12)!

It is not known whether Nebuchadnezzar personally gave the order for 
Yahweh’s sanctuary to be burned. Long after the ashes cooled, however, the 
king was blamed for both the consummate profanation and the ultimate 
sin: self-​deification.

This mythic memory conflicts with other memories that Nebuchadnezzar 
himself tried to foster and create. In one of his inscriptions, Nebuchadnezzar 
proclaimed:

After the Lord, my divine begetter, made me, Marduk had my form built 
within my mother. When I  was born and created, I  continually sought 
the guidance of the gods and always followed the way of the gods. I con-
tinually paid attention to the artistic activities of Marduk, the great lord 
and the God who made me… . Without you, my Lord, what exists? You 
establish the reputation of the king whom you love, whose name you pro-
nounce and who pleases you. You make his reputation one of justice and 
set a straightforward course for him. I am the prince who obeys you, the 
creation of your hand. You begot me and entrusted me with the rule over 
all peoples… . Make the fear of your godhead be in my heart.47

These words (resembling a royal psalm in the Hebrew Bible) are not those of a 
megalomaniacal self-​deifier. Nebuchadnezzar may have been cruel to his enemies, 
but he was a reverent worshiper of his own high God, Marduk. The king’s claim 
that Marduk is his “begetter” does not mean that the king viewed the God as his 
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natural father. Rather—​as Yahweh chose Jeremiah in the womb ( Jer 1:5; cf. Isa 
49:1)—​Nebuchadnezzar believed that Marduk chose and “built” him for a spe-
cific vocation: to rule the nations, to execute justice, and to beautify Babylon. The 
king claims to be an obedient son, strictly dependent upon his God.48

The Babylonian king claims (propagandistically, to be sure) that Marduk gave 
him the reputation of being a just king. According to other public inscriptions, 
Nebuchadnezzar was active in the codification of law, the proliferation of courts, 
and the prohibition of bribery.49 This picture of the Babylonian king who was 
“concerned with the spiritual and moral issues of life, anxious for divine guidance 
and working for the spiritual and material welfare of all peoples,” D. J. Wiseman 
observes, “is no mere propaganda.” Rather, it agrees with the book of Daniel, 
where Nebuchadnezzar “is shown as willing to accept the interpretation of 
dreams”—​even when revealed by a Jewish prophet.50

In short, there is little evidence that the historical Nebuchadnezzar deified 
himself.51 Rather, he was rhetorically constructed as a self-​deifier in Jewish mythic 
discourse. Why Judeans generated this myth—​in effect, creating a new cultural 
memory—​is a subject we must now explore.

Ideological Import
The myth of Helel’s self-​deification, as applied to Nebuchadnezzar, is more than 
mere hate speech, the expression of a long-​cherished collective ressentiment. It 
also served more concrete ideological and political functions. Although events 
occur very quickly in the myth (the star god falls even before he rises), the story of 
Helel provides a telescopic view of how Yahweh acts over long stretches of time. 
The story of a particular, time-​bound act of arrogance is a profound exemplum of 
Yahweh’s eternal sovereignty. The burning of Solomon’s temple was not under-
stood as the victory of the universal God Marduk over the tribal deity Yahweh, 
but as a foreign empire’s futile assault against a vastly superior ( Judean) god. The 
Babylonian king is a star, but Yahweh is the sun. Nebuchadnezzar’s assault against 
heaven did not harm Yahweh; rather, it confirmed his sovereignty.

The myth of Helel is thus a form of political resistance. Ultimately it is 
not the fall of Nebuchadnezzar that is being mythologized in Isaiah 14, but 
the fall of Babylon—​and in general any empire whose claims to power match 
or resemble the claims of Israel’s national god. In this sense, the myth of Helel 
is true to the community who tells it. Later Jews had the benefit of hind-
sight. Despite the success and piety of Nebuchadnezzar as an individual, his 
empire was short-​lived and fell relatively swiftly after his death. The myth in 
Isaiah 14 serves as a self-​confirming etiology for why powerful kings and their 
kingdoms fall.
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More specifically, the myth can be classified as a “hidden transcript.”52 The 
target of the taunt is not mentioned in the poem itself. A later editor only added 
a vague reference to a “king of Babylon.” Nebuchadnezzar’s name was coded in 
the seemingly innocuous word “branch” (nēṣer). Due to the king’s effective ano-
nymity, the hidden transcript could be replayed in coming centuries against later 
kings and world empires. After Babylon, Persia came to dominate Judea; then the 
Ptolemies marched in, then the Seleucids, and finally the Romans. But the myth 
of Helel could be innocuously redirected against these empires as it was ostensi-
bly aimed at a king of Babylon who fell long ago. The myth subtly rolls together 
any number of perceived tyrants—​past and future—​who could and would chal-
lenge Judea.

According to Bruce Lincoln, a group that wishes to establish a new or unfa-
miliar social formation can “advance novel lines of interpretation for an estab-
lished myth or modify details in its narration and thereby change the nature of 
the sentiments (and the society) it evokes.”53 We do not know what the myth of 
Helel looked like before it passed through the hands of an anonymous Hebrew 
poet and later Jewish editors. It is reasonable to hypothesize, however, that it told 
a larger story. By citing only a fragment of it, putting it in a new poetic context, 
and framing it as an oracle of Yahweh, Jewish writers intentionally reconfigured 
the myth to tell the story of their deity’s sovereignty, and to stimulate sentiments 
of awe and submission consonant with that sovereignty.

Yet the attitudes and social formation encouraged by such mythmaking are 
not anti-​imperial per se. To the contrary, the myth of Helel (and Isaianic myth-
making in general) supports a kind of government that can be characterized as 
absolute empire: the empire of Yahweh. In the future, Yahweh alone will be ex-
alted (Isa 2:11, 17; 5:16), and his name exalted (12:4). Like the king of Babylon, 
Yahweh proclaims “I will rise up” (Isa 14:22), “I will lift myself up; now I will be 
exalted” (Isa 33:10). Unlike Helel, however, Yahweh does not fall. Yahweh per-
forms a “high” or “prideful act” (gē’ût) (Isa 12:5). He has pride (gē’ût, Isa 26:10), 
and rests “in the glory of his loftiness” (gā’ōn) (Isa 2:10, 19, 21). Such exaltation 
strangely echoes the “exaltation” or “pride” (gā’ōn) of Babylon (Isa 13:11, 19; 14:11). 
(It is somewhat tendentious, one must note, that the gā’ōn of Yahweh is com-
monly translated “majesty” while the gā’ōn of Babylon is rendered as “pride.”)

Yahweh’s empire is not coextensive with the empire of the Jews (which never 
existed). Yet the Judeans, as Yahweh’s chosen ones, benefit from Yahweh’s imag-
ined rule. Babylon will end up as Sodom and Gomorrah (Isa 13:19–​20), but the 
Judeans are spared this fate (1:9). Through Yahweh, the Judeans themselves acquire 
exaltation or pride (gā’ōn) (Isa 4:2). The Judeans in Isaiah long for the day when 
the wealth of nations will stream into their gates (Isa 61:6), when Zion will be 
the highest of the world’s mountains, and all nations will stream to it (Isa 2:2–​4). 
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The coming of the nations to Zion results in the “light of Yahweh,” whereas Helel 
(representing other world empires) is eternally dimmed (Isa 2:5, 14:15).54

The myth of Helel inculcated an ideology of Yahweh’s sovereign control 
(which typically goes under the name of “monotheism”). By increasing the value 
and power of their god, Yahweh’s ministers (largely priests and scribes) increased 
their own perceived value and power. But the whole nation of the Jews, languish-
ing in political and military inferiority, benefited from a sense of theological su-
periority over other nations. The myth became part of the Jewish canon to some 
extent because it was already a part of the national mythology of Judeans; it 
formed and fostered the memories of their people and offered a stable cultural 
identity.

Earlier Isaianic prophecy encouraged a mythic vision wherein Yahweh’s 
chosen nation could see their god working in and through human empires. 
Assyria in Isaiah 10:5 is vividly depicted as the rod of god, which the divine over-
lord wields to beat down the nations. Isaiah 14 tells the story of what happens 
when the human instrument turns against its maker. It tells a story, that is, in 
which a human royal agent or government tries to usurp the absolute authority of 
the divine emperor. The immediate fall of the human opponent—​whose staff of 
power is crushed (Isa 14:5)—​reinforces the absolute imperium of Yahweh, legiti-
mating and consolidating social formations that pledge fealty to Yahweh’s empire.

Conclusion: The Transformation of the Myth
Nebuchadnezzar may never have ascended Zion’s hill. In Jewish myth, however, 
he was melded to a star god who attempted to scale Elyon’s sacred mount. By 
attacking the high God, in the eyes of the Jewish poet, Nebuchadnezzar made 
himself out to be God.

Nebuchadnezzar is the first human king definitively constructed as a self-​
deifier in Jewish mythology. More kings would follow, notably Antiochus IV 
Epiphanes and the Roman emperor Gaius Caligula. There is more historical 
evidence for the deification of these latter rulers. Much of the evidence for their 
self-​deification, however, appears (perhaps with little surprise) in solely Jewish 
sources. In the myth of Helel, Judeans established a mythological template or 
paradigm that they would then apply to other theandric kings who posed (in fact 
or fiction) as the high God.

Early Christians adapted the mythic template in a way both similar to and dif-
ferent from contemporary Jews. In part, the pride and power of Helel were applied 
to a future, evil king (called Antichrist) whose self-​deifying rise and catastrophic 
fall end human history. Primarily, however, Christians used the myth of Helel to 
generate the backstory for the ultimate mythical tyrant, Satan. Indeed, one of 
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Satan’s best-​known names comes from the Latin translation of Helel: “Lucifer” 
(or “Light-​bearer”). Early Christians, in short, executed the ultimate demoniza-
tion of the self-​deifier—​who became, appropriately, the chief of demons. This 
new myth served a larger etiological purpose: to explain not just why opposing 
powers fall but also how evil itself came into the world. In short, self-​deification 
became the first and primal sin that explains all other sins.

The story of how Lucifer’s self-​deification was woven into Satan’s saga can 
only be sketched here. It is a story worth telling, because it amply demonstrates 
how a myth can be transformed in different times and contexts.55 The mythology 
is largely Christian, although amply foreshadowed by a Jewish text: the book of 2 
Enoch. Only fully preserved in Slavonic, the document (or its original version) is 
increasingly dated to the first century ce.56

We begin with chapter 29, where Yahweh himself relates to Enoch how he 
made out of flame myriads of angels in vast array. Inexplicably, however, “one 
from the order of the archangels deviated, together with the division that was 
under his authority. He thought up the impossible idea, that he might place 
his throne higher than the clouds which are above the earth, and that he might 
become equal to my power. And I hurled him out from the height, together with 
his angels” (cf. Isa 14:13–​15).57

Strangely, Satan (or “Satanael”) in 2 Enoch engages in an act very much like 
Yahweh’s own. In 2 Enoch chapter 24, Yahweh “thought up the idea of establish-
ing a foundation, to create a visible creation” (v. 5). After engendering light, his 
first act was to set up a throne for himself to sit upon (25:4). When an archangel 
(Satanael) later tries to set up his own throne, he is thrown down. The book of 2 
Enoch is a Jewish text, but its use of Isaiah 14 previews Satan’s whole history in 
later Christian mythology.

In a fragment of Justin Martyr (ca. 150 ce), we read that the prophet “Isaiah, 
fashioning a tragedy, revealed the whole dramatic outworking prepared for the 
devil under the character of the Assyrian.”58 The “Assyrian” is probably taken as 
the subject of the poem in Isaiah 14 (cf. Isa 14:25).59 This “Assyrian” acts out, as if 
in a play, the cosmic tragedy of the devil, thus revealing Satan’s true history.

In his polemical treatise Against Marcion, Tertullian attributes to “the devil” 
(diabolus) an abbreviation of the words spoken in Isaiah 14:13–​14: “I will set my 
throne in the clouds, I will be like the Most High.” Tertullian believes that the 
devil is “the god of this world” (2 Cor 4:4) because he convinced the whole world 
that he is god.60

The Latin Life of Adam and Eve (first to fourth century ce), significantly 
varies and expands the myth of Lucifer. Like Nebuchadnezzar—​who creates a 
cult statue (presumably of himself ) and orders all his subjects to worship it (Dan 
3)—​God creates Adam as his own image and demands that all the angels worship 
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him.61 As in Daniel 3, most servants submit (or succumb); their knees begin to 
bend. But amid them all, one angel remains standing. Like Shadrach, Meshach, 
and Abednego, who refuse to worship the Babylonian king (image of the God 
Marduk), Lucifer refuses to worship Adam (image of Yahweh). He will not wor-
ship a being who is younger than he is. Adam, for all his glory, is a creature, a cult 
image, which is to say—​an idol.

Unmoved by such resolve, the archangel Michael flatly demands that Lucifer 
worship a human being—​and threatens God’s wrath. Lucifer retorts: “If he gets 
angry at me, I will set my throne above the stars of God and I will be like the Most 
High!” (Isa 14:13–​14).62 These words alone are enough to move God—​much like 
Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 3—​to an outburst of rage. He orders Lucifer and his 
angels to depart heaven and fall, inglorious, to earth.63

In perhaps the first work of systematic theology (On First Principles), Origen 
states that the very name of Lucifer—​“light bearer”—​indicates that he was originally 
a being of light. Nevertheless, he fell from heaven as an apostate.64 In a homily on 
the Book of Numbers, Origen directly puts Isaiah 14:13–​14 in the devil’s mouth and 
accuses him of self-​deifying pride.65 In Origen’s view, Lucifer sins apart from any con-
sideration of Adam. What brings the devil down is his self-​exaltation. To support his 
view, Origen cites 1 Timothy 3:6. In this (forged, but canonical) letter of Paul, the 
author warns his readers not to appoint a recent convert as bishop. Otherwise, such a 
man might become elated, and “fall into the judgment of the devil.”66

Origen’s later opponent, bishop Methodius of Olympus (died 311)  offers a 
variant of the same myth: “the devil too was a dawn-​bringing star (Isa 14:12)… 
He was with the angels rising from the light. He was the early morning star, but 
he fell, was crushed against the ground, and became overseer of whatever opposes 
humanity” (cf. Isa 14:13–​15).67

Originally, all was peace and joy in heaven, according to Eusebius of Caesarea 
(ca. 260–​339). The “holy angels of God and archangels” circled God like the 
stars “circle round the Sun of Righteousness [i.e., Christ] and his fellow the 
Holy Spirit.” But one archangel refused to dance, and caused his own heavenly 
troupe to fall “beneath the piety of the more godlike.” He produced by himself 
“the venom of malice and impiety” and by his “willful departure from the light” 
became “the author of darkness and folly.” The cause of his evil was insanity, for 
only one frenzied and insane could say, ‘I will ascend into the heavens … I will 
be like the Most High!’ ”68

A generation later, Gregory of Nazianzus (ca. 329–​389 ce) varied and ex-
panded the myth. Lucifer “got uppity in the presence of the almighty lord, setting 
his heart on a throne above the clouds” (Isa 14:14). According to Gregory, “he paid 
a penalty worthy of his insanity, since he was condemned to be darkness rather 
than light, or to speak more truly, he became such by himself.” At war with his 
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own passions, Satan attempted to ignite war in everyone else. He still fights with 
vigor against the church, hiding “in the smog of [ecclesiastical] factionalism.”69

What made Lucifer fall? Envy darkened the light-​bearer. His lofty place of 
honor proved his undoing. “For he could not bear, as a divine being, not to be 
thought a god.”70 Gregory then breaks into verse:

For this reason71 the most ancient Daystar, when exalted on high
(for he expected the royal honor of God most great
though he himself had extraordinary laud), lost his luster
and fell here robbed of honor, entirely dark instead of divine!72

According to Gregory of Nyssa (335–​395 ce), Lucifer claimed God’s “title of 
kingship.” As proof of this assertion, Gregory immediately turned to Isaiah. “The 
prophet sees the King of glory seated upon a throne high and lifted up (Isa 6:1). 
That other one too [Satan] promises to set his own throne above the stars, so that 
he will be like the Most High (Isa 14:13–​14).”73

In North Africa, Augustine of Hippo (354–​430 ce) tried to explain how, al-
though created by God, Lucifer became evil. Preaching his Homilies on the Gospel 
of John, Augustine restates the standard myth. Lucifer “was an angel, and he 
became a devil; and scripture says of him: ‘Light-​bearer, the one who was rising 
at daybreak, fell’ (Isa 14:12). Why was he called Light-​bearer? Because as one who 
was enlightened, he was shining. But how did he become darkness? ‘Because he 
did not stand in the truth’ ( John 8:44).”74

Deploying this same verse from John, Augustine later denied that Lucifer 
spent any time as a brilliant angel. From the first moment of his creation (ab ipso 
exordio creaturae), Lucifer became evil.75 The bishop explains: “[I]‌t was from the 
beginning of creation (ab ipso creaturae), from the very beginning of time (ab 
ipso … temporis … initio) … from the moment that he was himself created 
he [Lucifer] fell, and he never (nec aliquando) stood in the truth.”76 The instant 
Lucifer was made (factus continuo), he became “swollen with pride” and was “cor-
rupted by delight in his own personal power. Thus he never tasted the sweetness 
of the blessed life of the angels.”77 In effect, Lucifer was never blessed. God created 
an archangel who was instantly damned.78

Like Origen, Augustine rejects the idea that Lucifer fell because he was jeal-
ous of humanity. “Envy comes after pride,” Augustine claims, “not before it; jeal-
ousy after all does not cause pride, but pride causes jealousy.”79 Augustine’s view 
is based on what seemed psychologically plausible to him. It lacks real biblical 
support, and a moment’s reflection shows that it has no psychological necessity 
either. Hatred based on what another has (i.e., envy) can precede an overestima-
tion of one’s importance (i.e., pride).80
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Importantly, however, the primacy of pride derives in large part from a read-
ing of Isaiah 14 (the planned exaltation of Lucifer). For Augustine, pride—​
understood as self-​love gone awry—​was the archetypal sin. Lucifer was the first 
to manifest this sin: “his perverted love of self deprives that puffed-​up spirit [i.e., 
Lucifer] of holy companions, and constrains him to be sated on misery.”81 It is a 
sad end for the devil, but perhaps equally mournful for the deity who created him.

The Importance of Isaiah 14

With Augustine, our sketch of Lucifer’s story comes to an end. As we have seen, 
Lucifer’s memorable mythology proved convincing to a number of patristic writ-
ers starting in the second century ce. What evolved was a Christian mythol-
ogy that became the blueprint for Western demonology up until modern times. 
Other texts in the gospels (Luke 10:18) and Revelation (12:3–​12) contributed to 
the myth’s development, but Isaiah 14 retained hermeneutical primacy. Christian 
mythology is thus organically related to its Jewish antecedents.

What does the mythology teach? First, the story of Satan’s self-​deification 
cannot be separated from his fall. If anything is determined in Yahweh’s mythic 
cosmos, it is that the self-​deifier (or rebel who refuses to keep his place) must be 
destroyed. His destruction, even though projected into a future time, is the ulti-
mate demonstration of divine order. Yahweh has absolute power and will share it 
with no one who resists him.

There is always a danger, however, that the god with absolute power could him-
self become the most dangerous tyrant. In terms of their desire for power, both 
Helel and Yahweh prove to be strikingly similar. In Jewish and Christian mythol-
ogy, both the storm and the star god make an equal bid for absolute power. One 
figure is said to lose, and the other to win. One figure is portrayed as a usurper, 
and the other as the incumbent. But even when the myth seems to boldly support 
Yahweh, a certain ambivalence and unease remains. In his desire to hold and retain 
absolute power, Lucifer roundly succeeds in making himself “like” the Most High.

Self-​deification is, in this mythology, the ultimate expression of pride, and 
makes Yahweh livid with anger. Yet why would Yahweh be so angry unless Satan’s 
pride somehow resembled and even represented Yahweh’s own desire for domina-
tion? In reading this mythology, one obtains the impression that Lucifer’s sudden 
and “necessary” fall represents something repressed in Yahweh’s own myth, a trau-
matic truth that would only be revealed when some early Christians lost their fear 
of the Jewish god and developed his mythology in a different direction. These 
Christians conceived the impossible thought:  the tantalizing likeness between 
Lucifer and Yahweh—​their equal desire for ultimate superiority—​revealed that 
these mythological figures were in fact one.
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“I Am God and There is No Other!”
The Boast of Yaldabaoth

What sort of god is this? First [he] was envious of Adam that 
he should eat from the tree of knowledge… . And later on he 
said, “Let us throw him out of this place lest he eat from the 
tree of life and live forever.” Thus he has shown himself to be a 

malicious envier.
The Testimony of Truth  (NHC IX,3) 47.14–​48.4

Yahweh drives Adam and Eve out of Eden, not to punish them, 
but rather because he fears that humans, having reached his 
own level of knowledge (Gen 3.22), could become immortal 

like him.
Giovanni Garbini1

Introduction
According to some early Christian texts, the god of Genesis is a blind, blasphem-
ing, inept abortion. His blasphemy is a declaration of self-​deification drawn 
directly from Jewish scripture: “I am God, and there is no other!” (Isa 45:22).2 
Irenaeus, bishop of Lyon (late second century ce), believed that Christian 
gnostics were guilty of blasphemy for positing a God higher than the creator.3 
Christian gnostics thought likewise about competing Christian groups who as-
cribed the passions of jealousy and wrath to the supreme God.4 God, according to 
a Platonic theology widespread in Late Antiquity, can only be good. It was sinful, 
therefore, to depict him as the author of belligerent punishments and the creator 
of “evils” (kaka) (Isa 45:7, LXX). The real blasphemy, in this view, is depicting 
God as jealous of humanity’s divine qualities and potential.

Gnostic Christians criticized their opponents by creating a kind of tabloid 
version of Yahweh, an exposé via exegesis, a rude unveiling of who the god of 
Genesis really is, in their view—​an idol. Their new Genesis stories deconstructed 
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the exculpating theologies of their opponents. The sometimes angry, autocratic, 
and jealous god of Jewish scriptures is not hidden under a veil of allegory.5 Rather, 
he is depicted in living and lurid colors. His name is Yaldabaoth,6 aka Samael 
(“blind god”) and Saklas (“fool”).7

Strikingly, these Gnostic revisionary myths depict Yahweh as a self-​deifying 
king. The story of self-​deifying kings was already part of Jewish mythology. Jews 
and Christians would readily think of Helel (Lucifer), the Tyrian tyrant, or 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes. These ancient rulers wanted to be like God, and in their 
putative vanity and hubris claimed to be divine. In their poetry, Jews had paro-
died these putative self-​deifiers with mock dirges. Now the mocking of divine 
folly was turned against Jewish scripture.

Lucifer, who became Satan in Christian mythology, was the main, though im-
plicit, template for Yaldabaoth in gnostic sources.8 Satan or Lucifer was widely 
considered to be the primeval self-​deifier who rebelled against the supreme God.9 
In gnostic mythology, however, the creator himself becomes the rebel against the 
real God. In other words, the creator—​who is more primeval than the devil—​
plays the devil’s archetypal role.10

In this chapter, we examine the stories of the devilish deity Yaldabaoth in three 
documents of Christian Gnosticism: The Secret Book of John, The Reality of the 
Rulers, and what is now titled The Origin of the World. All three documents belong 
to the same book in the Nag Hammadi library (codex II).11 All three share features 
of Ophite mythology. This mythology is characterized by a “reverse” exegesis of 
the creation and paradise stories in Genesis, the animalization of the lower cre-
ators, and the positive role of the tree of knowledge.12 Importantly, all three texts 
foreground the creator’s hubristic self-​deification—​and relate its tragic results.13

The Secret Book of John
The Secret Book of John was apparently one of the most popular primers of 
Christian gnosis. Four copies are preserved in two (short and long) versions. Here 
we examine primarily the long version preserved in the leading tractate of Nag 
Hammadi codex II.14

Some scholars argue that the earliest form of The Secret Book was not a 
Christian text but rather a Jewish document later Christianized.15 It is difficult, 
however, to conceive of the demonization of Yahweh under purely Jewish im-
pulses. Something had to intervene to drain the symbolic power of Yahweh, and 
deprive Jewish canonical myths of their authority. What intervened, it seems, 
was what Christians considered the unique revelation of Christ. Christians be-
lieved that this revelation superseded and revised previous ( Jewish) revelations of 
God and other “second god” figures. It was this theological claim that relativized 
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Jewish scriptures and allowed early Christians to radically revise what had func-
tioned as authoritative and irreproachable myths.16

In The Secret Book, the creator god Yaldabaoth is portrayed as a living 
miscarriage—​an unformed, imperfect thought of a female goddess (Wisdom) 
who aimed to produce offspring on her own.17 Her virgin conception explains 
why her thought was unformed. In Aristotelian embryology, the male was 
thought to provide the form for the fetus, while the female provided the matter.18 
Matter without form was viewed as lacking cohesion, like menses. The product 
of a solely female birth could only, in this view, be malformed.19 The unformed 
nature of Yaldabaoth is expressed in his ugliness. He is a lion-​faced serpent.20 His 
disgusted Mother immediately expels Yaldabaoth from the divine “Fullness.”21

Unwittingly, however, Wisdom becomes the cause of her son’s delusions of 
grandeur. She wraps him in the swaddling clothes of a billowing cloud. The cloud 
image alludes to Job 38:9, where Yahweh swaddles the chaos monster of the sea 
with a “heavy cloud.” In her cloud, Wisdom builds a throne for her son to sit 
upon. Yaldabaoth, newly born, opens his eyes and finds himself engulfed in splen-
dor. He is alone—​or so he thinks. Outfitted with his mother’s spiritual light, he 
realizes that he has super powers.22 But the real power of the light he does not 
know. It is the power of mind; and its substance is spirit (pneuma).23

Since Yaldabaoth is himself darkness, the light in him takes on a grayish cast—​
the color of a storm cloud.24 Like some teenage deity, he moves out of his cloudy 
home and starts using his powers. He can breathe fire, change the appearance of 
his visage, and create whole worlds.25

It was not good for Yaldabaoth to be alone. In the myth, he craves worship and 
adoration. He fathers twelve authorities to rule over the starry rind of the uni-
verse, or Zodiac. Seven of these rulers are given charge of planets, and the other 
five are made lords of the abyss.26 They share Yaldabaoth’s strength, but not the 
light power that he received from his mother.27

Then Yaldabaoth’s minions begin to multiply. The twelve rulers make seven 
powers for themselves, and the powers make six angels until they reach the number 
365. The seven powers are the days of the week, and the angels are the days of the 
solar year. Together, they control time and themselves represent its inescapable 
power.28 Yaldabaoth, like Saturn in astrology, stands over time as supreme Lord.29

The creator then makes a special corps of angels with which he shares his 
fiery power—​the “burning ones” or seraphim.30 He rejoices that, like his mother, 
Wisdom, his thoughts become deeds. He names seven special powers with high-
falutin titles like “lordship” and “divinity.”31 Yaldabaoth rules his angels like a 
tyrant “because of the glorious power that he had from his mother’s light.”32

The creator’s very act of creation is his source of pride. Because of his superior 
power, and due to the host of angels that surround him, Yaldabaoth makes his 
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monotheistic boast: “I am God, and there is no other God beside me!”33 There 
is a vague sense even in Genesis that when the creator looks upon his works and 
judges them “very good,” he shows a sense of self-​satisfaction (Gen 1:31). What 
king would not feel a touch of pride when, in the words of Daniel, “A thousand 
thousands served him, and ten thousand times ten thousand [angels] stood at-
tending him” (Dan 7:10)?

The Nature of True Divinity

The deluded arrogance of Yaldabaoth’s claim is amplified by the fact that he is 
neither alone nor unique. Before his story is told, a lengthy theological disquisi-
tion reveals the true nature of deity. There is one, infinitely high God called the 
Invisible Spirit. This One is without limit, unfathomable, immeasurable, invisible, 
eternal, unutterable, and unnamable.34

From this ultimate God emerged a female deity called:

Mother-​Father,
the first Human,
holy Spirit,
the triple male,
the triple power,
the triple name of male-​female,
and the eternal aeon among the invisible beings,
and the first emanation.35

The chief names of this goddess are Barbelo and Pronoia (the latter meaning 
“Forethought” or “Providence”). Pronoia soon becomes part of a pentad of other 
divine beings. She then conceives a divine Child who is pure light and anointed 
with goodness. This Child shines forth and emanates four awesome luminous 
Powers who are filled with an immense network of divine traits and deities.36

In light of the vast, multistoried palace of superior deities that exist above 
Yaldabaoth, the creator appears as a pipsqueak of a god, and his divine claims 
seem ludicrous. Like Lucifer, Yaldabaoth attempts to raise his throne above the 
Most High, and for these claims, he is deemed impious and disobedient.37 His 
situation is reminiscent of a tale told by Nietzsche about the death of the gods:

They did not end in a “twilight,” though this lie is told. Instead: one day they 
laughed themselves to death. That happened when the most godless word 
issued from one of the gods themselves—​the word: “There is one god. Thou 
shalt have no other god before me!” An old grimbeard of a god, a jealous 
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one, thus forgot himself. And then all the gods laughed and rocked on their 
chairs and cried, “Is not just this godlike that there are gods but not God?”38

In his divine claim, Yaldabaoth plays the part of a ludicrous Lucifer. But the nar-
cissistic creator is even more comic because he does not know that he abides in his 
own self-​concocted Sheol.

The Boast

Jealousy makes the deficiency of Yaldabaoth palpable. Surrounded by a bound-
less throng of angelic children, he exclaims, “I am a jealous God, and no other 
God exists beside me!”39 What is strange about this claim is that Yaldabaoth—​
though ignorant of the divinities that exist above him—​still has a vague sense of 
their presence. As The Secret Book puts it, Yaldabaoth claims to be singular in his 
deity, but admits that he is jealous. But if he is really singular, “of whom would 
he be jealous?”40 Later we learn that Yaldabaoth was aware of the existence of his 
Mother.41 Thus when he proclaims, “no other God exists besides me,” the creator 
lies both to himself and to his creation. In this way, Yaldabaoth assumes another 
devilish trait, since the devil “is a liar and the father of lies” ( John 8:44).

The Rebuke

Suddenly a voice like thunder smashes the arrogant claim of Yaldabaoth. It cries 
out from above: “The Human exists, and the Child of the Human!”42 One can 
imagine Yaldabaoth blinking and peering upward in horror. Although he sus-
pects his mother is behind it, he is unaware of where the voice came from. The 
message, however, is clear: Human Divinity exists before Yaldabaoth. The deity 
“beside” (or rather, above) Yaldabaoth is the God Human, and makes the divinity 
of Yaldabaoth seem ridiculous by comparison.

With the awesome voice of rebuke comes a light, and then a great agita-
tion: “the entire realm of the first ruler quaked, and the foundations of the abyss 
shook.”43 The lower rulers crane their necks upward and squint at the watery fir-
mament above them. The firmament serves as a screen showing the shimmering 
image of the light Human above. Not only does the voice confirm a prior Human 
deity—​the rulers behold its image with their very eyes.44

The Creation of Adam

Ever scheming, Yaldabaoth turns to his henchmen and exhorts them in the an-
cient words, “Come, let us create a human being after the image of God, with a 
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likeness to ourselves, so that this human image may give us light” (cf. Gen 1:26).45 
It was a principle of ancient astrology that things above correspond to certain 
essences below. These essences could attract and control the powers as they 
streamed downward from the stars. Yaldabaoth apparently assumes that if he can 
mold the image of the light Human, he can attract its light power as if wielding a 
spiritual magnet.

To build his human, however, Yaldabaoth must use the materials of his 
own level of reality. The substance at hand is animate—​the stuff of souls. It is 
Yaldabaoth’s own substance and that of the rulers around him. In this sense, the 
rulers build the human in their likeness. Each of the rulers contributes an animate 
body part—​a left ear here, a right buttock there—​all is arranged in the shape of 
the human body as it glimmers above.46

In addition to body parts, the rulers contribute the activation of each limb, 
as well as the human’s perceptions, imagination, and basic impulses. They weave 
in the four chief vices of the soul (antitheses of the cardinal virtues): pleasure, 
desire, grief, and fear. These are the primal founts of all destructive and consuming 
human emotions, including jealousy, rage, and shame.47

All the demonic rulers stare in anticipation at their Frankenstein. But he 
does not move.48 At this point, Yaldabaoth’s mother initiates her own scheme. 
To trick Yaldabaoth into releasing the light power, Wisdom sends down five 
luminaries in the guise of angelic advisors. They counsel the creator, “Breathe 
some of your spirit into the face of Adam, and the body will rise.”49 Yaldabaoth 
huffs and puffs the spirit of his mother into the animate Adam. Suddenly, Adam 
begins to stir and grow powerful. His animate and animated body shines with 
the light of spirit.50

When the spirit of the mother abides in Adam, Yaldabaoth and his cronies 
become jealous. The inward spirit is the spark of mind, and makes Adam more 
intelligent than his creators. By the power of mind, Adam strips himself of the 
rulers’ vices. Enraged, the rulers throw the animate Adam into the lowest level 
of creation—​the chaotic soup of matter.51 But like gold in mud, the divine spark 
gleams.52

Eve

Wisdom sends an additional helper to Adam—​enlightened Insight. Insight is an 
interpretation of the “help” who appears as Eve in Genesis 2. Eve’s name in fact 
translates a Hebrew word meaning “life.” She awakens Adam’s spiritual life, by 
instructing him about the prehistory of divinity, how the divine Mother’s power 
descended into matter, and how it can ascend back again. The power must be 
reintegrated above so that the divine Fullness can be complete.53
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But the evil gods strike back. To snuff out Adam’s power, they devise a prison 
house of matter. They make a material body out of two heavy and two boisterous 
elements: earth, water, fire, and fiery winds. The rulers hammer together this body 
like grimy blacksmiths, blowing with their bellows.54 What they produce is called 
a “cave,” reminiscent of Plato’s cave wherein the prisoners gawk at shadows.55 The 
cave is the material body, “the fetter of forgetfulness.”56 Not only does the physical 
body make Adam capable of death, it also loads him down with bodily needs for 
food, shelter, clothing, and sex. The task of fulfilling these needs removes Adam 
from spiritual thought, and leads him to forget his inward divinity.57

To make matters worse, the rulers plant him in a paradise of delight.58 Like a 
wide-​mouthed child in a candy store, Adam’s eyes are enticed by colors, and his 
taste buds crave sweet fruit. Such pleasure and luxury deaden his thought and 
direct Adam’s mind to solely ephemeral, finite concerns.

In the words of the myth, Yaldabaoth casts Adam into a deep sleep. The sleep 
is not anesthesia for rib removal, but the sleep of forgetfulness. As Yahweh says 
to the prophet Isaiah, “I will load down their hearts that they may neither under-
stand nor see” (cf. Isa 6:10).59 In short, Adam forgets his true nature and becomes 
senseless like the beasts.

Despite these attacks, enlightened Insight remains hidden in Adam. Foolishly, 
Yaldabaoth thinks that he can remove her by surgery. He amputates part of 
Adam’s light and encloses it inside the envelope of a material woman.60 When 
enlightened Insight is embodied in Eve, Adam sobers up. He sees in Eve his true 
light nature—​his essence, which he poetically calls “bone from my bones and 
flesh from my flesh” (Gen 2:23). She is the reason why Adam leaves his father 
(Yaldabaoth) and lower mother (matter).61

Enlightened Insight then takes the form of the tree of knowledge. By consum-
ing her fruit, Adam wakes up, and realizes his true, spiritual nature. In the Secret 
Book, it is not the serpent who induces Adam to eat, but Christ himself, who is 
perched on the tree in the form of an eagle.62 In the Genesis myth, the eyes of 
Adam and Eve are opened when they partake of the fruit. In the Secret Book, it is 
their minds that are enlightened.

Adam and Eve rightly withdraw from the phony god, Yaldabaoth. Maddened 
with rage, the creator curses his own creation. He maliciously throws the humans 
out of paradise and cloaks them with darkness (cf. Gen 3:22–​24). In this story, 
it is not Adam who becomes master over Eve, but Yaldabaoth who attempts to 
master (that is, rape) her.63 Life, or enlightened Insight, is removed from Eve 
before Yaldabaoth leaps on her like a wild animal, defiles her, and produces two 
divine sons: Elohim and Yahweh.64

Yaldabaoth’s minions or “authorities” commit adultery with Wisdom herself 
and beget Fate. From Fate “appeared every evil and violence and blasphemy and 
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the fetter of forgetfulness and ignorance and every burdensome command and 
burdensome sin with great fears. And this is how they made the whole creation 
blind so that they [human beings] might not know the God who is above them 
all.”65

With characteristic caprice, Yaldabaoth regrets that he ever made human 
beings in the first place. Wanting to wipe them out in an instant, he unleashes 
a flood. Pronoia duly warns Noah. But the author of the Secret Book jettisons 
the mythological boat filled with carnivores and their prey. Instead, the elect are 
hidden in a bright cloud.66

Yaldabaoth continues the assault by unleashing a squadron of sex-​crazed 
angels on the remaining “daughters of men.” At first, the angels are flatly 
turned down. Then, like rankled suitors, they create “a contemptible spirit”—​a 
sort of anti-​holy Spirit, in order to adulterate human souls. The angels cre-
atively take the form of the women’s husbands, and (apparently during sex) 
inject them with the evil spirit. The children that emerge are beastly imitations 
of their fathers. The human race is polluted with miscreants whose minds are 
forever closed.67

Although the spiritual children of Adam’s son Seth are guaranteed final vic-
tory, we are not told the end of Yaldabaoth. He is not thrown down like Lucifer, 
either immediately or at the end of time. This is not the case in the two other 
myths of Yaldabaoth that will presently be told.

The Reality of the Rulers
The Reality of the Rulers is the fourth tractate in Nag Hammadi codex II.68 After a 
brief introduction, the text dramatically opens with the chief ruler’s monotheistic 
boast: “I am God; there is no other!”69 The emphatic position of the boast is strik-
ing. In this account, there is no opening treatise on the nature of the true God. 
The discussion begins with the hubris of the creator. Even before he created the 
world, this god commits the archetypal sin: he claims to be God.

The Rebuke

The chief ruler makes his boast, the author explains, because of his “power, igno-
rance, and arrogance.”70 The creator’s claim is explicitly defined as sin and blas-
phemy against the true God and all the deities of the upper world.71 A  higher 
God—​or rather Goddess—​called “Incorruptibility” swiftly rebukes the boaster 
from on high, “You are wrong Samael!” (meaning:  “god of the blind”).72 This 
name is not incorrect, for Samael is depicted not only as a blind god but also as 
one who blinds others.73
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By his monotheistic boast, taken from Jewish scriptures, Samael proves that he 
is a mythic reconfiguration of the Jewish god. But the chief model of his character 
is the Christian devil. In fact, Samael is an established name of the devil. In The 
Ascension of Isaiah, Sammael (an alternative spelling) dwells in King Manasseh, 
with the result that Manasseh serves “Satan” (2:1–​2, cf. 5:15–​16). When Isaiah ex-
poses Sammael (also called “Beliar,” 3:13), “Sammael Satan” responds by sawing 
the prophet in half (11:41).74 In the Greek Apocalypse of Baruch, Samael plants the 
tree (here a vine) that led Adam astray in paradise. He later takes the form of the 
serpent, the devil of old.75

In The Reality of the Rulers, Samael is the first sinner. The epistle of 1 John 
relates that the devil sinned from the beginning (3:8). In addition, Samael makes 
people blind, as does the devil in 2 Corinthians 4:4. The fact that Samael is leo-
nine also connects him to Satan, who prowls about like a roaring lion (1 Pet 5:8). 
But Yahweh himself declares, “I will be to them [Israelites] like a lion… . I will 
tear open their breast, and there I will devour them like a lion” (Hos 13:7–​8). In 
short, the character of Samael directly fuses Yahweh (the Jewish creator) and 
Satan into one persona. In his character, the Jewish god is exposed as utterly 
demonic.

The Creation of Adam

As in The Secret Book of John, the rulers under Samael see the image of the true 
God shining in the waters. This time, they fall in love with the image. But they 
cannot fathom what they love, for they are soul, and the image is higher on the 
order of being, namely spirit.76

Using the image as a model, they make an earthly, not an animate Adam. 
Adam is like an animal, not due to his evolutionary past, but because the rulers 
who make him are themselves beastly. Adam is androgynous because the rulers are 
of both sexes. Thus he is made in their likeness. But the earthly Adam, since he has 
human form, is created in the image of the second god, namely Incorruptibility 
(cf. Gen 1:26).77

The reason for Adam’s creation parallels what we find in the Secret Book. The 
rulers intend to attract the God of light to the image below. They consider the earthly 
image (Adam) to be the female counterpart of the “male” image in the waters above. 
They think that the figure of Adam will attract divine light like a love charm, but they 
misapprehend the workings of divine power.78

The material Adam does not have a soul until Samael blows one into his face 
(cf. Gen 2:7). But even then, Adam cannot stand up. The rulers gather around 
him and, like deified clowns, continue to blow “like storm winds” into their mud 
man—​to no avail.79
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Beneath the vortex, the Spirit catches sight of Adam wriggling worm-​like on 
the ground. This Spirit, parallel to the Invisible Spirit in the Secret Book, comes 
forth from “the adamantine land.”80 Adamant is the hardest substance—​like dia-
mond or steel. Here it represents the divine realm of perfect stability. The human 
is called “Adam,” not because he came from the ground (‘adāmāh in Hebrew), but 
because his essence resembles the divine adamant (or stability) above.81 In Adam, 
the Spirit makes its home, and the first human suddenly wakes up, stirring and 
fully alive.

The rulers place Adam in paradise, and spitefully forbid him to eat from—​or 
even touch—​the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Their goal is to keep 
Adam in ignorance of his spiritual nature. But the very command not to eat, as 
the high God knew, was itself an enticement for Adam to partake.82

Eve

The rulers, recognizing the temptation, stupefy Adam with the deep sleep of ig-
norance. They also successfully remove the spiritual side of Adam, and place the 
“woman of spirit” in the fleshly envelope of Eve. Eve causes Adam to rise and gives 
him (spiritual) life. She is depicted not as Adam’s wife, but as his mother, who 
offers him (re)birth.83

Samael and his sons observe the spiritual Eve conversing with Adam, and rush 
to ejaculate their semen into her. But she, like Daphne chased by Apollo, trans-
forms into a tree.84 Nonetheless, Eve leaves behind a bodily shadow of herself, 
similar to the phantom Helen of Greek mythology.85 Like crazed satyrs, the rulers 
proceed to gang rape the shadow, the echo of Eve.

The Serpent

Then the spiritual woman takes the shape of the serpent, called “the instructor.” 
This snake teaches Adam and the earthly Eve to liberate themselves from the 
tyrant god: “What did Samael [say to] you?” hisses the serpent. “Did he say, ‘You 
may eat from every tree in the garden, but do not eat from [the tree] of knowledge 
of good and evil?’ ” By these questions, the snake exposes the motives of the lower 
god, and—​in this story—​tells gospel truth: “You will not surely die! For he said 
this to you out of jealousy. Rather, your eyes will open and you will be like gods, 
knowing good and evil.”86 In other Jewish and Christian tales, it was the devil 
who envied Adam in the garden.87 Now it is a demonized god who is said to show 
jealousy. In spite of the danger, Adam and Eve fatefully eat the fruit.

Samael, oblivious to what happened, comes hunting in the garden. Ignorant, 
he must wildly ask, “Where are you, Adam?” After questioning his creation, 
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Samael realizes what occurred:  “You ate [of the tree]!” He curses the woman 
whom Adam blamed, and then irrationally curses the snake’s shadow—​though it 
was a form he himself created. The rulers can only curse the first couple by exiling 
them from the garden. The toil and pain of humanity is engineered to keep them 
preoccupied with worldly affairs, and ignorant of the holy Spirit.88

Norea

Salvation history then narrows its focus upon a single woman:  Norea, virgin 
daughter of Adam and Eve. This Norea apparently lives longer than the hoariest 
antediluvian Methuselah—​for she is still active in Noah’s time. When the rulers 
plan to unleash the flood, Norea asks Noah if she can board the ark. When the 
patriarch peremptorily refuses, she—​like a wrathful goddess—​blows on the ark 
and makes it go up in smoke.89

The ever-​lecherous rulers plan to seduce Norea. Samael opens with the en-
ticing proposition, “Your mother Eve came to us.” Norea responds, “Damn you! 
You did not have sex with my mother but with one of your own ilk. For I am not 
from you. I am from the world above.”90 Norea, like the voice of Incorruptibility, 
rebukes the rulers, and curses them as they cursed Adam and Eve. In response, 
the face of Samael blazes like fire. He abandons cajolery and demands, “You must 
serve us sexually, as your mother Eve did!”

In response, Norea cries out with a loud voice “to the holy one, the God of the 
All.” She is immediately met by the angel Eleleth, stunning with his gold face and 
snowy robe. He introduces himself as “Understanding, the great angel who stands 
before the holy Spirit.” He is sent to rescue Norea from the “lawless ones,” and to 
teach her about her “root” (that is, her true spiritual essence).91

Eleleth reveals the backstory of the lower god. Wisdom, called Faith, wanted 
to create something by herself without her partner. She miscarried, and the 
aborted fetus became Samael. He “became an arrogant beast resembling a lion.”92 
This “beast” opened his eyes and saw around him a limitless sea of matter. Like 
an almighty toddler surrounded by Play-​doh, the ruler began to mold a universe. 
He immediately became puffed up and crowed, “I am God, and there is none but 
me!” An angry echo from heaven responds, “You are wrong, Samael!” This time, 
the creator is undaunted. He throws down the gauntlet and says, “If anything 
exists before me, let me see it!” Wisdom has only to point her little finger to make 
matter stretching from heaven to hell flash with lightning.93

At this point, Samael might have shrugged and given up his claims to sole 
deity. Instead, like an insane rebel (or naughty child), he creates a “huge realm, 
an expanse without limit.”94 He makes seven androgynous offspring and persists 
in his claim: “I am God of all!” This time, Life, daughter of Wisdom, calls out to 
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him with his other name, “You are wrong, Sakla [fool]!” Acting like Norea, Life 
breathes into the ruler’s face, and her breath turns into a fiery angel. This angel 
binds Samael just as Satan is bound in Revelation 20:1–​3. Like Satan, Samael is 
hurled to Tartarus, “the bottom of the abyss.”95

Sabaoth

In an interesting narrative twist, Yaldabaoth’s son Sabaoth makes a sudden repen-
tance and is hurriedly promoted to his father’s rule.96 He constructs a huge, throne 
chariot of four-​faced cherubim, and “an infinity of angels as ministers” equipped 
with harps and lyres. He sits on the highest level of the universe with Life at his 
right and the “angel of wrath” at his left. He effectively takes Yaldabaoth’s place 
and fills the role of the Jewish god.97

The story of the fall of Yaldabaoth and the rise of Sabaoth is mysterious, 
but may ultimately connect back to the myth of Helel. As we saw in chapter 2, 
Helel was identified with a Babylonian king, most likely Nebuchadnezzar II. 
In the book of Daniel chapter  4, Nebuchadnezzar is portrayed as gazing at 
his city “Babylon the great.” The king boasts that he built it “in the might of 
my power.” Immediately a voice blares from heaven: “You are informed, king 
Nebuchadnezzar, that the kingdom of Babylon has been taken away from you 
and given to another, to a despised man in your household. Behold, I  estab-
lish him over your kingdom, and he will receive your authority and glory and 
luxury.”98 Nebuchadnezzar is chased away by angels with whips and becomes 
animalic in form (with “nails like those of a lion”).99 We are never told who the 
“despised man” is who takes Nebuchadnezzar’s place. He is, at any rate, analo-
gous to Sabaoth in The Reality of the Rulers.100 The boast, the voice from heaven, 
and the subsequent fall of Nebuchadnezzar are all recycled mythic elements 
that reappear in Reality.

The Devil’s End

Returning to the myth in Reality, Yaldabaoth (who apparently has a skylight in 
Tartarus) looks up to heaven at his son. Instead of being a proud father, he envies 
him, and envy produces Death. Envy is a typical characteristic of the devil.101 
Indeed, the connection between death and envy is made explicit in the book of 
Wisdom: “for through the devil’s envy death came into the world” (2:24).

The Reality of the Rulers makes the ultimate fate of the creator and his minions 
clear:  annihilation. Human knowledge is what disarms them—​namely, knowl-
edge that the rulers are powerless over the true essence of humanity. When this 
knowledge is fully realized—​that is, when salvation occurs—​Yaldabaoth and the 
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other rulers will cease to exist. “Their angels will weep over their destruction, and 
their demons will lament their death.”102

On the Origin of the World
Perhaps the most complex story of Yaldabaoth appears in the untitled tractate 
following The Reality of the Rulers. It is tractate II,5 in the Nag Hammadi library, 
and is now commonly called On the Origin of the World.103 In this epic myth, char-
acters seem to sprout en masse from sky and earth. There are multiple commen-
tary asides, etymologies, recommendations for further reading, and sidelights on 
esoteric lore. The motley amalgam that emerges is necessarily simplified here, as 
we follow the thread of Yaldabaoth’s self-​deification.

The book’s main point is to argue that there was a divine world before chaos.104 
Chaos came to be when the divine world, so to speak, cast its shadow. Matter came 
to be in chaos. But matter was a lifeless soup until a being called “Faith Wisdom” 
wanted to make it into a likeness of the divine. Instantly, the first ruler appeared 
from the chaos waters, “lion-​like in appearance, androgynous, with great author-
ity in himself but ignorant of where he came from.”105

While he still swims in the waters like Leviathan, Faith Wisdom speaks to 
her son like a stern governess to a schoolboy:  “Young man, pass through!”106 
Submerged in the waters, the young ruler heard only a garbled version of the 
phrase, a phrase that becomes his name:  “Yaldabaoth.”107 Peering through the 
waves, Yaldabaoth could not glimpse the face of his mother, for she had already 
soared on high.108

When Yaldabaoth emerges from the sea, he is alone. For infinite stretches of 
space, he sees only expanses of water and darkness (Gen 1:2). Unsatisfied in his 
solipsism, he creates a kingdom of matter from word alone. He is depicted as a 
primeval king: heaven is his throne, and earth is his self-​constructed footstool.109

By his word, Yaldabaoth creates layered heavenly palaces. In each palace, there 
are “glories,” thrones, mansions, temples, chariots, pure spirits, and armies of 
“divine, lordly, angelic, and archangelic powers, myriads without number”—​all 
of them fit for service.110

The Boast

Amid such celestial pomp and circumstance, the response of Yaldabaoth is pre-
dictable. He begins to plume himself. A  choir of gods and angels hymns him. 
He is “delighted.” He boasts “over and over again” that he is without need. He 
declares, “I am God, and there is no other but me!”111 The exclamation is the first 
sin: impiety against the true God.
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The Rebuke

By now we are familiar with the counterblast. Faith Wisdom booms from 
heaven: “You are wrong Samael!” But her reprimand is expanded into a predic-
tion: “An enlightened, immortal Human exists before you and will appear within 
the forms you have shaped. The Human will trample upon you as potter’s clay is 
trampled (cf. Rom 16:20), and you will descend with those who are yours to your 
mother, the abyss.”112 Faith Wisdom then reveals her likeness in the waters, and 
withdraws a second time.113

Sabaoth

As in The Reality of the Rulers, Sabaoth, son of Yaldabaoth, makes a swift repen-
tance and receives a promotion. To escape war in heaven, Sabaoth is lifted by 
archangels to the seventh heaven, given a palatial mansion, and seated on his 
cherubim throne. Shaded by a parasol-​like cloud, he has an orchestra of harps, 
lyres, and trumpets that play before him.114 Along with numberless angels, he cre-
ates serpentine seraphim to “glorify him unceasingly.”115 Interestingly, Jesus and 
the holy Spirit sit on his right and left hand as co-rulers.116

The Creation of Adam

Then the scene shifts back to Yaldabaoth (who escapes immediate sentence to 
Tartarus). He now knows that there is an immortal light Human who existed 
before him. The creator even feels shame on account of his previous monotheistic 
boast.117 Nonetheless, as in The Reality of the Rulers, he recklessly challenges the 
heavens: “If anything existed before me, let it appear so that we may see its light!” 
As if on cue, light shines “out of the eighth heaven above” and passes through all 
the heavens.”118

A marvelous Human likeness shimmers in the light. The likeness is called 
the “Adam of light,” and it shines upon the land called “Adamas.”119 Yaldabaoth, 
who just claimed to be the sole god, is made a laughingstock.120 To deflect at-
tention from his error, he encourages his henchmen to create an earthly Adam 
“in the image of our body and with a likeness” to the Adam of light.121 The 
modeled body of the earthly Adam is said to contain (literally, “to fence”) 
light.122

The earthly Adam is formed from dirt. The dirt becomes slimy clay when 
the rulers ejaculate their semen onto it. The earthly Adam is dutifully ensouled, 
but Yaldabaoth suddenly abandons the project. He fears that the “true Human” 
might fully enter the formed body of Adam and rule over it. For forty days, the 
molded Adam remains still, motionless.123
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On the fortieth day, Life, Wisdom’s daughter, blows her breath into the 
earthly Adam. The first human crawls on the ground, but cannot rise. Terrified, 
the rulers interrogate the breath abiding in Adam. “Who are you? Where have 
you come from?” Through the lips of their own creation, they receive this chilling 
response: “I have come through the power of the Human to destroy your work.”124

When Adam is suddenly enlivened by Eve, the rulers are alarmed. They rush to 
see Eve talking with Adam. By now, their tactics are well known: they deflower Eve 
and drown Adam in the sleep of ignorance. Life morphs into the tree of knowl-
edge, and the rulers warn the first couple with hair-​raising threats not to eat of it.125

The Serpent

Suddenly “the beast, the wisest of creatures” rears his clever head. As in The Reality 
of the Rulers, he brings the message of liberation: “What did god say to you? ‘Do 
not eat from the tree of knowledge’? … Don’t be afraid. You certainly will [not 
die. He knows] that when you eat from it, your minds will become sober and you 
will be like gods knowing the difference between evil and good people. He [the 
creator] said this to you because he is jealous.”126

When Adam and Eve eat the fruit, their minds are opened. The “light of 
knowledge shone upon them.” For the first time, Adam and Eve fall in love with 
each other. Yet for their beast-​like makers, they reserve nothing but hate.127

With the shock and awe of an earthquake, the rulers topple into paradise like 
stooges. Ignorant of Adam’s location, they have to hunt under bushes and trees, 
shouting: “Adam, where are you?!” When they find their prey, they curse Eve and 
her children. Then they curse Adam, the earth, and its fruits. “Everything they cre-
ated they cursed.” The tree is known by its fruit. “Good cannot come from evil.”128

The rulers throw the first couple out of paradise to prevent them from gain-
ing both life and knowledge. Although it is clearly overkill, they set cherubim 
to guard the tree of life, equipped with an ever-​rotating light saber. Outside the 
garden, Adam and Eve live out a grueling 930-​year lifespan “in grief and weakness 
and evil distractions.”129

Exercising poetic justice, Wisdom casts the seven rulers out of heaven, so that 
they dwell as demons upon earth.130 Subsequently, the rulers create for themselves 
demonic angels to serve them. These angels teach people the arts of war, magic 
spells, and religious rites.131

The Devil’s End

Closing On the Origin of the World, we are given an apocalyptic description 
of the world’s end. The rulers are thrown down into the abyss like Satan. They 
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cannibalize each other until Yaldabaoth finally destroys them.132 When he blasts 
them, he turns against himself in a dramatic, maniacal suicide. His material cre-
ation collapses like a seven-​story building, upper floors slamming down on lower 
ones. The great palace of his heavens splits in half like a broken egg. The stars fall 
into the abyss, and the abyss proceeds to swallow itself. Suddenly, darkness disap-
pears “like something that never was.”133

Conclusion
Many Christians today find such deliberate revisions of Genesis and its god to 
be appalling and even grotesque. One problem is that modern Christians read 
Genesis as a sacred story buffered by millennia of anodyne interpretive traditions. 
They have forgotten that some early Christians believed that the Jewish scriptures 
were not the revelation of the high God. Jesus Christ alone knew and revealed 
the Father (Matt 11:27). Only a jealous, lower deity would curse his own creation, 
command the genocide of the Canaanites, demand blood sacrifice, exile his own 
people, and maul them like a lion if they did not obey. Today, many Christians call 
this angry and fickle lord of armies “just” and “holy,” but certain ancestors of their 
faith could not concur.134

Yahweh himself is the meeting of opposites. “I have fashioned light and made 
darkness; I make peace and create evils (kaka)” (Isa 45:7, LXX). As the ancient 
storm god, his character is a whirlwind of contrary forces. With his nourishing 
rains, he is the source of life. But when he chucks his fiery bolt, he is the face of 
death. Deuteronomy 32:39 (LXX) nicely sums up Yahweh’s ambiguous character. 
First he makes his classic, ego-​centered claim: “See now that I, I am he, and there 
is no God besides me!” Then comes the apparent justification for the claim: “I 
kill and I  make alive; I  wound and I  heal—​and no one can deliver out of my 
hand.” In brief, Yahweh performs good and evil because his character perfectly 
combines them.

To many intellectuals in the ancient world, the knowledge of a good and evil 
god was bitter fruit. Platonic theology demanded that deity be good with no 
hint of evil. It demanded that God not be jealous, but beneficent.135 In Christian 
Platonism, God is made solely good, and evil is projected onto a secondary char-
acter called the devil, Satan, or (for gnostic Christians) Yaldabaoth. By these 
mythic modifications, the high God’s character is strained of evil, and the dark-
ness that once clung to him sticks to one of his subordinates.

Early Christians were angry when other members of their faith made Yahweh 
himself the evil one subordinate to a higher God. Nevertheless, this very process 
of demonization and the purification of true godhood shows the basic similari-
ties shared by gnostic and early catholic theologies. In both, a selective Platonism 
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reigns (the true God is seen as solely good), while evil adheres to a lower, self-​
deifying character who is destined for destruction.136

Interestingly, some gnostic mythmakers preserved the existence of a morally 
ambiguous god. His name is Sabaoth. As a developed character, Sabaoth appears 
in The Reality of the Rulers and On the Origin of the World. In these accounts, 
Sabaoth’s repentance seems rather self-​serving. When he is promoted to his fa-
ther’s position, he outdoes him in self-​laudatory acts. He decorates a gigantic 
throne and hires a host of angels to worship him with harps and horns. He lacks 
his father’s boastful claim, but not, it would seem, his pride.137 What saves Sabaoth 
is his implicit recognition: “I am god (and, yes, I do acknowledge some others).”

When their myths are read in context, we observe that gnostic Christians did 
not revolt against divine monarchy per se.138 Rather, they revolted against a per-
ceived blasphemous theology that made the one all-​powerful God a cause (how-
ever indirect) of evil. They made a firm distinction between a good high God and 
an imperfect, evil creator who controls the world. In their minds, gnostics did not 
invent the evil creator god. Rather, they exposed him in order to reveal the true, 
transcendent deity.139

Gnostic Christians were not impious, as their detractors claimed. Instead, 
they attacked what they viewed as the impiety of a false god, and the idolatry of 
those who worshiped him.140 Most early Jews and Christians mistook the god 
of Genesis for the true deity. But in gnostic thought, the creator in Genesis is in 
fact an inadvertent (pro)creation of a higher deity. By worshiping him, Jews and 
Christians idolized an abortion.

Why did gnostic Christians demonize the creator? There are many explana-
tions, but one prominent one is that gnostics engaged in a deep reading of Jewish 
scripture itself. In Isaiah 14 and Ezekiel 28, self-​deifiers are portrayed as archetypal 
sinners. But the most open form of self-​deification is actually not perpetrated by 
either Lucifer or Adam in paradise. The most blatant self-​deifier in the Hebrew 
scriptures is Yahweh himself, who repeatedly says, “I am God and there is no 
other” (Isa 45:22); “I am God, there is no one like me” (Isa 46:9). Now since early 
Christians believed that Lucifer (or the devil) was the archetypal self-​deifier, they 
associated self-​deification with what is satanic. When Christian gnostics found in 
Deuteronomy and Isaiah (favorite texts of Christians), that the creator himself is 
the most prominent self-​deifier, they made a logical if daring conclusion: this god 
is the devil.141

As a character, Yaldabaoth is not a parody of Yahweh, if by parody we mean a 
mere mock imitation.142 To the contrary, Yaldabaoth is the revelation of Yahweh’s 
true character. By constructing Yaldabaoth, Christian gnostics were not just play-
ing satirical games; they were trying to express a different (theological and philo-
sophical) point of view.
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They were also trying to be faithful to the demonology of their own Christian 
scriptures. There is a “god of this world” says Paul (2 Cor 4:4)—​and he is not 
good. The whole world lies in the lap of “the evil one” (1 John 5:19). This being 
rules the world because he created it—​but he is not the true God. The Reality 
of the Rulers opens with perhaps the most famous demonological passage of the 
New Testament (Eph 6:10–​18). Here Christians are called to wrestle against a 
worldwide demonic infrastructure. How could this vast infrastructure exist 
unless it serves the creator’s interests and reflects his own design?

Gnostic Christians did not devalue the Hebrew Bible so much as its god. They 
provided a sophisticated theological reading of Jewish scripture (which retained 
a measure of symbolic value) in order to expose a false god.143 To be sure, their 
stories mock the deity worshiped by Jews and adapted by early catholics. But the 
mocking was also a serious attempt to persuade other Christians to give up their 
naïve conception of god, and worship the true Father. Most Jews would not be 
convinced of this, but Christians—​who believed in a revelation superseding pre-
vious Jewish revelations—​might be led to change their views.

A comparison of Yahweh and Yaldabaoth reveals the importance of ancient 
value judgments. When Yahweh makes his monotheistic claims in the Hebrew 
Bible, it is not perceived as a boast, but as a legitimate self-​revelation. The very 
same words on the lips of Yaldabaoth reflect arrogance and narcissism. The words 
are virtually the same, but the judgment differs. Yahweh is made a god, and 
Yaldabaoth a demon. Divinization and demonization are paired as two sides of a 
parallel process of valuation.

In the end, early Christians who perceived great evils in the world had to make 
a decision as to which being they demonized—​was it to be Lucifer or Yahweh 
himself ? Patristic writers made Lucifer into Satan. At the same time, Christian 
gnostics chose to recast an ethically ambiguous Jewish creator as the devil. Like 
other Christians, they still used the story of Lucifer as a model for Yaldabaoth’s 
self-​deifying pride. The use of such a model is striking because, in Isaiah 14, the 
Jewish god and Lucifer are the greatest opponents. Gnostic theology shows how 
opposites can sometimes attract.

In fact, however, Yahweh and Lucifer are not opposites at all. Lucifer boasts 
that he will lift his throne above the stars of God. In the same book of Isaiah, 
Yahweh makes an equally audacious claim to be the only existing deity (Isa 45:6, 
18). He uses foreign empires to kill and exile his people, calls a portion of them 
back, and tantalizes them with the promise of an ever-​receding dominion.144 In 
the history of mythology, human valuation reigns. One self-​deifying figure is 
judged to be evil, and the other good; one is thought to be arrogant, the other 
majestic; one is made the Accuser, the other, the Almighty.



       

PART II

The Self-​deifying Hero
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“I and the Father Are One.”
The Self-​deification of Jesus in John

[Jesus] required the uncounterfeitable delicacy of a hubris 
which presents itself with such calm assurance that it was not 

and is not even perceived as such.
Ernst Bloch1

The deeds and words of Jesus are the deeds and words of God; if 
this be not true, the book [the Fourth Gospel] is blasphemous.

C. K. Barrett2

Introduction
Celsus, second-​century critic of Christianity, described “the style of prophecy in 
Phoenicia and Palestine” with claimed first-​hand knowledge.

There are many, he says, nameless [prophets] who, working themselves up 
as if inspired … prophesy with the greatest ease from any chance cause 
both inside and outside temples. Others also go around begging, roaming 
around cities or military camps. It is ordinary and accustomed for each 
one to say: “I am God or a child of god or a divine spirit, and I have come! 
Already the world is being destroyed, and you, O human beings, perish due 
to your iniquities! But I want to save you. And you will see me again re-
turning with heavenly power! Blessed is the one who worships me now!”3

Interestingly, there are other literary reports of self-​deifying prophets in Palestine. 
According to the author of Acts, Samaritans called Simon “the Great Power” 
(widely taken to be a divine title).4 Dositheus, Simon’s associate, called himself 
“son of god.”5 In a saying attributed to Rabbi Abbahu (third century ce), we hear, 
“If a man says to you, ‘I am God!’ he is a liar; [if he says] ‘I am the Son of Man!’ 
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he will in the end regret it; [if he says] ‘I ascend into heaven!’ though he said it, it 
will not occur.”6 Although explicitly a comment on Numbers 23:19 (“God is not 
a human being, etc.”), the saying can be read as a polemic against Jesus.7 In fact, 
the Jewish charge against Jesus’s self-​deification can be traced much earlier: to a 
first-​century Christian gospel later attributed to John.

On the face of it, the claims of John’s Jesus resemble those of Celsus’s prophets. 
Jesus offers a formula of divine epiphany: “I have come (hēkō)!” ( John 8:42).8 He 
claims that belief in him determines the eternal destiny of human beings (5:24; 
6:47). He declares that he is worthy of worship (5:23); that he will rise to heaven 
and come back to gather his elect (14:3; 20:17). All these claims are based in part 
on the rhetorical appeal to his own deity (8:58; 10:30).

The mythological framework of John is constructed to validate the self-​
deifying claims of Jesus. In a poetic prologue, Jesus is given a backstory of eternal 
preexistence with God. Here Jesus is directly called “god,” or “a god” (theos) ( John 
1:1). In the narrative, Jesus performs seven signs that prove his deity. His resur-
rection appearances confirm his divine status and anticipate his final ascent to 
God. Throughout John, sympathetic readers are clearly meant to recognize Jesus 
as divine in the interests of obtaining what is proffered as the ultimate spiritual 
good—​“eternal life” (20:31). The culminating christological confession is made by 
Thomas, who, falling before the resurrected Jesus, addresses him with the words, 
“my lord, and my god (ho kyrios mou kai ho theos mou)!”9 In short, a number of 
discursive strategies are used in John to ascribe divinity to Jesus.

In this chapter, we focus on one particular Johannine discursive strategy: the 
presentation of Jesus himself as making self-​deifying claims. Most other gospels are 
content to have other characters intuit Jesus’s divine identity, usually after some 
awe-​inspiring miracle.10 In John, Jesus interprets his miracles (or signs) in several 
lengthy discourses with the Jews. These speeches do not directly represent the 
words of the historical Jesus, or the character of the historical Jews.11 They rep-
resent the christological mythology of the Johannine community that evolved 
some sixty years after Jesus’s death.12

In short, the speeches represent a myth of Jesus as a god who descended from 
heaven and assumed flesh ( John 1:14). The point of the speeches (or rather one 
of them) is to persuade the readers to adopt this myth as ontological truth. The 
speeches include Jesus’s open and implied self-​deifying statements. This time, 
however, the self-​deifier (though condemned to death) is not damned—​but glo-
riously vindicated.

This story of vindication inverts the rebel type of self-​deification mythol-
ogy. The logic of the inversion is rooted in the overall christological myth. In 
this myth, Jesus is not God’s prideful opponent, but God’s son. He does not 
defy God, but was eternally his vizier. He does not attempt to replace the high 
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God by soaring past earth. In fact, as an incarnate god, Jesus claims to have 
come down from heaven, and announces his future return ( John 3:13; 14:3). 
In this mythology, Jesus’s claims to divinity are perfectly legitimate and even 
valorized.

Self-​deification and the Jews

Yet the reader who does not accept the overall myth is liable to be repulsed by 
Jesus’s self-​deifying claims. Some would even cry blasphemy. In fact, this is exactly 
what, according to John’s gospel, many of Jesus’s Jewish hearers did ( John 5:18; 
10:33; 19:7).

That self-​deification is constructed as a Jewish charge raises an important 
methodological point. In examining Jesus’s self-​deification, we must be careful 
to distinguish his literary self-​presentation from his overall characterization in 
John’s narrative. In terms of the mythic framework of the gospel, Jesus is already 
divine. As a character in the narrative, however, he appears as a human being and 
repeatedly makes a claim to be divine that is not ipso facto true.

Granted, most interpreters identify with the implied reader in John, who is 
amenable to its christological myth.13 They also end up sharing—​sometimes even 
emphasizing—​John’s evaluation of the Jews:  that they misunderstand, are lost, 
blind, liars, murderers, and so on.14 In so doing, interpreters situate themselves 
as textual “insiders.” The role usually fits, because most exegetes of John are emo-
tionally and spiritually invested in a theological viewpoint informed by John’s 
gospel.15

In the present chapter, however, I  adopt an etic perspective in sympathy 
with the Johannine “other.”16 I do not assume, that is, that the Jews always mis-
understand Jesus, or that they always must be wrong or evil-​minded.17 In the 
Johannine myth, Jesus may come “from above,” but as a historian of religion, 
I intentionally read him “from below.” To those who know John, reading “from 
below” will undoubtedly cause a shiver of the demonic. But my etic reading is 
not a “fleshly” reading inspired by the Johannine devil. It is a contemporary, 
scholarly way of reading that uses some of the basic tools of narrative and rhe-
torical criticism.

Reading “from below” does not mean that I simply take up the narrative per-
spective of the Jews. If John is a two-​story building, the Jews (said to be “from 
below”) abide on the bottom floor. An etic reading, however, views a cross-​
section of the building from the ground outside. From this vantage point, the 
reader sees Jesus in his preexistent and postresurrection glory on the top floor, 
but focuses on the ostensibly human Jesus below. To put it more prosaically: my 
etic reading withholds accepting the truth of John’s christological myth in the 
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interests of understanding the historical meaning and rhetorical logic of Jesus’s 
self-​deifying claims.

To a certain degree, my reading is what Adele Reinhartz calls “a resistant 
reading.”18 It is resistant to the extent that I try to see through the eyes of the 
Johannine “other.” It is the Jews, pilloried as the devil’s children, blind to real 
spiritual insight, who see Jesus as engaging in the practice of self-​deification.19 
I concur with this charge not because I myself wish to rally to their cause, or be-
cause I wish to debunk Jesus’s deity, but because in terms of Jesus’s own discursive 
practices in John, the Jewish charge has a basic accuracy. Jesus does ascribe deity to 
himself.20 Rhetorically speaking, he constructs his own identity as a divine iden-
tity. The construction can be seen as valid or not. It can be viewed as arrogant 
or not. What is important in this study is the rhetorical claim itself. Jesus may 
already be a god, dependent on a greater God—​but as a literary character, he still 
claims to be G/​god.

Historical Setting
It is commonly accepted that the gospel of John was composed in the late first 
century ce, probably over a period of several years, and possibly in multiple edi-
tions.21 Although traditionally this gospel was thought to be written in Asia 
Minor, many scholars now accept a Syrian or Palestinian provenance.22 Likely the 
book was composed by several authors and editors who chose to remain anony-
mous. (For convenience, and by convention, I label these authors “John.”) It is not 
my concern to delineate stages in the gospel’s production, to identify its compos-
ers, or to reconstruct their social situation (all of which are important tasks).23 
My concern is with the text’s final form, with a special focus on Jesus’s rhetoric of 
self-​deification.

In the narrative, there are three main episodes of self-​deification: John 5:16–​
47, 8:12–​59, and 10:22–​42. All fall into a coherent section of John (chapters 5–​10) 
which begins with a case story of Sabbath violation (5:1–​16) and transitions into 
several forensic encounters with “the Jews” during the course of certain festivals.24

John 5:16–​47
At an unnamed festival, Jesus ascends to Jerusalem and heals a lame man by a 
pool. The sick that gathered there considered the waters to have magical heal-
ing properties—​but only when mysteriously stirred. The lame man complains to 
Jesus that no one had the decency to “throw” (ballein) him into the pool when it 
swirled (5:7). Jesus reveals that he has powers greater than the pool by healing the 
man with a word.
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Sabbath Violation

Then Jesus issues an order that seems calculated to provoke.25 It was a Sabbath 
(as we later find out), and Jesus commands the man to pick up his mat and walk. 
Since carrying burdens was explicitly forbidden on the Sabbath, Jesus effectively 
tells the man to break divine Law.26 The healed man apparently proceeds to haul 
his burden into the temple itself, where Jesus later discovers him ( John 5:14). The 
Jews are incensed at the scofflaw, but the man throws the blame upon Jesus. While 
Jesus presumably lingers in the temple, “the Jews” duly confront him (5:16).27

Their words are not recorded, but the narrator indicates that they accused 
Jesus of violating the Sabbath. The accusation can also be inferred from Jesus’s 
somewhat obscure response: “My Father is working up until now, and I am work-
ing” ( John 5:17). This claim has the effect of refocusing the charge. John evidently 
wanted to mold the controversy into one about Jesus’s divine identity. Jesus’s re-
sponse constructs his identity not as a rebel against God, but as a peculiar imita-
tor of God. If Yahweh works without ceasing, Jesus implies, so can he.28

The “Jews,” although not privy to the nuances of Johannine theology, know 
enough to realize that Jesus assumes some sort of divinity. Only God is exempt 
from Sabbath law.29 Yahweh commanded all Jews to obey the Sabbath, and pre-
sumably would not be flattered if a Jew wanted to “imitate” him by flouting the 
command.30

A New Charge

Thus the Jewish charge quickly turns from Sabbath violation to Jesus’s self-​
deification. The Jewish authorities immediately grasp that Jesus, who speaks of his 
“Father,” is referring to Yahweh. By repeatedly calling Yahweh his own peculiar 
(idion) Father, Jesus makes himself “equal to God” (ison heauton poiōn tōi theōi). 
The charge is related to the Sabbath violation, because it is as Yahweh’s son that 
Jesus thinks that he is above Jewish Law.

Jesus’s opponents are not allowed to articulate this charge; the narrator makes 
it for them. Indeed, the silence of the Jews in this chapter is striking. What we call 
“the Jewish charge,” then, must be understood as the charge that John makes the 
Jews present. It is effectively a rhetorical setup. Jesus uses the charge as a spring-
board to expatiate on his uniquely divine powers. The Jews are never afforded a 
chance to state their charge or respond when accusations are hurled against them.

Now let us examine the language of the charge. What exactly is wrong with 
calling God “Father”? Israel as a whole was called God’s son (Hos 11:1), even God’s 
firstborn (Exod 4:22). On numerous occasions in the Hebrew Bible, Yahweh is 
called “Father.”31 Implied readers know, however, that the divine Father-​son rela-
tionship in John is different from anything Israel ever knew. For John, the Father is 
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uniquely related to the son (a belief theologically signified by capitalizing “Son”). 
The prologue calls Jesus “the only-​born god” (1:18). A pervasive textual variant 
reads: “only-​born son.”32 Jesus is not only from God like one sent; he is born from 
God, expressing (if only metaphorically) some kind of genetic relationship. Jesus, 
moreover, is the only-​born son. Thus the “sonship” relation is, strictly speaking, 
reduced to one man. Members of the Johannine community become “children” 
(tekna) of God, apparently expressing a meaningful but secondary kind of kin-
ship.33 Thus for Jesus, the unique son, to claim God as his Father is truly an ex-
traordinary and divine claim.

Defending Jesus

Is Jesus the unique son thereby depicting himself as equal to God? Interpreters 
have proven surprisingly resistant to this conclusion. Here a canonical intertext 
still tends to form an implicit basis of comparison.34 Philippians 2:6 says that Jesus 
“did not consider equality with God (to einai isa theōi) as something to be seized.” 
Surely, then, the Jews must be wrong when they say that Jesus makes himself equal 
to God. One often finds, for instance, the following statements in the literature:

For John, Jesus never makes himself anything; everything that he is stems 
from the Father. He is not a man who makes himself God; he is the Word 
of God who has become man.35

[I]‌n 5:19–​20 and 30, Jesus declares that he does nothing of his own 
accord and, in 5:31–​40, he shows that he does not witness to himself. Thus, 
Jesus does not “make himself ” anything.36

Jesus does not make himself anything. God loves him and shows him 
all he does (v. 20); God has given him all judgment (v. 22). No, it is false 
to claim that Jesus arrogantly makes himself God. This is God’s doing.37

Each of these authors implicitly or explicitly replicate the mythological core of 
John’s gospel:  Jesus is god, thus he cannot make himself god. Their arguments 
amount to a defense of Jesus against the fictional Jews.

When the Johannine myth is bracketed, however, one sees that, rhetorically 
speaking, the Jewish charge has a basic accuracy. Jesus is a human who, albeit indi-
rectly, claims to be on par with God. He appeals to his equality with God because 
he wants to account for his violation of the Sabbath. Naturally, given Johannine 
mythology, Jesus does not “ontologically” make himself divine. Rhetorically 
speaking, however, Jesus does construct his own divine identity.

Granted, there is a fine line between explaining the Jewish charge in light of 
Johannine mythology and simply siding with Jesus against the Jews. My point 
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is that modern exegetes seem to want to have their cake and eat it too. That is, 
they want to argue (1) that the Jews are wrong to accuse Jesus of making him-
self equal to God, and (2) that Jesus is of course right to say that he is equal to 
God.38 But how does the reader in this particular encounter know that Jesus is 
equal to God? Jesus describes to the Jews how he shares an equality with God. 
Part of this equality involves exemption from the Sabbath, but it includes (as we 
will see) his universal power to judge and raise the dead. Insofar as Jesus claims 
this functional equality with God, he—​rhetorically speaking—​“makes” himself 
equal to God.39

It is important to recognize that for the Jews, claiming any kind of equality 
with God is still a form of blasphemous self-​exaltation. Yahweh issues this chal-
lenge in Isaiah: “To whom will you liken me that I be made equal?”40 Lucifer is 
thrown down for wanting to be “like” or “equal” (homoios) to the Most High.41 In 
2 Maccabees 9:12, Antiochus IV Epiphanes displays arrogance because he thinks 
himself “god-​equal” (isotheos).42 Philo calls the mind that thinks itself equal to 
God (isos einai theōi) “self-​loving and godless” (philautos … atheos).43

Doing God’s Works

Jesus never denies that he is equal to God, but tries various rhetorical strategies 
to legitimate his equality in light of Jewish traditions. His argument is somewhat 
circuitous, but it boils down to the idea that he is not a rebel but a son. The works 
that the son does are not just any works. They are unique prerogatives of God, like 
giving life to the dead and judging the world.44 The speech in which Jesus claims 
to do these works is itself a discursive practice constructing a kind of equality 
with God.

Claiming God’s Worship

After asserting such bold claims, Jesus draws a potentially idolatrous conclusion. 
He has been given Yahweh’s unique prerogatives for a reason: so that all people 
might honor (timōsi) him just as (kathōs) they honor Yahweh. “Honor” here des-
ignates worship given to a deity.45 Bestowing divine honors on a human in the 
ancient world was a mode of worship.46 In effect, Jesus claims that he should be 
worshiped as Yahweh—​or at least anticipates being worshiped in a way equal to 
the Jewish god. He has the audacity to say this in Yahweh’s very house of worship.

The claim is all the more striking in light of Yahweh’s ancient declaration, “my 
glory I will give to no other” (Isa 42:8). Josephus complains that the Roman em-
peror Gaius Caligula “demanded from his subjects honors that were no longer 
such as may be rendered to a human being.”47 Philo accuses the same emperor 
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of assuming the honors of the gods Heracles, Dionysus, and Apollo.48 Jesus, as it 
turns out, assumes the honor of a God much more jealous.

But Jesus says more. He stipulates that the one who does not honor him 
cannot honor God ( John 5:23). In effect, Jesus makes the worship of God depen-
dent on the worship of himself. Honor equal to God implies equal status. To be 
sure, from John’s perspective, all of Jesus’s honors derive from God’s gifts. But that 
Jesus was granted these divine powers is not something that the Jews accept.49 In 
the narrative itself, these powers (raising and judging the dead) have not been of-
ficially exercised. In effect, Jesus is boldly speaking in his own voice about his own 
divine powers.

In the face of opposition, Jesus does not tone down his claims; he intensifies 
them. In fact, his sense of his own importance seems to spiral out of control. 
Jesus claims that his voice will be the trumpet blast initiating the final resur-
rection, and that he will be the final judge of the dead. His decisions as future 
judge will mean either eternal life or eternal death for all human beings ( John 
5:24–​25, 28–​29).

These are patently divine claims. The ability to give life is one of the char-
acteristic traits of Yahweh, who also reserves judgment to himself.50 The Jewish 
god declares in Deuteronomy, “Behold, behold that I AM, and there is no God 
besides me. I kill and I make alive … and my hand will lay hold of judgment.”51 
By claiming to dispense life and judgment, Jesus claims a power equal to Yahweh’s 
( John 5:44; cf. 17:3).

Life in Himself

Urban C.  von Wahlde points out a curious tension in Jesus’s argument at this 
point. In verses 19 and 30, Jesus claims that of himself he can do nothing (ouden, 
emphasized in both cases). His ability to grant life imitates the Father ( John 5:21). 
“Yet, in v. 26, we hear that the Father has life in himself and has given life to the 
Son to have in himself… . [T]‌o ‘have life in himself ’ is solely the prerogative of 
God and it is what makes it possible for God to give life to others. Jesus remains 
dependent on the Father, but the Father’s gift is such as to make him equal with 
the Father.”52

But the logic of these claims throws Jesus’s dependence into question. If Jesus 
has life “in himself” (en heautōi), presumably his life is no longer, strictly speaking, 
dependent upon the Father. The Father gave him life, but now the life is Jesus’s 
own. As John’s prologue states (with no immediate reference to the Father), “In 
him [ Jesus] was life” (1:4). Later in the narrative, Jesus claims to be “the life” 
(11:25; 14:6). Jesus remains subordinate to the Father, to be sure; but not—​or no 
longer—​dependent.53
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John’s rhetorical strategy is effective. By juxtaposing Jesus’s equality with God 
and his dependence, he rhetorically softens the impact of his self-​deification. 
Theologically, Jesus’s dependence upon God does not undercut his equality, and 
his equality with God does not undercut his dependence. Each is allowed to oscil-
late dialectically.54

Logically, however, Jesus’s presumed equality with God does undermine his 
strict dependence. Jesus’s integration of Yahweh’s life and powers has made him 
intrinsically powerful. If Jesus is intrinsically powerful and truly equal to God, he 
is not, strictly speaking, dependent. All judgment has been given over to the son. 
In the Jewish scriptures, Yahweh judges everyone; according to Jesus, God judges 
no one ( John 5:22). All judgment, says Jesus, is granted to Jesus. Thus even while 
professing dependence, Jesus reveals that he has authority (exousia) in himself. 
He has power to judge—​not as a mere envoy—​but as Son of the Human (5:27).55 
The Son of the Human, as he appears in Daniel 7, is an independent angel or deity 
who approaches a distinct high God (the “Ancient of Days”) to receive supreme 
power (Dan 7:9–​14).56

Rhetorically speaking, Jesus’s repeated claim that he is not intrinsically pow-
erful is itself a construction of his own power. The only way that he can legiti-
mately generate authority is by attaching himself intrinsically to the only God 
and source of authority that the Jews recognize. He attaches himself to the point 
of identity—​and then lithely draws back. He is merely an envoy, he says—​like 
Moses.57 But all the powers and honors that Jesus claims make him more than an 
envoy, and far greater than Moses. How can an envoy have life “in himself”? How 
can he be the sole eschatological judge?58

Witnesses

John 5:31 represents a significant shift in the argument. Jesus states, “If I testify 
about myself, my testimony is not valid.” Narratively speaking, John 5 is not a trial 
scene. Nevertheless, the language is indicative of a formal interrogation, and was 
possibly expanded from earlier accounts of Jesus’s Jewish trial. Martin Asiedu-​
Peprah refers to it as a “juridical controversy” with three elements: accusation, the 
response of the accused, and the conclusion of the controversy.59

The accusation, as we have seen, is self-​deification. Jesus never denies the 
charge as such; instead (acting as his own advocate), he calls in witnesses for 
the defense. There are four total, as it seems. John the Baptist is first called 
to the stand, then Jesus’s works, then his Father, and finally Jewish scriptures 
( John 5:31–​39). The distinction between the works and the Father is, in the 
end, slight. Yahweh speaks through Jesus’s works. If Yahweh also speaks Jewish 
scripture, then the witnesses are further reduced. Since Jesus officially rejects 
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the “human” testimony of John the Baptist, the only key witnesses are Jesus 
and his Father (5:34).

Asiedu-​Peprah observes that in a juridical controversy, “the absolute reliabil-
ity of the witness to be adduced must be ‘obvious’ and acceptable to the other 
party.”60 Jerome Neyrey calls all of Jesus’s witnesses “noble, wise, and acceptable 
to this court.”61 But the four witnesses are precisely those that Jews, if they are to 
preserve their identity, cannot accept. They cannot recognize John the Baptist (a 
controversial prophet with no miracles), the miracles of Jesus (which violate the 
Sabbath), the Christian interpretation of God, and the Christian reinterpretation 
of Jewish scripture. From the Jews’ perspective, Jesus’s witnesses are invented, even 
false. Their authority is hardly “obvious.”

From John’s perspective, however, the witnesses form an important part of his 
argument. Self-​testimony is not accepted.62 Truth is established by the testimony 
of at least two reliable witnesses.63 Jesus says, “In your law, it is written that the tes-
timony of two witnesses is valid. I testify on my own behalf, and the Father who 
sent me testifies on my behalf ” ( John 8:17).64 In the “dialogue” itself, however, 
Jesus is functionally his own advocate by serving as the primary spokesman for his 
Father. Others may attest his deity, but Jesus himself speaks for his witnesses on 
behalf of himself. The Father speaks in him, it is true; but the logic can be reversed. 
Jesus speaks for his Father. Throughout the narrative, at any rate, it is Jesus himself 
who primarily articulates his own claims to deity.

The Use of Invective

As he makes his argument, Jesus repeatedly turns (as is customary in juridical po-
lemics) to attack his opponents. But he attacks the Jews in a particularly vitriolic 
way, needling the nerve centers of their identity. “You have,” he charges, “never 
heard his [Yahweh’s] voice, nor seen his form” ( John 5:37). The idea that the Jews 
never saw Yahweh in himself was the acceptable theology of the day.65 But that 
they never heard his voice is an accusation that threatens to undermine the revela-
tion at Sinai—​not to mention the entire prophetic tradition.66 The Jewish proph-
ets repeatedly declared the word of Yahweh, and their prophecies had become 
Jewish scripture. Jesus will later use these scriptures for the sake of argument, even 
while subtly undermining their authority. In a later speech, he will call “all” who 
came before him (Moses? the prophets?) “thieves and brigands” (10:8).

Jesus slightly modifies his accusation in John 5:38–​39:  “And his [Yahweh’s] 
word you do not have remaining in you, because the one he sent, you do not 
believe.” Jesus here appears to be claiming that because the Jews do not believe 
him, God’s word never made a permanent impression upon them. Or, as Per Jarle 
Bekken argues, the disbelieving Jews have lost “direct access to God’s testimony.”67 
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The Jewish scriptures putatively testify to Jesus. Any sense that these scriptures 
have undergone Christian interpretation is rhetorically cloaked. Instead, the 
reader is led to believe that the Jews “cannot understand their own Scriptures.”68

In the midst of this heated speech, however, a note of humility appears. Jesus 
abruptly asserts that he does not receive glory or recognition (doxa) from human 
beings ( John 5:41). His modesty is admirable, but it has a strange foundation. 
Jesus does not want or need glory because he already has, he says, glory from God 
(5:44). Jesus had glory in eternity past. By fulfilling his mission, he gains glory 
(12:23; 13:31). He later prays for full glorification (17:1, 5). It is true that Jesus’s mis-
sion on earth is to glorify God. But in the narrative of John’s gospel, Jesus’s sense 
of self and God strangely mix. For Jesus, glorifying self and glorifying God are not 
firmly distinguished.

Jesus continues his polemical attacks that strike at the heart of Jewish faith. 
He claims that the Jews do not have love for God (or alternatively, that God does 
not love them), because they do not receive Jesus.69 In the Shema, repeated daily 
by faithful Jews, Israel is bidden to “love Yahweh your God” (Deut 6:4–​5). Jesus 
(who apparently reads the minds and hearts of his interlocutors) denies that they 
obey this command. Arguably, however, the Jews in the narrative are desperately 
trying to defend the first declaration of the Shema: “Yahweh our God, Yahweh 
is one!”

More Than an Envoy

Jesus claims that he comes in God’s “name.” The name could signify Yahweh’s 
authority, but it could also signify much more: his person or identity.70 Indeed, 
only if Jesus has made some sort of identification between himself and Yahweh do 
his arguments begin to make sense. God’s identity, he says, overlaps with mine; if 
you do not accept me (to paraphrase) you do not accept God.

The claim is astounding because Jesus soon accuses the Jews of not seeking 
“the glory from the only God” ( John 5:44). There is a double entendre here, since 
the glory (doxa) of God in the Septuagint often denotes God’s brilliant manifes-
tation. The reader knows that the doxa of God is seen through Jesus (1:14), and 
intuits the deeper truth: Jesus is the Doxa, the Glory of God. In effect, Jesus is 
making a reference to himself, coded for believers. He means: “you [ Jews] do not 
accept me, the Glory of God.” This “Glory” is somehow one with the “only God.”

Jesus caps his argument with a final accusation. Moses—​the one who asked 
to be blotted out from the book of life to save sinful Israel—​will, in the end, be 
Israel’s accuser ( John 5:45).71 The Jews are guilty, Jesus says, because if they be-
lieved “Moses” (that is, the Torah), they would also believe him. Moses wrote 
about Jesus. How he did so is at this point left unclear. The implied reader would 
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evidently be sympathetic with a christological reading of Jewish scripture. In John 
6, Jesus provides an interpretation of himself as the bread of heaven foreshadowed 
in the book of Exodus. He inscribes himself into Jewish scripture—​the founda-
tional text of Jewish identity—​in order to transcend it.

Even with this hermeneutical guidance, however, Jesus’s claim to equality with 
the “only God” seem insufficient. The Jews are not convinced. If they have learned 
anything from this encounter, it is that Jesus is now prepared openly to make self-​
deifying claims.

John 8:12–​59
On the Feast of Tabernacles, Jesus indicates that he seeks not his own glory, but 
God’s. Nevertheless, he stands up in a public place—​Yahweh’s temple—​and cries 
out, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink!” One can only imagine 
the hundreds of people who stop to hear him, lingering to see the outcome of 
his public display. The one believing in him, Jesus declares, will gush with rivers 
of living water. The reader already knows that Jesus considers himself to be the 
source of living water.72 Earlier in chapter 4, he promised this water to a Samaritan 
woman with whom he had conversed intimately by a well.

The Light of the World

A new scene begins in John 8:12. We find ourselves in the temple treasury (8:20). 
Here Jesus boldly announces, “I am the light of the world.”73 The “light of the 
world” metaphor apparently depends on the image of the sun.74 Jesus will later 
refer to the sun as “the light of this world” ( John 11:9). John the Baptist was a 
burning lamp ( John 5:35), but Jesus is the sun itself, lighting up the whole earth.

Jesus is not just the bringer of light, he is “the” light (to phōs). In Jewish scrip-
ture, light is associated with Yahweh.75 The Psalmist declares, “Yahweh is my 
light” (Ps 27:1). Jesus here does not mention Yahweh, and does not say that he 
is mediating Yahweh’s light. He has once again directly—​though implicitly—​
assumed Yahweh’s defining character.

Self-​Testimony

At this point, one can agree with the Pharisees that Jesus is (quite boldly) testify-
ing about himself. This time, Jesus admits the charge: “Even though I testify about 
myself, my testimony is true” ( John 8:13–​14). Formally this remark contradicts 
what Jesus said in 5:31: “If I am my own witness, my testimony cannot be true.” 
J. Ramsey Michaels argues that in the latter verse, Jesus was “merely playing his 
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opponents’ game.”76 But that “game” is adherence to God’s law in Deuteronomy 
(the law of two witnesses). Peder Borgen argues that since Jesus is a divine being, 
he is exempt from this law.77 In the narrative, however, the fact that Jesus is divine 
is exactly what is at issue. The Jews are not prepared to accept his divinity, and 
thus are not prepared to exempt him from Jewish Law.

In John 8:14, Jesus is more measured in his divine claims—​or rather, more 
oblique. He grounds his self-​testimony on the statement, “I know from where 
I  come and where I  am going” (cf. 13:3; 16:28). Why Jesus’s knowledge of his 
origin and destination make his self-​testimony legitimate is not obvious. The im-
plied reader knows that Jesus descended from heaven and will return there (3:13; 
14:3). In effect, Jesus portrays himself as a descending and ascending god, while 
simultaneously disarming and bewildering his enemies who are ignorant of this.

Judgment

With abruptness Jesus turns from defendant to judge. Instead of attacking the 
Jews’ logic, he criticizes their very mode of perception: “You judge according to 
the flesh; I judge no one” ( John 8:15). The latter remark is in tension with what 
Jesus claimed in chapter 5: that he is appointed to judge—​not no one, but every-
one. Jesus will soon profess that he has “many things” to judge (8:26). Later he will 
claim, “For judgment I came into this world” (9:39).78

Changing tactics slightly, Jesus admits that he does, at least in theory, judge 
people. Whenever he does so, he adds, his judgment is true. Nevertheless, addi-
tional testimony remains a necessity, as is indicated by Jesus taking along Yahweh 
as witness ( John 8:16). He needs Yahweh because, according to Jewish Law 
(which Jesus calls “your law” as if it did not apply to him), testimony requires at 
least two witnesses.79

There arises a problem at this point, because Yahweh is not personally pres-
ent. The Jews logically inquire, “Where is your Father?” ( John 8:19). Technically, 
Jesus’s Father cannot be visibly present in view of the programmatic statement: “No 
one has ever seen God” (1:18). Nevertheless, the implied reader knows that God 
speaks and is present through Jesus.

Witnesses

But here a logical problem arises. Jesus requires two witnesses to make a valid 
claim. John the Baptist and Jewish scriptures are here omitted. Only Jesus and 
his Father remain. Yet the more we understand Johannine theology, the more we 
intuit that Jesus’s word and God’s word are not really different at all. Indeed, ac-
cording to the prologue, Jesus is the Word of the Jewish god ( John 1:1). Yahweh 
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does not speak apart from him. Thus, insofar as both testify inseparably, there is 
but one voice, one witness.80

Invective

In the face of opposition, Jesus intensifies his attack. “You know neither me nor 
my Father; if you knew me, you would also have known my Father” ( John 8:19). 
The proposition that the Jews do not know their own God seems like a calculated 
insult.81 The insult is then turned into a self-​deifying claim. Jesus is an envoy—​but 
no mere envoy. A sender can send a representative who is unlike himself, whom 
people have never seen before, and so do not recognize. Jesus says that if the Jews 
knew him, they would have known Yahweh. The reader is led to conclude that the 
identities of sender and envoy have somehow merged.

A new bout begins in John 8:21. Jesus throws the first punch with a numi-
nous declaration, worded like a threat:  “I’m going off, and you will look for 
me—​then [you will] die in your sin. Where I’m going off you cannot come.” 
The response of the Jews is crafted to make them look idiotic, but a comic ele-
ment is hard to suppress:  “He’s not going to kill himself, is he?” (8:22). The 
remark is ironic, because Jesus will later say that he voluntarily lays down his 
own life (10:17–​18).

Dualism

Jesus then sets forth the structural reasons why the Jews will never understand 
him: “You are from things below, I am from things above. You are from this world; 
I am not from this world” ( John 8:23). In the dualistic cosmos generated by this 
rhetoric, the Jews—​even if they wanted to—​could not understand Jesus because 
he is from a superior realm. Taken seriously, this claim destroys the possibility for 
real dialogue. The self-​claimed distinction between the “hero” and the “other” 
is absolute: “the Jews” are darkness, Jesus is light; they are from earth, he is from 
heaven; they are human, he is divine.

I AM

In the heat of the argument, Jesus escalates his self-​deifying claim, again lacing 
it with a threat: “If you [ Jews] do not believe that I AM (egō eimi), you will die 
in your sins” ( John 8:24).82 The absolute use of I AM is capitalized here because, 
as most scholars recognize, it is not a mere recognition formula (“it’s me!”), but 
represents Yahweh’s most sacred name.83 In Exodus 3:14, Yahweh, speaking with 
Moses, calls himself “I AM.”84 In Deuteronomy 32:39 (LXX), Yahweh declares, 
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“Behold, behold that I AM (egō eimi).”85 In Second Isaiah, Yahweh regularly an-
nounces “I am he!” in hymns of self-​praise emphasizing his sole sovereignty and 
unique deity.86 By declaring I AM, Jesus thus inscribes himself into Yahweh’s sov-
ereignty and divine identity.87

But Jesus not only claims Yahweh’s divine name but also declares that if the 
Jews do not accept his claim, they will die in their sins. In context, their chief “sin” 
appears to be not accepting Jesus himself. Again, Jesus makes the fate of other 
people dependent upon their relation to himself alone. He deifies himself, and 
demands that other people accept his deity or die.

The Jews, exasperated, demand (with only slight exaggeration): “Who the hell 
are you?” (su tis ei, an emphatic question). One could think of them as confused 
at this point, and understandably so. As David Mark Ball observes, “Although the 
readers have been given more clues to Jesus’s true identity than the narrative audi-
ence, even they have not encountered Jesus’s claim ‘that I am’ (as a predicateless 
statement) before this point.”88

What Jesus proceeds to say is even more riddling, even to the initiated 
reader—​though it hints at self-​deification. “When you lift up the Son of the 
Human, then you will know that I AM.”89 Naturally being lifted up points to the 
crucifixion. In effect, Jesus prophesies that the Jews will “exalt” Jesus—​by murder-
ing him. Jesus is evidently identical to the mysterious “Son of the Human” (ton 
huion tou anthrōpou), and his displacement onto this figure rhetorically softens 
his assumption of Yahweh’s sacred name. To the astonishment of the commenta-
tors, “many” (polloi) of the Jews believe (8:30)!90

Address to Disciples

In a final act, Jesus turns to speak with exactly those Jews who believe in him. The 
fact that these Jews soon connive to kill him indicates that not all has gone well in 
the editing of this passage. In the narrative itself, however, the sudden change in 
attitude indicates just how quickly Jesus can alienate his supporters.91

He begins propitiously enough: “If you remain in my word, you are truly my 
disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free” ( John 
8:31–​32). The Jewish response—​that they have been enslaved by (or served) no 
one—​is historically and politically false, but perhaps religiously true. In their 
minds, they have served (i.e., worshiped) no human being.

Jesus replies that one can still be a slave of sin ( John 8:34). The idea that 
Jews are slaves of sin would indicate that they do not worship God. There is 
some insinuation here that the Jews are the allegorical Ishmael—​son of the slave 
woman—​while Jesus represents and absorbs all the symbolic value of Abraham’s 
“true” son, Isaac.92
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The Father of the Jews

Jesus then launches an attack on the center of Jewish covenantal identity. Still 
apparently speaking to his supporters, he says that they do what they heard from 
their father. The Jews claim to be the children of Abraham. Jesus now denies 
that they are Abraham’s (spiritual) children, because they seek to kill Jesus ( John 
8:38–​40).

His Jewish interlocutors—​completely alienated at this point—​claim God as 
their Father. Jesus flatly denies that God is their Father. He again claims to be 
Yahweh’s envoy—​but in such a way as to make himself far more. Those who re-
ceive a message might love the sender, but they do not for that reason have to love 
the intermediary. Jesus hints at a kind of identity with his sender: if you love him, 
you must also love me ( John 8:42).

It is at this point that Jesus declares one of the most painful statements in all of 
Christian scripture. He accuses the Jews of being from their father the devil—​or 
rather from the father of the devil (ek tou patros tou diabolou).93 Others have dealt 
with this disturbing anti-​Jewish claim and its power to multiply harm throughout 
time.94 It suffices to point out that, though an ad hominem attack of the most vi-
cious sort, it is not uncharacteristic of Jesus’s overall use of invective.95 Jesus goes 
on to imply that the Jews he speaks to are not only murderers but liars.

After hurling these painful insults, Jesus boldly challenges his oppo-
nents: “Who among you convicts me of sin?”96 From a Jewish perspective, it is 
hard not to think here, “who doesn’t?” Jesus’s self-​assurance, although surely justifi-
able for a god, seems tinged with arrogance. The claim to be sinless is, at any rate, 
one that only a god can make.

The Jews, finally allowed to respond, accuse Jesus of being a Samaritan and 
demon possessed ( John 8:48). Demonization is a common response to self-​
deification. Interestingly, the Jews only accuse Jesus of having a demon after he 
accuses them of being the devil’s offspring (or brothers, depending on how one 
understands the Greek of 8:44).

When Jesus responds, he is defensive: “I do not seek my glory; there is one 
who seeks it and discerns it” ( John 8:50). We have seen this argument before. 
Jesus claims humility (he does not seek his own glory), but then implies that it 
is God himself who seeks Jesus’s glory—​in effect undercutting the self-​effacing 
remark. Later Jesus clarifies: “It is my Father who glorifies me, the one whom you 
claim is ‘our God’ ” (8:54).

Jesus’s speech then reaches apocalyptic proportions. The eternal life and death 
of humanity, he declares, depends on whether one “keeps” his word or not ( John 
8:51). Keeping the word “echoes biblical language for obeying God’s law.”97 Jesus 
would seem to suggest that he is God, the giver of a new Torah. Dramatically, 
God’s word has become Jesus’s word.
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Preexistence

The Jews well know that this man, not yet fifty, is claiming to be more than even 
the first ancestor of the Jewish race, Abraham. Jesus the Jew (or is he?) claims to 
be greater than the father of the Jews. Instead of toning down his statements, Jesus 
unveils his self-​conscious superiority to Abraham in no uncertain terms: “Truly, 
truly I say to you: before Abraham was I AM!” ( John 8:58).

The literary trope used here, as Harold Bloom points out, is transumption, 
“a trope that works to make the late seem early and the early seem late.”98 Jesus 
inscribes himself into Israelite history, only to refashion it. Bloom continues:

When John’s Jesus says, “Before Abraham was, I  am,” the ultimate allu-
sion is not to Abraham but to Moses and to Yahweh’s declaration made 
to Moses, “I am that I  am.” The transumption leaps over Abraham by 
saying also, “Before Moses was, I  am,” and by hinting ultimately:  “I am 
that I am”—​because I am one with my father Yahweh.99

Jesus’s third assumption of Yahweh’s name (I AM) in this chapter is coupled with 
a claim of preexistence—​a trait only God can have. The self-​deification is so obvi-
ous in the narrative that the Jews pick up stones.

Blasphemer or Idolater?

Most commentators agree that the Jews pick up stones in response to Jesus’s puta-
tive blasphemy.100 Some cite a story in Leviticus 24. Here, Yahweh orders that a 
man who blasphemed God’s named be stoned. As time wore on, “blaspheming” 
Yahweh was taken in the enlarged sense of demeaning or belittling him. Jesus, by 
arrogantly claiming for himself the status and name of God, implicitly demeaned 
him.101

A better explanation, however, appeals to Deuteronomy 13:1–​10. In this pas-
sage, Yahweh demands that the Israelites stone any prophetic miracle worker that 
introduces another deity. It seems likely that the Jews in John 8 would perceive 
Jesus to be a miracle-​working prophet.102 Strikingly, the false god that Jesus is 
thought to introduce is not Moloch or Chemosh—​but himself.103

John 10:22–​39
A final episode of self-​deification plays out in a later discourse. This speech also 
occurs in the crowded temple, during a public feast (the Feast of Dedication, or 
Hanukah) ( John 10:22). In the narrative, the speech immediately follows a long 
monologue in which Jesus proclaims himself both sheep door and shepherd. His 
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“sheep” are the elect. He proclaims himself both their means of salvation and their 
king. Although it was given on an earlier occasion, this speech still rings in the 
reader’s ears as the curtain rises on a new scene.

The Divine Shepherd

“The Jews” confront Jesus and demand a frank answer about his identity. They 
suspect that Jesus views himself as the Messiah ( John 10:24). By further probing, 
they discover that he has a much higher view of himself.

Jesus begins the match with the rhetoric of evasion: “I did tell you, but you 
do not believe” ( John 10:25).104 Commentators admit that Jesus never told them 
that he was the Messiah in so many words.105 As justification for his comment, 
Jesus appeals to the works that he does in the name of his Father (10:25b). In the 
previous chapter, Jesus healed a blind man who ends up worshiping him.106 The 
healing is extraordinary, surely, but it does not prove that Jesus was a god or even 
the Messiah.107

After the blind man is healed, John crafts a story to make the Jewish lead-
ers appear spiritually blind. They do not accept the healing because it was done 
on the Sabbath—​once again in (apparently deliberate) violation of divine Law. 
From John’s perspective, the Jews are pettifogging legalists who cannot accept the 
obvious—​that Jesus performed God’s work, and is thus approved by God.

Again, Jesus acts as if he were above the Law, and above Jewish institutions. 
Yet the Jews cannot accept that this single Jew is exempt from God’s Law, or that 
God would abrogate his Law so that Jesus would be glorified. These Jews are nei-
ther stupid nor blind; they rigorously protect their own religious identity based 
upon Torah observance.

Nevertheless, John’s Jesus attributes the Jews’ unbelief to their nonelect 
status: they are not “my sheep” ( John 10:26). As before, Jesus employs the rhetoric 
of radical alterity. Even more quickly than on previous occasions, the argument 
degrades into accusation based upon John’s narrative world of black and white.

Jesus’s rhetoric is again laced with implicitly divine claims. He claims to give 
his sheep eternal life, and to hold them securely. Jesus’s secure grip on his sheep 
conforms him to Yahweh, whose hold on the sheep also cannot be weakened 
( John 10:28b, 29b). In Deuteronomy, Yahweh already declared, “there is no one 
who removes from my hand” (Deut 32:39b).

“I and the Father are One”

At the height of his speech, Jesus sublimely announces:  “I and the Father are 
one” ( John 10:30). Again, stones are seized, as the Jews instantly recognize a 
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self-​deifying claim. Many commentators are quick to point out that, in context, 
Jesus does not say that he is ontologically one with God.108 Jesus and God share 
a divine prerogative (the eternal protection of the elect). Thus the unity that 
Jesus speaks of is a functional one. It is doubtful, however, whether the Jews—​or 
John’s original readers—​were aware of the distinction between functional and 
ontological unity. If they were, it is unclear how much weight it would have had. 
Yet whether Jesus claimed ontological or functional oneness with God, he still 
claimed (in some fashion) to be God.109

The irony of the situation is that Jesus claims to be God in the very temple that 
Antiochus Epiphanes was thought to deify himself—​on the very holiday when 
the Jews celebrated his overthrow. Jesus’s rhetorical attempt to make himself God 
thus replays the archetypal sin of the Greek king—​with a strikingly different 
outcome.

With rocks aimed at him, Jesus is in evident danger. This time, he holds his 
ground, and asks a (frankly, loaded) question: “Many excellent works I showed 
you from the Father. For which of these works do you stone me?” ( John 10:32). 
The question assumes that the Jews thought that Jesus’s works were excellent. 
They did not.

To his opponents, Jesus’s question seems ludicrous because his works, done 
on the Sabbath, involved flagrant disobedience to God. The Jews set the record 
straight:  “We do not stone you for a work of excellence, but for blasphemy; 
because you, a human being, make yourself a god (poieis seauton theon)” ( John 
10:33). Whatever good works Jesus had accomplished, he was still a rebel against 
God. Any human who proclaimed himself to be a god (or God) was liable to 
execution, regardless of what miracles he had performed.110

To defuse the threat, Jesus deploys an argument the reader now finds familiar. 
He denies that he deifies himself on the grounds that Yahweh sanctified and sent 
him. Yet if Jesus and Yahweh are truly “one” (as Jesus claimed), the distinction 
between sender and sent is fragile. Moreover, Jesus will later say in prayer to God 
that it was Jesus himself who sanctified himself ( John 17:19).

“You are gods”

Jesus then employs an a fortiori argument (a standard exegetical technique at the 
time). He appeals to Jewish scriptures as “your Law” (again, as if it was not his 
Law as well). The “Law” he appeals to (actually, Psalm 82:6) calls the recipients 
of Torah at Sinai “gods” (theoi).111 It is all the more legitimate, then, for Jesus to 
proclaim himself God’s son ( John 10:35–​36). The argument is astounding and 
troubling for those who see first-​century Christians as espousing a strict mono-
theism. Exactly how many gods are there?
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Jesus does not explicitly lay out all the premises of his argument. In Psalm 82:6, 
“gods” and “children of god” are used synonymously (by means of poetic paral-
lelism). A “child of god” is evidently a god dependent upon God. If humans can 
be called “gods” even in scripture, then Jesus can call himself “son of God.” The 
argument works, to be sure, but at the price of Jesus’s uniqueness. The logic does 
not distinguish between Jesus as unique son and other persons as God’s children. 
Still, Jesus cleverly appeals to scripture in order to support his self-​deification.

Jesus then makes a daring concession: “If I do not do the works of my Father, 
don’t believe me” ( John 10:37). From the Christian perspective (then and now), 
it is obvious that Jesus does God’s works. From a Jewish perspective, however, one 
who disobeyed God’s Law could not truly do God’s works. One who put himself 
above the Law and above Judaism could not be a servant and envoy of God. One 
who deified himself—​effectively introducing an idol into Israel—​was not a god.112

“I am in the Father”

Just when the reader expects that Jesus might escape alive, he lets fly another auda-
cious remark. He asserts that if the Jews believe his works, they will come to know 
once and for all that “the Father is in me, and I am in the Father” ( John 10:38b). 
This remark interprets his earlier confession, “I and the Father are one.” Still, it is 
a strange, mystical way of talking—​hardly the frank speech (parrhēsia) the Jews 
earlier demanded (10:24).

The idea that God can reside in a human being is not entirely foreign to the 
Hebrew Bible. In Genesis 2:7, Yahweh breathes his spirit into the first human, 
and the prophets are later possessed by the spirit of Yahweh (e.g., 1 Sam 10:10). 
Precedent for the idea that a human could be “in” God is more difficult to find. In 
John’s gospel, however, even ordinary Christians have the opportunity to be “in” 
God and “in” Jesus himself.113

Oddly, the “dialogue” ends with Jesus’s riddling remark. Some commentators 
cheer for the hero on the sidelines: “In terms of argumentative honor, Jesus suc-
ceeds masterfully.”114 But the argument has simply dissolved. Jesus’s language is 
numinous and vague—​yet no less self-​deifying. The Jews are silent, but their ac-
tions speak. They pick up stones to punish the self-​deifier.

Conclusion
At the end of the story, Jesus is finally arrested by the Jewish leaders. In his trial, as 
recorded in the Synoptic gospels, he is directly asked whether he is the son of God 
(that is, divine). Jesus is evasive in Matthew (26:64) and Luke (22:70). In Mark, 
however, he openly affirms: “I am” (egō eimi). To make his point clear, Jesus adds 
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two more divine claims. He affirms that he will sit at the right hand of God, and 
will return on the clouds with force.115 In the background, one can hear the claim 
of Celsus’s self-​deifying prophets: “and you will see me returning with heavenly 
power!”

Officially Jesus is put to death for sedition against Rome. From the perspec-
tive of the gospel writers, however, he is arrested and executed for the Jewish 
charge of blasphemy.116 What constituted Jesus’s blasphemy, in Jewish eyes, was 
his self-​deification. The gospel of John brings out this charge most clearly. The 
Jews declare before Pilate: “We have a law, and according to this law he must die, 
because he made himself son of God (huion theou)” ( John 19:7).

If this really was a Jewish charge against Jesus in the late first century, the 
authors of John executed a bold reinterpretation. Jesus, they believed, really 
was a god. In light of this fact, his divine claims were legitimate, and even (rela-
tively speaking) subdued. Why early Christians came to believe that a Jewish 
man was a god (or God) is still hotly debated by scholars.117 Suffice it to say 
that this conclusion robustly revised how they told the story of Jesus’s life. 
In their literature, Christians engaged in rhetorical and literary strategies that 
deified Jesus. Strikingly, one of these strategies was to present Jesus as deifying 
himself.

For the implied reader, Jesus’s rhetorical and polemical construct corresponds 
with the absolute truth of the overarching myth: Jesus is the god who descends 
from heaven. The myth is constantly verified by Jesus’s works and witnesses. The 
supposedly blasphemous self-​deifier who dies for his crimes is finally vindicated 
by resurrection. This is the magic of John’s gospel: to those who accept its claims, 
the myth is self-​authenticating.118

This point is worth emphasizing. Recent studies have shown that readers who 
are transported into a narrative world are more likely to endorse beliefs implied 
in the narrative, and that they even undergo subtle transformations in their sense 
of self.119 The implied reader—​not just the Christian one—​tends to identify with 
Jesus and his mission. Johannine scholars tend to justify Jesus by closely repli-
cating Johannine logic. To be sure, Jesus’s supreme confidence in his own divine 
identity and unbending loyalty to God make him a fascinating and absorbing 
character. Those who become enmeshed in his story find themselves sympathiz-
ing with him, subtly defending him, and even cheering for him.120

Jesus’s Jewish opponents, by comparison, are viewed poorly (to say the least). 
The redundant force of Jesus’s rhetorical arguments—​combined with repeated 
Jewish misunderstanding—​conditions the reader to write off the Jews as spiritual 
(and perhaps intellectual) dunces. In the words of Neyrey: “Throughout this ex-
tended trial, Jesus has been calling them [the Jews] ‘liars’ and ‘murderers,’ so no 
matter what they say, the audience will scrutinize their words and behavior.”121 
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Thus when the Jews accuse Jesus of deifying himself, the response of the reader is 
predictable: preposterous!

But Jesus’s claims to deity are not self-​evident truths; they are rhetorical signi-
fiers that encode one group’s ideology. Using the rhetoric of the sublime, the com-
posers of John present a powerful religious ideology centered on Jesus’s divine 
identity. This ideology, in the words of Michael Freeden, rules out “certain beliefs 
from ever being intellectually or rationally challenged by protecting them with the 
impenetrable and non-​transparent shield of self-​evidence—​as with the emperor’s 
new clothes, only a child or a fool would screw up the courage to query what is 
presented as inherently obvious and uncontentious.”122 That uncontestable point, 
for John, is Jesus’s divinity. Jesus’s divine identity is the cornerstone of John’s 
gospel. The readers know it, and in the course of reading they find themselves 
mysteriously wanting to believe it. The Jews who cry “blasphemy!” are portrayed 
as spiritual fools and the devil’s spawn.

What makes Jesus’s divine identity unquestionable is partially his identifica-
tion with the preexistent Word (Logos). As is well known, the Greek term logos 
has a wide range of meanings: word, reason, mind, discourse, story, speech, and 
so forth. Knowing these additional meanings helps one to appreciate the rhetori-
cal force of John’s narrative argument. What discourse is there that can oppose 
Discourse? Who can reason against Reason? Whose mind can outwit Mind? As 
long as the reader submits to the Logos, whatever Jesus says has the force of naked 
reality. Jesus cannot deify himself ! He’s already G/​god!123

Rhetorically speaking, however, Jesus does deify himself. Over and over again, 
implicitly and explicitly, he claims to be divine. In terms of his own discursive 
construction, he is equal to God, he is son of God, he is God—​or a god. John’s 
Jesus does not reveal that he is a Revealer. He reveals his deity. It is an effective 
rhetorical strategy to make Jesus himself the revealer of his deity because he is—​in 
terms of his mythic identity—​the irrefutable voice of Truth itself ( John 14:6)!

Jesus’s godhood is never precisely defined. This ambiguity is also rhetorically 
potent. It allows the implied reader to intuit, “Yes, Jesus is god, but he is not the 
high God (or Father). They mutually indwell each other, but they are not the 
same.” But the union between Jesus and Yahweh always hovers close to some sort 
of (nonrepetitive) identity. Jesus makes himself G/​god by constructing his iden-
tity so similar to and intertwined with Yahweh’s identity that the two personas 
seem to converge. In the end, Israel has only a single God, as Jesus himself admits 
( John 5:44). In order to make himself G/​god, Jesus has to assume what Richard 
Bauckham calls the “unique divine identity” of Israel’s God.124 Naturally, however, 
it is not “unique” if two persons can share it. In Johannine discourse, then, the dis-
tinction between the god Jesus and the God Yahweh (theos and ho theos) in John 
1:1 is (positively put) transcended, or (negatively put) blurred.125



	 “I and the Father Are One.” The Self-deification of Jesus in John� 89

       

Rhetorically speaking, Jesus’s repeated protestations of dependence assuage 
the petulance of his divine claims—​but they do not remove their force. Jesus’s 
dependence upon God makes his deification Jewish, which is to say “kosher”—​
at least to those Jews who became ( Johannine) Christians. Jesus as God’s agent 
and envoy would seem to emphasize Jesus’s humility. It is not he himself, but the 
Father who works in him. But the dependency motif is in effect another rhetori-
cal strategy to secure symbolic capital. The self-​deifier assures his deification by 
grounding it in the goodwill of the primal God. Theologically, it is God who dei-
fies; rhetorically, it is Jesus.

In self-​deification myths, the self-​deifier is typically demonized. In John, some 
Jews see Jesus as demon possessed. Yet their viewpoint does not win the day. 
Instead, demonization is displaced onto the Jews themselves—​and Jesus himself 
is the demonizer ( John 8:44). The fact that the Jews are made symbols of human 
obduracy and hostility to God does not quite allow the authors of John to evade 
the charge of virulent anti-​Judaism and hate speech. These authors chose—​with 
apparent vindictiveness born of their own exclusion—​to make a particular ethnic 
group (their own?) the symbol of darkness, and so to erase their own past.126

Finally, Jesus’s self-​deification, as noted in the introduction, inverts the pat-
tern of the self-​deifying rebel. Jesus may claim godhood, but he is not arrogant. 
He is not a rebel, but a son. He does not try to take over God’s status, but claims 
that God himself appointed him to a position of cosmic command.

But whether Jesus is an obedient son depends on who is asked. For Christians 
all the world over, there is no question. For Jews—​then, today, and in the text 
of John—​there is every question in the world. Jesus constantly and purposefully 
breaks God’s (Sabbath) law. He puts himself above the Torah. He then claims that 
the Jewish scriptures, which contain God’s Law, validate him. He announces that 
he preexisted the forefather of the Jews (effectively putting himself before and 
above Judaism). He depicts himself as the dispenser of eternal life, the future judge 
of the living and the dead. He gathers disciples and persuades them to follow his 
views. He says that the eternal destiny of every human being depends upon their 
response to him. He affirms that no one can honor God without worshiping him. 
He constantly, if coyly, appeals to his own divine status, and thus from a Jewish 
perspective introduces an idol into Israel.127

In the narrative of John, of course, Jesus does not seek to replace Yahweh. For 
Christians in the long view of history, however, Jesus has, to a lesser or greater 
degree, replaced Yahweh as their central image of God. Aspects of the Jewish 
god will always remain part of the portrait of Jesus (since Jesus assumed Yahweh’s 
traits), but Jesus himself retains the central place in the Christian imagination. 
No one can see the Father except through the son—​the sole Truth, the sole Way, 
the sole Image of God. From the standpoint of Christian theology, Jesus makes 
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Yahweh visible. From the standpoint of Jewish theology, Jesus makes Yahweh vir-
tually invisible. Historically speaking, the varied picture of Jesus both highlights 
and suppresses elements of Yahweh’s (equally varied) character. Theologians 
may emphasize biblical theocentricity, but historically speaking, the Jewish 
god has been subsumed into the Christian one. This, perhaps, is the ultimate 
Johannine irony.



       

5

“I and You Are One.”
Simon of Samaria as Hero and Heretic

Much of what the Pseudoclementines object against Simon 
Magus, in Antiquity people also alleged against Jesus Christ 

and the early Christians.
Tobias Nicklas1

Introduction
One of the more terrifying figures for early catholic Christians was the putative 
first head of the gnostic hydra, Simon of Samaria.2 Importantly, this archetypal 
gnostic was molded into a stereotypical self-​deifier. Dispute still rages around the 
historical Simon and his claims, but in a relatively short span of time, Simon’s his-
tory became mythistory.3 Yet it is exactly as a mythical figure that Simon fueled 
the Christian imagination.4

As a self-​deifier, Simon was first an anti-​apostle, then an antichrist. Among 
his own followers, however, Simon was the true Christ crucified in Judea, who 
revealed himself as the Father in Samaria, and made his advent among the na-
tions as the Holy Spirit. In this mythology, Simon superseded Jesus as the fullest 
expression of the Christian God.5

It is this mythology that we must explore. As we saw in the last chapter, know-
ing the basic pattern of Johannine mythology was important for understanding 
Jesus’s self-​deification in John. In the case of Simonian thought, the background 
mythology is not well known and harder to recover. Both the Johannine and 
Simonian communities, which probably emerged in the late first century, died 
out in antiquity. But unlike Johannine writings, Simonian treatises were not pre-
served. In fact, virtually all that we know of Simon derives from various Christian 
sources hostile to him and to the Simonian movement.

The Problem with Acts

One of these hostile sources is the book of Acts. Almost all studies of Simon 
begin with Acts for at least three reasons. First, Acts rests in the gilded niche of 
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the canon, and is therefore suffused with an excess of familiarity and authority. 
Second, Acts is widely considered to be the earliest source to provide an account 
of Simon. Third, on the pages of Acts, Simon appears as a concrete, seemingly his-
torical figure. Therefore historians wishing to reconstruct the “historical Simon” 
have panned the stream of Acts for every gold fleck of information.

Nevertheless, scholars have long realized that Acts is an apologetic, selective 
account that depreciates the role of Simon in early Christianity and deprives him 
of any authority.6 The account in Acts says nothing about the Simonian view of 
Simon, and almost nothing about Simon’s (apparently wide) influence in Samaria 
after the region was proselytized. Moreover, Acts leaves Simon in Samaria, 
whereas other sources agree that he came to Rome, where he performed miracles 
and successfully spread his teachings.

Later apologists like Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, and Origen agree that Simon had 
a much more pervasive influence than the account in Acts leads one to believe. 
According to Justin, Simon was worshiped by “all” (pantes) Samarians, as well as 
by people from other nations. And he was worshiped not as some subordinate 
deity, but as the high God.7 Irenaeus wrote that Simon’s thought was the seedbed 
for all later forms of Gnosticism.8 Origen indicates that a Simonian community 
existed well into the third century ce in Palestine and elsewhere.9

If these reports have a modicum of truth, then the account of Simon in Acts 
leaves much to be desired. In short, Simon was much more than a common magi-
cian who became a Christian. Indeed, from an early date, a mythology began to 
accrue around Simon that depicted him as both Christ and the high God.

The Great Declaration
For those wishing to grasp the logic of this mythology, one cannot begin with 
Acts. Rather, one must turn to the primary sources of Simon’s followers (the 
Simonians). Regrettably, all Simonian sources have been lost, with the excep-
tion of one long report from a document called The Great Declaration (Apophasis 
Megalē). Relatively long (though selective) quotations and summaries from this 
document are provided by an anonymous Roman churchman in the early third 
century. This author, who can no longer securely be called “Hippolytus,” wrote 
his account of Simon in the Refutation of All Heresies (hereafter the Refutation) 
around 222 ce.10 Unlike other heresy hunters, the author of the Refutation di-
rectly quoted his (in this case, unique) source material because he believed that 
the very words of his opponents refuted them (e.g., Ref. 9.16.2).

According to the author of the Refutation, Simon himself composed The Great 
Declaration. This is not outside the range of possibility. Some historians have 
thought that the complexity and philosophical character of the Great Declaration 
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disprove Simon’s authorship.11 Yet we have no reason to disbelieve that Simon 
(like Paul) was a complex thinker with a measure of philosophical learning.

Nevertheless, the author of the Refutation seems to aim his criticisms at 
Simonians (whom he sarcastically calls Simon’s “parrots,” Ref. 6.9.1) and oc-
casionally quotes the Declaration with the line, “they say.”12 These two tenden-
cies combined indicate that the Declaration was probably composed by Simon’s 
followers.13

In terms of its literary representation, however, The Great Declaration is writ-
ten in Simon’s own voice. Indeed, Simon speaks in the voice of the divine revealer. 
In this respect, the Simonians who wrote the Declaration acted much like the 
authors of the gospel of John. They put words into the mouth of their deified 
founder and savior that reflected the developed mythology of their community. 
In both cases, the mythology was not written down to provide a historical ac-
count of the founder’s thought. It was written to foster and maintain a commu-
nity. For the Johannine and Simonian communities, empirical history was not 
the standard of truth. Both groups intuited the greater truth of their founder 
through the secret workings of (his) divine spirit.

Therefore in our discussion of Simon’s self-​deification, it is appropriate to 
begin with The Great Declaration. Only this document gives us access to Simonian 
mythology in the language of the Simonians themselves. By laying the ground-
work of Simonian mythology, we can gain a sense of why Simon was portrayed as 
a self-​deifier in early catholic mythology.14

The Structure of Godhead

We begin with our longest extant quotation from The Great Declaration, a quote 
in which Simon reveals the basic scheme of his metaphysics (Ref. 6.18.2–​7):

To you, then, I speak what I speak and write what I write—​this very writ-
ing. There are two offshoots of all the aeons, having neither beginning nor 
end. They are from a single root or power, namely invisible and incompre-
hensible Silence. (Ref. 6.18.2)

“Silence” here functions as Simon’s primal Goddess, or at least as the primal source 
or “root” for Simon’s two primary deities (called eternal beings or “aeons”). Simon 
immediately turns to discuss his two chief aeons:

One of these aeons appears above: a Great Power, Mind of the universe, 
pervading all things, and male. The other is below: Thought, herself great, 
female, and generating all things. Hence they correspond to each other 
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and form a pair. In the intervening space, they exhibit an immeasurable 
expanse of air, which has neither beginning nor end. (Ref. 6.18.3)

Just as in Johannine mythology, there is Beginning, God, and Word ( John 1:1), so 
in Simonian metaphysics there is Silence, Mind, and Thought.15

From primal Silence come two divine figures:  male and female. Both are 
called “great.” One aeon, namely Mind, is higher; the other aeon is lower. She is 
the Thought, the creatrix, who emerges from Mind. Mind as the higher Power 
is also called Heaven, while Thought is called Earth (Ref. 6.13.1). Hence it makes 
sense for air to exist in between them.

“Simon” also calls the Great Power “Father.” The Father originally existed 
before his Thought as an androgynous, Infinite Power, who was entirely one. 
“From this Infinite Power, Thought, who existed in the Father’s oneness, came 
forth and there were two Powers” (Ref. 6.18.4).16 Simon continues:

Since, then, the Father himself, having advanced from himself, manifested 
to himself his own Thought, so also Thought who appeared did not make 
him.17 But when she saw him, she hid the Father in herself—​that is, his 
power—​an androgynous power and thought. Thus they correspond to 
each other. This is because power does not at all differ from thought; they 
are one. Power is discovered from things above, while thought is discov-
ered from things below. (Ref. 6.18.6)

Although separated from each other, Mind and Thought correspond closely. Both 
retain a measure of androgynous power. Both remain, as it were, two modulations 
of the same reality. Heaven (Mind) and Earth (Thought) are separated, but they 
remain united in holy matrimony. In reality, Mind and Thought, the male and the 
female, are one and inseparable. Only when looked at from two different angles 
(above, and below) are they distinguished (Ref. 6.18.7).

Two Powers in Heaven

Simon introduces yet other technical terms for Mind and Thought. He calls 
them the “Infinite Power” and the “Seventh Power,” respectively. Again, these 
two Powers are one, but distinct. Simon imagines the Infinite Power as a kind of 
intelligent fire blazing through the universe, seeding the cosmos with light and 
energy. In simple terms, “Heaven” (or the Infinite Power) rains upon “Earth” 
(the Seventh Power, Ref. 6.13.1). From the seed emerges the “root of the universe.” 
Simon refers to this root in what may in fact be the opening line of The Great 
Declaration:
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This is the letter of Declaration, of Voice, and of Name from the Thought 
of the Great and Infinite Power. Thus it will be sealed, hidden, veiled, and 
stored in the dwelling in which the root of the universe is established. 
(Ref. 6.9.4)

In other words, Simon’s own Declaration gives voice to the Thought of Mind. 
Mind’s Thought is incarnate in Simon’s voice. Simon plays the role of the revealer, 
and what he reveals is the substance of cosmic secrets.

The Evolution of God in Humanity

One of these secrets is that the “dwelling” in which “the root of the universe is 
established” is the human being (Ref. 6.9.5). The divine root in human flesh is 
the invisible fire of God. It is reminiscent of the light of the Logos abiding in all 
human beings ( John 1:4, 9).

Each part of the fire within human beings is intelligent (Ref. 6.11.1–​12.1). The 
divine fire is intelligent because it is divine Thought. As noted above, Thought is 
also called “the Seventh Power.” Seven typically represents perfection, but divine 
Thought is not yet perfected in human beings. In other words, the Seventh Power, 
or Thought, is planted within human beings in seed form. This Seventh Power 
grows, and eventually flowers into human consciousness.

Like the mustard seed, human consciousness starts off extremely small. It 
begins, so to speak, as a single geometrical point with no extension or dimen-
sions. But as Simon promises in the Declaration, “the small will become great, 
and the great will be in an unchanging and infinite eternity, no longer subject to 
generation” (Ref. 6.14.6).

Another metaphor for the divine potential in humanity is the spark. The 
Seventh Power within humanity begins “as from the tiniest spark,” which “will 
be vastly enlarged and grow, and become an infinite and unchanging power in an 
infinite and unchanging eternity, no longer subject to generation” (Ref. 6.17.7).

To explain this process of divine realization, Simon turns to Jewish (and 
Samaritan) scripture, and specifically the book of Genesis. In the beginning was 
God, or divine Mind (Gen 1:1). The Spirit of God hovering above the waters is the 
Seventh Power (Gen 1:2; Ref. 6.14.4–​5). Human beings are made in the image of 
the Seventh Power (Gen 1:26; Ref. 6.14.5–​6). This means that they are endowed 
with divine Thought.

But humans must also attain the divine likeness (Gen 1:26). Likeness to God 
is achieved by cultivating divine Thought in the human soul—​in short, by the 
growth of human consciousness. When divine Thought, or the Seventh Power, 
attains completion in human consciousness, Thought is reunited with divine 
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Mind. The perfection of the Seventh Power is symbolized by the seventh day of 
creation, when God, as divine Mind, is fully reunited with Thought and rests in 
absolute union.

Humans are necessary to this process, since God’s state of becoming and res-
toration is worked out in human consciousness. In this scheme, there is no essen-
tial difference between the dynamic evolution of God and God’s evolution in the 
human self. The story of God’s evolution is the story of human deification.

The root of the universe within human beings branches into six roots, all 
of which develop in the cosmos and are mirrored in the human being. Divine 
consciousness branches from mind and thought, to voice and name, to reason-
ing and conception (Ref. 6.12.2). Thought is the flowering of mind, name is the 
meaning of voice, and conception is the crystallization of reasoning. The growth 
is intellectual, representing a development from mind to various concrete forms 
of intellectual activity. Only in human consciousness can the growth of divine 
consciousness occur.

The One Who Stood, Stands, and Will Stand

In The Great Declaration, Simon refers to God as “the One Who Stood, Who 
Stands, and Who Will Stand” (Ref. 6.9.1; 6.18.4).18 The three designations repre-
sent three phases of God’s evolution. To quote the Declaration: God “stood above 
in the Unborn Power. He stands below in the flow of waters, born in an image. 
He will stand above alongside the blessed Infinite Power, if made in the likeness” 
(Ref. 6.17.1).

In other words, God has an eternal state, a state of becoming, and a state 
of restoration to divine similitude. The eternal state is Mind, while the state of 
becoming can be identified with Thought. Thought has two phases:  she first 
exists in seed form, and then develops as the ripened fruit of human conscious-
ness. Thought, temporarily separated from Mind, is sown in human beings. In 
humans, Thought then grows and matures until it attains full likeness to God 
and is reunited with Mind. The reunion of Thought and Mind thus also serves 
as the reunion of human intellects with their divine Father:  the Great Power, 
or Mind.

Identification with God

The (re)union of human intellects and Mind is in fact an identification with 
Mind. According to the Declaration, “Whoever attains the likeness [to the 
Seventh Power] … will be in substance, in potential, in magnitude, in finished 
perfection one and the same as the Unborn and Infinite Power” (Ref. 6.12.3). In 
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this theology, there is no closer union with God than oneness—​and this sublime 
oneness is in fact an identification with God.

To sum up, there are two sides of God that correspond to two states of the 
human being. In Aristotelian terms, there is a God in actuality (called male and 
manifest), and a God in potentiality (called female, and hidden). From one view-
point, God has never left his state of perfect repose in pure being. This is “He 
Who Stood,” Mind, or the Infinite Power. From another point of view, God is 
in a process of constant evolution. God starts in the human being as the Seventh 
Power, though in seed form. The Seventh Power eventually attains fulfillment in 
human consciousness. These two sides of God—​namely, the eternally completed 
and maturing God—​are ultimately one (the Seventh Power), such that one aspect 
of God can say to the other, “I and you are one. What is before me is you. What 
is after you is I” (Ref. 6.17.2).

Importantly, since the Seventh Power or Thought attains its perfection in human 
consciousness, it is also the human who can say to God, “I and you are one. What is 
before me is you. What is after you is I.” The God in potentiality is inside every human 
being. When God attains actuality, the human being is deified. God is developing in 
the human being; and in the course of divine evolution, human consciousness attains 
a divine level. In this scheme, deification means transcending this world of genera-
tion, becoming pure, unborn Spirit in all respects equal to the Infinite Power.

The Charge of Self-​Deification

Strikingly, the author of the Refutation believed that Simon engineered the theol-
ogy of the Declaration to deify himself (Ref. 6.14.1; 6.18.1). In fact, the charge of 
self-​deification forms the centerpiece of this author’s heresiological attack upon 
Simon. The nature and logic of this attack begs explanation.

The author of the Refutation, Mark Edwards observes, “has the preacher’s way 
of telling another man’s story: his method is to ruin it by improving it, to edify 
without probity till he amuses without design.”19 What is so amusing is the author 
of the Refutation’s introduction to The Great Declaration—​a story about a Libyan 
named Apsethos.20

The Case of Apsethos

Apsethos yearned to be considered a god, and set his heart on it. He gathered 
a flock of talking parrots into a cage and taught them to squawk: “Apsethos is a 
god!” When his choir had practiced for some time, he threw open the cage and 
released the parrots in all directions. When the birds flew, “their squawk went out 
to all Libya, and their words spread as far as Greek territory” (Ref. 6.8.3).
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The plan was ingenious. Birds in the ancient world were often seen as mes-
sengers of the gods, and sometimes the gods themselves came in avian form.21 
Ancient diviners looked at the path of birds in the sky to determine the will of the 
gods. But in this story, the birds themselves tell their tale. It is no surprise that the 
Libyans were thunderstruck when seemingly random parrots independently at-
tested Apsethos’s godhood. The Libyans were not disobedient to the divine will. 
They began to sacrifice to Apsethos as to a god.

But one of the clever Greeks deduced what had happened, and played the 
following trick. He re-​caught many of the parrots and taught them to add a preg-
nant line to their message: “Apsethos, locking us up, forced us to say: ‘Apsethos is 
a god!’ ” It is perhaps difficult to believe that parrots could memorize a message 
this long. (When an animal talks at this length, typically we enter the realm of 
fable.22) The present fable has a very real moral. When the Libyans hear the par-
rots’ palinode, they all convene and burn Apsethos to ashes (Ref. 6.7.2–​8.4).

Simon as Self-​deifier?

With characteristic derision, the author of the Refutation claims that Apsethos 
was much more clever and moderate than the “fool” Simon. The author of the 
Refutation assumes that Simon himself is the “One Who Stood, Stands, and Will 
Stand” (Ref. 6.9.1), and thus by unfolding the wondrous process of divine evolu-
tion, Simon deifies himself (Ref. 6.14.1).

Nowhere in The Great Declaration does Simon refer to himself as the One 
Who Stood, Stands, and Will Stand. The designation refers throughout to God 
in the three phases of evolution (Ref. 6.12.2; 6.13.1; 6.18.4). In fact, nothing explicit 
in The Great Declaration supports Simon’s personal claim to godhood. There is, 
to be sure, deification in the Declaration, but no indication that it was focused on 
or limited to Simon. If anything, Simon functions as a divine revealer who, like 
Christ, opens up the path of deification to others. As the author of the Refutation 
himself says, “There is, then, according to Simon, that blessed and incorruptible 
reality hidden in every human being—​in potentiality, not in actuality—​which is 
the One Who Stood, Stands, and Will Stand” (Ref. 6.17.1, emphasis added).

This general truth about God within is then applied specifically to Simon. 
Simon in particular manifests and embodies the One Who Stood, Stands, and 
Will Stand. The author of the Refutation explains, “Simon, though born and able 
to suffer when he was in potentiality, became unable to suffer and unborn when 
he was formed according to the likeness.23 Thus becoming perfect, he departed 
from the first two powers (namely, heaven and earth)” (Ref. 6.18.1). In short, 
Simon goes beyond the world of death and decay when he is fully conformed to 
the likeness of God.
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Again, nothing in the Declaration disproves that this kind of deification is 
not the general fate of all who are saved. But certainly for Simonians, Simon did 
form a special case. We might hypothesize that Simon is distinctive because he 
was the first, perhaps only one, to be fully assimilated to the evolving God. Since 
full assimilation to God, as expressly stated in the Declaration (Ref. 6.12.3), means 
identification with God, then in this way Simon attained deity. In this (very ex-
tended) sense, one could say that Simon deifies himself (i.e., presents a mythology 
in which he himself is implicitly identified with the Infinite Power). Historically, 
however, it is not Simon who writes the Declaration, but his followers who pro-
mote, like the writers of John, the deity of their founder. Thus at best what we have 
in the Declaration is a literary deification of Simon, not Simon’s self-​deification.

What can we infer about Simonian mythology from The Great Declaration? 
For Simonians, Simon was not only the revealer of God, but God’s perfect mani-
festation. In Simon, the Seventh Power attained perfection first. Simon was thus 
the first human being to become pure Spirit who could exist above this world. He 
was the first to become equal to the Infinite and eternal Power, who was known 
as “He who Stood, Who Stands, and Who Will Stand.” We know that Simonians 
attempted to assimilate themselves to the character of the Standing One, or eter-
nal God.24 Implicitly, then, they also attempted to conform themselves to Simon, 
the forerunner who first attained God’s eternal rest, and who himself became the 
Standing One.

The Myth in Acts
We are now ready to turn to the report on Simon in Acts. As noted above, Acts 
is generally considered to be the earliest account of Simon. This may not be true. 
Critical scholarship dates Acts anywhere between the 80s to the 120s ce.25 There 
is no compelling reason to think that The Great Declaration was not also com-
posed during this period. The fact that Simon in The Great Declaration does not 
in fact call himself the Great or Infinite Power may even indicate that it is earlier 
than Acts (which does directly associate Simon with the Great Power). That is to 
say, Acts may represent a later phase of Simonian theology when the Great Power 
title is directly and unambiguously attached to Simon.

This later phase of mythology may already be represented in the gospel of 
John (thought to be composed in the 90s ce). As we saw in the last chapter, when 
the Jews accuse Jesus of self-​deification, they call him a “Samaritan” ( John 8:48). 
Now the only self-​deifying Samaritan in Christian mythology is Simon. If Simon 
is clandestinely referred to in John, then we know that the myth of Simon as a 
self-​deifier arose earlier than the second century, and quite possibly before the 
composition of Acts.
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Self-​deification and the Charge of Magic

In Acts, Simon’s identification with the Great Power is polemically associated 
with magical feats. Simon appears in Samaria performing the acts of a “magus” 
(mageuōn, Acts 8:9), a term that can refer to a Persian priest, an independent pro-
vider of purifications and initiations, or simply a quack.26 It is not difficult to see 
that the author of Acts has the latter meaning in mind.

We are not told what Simon actually did as a magus. Given what we know of 
ancient magi, such feats likely included healings, purifications, initiations, divina-
tion, and even raising the dead. To the Samaritans, Simon’s feats were nothing 
short of astounding (existanōn, exestakenai, Acts 8:9, 11).

The wonder-​working power of Simon is worth emphasis. In the gospels, it is 
Jesus who consistently astounds people. As a child in the temple, he amazes ev-
eryone who hears him (existanto, Luke 2:47). During Jesus’s public ministry, the 
crowds are amazed by his healing of a paralyzed man (existasthai, Mark 2:12) and 
the raising of the synagogue ruler’s daughter (exestēsan, Mark 5:42). The disciples 
are astounded at Jesus walking on water and his power over a storm (existanto, 
Mark 6:51).27 This astonishment represents the persistent feeling that divinity is 
revealed in and through the wonder-​worker.

The Samaritans were so astonished in Acts that they called Simon “the Great 
Power” (Megalē Dunamis, Acts 8:10).28 A dispute still rages around this title. In 
the narrative, did it mean that Simon was viewed as the manifestation of a deity 
(called the Great Power or Mind referred to in Ref. 6.18.3), or did it simply mean 
that a magician was deified by a gullible crowd due to his wondrous works?29 One 
suspects that the author of Acts believed the latter. Simonians themselves may 
have believed a version of the former.30

Historically speaking, however, it is misleading to starkly oppose a deified ma-
gician to an incarnate god.31 The case of Jesus shows that both forms of deification 
could be applied simultaneously to one person. The gospel of Mark deifies Jesus 
as a wonder-​worker; the gospel of John deifies Jesus as the incarnation of a creat-
ing and redeeming deity (the Logos). A similar dynamic and dialectical process 
of framing the divinity of Simon could have taken place among the Simonians.32

The author of Acts is clear that it is the Samaritans who call Simon the 
“Great Power,” not Simon himself. Nevertheless, Acts is written in such a way 
that the reader infers that Simon applied the title to himself. At one moment, 
Simon claims that he is “somebody great” (tina heauton megan); in the next verse, 
Samaritans call Simon the “Great Power” (Dunamis Megalē) (Acts 8:9–​10). Later 
heresiologists, taking the hint, almost universally affirm that Simon called himself 
“the Great Power.”33

Modern scholars have, for different reasons, made the same inference. On 
form-​critical grounds, they assert that the Samaritan claim “He is the Great 
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Power” (houtos estin hē Dunamis Megalē) corresponds to Simon’s personal 
claim, “I am the Great Power” (egō eimi hē Dunamis Megalē).34 Such a claim, 
though entirely speculative, is not impossible. Celsus asserts that self-​deifiers 
were plentiful in Palestine.35 Magicians in the extant Greek Magical Papyri 
sometimes claim a divine identity or a temporary immortalization.36 Hence the 
historical Simon may have claimed divinity as he performed wondrous works 
in Samaria. What is more important, for our purposes, is that he does so in 
Christian myth.

Simon’s “Conversion”

In the myth, Philip, one of the seven deacons (Acts 6:5), arrives on the stage, and 
Simon’s life seems to change. Simon the “Great Power” (Dunamis Megalē) is 
himself amazed by the “great powers” (dunameis megalas) of Philip (Acts 8:13). 
As people once clung to Simon (prosechō, Acts 8:10–​11), so they cling to Philip 
(prosechō, 8:6).

Narratively speaking, the author of Acts here uses a rhetorical technique 
called synkrisis, or comparison.37 Simon is negatively compared with Philip, who 
manifests the “true” power of God. In effect, one miracle worker defeats another. 
In the narrative, Simon concedes defeat and readily submits to baptism. Initially, 
at least, no question mark is thrown against the validity of his baptism and the 
reality it represents (the forgiveness of sins). The author of Acts clearly says that 
Simon believed (episteusen) the gospel (Acts 8:13).38

The Pillar Apostles

After some time, the pillar apostles Peter and John descend from Jerusalem to 
supervise and legitimate the Samaritan mission. There is some suspicion here that 
the author of Acts invents this episode. It seems reasonable to believe that he had 
a tradition about Philip the deacon defeating Simon the Samaritan magus. The 
author of Acts then replaced Philip with Peter, one of the chief apostles, who was 
more qualified to put Simon in his place. (Philip conveniently reappears later in 
the chapter.) Introducing Peter and John allowed the umbrella of apostolic au-
thority to extend over the Samaritan mission.39

The introduction of the chief apostles is not, however, without cost to the nar-
rative. It puts a mysterious and apparently lengthy delay between the Samaritans’ 
baptism and their reception of the Spirit. This is because the Spirit only comes (at 
least in this story) when the apostles lay their hands on the converts.40 One might 
assume that Simon too received the Spirit through the apostles—​though this is 
never explicitly said.41
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Peter’s Rebuke

With wide eyes, Simon witnesses the apostolic dispensing of the Spirit by the 
imposition of hands. He then eagerly asks to be a fellow dispenser. As a show of 
his commitment, he offers to pay money (Acts 8:17–​19). The response of Peter is 
swift and harsh: “To hell with you and your money!” (8:20).42 Peter’s reply seems, 
frankly, hasty and perhaps even hypocritical. This same apostle recently over-
saw the deaths of two Christians who failed to pay the church what they owed 
(5:1–​11).43

Perhaps (the reader may suppose) Simon misunderstood spiritual realities 
because of his “magical” mentality. Such a misunderstanding, however, is no 
sure sign that Simon’s faith was futile or feigned.44 The immediate connection 
of laying on hands and the reception of the Spirit seemed to him (and to many 
modern readers) to work exactly like magic.45 Indeed, this very passage betrays the 
blurry (probably useless) distinction between magic and miracle.

Peter’s rebuke could well have ended at this point. Nevertheless, the apostle 
(or rather the author of Acts) adds a remark not demanded so much by the nar-
rative as by the need to undercut Simon’s authority (exousia). The chief apostle 
pronounces: “You do not have a part or share in this message!” (Acts 8:21).

This apodictic exclusion merits surprise. Why cannot Simon, after careful 
training, become a teacher and medium of the Spirit like, for instance, Paul? Paul 
had an even worse record prior to his conversion. At the beginning of this very 
chapter in Acts, we learn that Paul was a ruthless persecutor of the church and 
an accomplice in murder (Acts 8:1, 3). In spite of his past, Paul becomes a fully 
authorized Christian leader, dispenser of the Spirit, and the chief protagonist in 
the latter half of Acts.

Simon is not given the same chance. He is officiously excluded from the ap-
ostolic tribe, and not authorized to be a missionary.46 Likely the author of Acts 
knows something of Simon’s great authority in the later Simonian community. In 
the story, however, he presents Peter as offering the following rationale: Simon’s 
“heart is not right before God” (Acts 8:21). How Peter suddenly knows Simon’s 
heart is unclear. At any rate, the apostle’s words are carefully crafted. They echo 
Psalm 77:37 (LXX), a verse that speaks of the refractory attitude of ancient 
Israelites. These sinners of old beheld God’s miracles and rebelled, since “their 
heart was not right with him [i.e., God].”

But all hopes for Simon are not lost. Peter commands him to repent and asks 
the Lord to remove “the thought of his heart” (8:22).47 “For I  see,” Peter adds, 
“that you are in the gall of bitterness and in a chain of injustice” (v. 23). The words 
are harsh, yet admittedly less harsh than Jesus’s rebuke of Peter:  “Get behind 
me, Satan!” (Mark 8:33; Matt 16:23). Stephen Haar argues that Peter’s censure 
of Simon, “is neither a sentence of condemnation nor excommunication, but 
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a rebuke … given in pious duty to a ‘neighbor.’ ”48 Haar is nevertheless aware 
that gall and bitterness are characteristic of the idolater in Deuteronomy 29:17 
(LXX).49

In Acts, Simon is not unrepentant. He does not angrily stamp away, conniv-
ing to begin a competing Christian movement. Instead, he wails pathetically for 
apostolic prayer:  “ask the Lord on my behalf that nothing of what you spoke 
overtake me!” (8:24). The apostles are Simon’s mediators before God; Simon is 
in complete—​even groveling—​submission to them.50 An important manuscript, 
Codex Bezae, even says that at the end of this episode, Simon could not stop 
weeping (polla klaiōn ou dielimpanen).51 In this way, Simon resembles Peter, who 
“wept bitterly” after he had denied Jesus three times (Luke 22:62).

An Ambiguous Resolution

In sum, on the surface level, the author of Acts portrays a repentant, putatively 
Christian Simon, stiffly rebuked for his apostolic pretensions, and humbled—​
even humiliated—​before the pillar apostles. On the level of allusion and infer-
ence, however, the legitimacy of Simon’s conversion is subtly put into question. 
First, Simon is never explicitly said to receive the Holy Spirit. Intertextual echoes 
of ancient rebellion and idolatry reverberate behind the story. Although he blub-
bers pathetically, the reader does not know if Simon’s heart is, or is made, right. 
And even though Simon begs, Peter and the apostles do not explicitly pray for 
him. In the end, fans and critics of Simon can (and do) draw very different con-
clusions from this story in Acts.52

On the question of Simon’s self-​deification, the same ambiguity lingers. It is 
never explicitly said that Simon claims to be God. It is the Samaritans who pro-
claim Simon to be the Great Power, a title which itself begs interpretation (Acts 
8:10). One might nevertheless conclude that in Acts, Simon’s self-​promotion to 
divinity is strongly implied, or at least remains a reasonable inference.

Importantly, a similar ambiguity lingers in the case of Jesus’s self-​deification. 
It is uncertain, that is, whether the historical Jesus ever said, “Before Abraham 
was, I  AM,” or “I and the Father are one” ( John 8:58; 10:30). Nevertheless, in 
John, his self-​deification is made to seem obvious. The Fourth Gospel represents 
people worshiping Jesus and calling him G/​god during his lifetime ( John 9:38; 
20:28). This relatively rapid deification of Jesus by his ( Johannine) followers (in 
the 90s ce) indicates that an equally swift deification of Simon could have oc-
curred around the same time. Divine claims (e.g., “I am the Great Power”), could 
have been put into Simon’s mouth by the community that worshiped him.

It was likely due to the high view of Simon by the Simonian community that 
the author of Acts felt a pressing need to undercut Simon’s authority. Simonians, 
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as we shall see in later sources, were competing with other Christian groups in 
Palestine and probably in Rome. The fact that virtually “all” (pantes, Acts 8:10) 
Samaritans initially follow Simon subtly hints at the extent of Simon’s influence 
in that area. In the end, one has the suspicion that the author of Acts knows more 
about the Simonian community than he reveals, and skillfully rewrites history to 
accord with his apologetic ends.

Justin Martyr
A new chapter on Simon’s self-​deification unfolds with Justin Martyr (mid-​
second century ce). After Jesus’s ascension, Justin says, the daimones (or demons) 
advanced certain people who claimed to be gods (legontas heautous einai theous).53 
“Exhibit A” of self-​deification is Simon.

“Simon’s” Statue

Stunningly, Justin reports that Simon was being worshiped as God in Rome. He 
claims that Simon came to Rome, and so impressed the senate and people with 
his miracles that they honored him with a statue. Justin explicitly understands the 
statue (representing Simon himself ) as a divine honor: Simon “was honored with 
a statue as are the other gods honored by you [Romans].”54

Simon’s statue could be found, Justin reports, on an island in the Tiber with 
the inscription SIMONI DEO SANCTO: “To Simon, Sacred God.”55 The fact 
that the statue base was found in 1574, and actually reads SEMONI SANCO 
(“To Semo Sancus,” a Sabine deity), does not immediately prove that Justin was a 
dunce or weaver of fictions.56 Simonians at Rome may conceivably have identified 
this statue with their founder.57

The Primal God

Justin claims that all Samaritans (pantes … Samareis) and some from other eth-
nicities worship (proskunousi) Simon—​not as some subordinate or intermediate 
deity—​but as “the first God” (ton prōton theon),58 who is (like Christ) “above 
every principality, authority and power.”59 This claim is unusual, since deified 
humans like Romulus, Heracles, and Jesus typically became subordinate gods, not 
the high God himself. Nevertheless, Justin’s claim accords (though selectively) 
with Simonian theology. Simon manifests “He Who Stood” (the eternal one), 
namely Yahweh.

Nevertheless, Justin’s report seems just as dependent upon Acts as on any 
Simonian tradition. As we saw, Acts says that Simon, prior to his conversion, 
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stunned the nation (ethnos) of Samaritans, and that “all” (pantes) Samaritans 
declared that Simon was the Great Power (8:9–​10). Justin uses very similar lan-
guage: “virtually all (pantes) Samaritans” worship Simon.60

If Justin is reading Acts, Simon as the “first God” interprets Simon’s title the 
“Great Power” (Acts 8:10). In other words, Simon is the Power in comparison to 
whom none is greater. At Rome, such a claim would have appeared ridiculous. The 
imperial capital had long assimilated foreign deities and deified figures who were 
subordinate to the Roman high God (Jupiter Optimus Maximus). But that a no-​
name Samaritan from some backwater village of Gitta in the corner of the empire 
was worshiped as the high God was laughable. Justin’s apologetic point is that the 
Romans persecute his group of Christians for worshiping Jesus as a subordinate god 
(the Logos), but do not persecute Simonians for worshiping Simon as the high God.

Simonians in Rome?

In the mid-​second century Justin is very concerned about Simonians. He does 
not say explicitly that there were Simonians in Rome, but it could be inferred 
from his report about “Simon’s” statue in Rome, and from the fact that Justin 
(who lived in Rome) says that Simonians “still control those who are deceived” 
(eti apatōmenous echousi).61 These alleged dupes would seem to refer to Simonians 
that Justin presently knows about. Since Justin is in Rome at the time, then likely 
the Simonians he knows are there as well. Why else would Justin demand that the 
emperors go to the trouble of tearing down “Simon’s” statue?62

Apologetics

On the question of self-​deification, Justin explicitly makes Simon a self-​deifier 
in order to make him appear both boastful and demonically inspired.63 Indeed, 
Justin portrays Simon’s self-​deification as something utterly bombastic:  Simon 
claims to be the high God! Such a bald claim would at the very least make the 
Simonian movement look ridiculous. Justin may have even wanted to make the 
Simonians seem like a threat to Roman order. If Simon as the high God excluded 
Jupiter, then Simonians committed sacrilege and were subject to punishment by 
Jupiter’s deputy on earth: the emperor.

Although it is not entirely clear, one of Justin’s sources for Simon seems to 
be Acts. Yet Justin implicitly undercuts Acts by showing that Simon’s story did 
not end with his baptism and conversion in Samaria. Instead, Justin reveals that 
Simon came to Rome, where he enjoyed immense influence and political prestige. 
This Simon, at least, was no craven convert left on the periphery of the empire. 
The Samaritans never converted to Philip’s gospel; almost all of them continued 
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to follow Simon. Simon continued to perform astounding wonders, and succes-
sively set up a religious movement in the imperial capital.

Irenaeus of Lyons
The account of Simon in Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons (late second century ce), 
provides more detailed information about Simonian mythology.64 The Great 
Declaration gives the sense that the separation of Thought from Mind is an 
entirely natural process. Thought, or the Seventh Power, descends into human 
beings, fully realizes herself as the divine likeness, and in the end reunites with 
Mind (the Great Power). At the same time, humans who provide a dwelling for 
Thought are deified by attaining a purely intellectual and spiritual state.

The Myth Becomes a Tragedy

In Irenaeus, the drama and violence of this story is heightened. The bishop reports 
that Thought (Ennoia) leapt away (exsilientem) from Mind and descended to the 
lower regions. Knowing the Father’s will, she created angels and powers, who in 
turn created the world. Tragically, Thought herself was detained by these powers. 
The powers imprisoned Thought and subjected her to every form of outrage. 
Finally, Thought was shut up in a human body and successively reincarnated into 
women known to be abused and exploited by men. She was embodied in Helen, 
whose removal from Sparta became the cause (or excuse) for the Trojan War. 
Divine Thought finally ended up as a common prostitute—​also called Helen—​
who was forced to sell her body in a Syrian brothel.65

For this reason, God the Father, embodied in Simon, descended to redeem 
Helen, and free her from her chains. Afterward, Simon offers salvation to human 
beings through the knowledge of who he is (per suam agnitionem).66 Importantly, 
similar saving knowledge is revealed by Jesus in John (17:3).

Simon and Christ

Like Jesus, Simon suffered in Judea (apparently by crucifixion). Nevertheless 
he did not, Irenaeus says, truly experience pain. Technically it is impossible for 
a divine being to experience torment. Early Christians who believed that Jesus 
was G/​god stated something similar: the man Jesus died, but the divine Logos 
remained without suffering.67 The author of the Refutation offers additional 
Simonian reflection on this topic. In his potential state, Simon was truly born and 
able to suffer. But when he was conformed to the likeness (the Seventh Power), he 
was unable to suffer (Ref. 6.18.1).
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Irenaeus depicts Simon as a descending and ascending God (cf. John 3:13). 
When Simon descends to rescue human beings, he assimilates himself to the in-
tervening angelic powers until he appears as a human being. Epiphanius, writing 
in the late 470s ce, quotes an apparent Simonian source in which Simon says, 
“In each heaven I was transformed into the form of the beings in each level of 
heaven, so that I might escape the notice of my angelic powers and descend to my 
Thought.”68 A similar story was told about Jesus in the Ascension of Isaiah (early 
second century ce). In this text, Christ descends through all seven levels of heaven, 
taking the form of the angels in each heaven in order to pass by unnoticed.69

Irenaeus’s report likely represents a more developed state of Simonian mythol-
ogy. Simon appears as Christ, and, for the Simonians, is Christ. Irenaeus directly 
says that Simon appeared as the son of God among the Judeans. The saved put 
their hope in him, and Simon redeemed them by his grace (secundum … ipsius 
gratiam).70

Simon and the Trinity

But Simon is more than Christ. Sometime after his crucifixion, he offers a greater 
revelation of himself as the Father in Samaria. There, Simon proclaims that he is 
“the highest Power” (sublimissimam Virtutem), who is identified with the “Father 
over all” (super omnia Pater). Among the nations, sometime later, he appears as 
the Holy Spirit.71

These are fascinating developments. Is it possible to map them onto the theol-
ogy of The Great Declaration? In The Great Declaration, Simon implicitly realizes 
himself as He Who Stood, Who Stands, and Who Will Stand. In Irenaeus, Simon 
is the Father (the God who stood in eternity past), the Son (who took his stand in 
Judea as Christ), and the Holy Spirit (who eternally will stand among the nations 
as the perfected God). It is likely that the theology of Simon Who Stood, Stands, 
and Will Stand preceded his identity as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

But Simon’s identification with the Christian Trinity does not necessarily 
represent a later Christianization of Simonian theology.72 Simonians were devel-
oping their trinitarian thought at the very same time as other Christians were. 
Thinking of God as three, or in three phases, was an early development, and it is 
likely that Simonians themselves contributed to the rich store of trinitarian reflec-
tion. They simply identified their Trinity with Simon.

Simonian Ritual

Irenaeus closes his report by speaking of Simonian ritual practice. He says that 
Simonians worship statues representing Simon as Zeus and Helen as Athena. 
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One must be clear that Simonian Christians are not said to worship Zeus and 
Athena per se. They worship Simon in the form of the high God (commonly 
known as Zeus). In turn, Athena was an appropriate representation of Simon’s 
Thought, since she was born full-​grown from Zeus’s head.73

The Simonians, in their own view, did not worship mere human beings. 
Simon, like Jesus, is worshiped because he is true God who assumes human form. 
The author of the Refutation directly remarks, “If someone, catching sight of the 
statues of Simon and Helen, calls them ‘Simon and Helen,’ he is cast out as one 
ignorant of the mysteries” (Ref. 6.20.2).

Most of the preceding is new information that Irenaeus apparently derives 
from a lost Simonian source. Irenaeus indicates his use of source material when 
says that from the Simonians the gnostic movement began “as can be learned 
from their own assertions” (ex ipsis assertionibus eorum).74

Simon the First Gnostic

Irenaeus famously claims that all heresies have their origin from Simon (Simon … 
ex quo universae haereses substiterunt).75 He also says that the multitude of gnos-
tics arose from the Simonians.76 Some scholars understand this view as Irenaeus’s 
own invention.77 Yet if Simonian thought developed early—​or at least contem-
poraneously with Johannine thought—​then it could indeed have influenced later 
gnostic theologians like Menander, Valentinus, and Basilides. We need not posit 
a single origin for gnostic thought (which is itself incredibly dynamic and flexi-
ble). Yet we should also not exclude the early and pervasive influence of Simonian 
thought on later Christian Gnosticism.

Simon and Helen

It is likely that in Simonian mythology Simon redeemed a prostitute in Syria 
and made her a companion in his travels. In the gospels, Jesus also traveled with 
women, one of them Mary Magdalene (later thought to be a prostitute).78 Yet 
Simon’s Helen represents more than a sinful woman. If she incarnates Thought, 
then according to The Great Declaration, she is also incarnated in all human 
beings (Ref. 6.17.1). This is the link between Simon’s redemption of Helen and his 
redemption of humanity. Simon, or the Father, goes in search of Helen (his own 
Thought) trapped in all human souls.

This message of redemption is beautifully described in a tractate from the Nag 
Hammadi library called The Exegesis of the Soul. “While the soul was alone with 
the Father, she was a virgin and androgynous in form. When she fell down into a 
body and entered this life, she fell into the hands of many robbers.”79 Raped and 
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abused, the soul elicits compassion from the Father on high. The “soul stirred, and 
she received the divine from the Father, that she might be renewed and returned 
to where she was at first.”80

At the end of this tractate, the writer even quotes Homer’s Odyssey 4.260–​261, 
where Helen of Troy—​symbol of the human soul—​says: “[My heart] turned itself 
from me. It is to my house that I  want to return.”81 Helen returns back to her 
home in Sparta, symbol of the soul’s returns to the Father.82

Simon’s companion Helen is thus a key figure in Simonian theology. Simon 
referred to his Helen as “the lost sheep.”83 He thereby alluded to a parable in which 
the Savior goes out to search for what was lost (Luke 15:6). In seeking Helen, the 
Savior illustrates his search for all human beings in whom Helen (i.e., Thought) 
is incarnate.

The author of the Refutation also reports that Simonians allegorized Helen 
with her torch (Ref. 6.19.1). He refers to the episode in which Helen sends light 
signals to the Greeks, allowing them to storm Troy.84 We are not told the meaning 
of this allegory, but likely Simonians imagined Helen as Thought within human-
ity lighting the way to the Father, or Mind (again, compare John 1:4, 9).

Simon and Supersession

For Simonians, the revelation of Jesus Christ in Judea was not the highest revela-
tion. This is because Jesus is not the highest manifestation of God. In his trial, 
Jesus reportedly said that he would sit at the right hand of “the Power” (i.e., 
God the Father) (Mark 14:62). After Jesus’s departure, Simon arose as the “Great 
Power,” or Father over all (Acts 8:10). Simonians apparently worshiped Simon as 
the Father or high God. In this way, Simon superseded Jesus.

There is a yet further supersession. In his farewell address, Jesus promised to 
bestow the Holy Spirit ( John 16:7). After his departure, Simon came as the Holy 
Spirit.85 In this way, Simon remained eternally present with his community. Once 
again, Simon trumped (the Johannine) Jesus, but only after absorbing the sym-
bolic value of the divine Fullness.

Were the Simonians Christians?

This discussion raises an important sociohistorical (and religious) ques-
tion:  were the Simonians Christians? Despite their supersessionist theology, 
the Simonians did apparently consider themselves to be Christians. Justin 
Martyr wrote that Simon, Menander, and Marcion all called themselves (or 
are called) “Christians” (christianoi kalountai).86 Origen also notes, “the only 
people who say these things about him [Simon] are Christians” (christianoi 
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d’eisin hoi tauta peri autou legontes).87 In context, the content of “these things” 
(tauta) is obscure. Origen immediately denies that Simon is divine (theion). In 
the overall passage, he attempts to undercut Simon’s (and anyone else’s) claim 
to be divine like Jesus. Those Christians who spoke of Simon’s divinity were 
likely Simonians.

We know that ancient Christian groups vigorously competed with each 
another and that theology played a part in this competition. Second-​century 
Christian leaders like Justin and Irenaeus were evidently threatened by 
Simonians—​which suggests that the latter resembled Christians in practice and 
belief. The resemblances are still evident today. Simonians, like other Christians, 
appealed to Jewish scripture (primarily the Pentateuch). But they also appealed to 
gospel parables such as the lost sheep. They believed in a heavenly Savior or Christ 
figure who was crucified. They also apparently believed in a Trinitarian concept 
of God, and—​like some Christians—​saw the Trinity as the manifestation of a 
single divine figure. The fullest manifestation of this figure (called “the Father”) 
appeared in their divine Savior, Simon.

The Acts of Peter
A work now called The Acts of Peter (ca. 200 ce) picks up the thread of Simon’s 
self-​deification and weaves it into a colorful romance.88 In this story, Simon arrives 
as a miracle-​worker in Aricia, south of Rome. There, Simon proclaims his own 
godhead by second-​hand report. According to a group of anonymous Christians, 
he says “that he is the Great Power of God (magnam virtutem dei), and that with-
out God he does nothing. Is he then himself the Christ?”89

In this myth, Simon as the Great Power is not the Father, but a Christ figure. 
Moreover, the Simon who supposedly deifies himself is strikingly humble. He 
admits that apart from God he can do nothing. Jesus makes similar rhetorical 
claims to reinforce his humility:  “the son can do nothing from himself except 
what he sees the Father doing” ( John 5:19, 30).

Self-​deifying Christians

Strictly speaking, then, in this episode Simon does not deify himself. Instead, 
Roman Christians in the narrative construct him as a self-​deifier. Throughout the 
story, it is these very Christians who are the gullible dispensers of deifying honors. 
They are portrayed as inviting Simon “with great acclamations,” proclaiming to 
him, “Thou art God in Italy, thou art Savior of the Romans!”90

Before these Christians, Simon makes a bold claim in a surprisingly “soft 
voice”: tomorrow around one ‘o’clock “you shall see me,” he says, “flying over the 
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city gate in the form in which you see me.”91 The next day, bystanders behold “in 
the distance a cloud of dust” in the sky, “like a smoke gleaming with light rays and 
threatening signs.”92

The epiphany resembles the arrival of Yahweh seen by Ezekiel. As the ancient 
prophet looked, “a stormy wind came out of the north: a great cloud with bright-
ness around it and fire flashing forth continually” (Ezek 1:4). In the cloud ap-
peared a vast dome, and above it was a throne, “and seated above the likeness of a 
throne was something that seemed like a human form” (Ezek 1:26; cf. Exod 19:9). 
In The Acts of Peter, Simon suddenly appears inside the gate, encircled by people, 
“while they all worshipped him and realized that it was he who had been seen by 
them the day before.”93 Simon arrives in Yahweh’s epiphanic splendor—​and virtu-
ally all Christians in Rome genuflect.

Peter

Nevertheless, a worthy opponent is chosen for Simon: the very Peter who op-
posed him in Acts. In fact, Peter is portrayed as recalling his encounter with 
Simon in Samaria. The apostle fails to mention Simon’s baptism and Christian 
faith, but remembers well how he rebuked him. In this account, Peter’s rebuke 
is not intended to save a young Christian soul; it is meant as a curse with no op-
portunity for repentance: “[W]‌e cursed you (malediximus te) (saying): ‘Do you 
think you can tempt us to wish for possession of money?’ ”94

Given the charge of Simon’s self-​deification, it is ironic that Peter himself is 
repeatedly made the object of deifying honors. The ship captain who conveys 
the apostle to Rome addresses him: “I hardly know you, whether you are god or 
human.”95 When Peter arrives in Rome, a bevy of devotees fall at his feet, includ-
ing Christians like Ariston.96 Later, a whole crowd of people who see Peter make 
a dog speak, bow down to him.97 A mixed crowd of people, after Peter’s stunt of 
a triple resurrection, “venerated him as a god.”98 Not least of all, the Christian 
senator Marcellus clasps Peter’s feet in obeisance.99 Marcellus later calls Peter, “the 
holy one of God,” a title of Christ in the gospels.100 The worship of Peter cannot 
be explained away as the practice of mere “pagans.” Christians like Ariston and 
Marcellus lead the pack of devotees.

It was Marcellus who was previously responsible for hosting Simon and erect-
ing the famous (though fictive) statue to him in Rome. This time the honorary 
inscription more clearly reads: “To Simon, the young god.”101

In The Acts of Peter, however, Simon is not actually deified, but demonized. 
Indeed, Simon is directly called “that inconstant demon (daemonio),”102 and con-
demned in the most horrifying way. He is kicked out of Marcellus’s house only 
after the slaves beat him and drench his head with urine and feces.103 When he 
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hobbles to Peter’s quarters for an audience, the apostle makes a seven-​month old 
baby proclaim that Simon’s father is the devil.104

Spectaculum

Finally there is a great showdown between Simon and Peter in the Julian 
Forum. A  carnivalesque feeling fills the air as the people of Rome, bored of 
their bread and circuses, gather to behold what seemed in their eyes the great-
est contest of magic. The price of entry to the “show” (spectaculum) is a piece 
of gold—​though Peter is naturally unconcerned about money.105 The coins 
are gleaned from the many blue-​blooded senators and officials who fill the 
stands.106

One of these blue-​bloods, the prefect Agrippa, rises as umpire to the contest. 
He generously offers one of his slaves to be killed and raised from the dead—​
though there was already a corpse on hand. Needless to say, Peter wins the day, 
since Simon has only the power of a half-​resurrection—​making a dead man 
twitch, open his eyes, and bow in his general direction.107 The point is polemical, 
and applicable to all wonder-​workers who raised the dead: they could only resus-
citate people doomed to die twice.

Ascent

In the end, Simon resolves upon the ultimate proof of divinity in the ancient 
world: an ascent to heaven.108 He declares:

Men of Rome, at present you think that Peter has overpowered me as if 
he was stronger, and so that you instead pay attention to him. You are de-
ceived. For tomorrow, when I have left you utterly profane and impious 
people, I will fly up to God, whose power I am, though enfeebled. If then 
you have fallen, behold I am the Standing One (ho Hestōs). And I am going 
up to my Father and will say to him, “Even me, your son who stands for-
ever, they desired to overthrow; but I did not consent to them, and am 
returning to myself !”109

Finally we have an unambiguous scene of self-​deification, although the Great 
Power himself strangely admits of weakness (cf. 2 Cor 12:10). Here also we learn 
that Simon’s famous title “the Standing One” does not mean that he thinks him-
self to be the high God. Rather, he is the son of God the Father. Nevertheless, 
Simon’s mysterious return to himself may signify that Father and son are some-
how one (cf. John 10:30).
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The next day, the ever-​present mob assembles on the Sacred Way to behold 
what they think is another marvel—​a flight through the air. Predictably, the 
gadfly Peter is warned in a vision and arrives to oppose Simon. Looking down on 
Peter from a “high place,” Simon declares that, “I, by ascending, will show to all 
this crowd what manner of being I am!” Amazingly, word becomes deed; Simon 
becomes airborne, and zooms over Rome’s temples and tombs.

Death

But Peter prays this imprecation: “Speed on your grace, Lord; and let him fall 
down from above and be crippled, though not die. Rather let him be disabled and 
break his leg in three places!” Like a shot bird, Simon drops. After his predictable 
triple fracture, the bystanders promptly stone him.110 One can see in Simon the 
headlong fall of Lucifer; but in his sufferings—​and eventual death—​one might 
glimpse Christ in his passion.

The cruelty of the apostolic persecutor is striking. Other Christian texts 
take additional delight in the death of Simon, and make Peter its more im-
mediate cause. In the Martyrdom of Peter and Paul, the chief apostle likewise 
prays for Simon’s fall. When Simon hits the ground, he instantly splits into 
four pieces.111

The Pseudo-​Clementine Homilies
The myth of Simon’s self-​deification continues in the Pseudo-​Clementine 
Homilies (an early fourth century ce Christian novel).112 Here again Simon ap-
pears as the archenemy of Peter—​in fact his forerunner in the mission to the 
Gentiles. Again we read the (by now) standard accusations against Simon: he is 
a magician, slanderer, and minister of evil. When Simon asks Peter to explain the 
origin of the devil, Peter accuses him of being more evil than the author of evil 
himself.113

Simon’s Backstory

The Homilies provide more information about Simon’s background. We find out 
that he is the son of Antony and Rachel. Like Jesus, Simon was originally a dis-
ciple of John the Baptist.114 Simon, not Jesus, was recognized as John’s most ap-
proved disciple.115 But when John died, Simon was studying abroad in Egypt, so 
his competitor Dositheus took charge of the group.

When Simon returned, he feigned friendship with Dositheus but soon 
began to slander him behind his back. At a group meeting, Dositheus publicly 
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confronted Simon and attacked him with a magic rod like that of Moses.116 But 
the rod passed through Simon’s body as if his flesh were made of smoke. Terrified, 
Dositheus cried out: “If you are the Standing One, I also shall worship you.”117 
When Simon cried out, “I AM!” Dositheus fell at Simon’s feet.118

This myth of self-​deification strongly resonates with the gospel of John. The 
predicateless “I AM!” as a claim to divinity is characteristic of the Johannine Jesus 
(e.g., John 8:28, 58). In John 19:5, Jesus’s “I AM!” actually brings people to the 
ground. In John, moreover, people once doubtful about Jesus are depicted as wor-
shiping him (20:28). That Jesus is in himself invulnerable is revealed in his trial 
and arrest, wherein the Savior says that only by his and the Father’s will could 
injury come to him ( John 18–​19; cf. Matt 26:53).119

In the Homilies, the story about Simon’s confrontation with Dositheus is re-
ported by one of Simon’s opponents. This opponent, named Aquila, was—​along 
with his twin brother, Niketas—​a childhood friend of Simon. But the twins later 
turned against their friend and joined Peter.

It is Aquila who also reports that after his tour of Egypt, Simon “was elated 
and wanted to be considered the highest power of even the very God who cre-
ated the world.”120 In early Simonian mythology, Thought generates the world.121 
In later Simonian mythology, angels create it.122 The author of the Homilies is 
evidently not aiming at perfect accuracy. Agreeing with the Acts of Peter, he 
states that sometimes Simon “also hints that he is the Christ, whom he calls the 
Standing One.”123

Simon’s Miracles

The miracles of Simon astound even the narrator of the novel, a character called 
Clement of Rome. Clement hears from eyewitnesses that Simon makes statues 
walk, rolls himself on the fire without being burned, makes loaves out of stones, 
becomes a serpent and a goat; makes himself two-​faced or changes himself into 
gold; opens gates that are locked tight; and melts iron. At banquets, Simon pro-
duces images of every form. In his house, he makes dishes carry food with no 
waiters being seen.124

It is sometimes pointed out that such miracles are not openly beneficial, and 
thus mere tricks. There is a problem with this argument, however, since in the Acts 
of Peter, Peter performs very similar stunts. He makes a dog speak, a smoked fish 
swim, and a seven-​month old baby speak with the voice of a grown man.125 Jesus 
himself performed some nonbeneficial miracles, such as the cursing of the fig tree 
and walking on water (Mark 6:48; 11:13–​14). One might argue, furthermore, that 
all of Simon’s miracles, like those of Jesus, had a reasonable goal: to prove his di-
vinity. In the Recognitions, Aquila, who lost his faith in Simon, still earnestly asks, 
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“who would not think that he [Simon] was a god come down from heaven for the 
salvation of humankind?”126

Simon Spreads His Gospel

In the Homilies, Simon spreads his gospel throughout Syria. All along the 
Levantine coast, from Caesarea to Tyre to Sidon to Beirut to Byblos to Tripolis to 
Laodicea to Antioch, Peter is Simon’s hound closely nipping at his heels, afford-
ing him no rest.127 Simon usually avoids confrontation with Peter, but there are 
two great disputations that occur in Caesarea and Laodicea.128 Simon is made a 
mouthpiece for everything the author of the Homilies fears: Marcionite theology, 
varieties of polytheism, and, not least of all, Paulinism.129

The bases of Simon’s arguments are verses from the Hebrew Bible and from the 
lips of Jesus himself. Repeatedly, Peter meets Simon’s biblical arguments with dia-
lectical maneuvers,130 evasive questioning about Simon’s sincerity,131 along with an 
occasional ad hominem attack (as we have seen, Simon is more evil than the devil).132

Peter secretly acknowledges before his disciples that the Bible has false pas-
sages woven into it, but he deliberately conceals his belief from the crowds.133 
Nevertheless Simon’s argument forces Peter to publically admit that scriptural 
texts that speak ill of God and do not agree with creation are “false” (pseudeis).134

During these disputes, Simon ironically accuses Peter of self-​deification. Peter, he 
says, produces superhuman miracles to seem like a god himself before the crowds.135 
In the narrative, Peter smiles at the charge and boldly responds, “Men, I admit that 
I can do, God-​willing, what these people say. In addition I am prepared, if you aren’t 
convinced about what I say, to overturn your city from top to bottom.”136 The com-
ment aims at humor, but also reveals Peter’s own high view of himself.

Just as Peter attempts to deflect attention toward God, the people fall on their 
knees before him.137 His syllogistic attacks on Simon incite cheers.138 People run 
to see Peter as he enters a city in order to gratify him.139 Peter’s disciples call him 
kyrios, a flexible term of respect, but also a frequent title for Jesus himself.140

Although his friend Faustus declares Peter the winner in the final debate, 
Simon refuses to give up.141 He changes Faustus’s appearance to look like his 
own.142 For tactical purposes, Peter impels Faustus to retain Simon’s visage. 
Ironically, then, a second Simon resides in Peter’s closest entourage.143 In this way 
the story comes to a close.

Conclusion
In hostile sources, Simon morphs from a Samaritan magician-​become-​Christian 
to a deified hero to a self-​deifying magician who acts as the archenemy of the 
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apostles and false Christ. So great the threat, so many the transmutations! It is 
uncertain—​in fact unlikely—​that any of these metamorphoses describe a his-
torical Simon. Instead, the various myths of Simon constitute discursive prac-
tices whereby early catholic writers increasingly defined Simonians and other 
Christians as foreign and demonic. In later literature, Simon, like Proteus, would 
continue to be mythically transmogrified in various ways, fitted to the molds of 
the church’s ever-​changing enemies.144

Like Simon who gave Faustus his visage, Christians constructed Simon as 
a mask that they could put on the face of the enemy within. These enemies in-
cluded competing miracle-​workers (cast as magicians), a great variety of gnostic 
Christians, Marcionites, and Paulinists. In the end, every heretical notion of every 
time and clime could cling to Simon, who embodied all the “evil” of these groups 
and so helped early catholics to cope with it.

By making Simon a self-​deifier, early catholics reenvisioned the rebel myth as 
occurring in their own primeval (church) history. In the beginning, in the very 
age of the apostles, the chaos of Simon was neutralized—​just as Yahweh tamed 
Leviathan of old. Thus all future Christian “heresies” could also, in theory, be 
neutralized when traced back to the craven convert in Acts.

The mystery of Simon—​why he could not repent, why the apostles cursed 
him, why he must be a reprobate and a megalomaniac—​could only be explained 
by Simon’s league with the devil. Lucifer, the original self-​deifier, increasingly 
becomes the model for Simon as a character in Christian myth. “[E]‌very one 
of Simon’s characteristics,” writes Susan Garrett, “—​his use of magic, his self-​
deification, his attraction of the people, his secretly sinful heart, his attempt to 
procure divine authority, and even his submission when condemned—​is a ste-
reotyped feature of contemporaneous portrayals of Satan or those who belong to 
Satan’s lot.”145

In the end, evil is its own explanation, and defines the good. There must need 
be heresies, as Paul, later confounded with Simon, knew (1 Cor 11:19). Light 
needs darkness, and truth needs error in order to define itself. Christianity needs 
a threat, an “other,” a cursed one, a reprobate—​to explain the good it brings into 
the world.

The root and fount of heresies is self-​deification. It is the aim of a madman. 
For only a madman could say what Simon (according to Jerome) proclaimed: “I 
am the Word of God, I  am beautiful, I  am the Paraclete, I  am omnipotent, 
I am all that God is!”146 Self-​deification was the first sin, the ultimate sin, the 
most violent and terrifying act a human could perform—​to break boundar-
ies that should not be broken, and to claim authority that one should not 
have. Simon becomes the first Christian boundary-​breaker and transgressor, 
and so reveals, as if in a dark mirror, the dangers of falling from faith. When 



	 “I and You Are One.” Simon of Samaria as Hero and Heretic� 117

       

social and doctrinal boundaries are broken, one ends up with a shattered leg, 
a broken body.

Yet the differences between Simon and Simon Peter, or even Simon and 
Christ, are not ontological; they are a construction of human thought. The ma-
jority Christian party celebrates the triumph of good in one man’s deification 
( Jesus), and the destruction of evil in another man’s death (Simon). In early cath-
olic mythmaking, one man became a god, the other a demon. Divinization is ever 
paired with demonization.

The seemingly black and white quality of these Christian myths ensures 
that in reading them there is both profit and delight. The imaginative murder of 
Simon at the hands of the chief apostle symbolized the death of all Christianity’s 
enemies, real or imagined. To paraphrase the author of the Refutation: strike the 
first head of the hydra, and all will perish (Ref. 5.11.1).

But we know from Greek myth that when one head is struck, others multiply. 
Simon—​or rather all the nonnormative Christians Simon came to represent—​
remains an ever-​present threat to Christianity. This snake-​like threat—​ever 
changing its skin—​is well illustrated in the Clementine Homilies. This Christian 
novel has no proper ending. Simon continues his career preaching his gospel from 
city to city. Although stopped at every turn, the god ever young proves in the end 
to be unstoppable—​an ever-​present enemy both outside Peter’s circle and within.

Indeed, such hostile mythology contains the logic of its own subversion. In 
the Homilies, Simon does not follow Peter. Just the reverse:  Peter’s gospel fol-
lows the good news of Simon. In this myth, the “alien” gospel came first, traveling 
from city to city. The “orthodox” gospel ends up being depicted as a polemical 
response. The myth thus ironically reveals what may actually be historical: what 
was later deemed Christian “heresy” is not derivative at all, but coeval with—​and 
even prior to—​traditions subsequently deemed apostolic.

It is always a temptation to allow later hostile myths of Simon to supplant the 
Simonians’ own mythology of their founder. This mythology tells a different story 
about Simon. Here he is not a megalomaniacal self-​deifier, but the revealer of divine 
truth. He reveals that the world is structured toward human deification. Divine 
Thought inhabits every human heart. But Thought is trapped and abused by the 
powers of this world, and imprisoned in flesh. Simon comes to redeem his Thought. 
First he came as Christ crucified in Judea. Then in Samaria he provided the ultimate 
revelation of himself as the Father. Presently, Simon abides among the nations—​and 
in his community—​as the Holy Spirit. In this sense, Simon is He Who Stood, Who 
Stands, and Who Will Stand: he sums up all three phases of God’s existence. In this 
supremely exalted state, Simon is rightly worshiped as the high God.

The myth in Acts was in a sense right: Simon’s followers did identify him with 
the Great Power. But what the author of Acts and later heresiologists depicted 
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as a mistake—​something worthy to be ridiculed and condemned—​Simonians 
upheld as inspired truth. In the end, Simon’s opponents could not without latent 
hypocrisy say that Simon’s self-​deification was evil—​for in this case, Jesus himself 
would be guilty of the same charge. The question is not whether self-​deification is 
evil or good, but which self-​deifier is defended as the actual G/​god?

To be sure, Simonian mythographers tried to supersede Jesus’s mythology by 
calling Simon the Father. Yet the depiction of Simon as the Father is not so differ-
ent from the claim of the Johannine Christ. A reader of John 14:10 (“He who has 
seen me has seen the Father”) or John 10:30 (“I and the Father are one”) might 
also conclude that Jesus claimed to be the Father in flesh. In fact, shortly after 
Irenaeus, we hear of a group of Christians in Asia Minor, Rome, and North Africa 
who believed that Son and Father were one being in two different modes.147 God 
the Father, when he appeared in flesh, became Son. It is possible that Simon’s fol-
lowers upheld a similar modalistic theology.

In the end, Simon is an antichrist not because he was against Christ, but 
because—​for one Christian community at least—​he appeared in the place of 
Christ. This is why even today Christians are threatened by Simon. But in critical 
scholarship one must lay aside the old patterns of thinking naturalized by norma-
tive theology. Simon and Jesus became self-​deifiers because they represented the 
same Christ figure who descends into this world, proclaims his own divinity, and 
suffers the deadly consequences. In both cases, the self-​deifier ironically tells the 
hidden truth and, in the community of his followers, is experienced as “the Great 
Power of God.”



       

6

“I Became Divine.”
Allogenes and Gnostic Self-​deification

As the God developed in me, I  thought he was a part of my 
self. I thought that my “I” included him and therefore I took 
him for my thought. But I also considered that my thoughts 
were part of my “I.” Thus I entered into my thoughts, and into 
the thinking about the God, in that I took him for a part of 

my self.
Carl Jung1

Introduction
All the pride and pathology characteristically associated with gnostic self-​
deification has, in this study, been recognized as a mythic construction. Based on 
this recognition, we are finally in a position to redescribe what gnostic deification 
might actually look like.2

For our purposes, deification means that a human comes to possess a divine 
status by sharing in qualities that, in the ancient Mediterranean world, consti-
tuted a divine identity. These qualities typically include immortality and super-
human power, yet also vast knowledge and extraordinary virtue. Recent work on 
deification in gnostic sources has focused on angelification,3 assimilation to God,4 
and ecstatic vision.5

What needs further attention, I  propose, is the self-​empowered or self-​
engineered aspect of gnostic forms of deification. Gnostics put extraordinary 
emphasis on self-​knowledge and self-​realization. They assimilated themselves to 
God, to be sure, but God was not always viewed as entirely different from the self. 
Many gnostics experienced God as a greater or higher Self. Some of them viewed 
themselves as consubstantial with this higher Self, as having a divine element—​a 
spark that belonged to a greater divine fire.

In order to highlight this intense focus on the self, in this chapter I  rede-
scribe gnostic deification as “self-​deification.” Such a redescription will no doubt 
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be controversial, and for good reason. Heresiologists used the language of self-​
deification as a cudgel: so-​called gnostics deified themselves and were thus arro-
gant rebels against God. Nevertheless, using the language of gnostic self-​deification 
need not replicate heresiological discourse. Just as scholars are now in the process 
of vigorously redescribing Gnosticism, they have the freedom and power to rede-
fine and redescribe deification with a new meaning and framework.

Here self-​deification simply means “deification effected by the self,” where the 
self is not, or not solely identified with the human ego. By using this terminology, 
it is not implied that this form of deification involves any kind of prideful self-​
exaltation. In fact, pride involves a false understanding of the self in which the 
ego takes precedence. The gnostic’s transcendence of the ego makes pride nothing 
short of nonsensical.

A worthy model for self-​deification is in fact Simon as he speaks in The Great 
Declaration. By accessing his own mind as God’s image, Simon attains a glimpse 
of the divine Mind. By knowing himself as mind, he sees, as through a mirror, the 
divine archetype of his mind and his own identity with it. He discovers God as 
other—​but no longer other; he discovers a form of God in himself and as himself.

This chapter focuses not on Simon, however, but on Allogenes. Allogenes 
is the ancient patriarch depicted in the treatise named after him in the Nag 
Hammadi library (NHC XI,3). In Allogenes’s intellectual journey, he combines 
a set of elements that make his deification a model experience. Through a disci-
plined practice of self-​knowledge, he comes to realize his own divine nature and 
identity with the highest manifestation of God, called “Intellect” or (more mys-
teriously) “Barbelo.”

Yet before we explore the experience of Allogenes, we take a step back to un-
derstand the broader cultural dynamics of selfhood in Mediterranean culture.

A “Culture of the Self ”
In his lectures at the Collège de France (1981–​1982), Michel Foucault spoke about 
a culture of the self developing in the first and second centuries ce.6 He used the 
Platonic dialogue Alcibiades I as a point of entry. In this text, self-​knowledge is the 
beginning of philosophy, and the self is exclusively identified with the soul. Self-​
knowledge, Foucault asserted, was the chief gnostic form of self-​care. Such knowledge 
provided access to truth, in particular the truth of one’s divine nature and destiny.7

Some ancient gnostics proposed a distinctive relationship between a lower, im-
manent self, and a higher, divine Self. Assimilation to (or integration into) one’s 
higher Self may come “in the flash of one tremulous glance,”8 but in most cases the 
cultivation of one’s divine self is a lifelong process. It is a process of recollection: re-
membering who one truly is and becoming what one recalls. Out of the self ’s own 
reflexive awareness of its own divinity, the process of deification occurs.
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Gnostic “technologies of the self ” support contemplative, ethical, and ritual 
acts not of self-​renunciation (since the flesh is not typically viewed as the true 
self ), but of self-​realization. These practices grow out of the recognition of one’s 
own inward divinity, and are means to an end. The self realizes itself as (true) Self. 
The self—​or rather the divine Self—​is finalized. It becomes—​or rather always 
was—​the final goal of assimilation to God.

Although Foucault did not discuss any gnostic texts at length, his insights il-
luminate the materials found in the Nag Hammadi library. These texts—​though 
fragmentary in some cases, and not in their original tongue—​still give us the best 
chance of hearing ancient gnostics in their own voice. In this library, those who 
serve as models of salvation are not megalomaniacs fixated on their own claims 
to deity. They are depicted, generally speaking, as ancient patriarchs or apostles 
earnestly seeking for spiritual truth, radically open to finding it in other (extracos-
mic) worlds and in themselves.

In short, the paradigm gnostics in the Nag Hammadi library are depicted 
more like the Johannine Jesus than the Irenaean Simon. (Indeed, the paradigm 
gnostic in many Nag Hammadi texts is Jesus.) Like Jesus, gnostics know that they 
are not rebels against the high God, but are God’s children. They come into this 
world already divine. As gods in embryo, they often find themselves alienated 
from a hostile culture and its structures. They are, and sometimes announce them-
selves to be, lights in the world, one with God in their inner self. They know their 
origin and destiny and are capable of attaining a vision of God. Finally, at the end 
of their earthly lives, they soar beyond the skies.

Foucault defined salvation in Hellenistic and Roman philosophy as “the vigi-
lant, continuous, and completed form of the relationship to self closed in on itself. 
One saves oneself for the self, one is saved by the self, one saves oneself in order to 
arrive at nothing other than oneself … the self is the agent, object, instrument, 
and end of salvation.”9 This focus on the self, somewhat rhetorically exaggerated 
here, applies well to gnostic soteriology. It is this focus on the self (or rather the 
divine Self ) that makes the language of self-​deification possible.

One must state clearly: this focus on the S/​self does not undermine the role 
of divine aid, the Savior, communal ritual, and moral behavior in the process of 
salvation. All these elements are involved. None of them, however, undermine the 
pivotal role of the S/​self, the practices of self-​care and of self-​realization that allow 
one to speak of gnostic self-​deification.

The Three Moments
Here it is argued that gnostic self-​deification is realized in three “moments.” First, 
the gnostic is incarnated with an innate divine core. Whatever exactly it is (cor-
poreal or incorporeal, cognitive or suprarational), the inner core is of the same 
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substance as the divine—​or rather, the same substance as the mediate form of 
divinity. The mediate form of divinity is the immanent pole of divinity, often 
spoken of as a child or emanation of the primal (unknown) deity.10

Second, gnostics engage in practices of reflexivity that enable them to develop 
and realize their divine core. They engage, in other words, in a peculiar “technol-
ogy of the self,” wherein the real self gradually realizes itself as the inner, divine Self 
through practices of self-​knowing. These practices—​which are both moral and 
ritual, communal and individual—​serve as the instrumental causes of salvation.

The third moment of self-​deification is identification with, in most cases, a 
mediate deity. This figure can be thought of as the primary cause of deification. 
The mediate deity awakens the true self to its inward divinity and allows it to 
begin the process of self-​knowledge and self-​realization.

But the mediate deity is also in some sense the goal of self-​deification. That is 
to say, the end of deification is often identification with the mediate deity, who 
is the same reality as the self, albeit a higher and purer form. In ancient gnostic 
myths, the mediate deity is often represented as external to the self. But the exter-
nality of the higher Self is only a necessity of the lower self ’s embodied, historical 
existence. Throughout life, gnostics labor to “make the inside like the outside and 
the outside like the inside” (Gos. Thom. 22:4). They realize, in other words, that 
the mediate deity is the true Self, and therefore not ultimately “other” at all.

These three moments, then, make possible the language of self-​
deification:  (1)  the presence of divinity in the self; (2)  ritual, moral, and con-
templative practices of S/​self-​recognition; and (3)  identification with a higher 
divine Self.

In the sections that follow, I flesh out these three moments of self-​deification 
with the help of brief examples.

Innate Divinity

The foundation of gnostic self-​deification is the presence of a dynamic divine ele-
ment in the self, what is often called “the divine spark.”11 In modern terms, the 
spark is the true or ideal self. It is different from a person’s physical frame, and in 
most cases it is different from one’s (lower) soul as well (the part of the soul that 
focuses on the management of the physical body).

The divine spark is pure gift, like existence itself. It corresponds to the theolog-
ical idea of election, and in fact makes election more concrete. Humans, whether 
it be all of them or a portion of them, have an infinite natural value due to the 
divine element woven into them at creation. The divine spark and not anything 
external (whether righteous deeds or pretty looks) is what makes the gnostic al-
ready divine, at least potentially.
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Inward divinity does not lie as a static lump within the self. It is progressively 
intensified through the transformation of consciousness.12 Initially, the spark re-
mains in a latent or a potential state—​like a glowing ember needing to be fanned 
into flame.13 Through cognitive, ethical, and ritual practices of self-​cultivation, it 
is increasingly illuminated, enflamed, until finally released—​as sparks fly upward 
( Job 5:7).

Ancient philosophers—​Platonists in particular—​conceived of the divine 
element in intellectualist terms. The divine core is nous—​commonly translated 
as “mind” or “intellect.” Other rational and cognitive metaphors were used 
to speak of the divine or most divine portion of humanity: dianoia (thought), 
phronēsis (wisdom), and logos (reason). These basic intellectual endowments 
make possible the richness of theōria—​vision or contemplation. Through the dis-
cipline of theōria, said Aristotle (speaking Platonically), people can immortalize 
themselves.14

In his myth of creation, Plato (ca. 429–​347 bce) depicts the divine mind as 
an immortal seed sown within humans by the Demiurge, or creator god.15 This 
immortal mind is the most divine part of the human being. It is also the most in-
timate.16 In a famous passage, the most sovereign form (eidos) of the soul is called 
the daimōn, or guardian divinity, which each person has as a friendly guide and 
“roommate” (sunoikon) within.17

Following Plato, the Stoic Chrysippus (third century bce) called this internal 
god a daimōn.18 The theory was developed by Posidonius (early first century bce), 
who spoke of “the divinity (daimōn) in oneself, which is akin and has a similar 
nature to the one which governs the whole universe.”19 In the first century ce, 
Seneca referred to a “holy spirit” (sacer … spiritus) dwelling within as a guardian 
(custos).20 A century later, the philosopher Epictetus announced that God pre-
sented to each person an unsleeping guardian daimōn.21

Plutarch, a contemporary of Epictetus, approvingly cited Menander’s saying 
that “our mind (nous) is god (ho theos).”22 In his On the Genius of Socrates, Plutarch 
tells the story of Timarchus, who, buried in the sacred cave of the god Trophonius, 
spoke with his own divine mind.23 It told him that part of the mind is not dragged 
down in the varied concerns of the soul, but bobs like a buoy above the head. This 
higher self is a divinity (daimōn) that is released at death and soars above the 
moon.24

These and like ideas were adopted and adapted by contemporary Jews and 
Christians. The apostle Paul wrote of the divine Christ formed within the be-
liever like a fetus—​one organism with its mother (Gal 4:19). Christ dwells in the 
Christian as spirit (pneuma)—​identical to the spirit of God (Rom 8:9). Christians 
collectively are the temple of God, and in this temple, God’s pneuma dwells (1 
Cor 3:16). The pneuma gradually dominates bodily desires and renews the “inner 
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person” or nous within (2 Cor 4:16; Rom 12:2). After death, the self, released from 
flesh, rises to God in spirit form (1 Cor 15:39–​52).25

The gospel of John speaks of Christ as the Logos enlightening every human 
coming into the world (1:9). Developing this discourse, Justin Martyr asserts that 
the seeds of the Logos (sperma tou Logou) were sown into human beings.26 Later, 
Clement of Alexandria remarks, “in all human beings generally, but especially 
in those who spend their time in learned discussions, there has been instilled a 
divine effluence (aporroia theïkē).”27 In his Stromateis, Clement implicitly com-
pares the divine portion of the soul to the Holy Spirit (to hagion pneuma).28 The 
Logos builds in human beings a temple so as to establish God in human beings.29 
There, within, the Logos too abides.30

Historically, then, when gnostic writers spoke of inward divinity, they were 
participants in and cocreators of a well-​known discourse. Like the philoso-
phers, gnostics could refer to the divine element as mind (nous). The Teachings of 
Silvanus refer directly to “the divine mind (nous)” that human beings have from 
God.31 The ancient matriarch Norea is given “the first mind (nous),” later identi-
fied with “the mind (nous) of the Father,” and “the great mind ([no]us) of the 
Invisible One.”32

Yet gnostics went beyond intellectualist understandings of the divine core. 
In their poetic and narrative universes, they had an amazing array of metaphors 
to describe it: seed,33 (drop of ) light,34 spark,35 word,36 power,37 name,38 pearl,39 
inner human,40 breath,41 and so on. Each metaphor expressed something distinc-
tive about inward divinity: how it is integrated into the self, how it operates in 
human development, and how it attains fulfillment.

Many of the metaphors are biblical. The divine breath is breathed into the 
first human in Genesis 2:7. The seed, representing the word of God, is sown in a 
famous parable (Mark 4:3–​9). The pearl is tossed among pigs (Matt 7:6).42 Paul 
spoke of humans inhabited by divine spirit (pneuma, Rom 8:9).

Some of these same images have philosophical correlates. For Plato, the cre-
ator sows the seeds of intellect.43 The Platonic dialogue Axiochus speaks of a 
“divine spirit (theion … pneuma) in the soul.”44 Stoics thought of the indwelling 
divinity as pneuma—​a kind of rational, fiery breath.45

Reflexivity

In Gnostic sources, there is a constant dialectic between the divine core and one’s 
divine destiny. It resembles the dialectic we see in Plato between the ideas of 
divine kinship (suggeneia) and assimilation to God (homoiōsis theōi).46 Humans 
have a natural (“genetic”) kinship with God; at the same time, they are called to 
be more like God in a long—​and often arduous—​process of growth.
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Indeed, one’s pregiven likeness to God makes additional assimilation to God 
possible. If the eye were not sun-​like, it could never see the sun.47 Likewise, if 
the mind were not akin by nature to the Good, it could never intuit the Good, 
the Beautiful, and all that is perfect and eternal. In its power of recognizing the 
eternal, the soul bears within itself the surest proof that it is eternal, as well as the 
chance to realize that eternity.48

The road to realization is the road of reflexivity, of self-​knowledge. “Know 
thyself,” attributed to one of the seven sages, was one of the most famous sayings 
in the ancient world.49 Carved on the ancient temple of Apollo at Delphi, its 
meaning was transformed by Platonists beginning in the fourth century bce. In 
the Archaic and Classical periods, “Know thyself ” was taken to mean “know your 
(social and ontological) place,” that is “know that you are not immortal.”50 The 
aristocratic politicians and ambassadors who visited the oracle at Delphi were 
thus encouraged to “think soundly or soberly” (sōphronein) and not seize undue 
power.51 Plato was aware of this ancient meaning of the phrase, employing it in his 
dialogue Charmides and elsewhere.52

Yet in the Platonic dialogue Alcibiades I, the maxim underwent a transforma-
tion.53 In an epiphanic moment, Socrates takes “Know thyself ” to mean, “know 
thy true self—​the soul.” In the soul is a place where wisdom is born. This part of 
the soul—​the seat of knowledge and thought—​is divine and resembles God.54 
The one who gazes at this divine part, as if in a mirror, comes to grasp “all that 
is divine—​mind and thinking.”55 God himself, in fact, is the best mirror for the 
soul, and he, as if an archetype, reveals its true divinity.56 The meaning of the 
Delphic maxim thus shifted from, “Know that you are human,” to “Know that 
you are divine.”57

In later antiquity, “Know that you are divine” became a kind of gnostic 
manifesto. In the Gospel of Thomas Jesus says, “When you know yourselves, then 
you will be known, and you will understand that you are children of the living 
Father.”58 Likewise, “When you produce that [which is] in you, what you have 
will save you.’ ”59 God is still the savior in this model; but God is within. Salvation 
is the realization of what is already within; it is self-​realization. The spark of re-
membrance is lit by the sayings of Jesus, but the glowing ember of the divine self 
is already there, waiting to blaze forth.

Gnostic practices of reflexivity are often spoken of poetically. “Knock on 
your inner self as upon a door,” state the Teachings of Silvanus, “and walk within 
yourself as on a straight road.”60 A certain Gospel of Philip is quoted as saying, 
“The Lord revealed to me what my soul must say on its ascent to heaven, and 
how it must answer each of the powers on high: ‘I recognized myself (epegnōn 
emautēn), and gathered myself from every quarter … For I am one of those 
on high.’ ”61
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In a similar fashion, the Testimony of Truth (NHC IX,3) speaks of the ideal 
gnostics:

They asked [what they have been] bound with, [and how they] might 
properly [release themselves.] And [they came to know] themselves, [(as 
to) who they are,] or rather, where they are [now,] and what is the [place 
in] which they will rest from their senselessness, [arriving] at knowledge. 
[These] Christ will transfer to [the heights] since they have … advanced 
to knowledge … [he has come to] know [the Son of the Human,] that [is, 
he has come to] know himself. This is the perfect life, that] a person know 
[himself ] by means of the All.62

Once knowledge of the true self occurs, so does spiritual resurrection (the “trans-
fer to the heights”). In short, arriving at self-​knowledge means coming to know 
one’s true nature. One’s self is not separate from mediate divinity (in this case, the 
Son of the Human). One’s self is the mediate deity in embryonic form.

A master image of reflexivity is the mirror. In the Alcibiades, one does not 
know oneself by oneself. One needs to be in dialogic contact with a guide who 
serves as the mirror for the self. Socrates uses the example of the eye looking into 
another person’s pupil and seeing itself. In other words, the eye looks into the very 
source of vision, and thereby best knows itself.

“Behold, the Lord is our mirror,” sings the Odist (Odes Sol. 13:1), “open (your) 
eyes and see them in him.” In The Acts of John, Jesus says to his disciples, “I am a 
mirror to you who know me … Now if you follow my dance, see yourself in me 
who am speaking.”63 The archetype of the self ’s divinity is the mediate god (vari-
ously conceived). By gazing at this god, one sees the true pattern of one’s self.

The Finalized Self

The mediate deity may come to the self as “other,” but this deity also comes as 
the fullest manifestation of the self. The Savior is the mediate god to whom one 
assimilates. But since the mediate deity is also the higher Self, the gnostic assimi-
lates not to something alien, but to his or her true Self.

Assimilation to the mediate deity begins, according to one text, with a sense 
of mutual indwelling. In the Valentinian tractate The Gospel of Truth, the saved 
“were joyful in this discovery, and he [the mediate deity] found them within him-
self and they found him within themselves.”64 When the mediate deity comes to 
earth, spiritual persons instantly recognize in him something of their true self.

In fact, the spirituals make up the body of the mediate god (a common Pauline 
image). Here “body” amounts to self. In this sense, the spirituals are consubstan-
tial with the mediate divinity. They constitute the self of the Savior.65 Thus when 
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they run to the Savior, they run to themselves. But there is more. As with Simon, 
Valentinian Christians identify with the fullness of the trinitarian Godhead: “You 
saw Spirit, you became Spirit. You saw Christ, you became Christ. You saw [the 
Father, you] shall become Father.”66

In some cases, the mediate deity is indistinguishable from the gnostic’s own 
mind. Seth speaks to his divine Father Geradamas:  “you are my mind, O my 
Father.”67 The mediate deity is revealed as a second Self. He or she does not need 
to be found without, but within. As the savior says in the Second Discourse of 
Great Seth: “I am Christ, Son of Humanity, one from you who is within you.”68

Yet the identity between self and Savior can be even more radical. Epiphanius 
quotes a visionary encounter that he read in the Gospel of Eve. It begins, “I stood 
upon a high mountain and saw a tall man and another short one. And I heard as 
it were the sound of thunder and drew near to hear.” A voice (of thunder?) ad-
dresses the narrator personally and says, “I am you and you are I (egō su kai su egō), 
and wherever you are, there I am. I am sown in all people. Wherever you want to 
gather me, in gathering me, you gather yourself.”69

In a beautiful passage in Pistis Sophia, Christ promises that the saved are now, 
even while in the world, superior to angels, archangels, luminaries, and even gods. 
The saved person will be a ruler or king with Christ in his kingdom. In a rising 
crescendo of promises, Christ solemnly announces: “And truly I say to you: that 
person is I and I am that person.70 This promise is repeated in slightly different 
wording three times. The last promise serves as a culmination: “Every person who 
will receive mysteries in the Ineffable will be on my left and my right [in the king-
dom]. I am they and they are I.”71

Summary

To sum up, these three elements make possible the language of gnostic self-​
deification: (1) the presence of divinity in the self, (2) reflexive practices of self-​
knowledge or self-​recognition, and (3) integration into a higher Self represented 
by a mediate deity. This deity can descend to earth, or the gnostic can ascend with 
divine aid. The gnostic typically ascends in ecstatic contemplation, while perma-
nent ascent must await the separation of soul and body at death.

We now turn to an in-​depth examination of Allogenes, a model gnostic, to 
demonstrate how the three moments of self-​deification play out.

Allogenes
The treatise Allogenes was composed probably in the third century ce by a 
philosophical gnostic group awed by the upper echelons of divinity. Apparently 
known to Plotinus’s school in Rome,72 Allogenes was translated from Greek, and 
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circulated in Coptic manuscripts up and down the Nile.73 The sole existing copy 
of the text is the fragmentary third treatise of the eleventh Nag Hammadi codex.74

Allogenes is the main character in his eponymous book. Throughout, he is 
and represents the ideal gnostic, superior to philosophers and holy men. Due to 
his superhuman lifespan, Allogenes is likely a literary representation of an ante-
diluvian patriarch. His injunction to bury his book is an apocalyptic motif char-
acteristic of ancient patriarchs, including Seth.75 Seth was the third son of Adam, 
who in Genesis 4:25 (LXX) is called “a different seed” (sperma heteron). This dif-
ferent seed may in fact be Allogenes himself, whose name literally means “one 
from a different race.”76

Whoever exactly he is, Allogenes is symbolically what his name signifies:  a 
“Foreigner” or “Alien.” He is the patriarch of those who consider themselves alien 
to this world, the elect race of gnostics. Reading Allogenes is a practice of identify-
ing with its hero, the consummate “other” who is destined to transcend the world 
through a contemplative practice of self-​transformation.

Literary Setting

The treatise itself is an apocalypse in two parts:  (1)  the revelation of the angel 
Youel in five discourses, and (2) Allogenes’s own ascent to behold the mysteries 
of the Godhead.77 Importantly, Allogenes’s upward climb seems to be entirely in-
ternalized. It is an ascent (or descent) within himself, requiring (at least a tempo-
rary) deification, resulting in a peak experience of the God beyond both divinity 
and cognition.78

Allogenes shares features with three other gnostic treatises, usually character-
ized as “Platonizing Sethian”: Zostrianos, Marsanes, and The Three Steles of Seth.79 
All four treatises are deeply informed by Neoplatonism, share an interest in the 
upper levels of divinity, and represent an individual or group as making a contem-
plative or meditative ascent to the intelligible realm. The character Zostrianos 
is especially useful to compare with Allogenes, and appears in the discussion 
below.80

The Five Discourses

Since the introduction of Allogenes has not survived, the reader is thrown into 
the text overhearing Youel’s numinous discourse about God. Early on, Youel tells 
Allogenes that she has provided him with a guardian called “mind” (nous).81 This 
mind is the power that exists within Allogenes. It is apparently a name for his 
divine core. The fact that it is called a “guardian” (pirefareh) is reminiscent of 
the Stoic use of daimōn we saw above.82 Stoics identified the human mind with 
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this daimōn. In turn, Allogenes’s inward power is said to derive from “the Triply-​
Powered One.”83

The identity of the Triply-​Powered One is disputed. It might simply be a name 
for the highest deity, called “the Invisible Spirit.” Nevertheless, as John Turner 
argues, this being seems also to be a hypostasis of the high God mediating the 
generation of Barbelo (divine Intellect par excellence).84 Barbelo herself is differ-
entiated into three levels of deity: Being, Life, and Mind, and so can be thought 
of as Triply Powered.85

Introducing the second discourse, Youel informs Allogenes that the Father 
(or high God) clothed him with a great power (qom) before he was incarnated.86 
The power seems to be another reference to Allogenes’s divine core, likely iden-
tical with his previously mentioned guardian mind. This identification is sup-
ported by the fact Allogenes’s mind is called the “power (tiqom) which exists 
in you.”87

Zostrianos, at the beginning of his journey, also recognizes “the power 
(tiqom) residing within me (etšo[o]‌p enhēt).” This inward power “possessed total 
light.”88 Light is often descriptive of intellect.89 Zostrianos is later told, “the (kind 
of ) person that is saved is the one who seeks himself and (who searches) his intel-
lect … Oh how much power (qom) that person has!”90

After Youel’s second discourse, Allogenes “took flight.”91 He turns to him-
self and sees “the light that [surrounded] me and the good that was in me, and 
I became divine (aeiernoute).”92 This is Allogenes’s major claim to divinity in the 
book. Through a process of self-​realization, Allogenes temporarily transcends the 
limits of mortality. He requires external revelation to begin the process, but his 
deification is nonetheless the development of his inward potential (“the good 
that was in me”). Through the practice of self-​reflexivity, he recognizes his divine 
core and—​apparently by that very recognition—​realizes his own divine, purely 
intellectual state.

A parallel statement in Zostrianos sheds light on Allogenes’s experience:

[T]‌his type (of person) is saved who can pass through [them] all; [he 
becomes] them all. Whenever he [wishes], he again parts from all these 
matters and withdraws into himself (anakhōri[n e]rof maua[af ]); for he 
becomes divine (ša[ fš]ōpe [n]nou[te]), having withdrawn (anakhō[ri]n) 
into God.93

What Zostrianos “passes through” are apparently the different levels of divine re-
ality. The journey, however, is an internal one. Withdrawal into one’s own divine 
mind is equivalent to withdrawing into God (the ultimate Mind). Since God is 
found within the self and is the Self, deification is a form of self-​realization.
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In the context of her fifth revelatory discourse, Youel exhorts Allogenes: “If 
you [seek with perfect] seeking, [then] you shall know the [good that is] in you, 
then [you shall know yourself ] as well, as one who [derives from] the God who 
truly [preexists].”94 Derivation from God and having God within are not mutu-
ally exclusive. Seeking is in part the seeking of the self—​the inward good. It is, or 
results in, self-​knowledge, and is appropriate to the nature of Allogenes.

Youel promises Allogenes a final revelation after one hundred years. To 
sweeten the delay, she offers the following incentive:  “When [you receive] a 
conception [of that One, then] you [are filled with] the Logos [to completion]. 
And then [you become divine] and [you become perfect].”95 Here knowledge of 
God is the means of deification. When one knows God, one is filled with God, 
and specifically a mediate god called Logos. Christian authors like Clement also 
spoke of being filled with the Logos.96 Such filling results in deification, which is 
equated with the perfection of one’s being.

Humility

At the end of her speech, Youel adds an important remark. “Whenever one comes 
to one’s own nature, one is humbled. For incorporeal natures do not have a share 
of any greatness since they have the capacity such that they are in every place and 
are not in any place, being greater than any greatness; and they are humbler than 
any smallness.”97 Gnostic deification, in other words, does not result in pride and 
self-​exaltation. Contrary to what the heresy hunters claimed, self-​deifying gnos-
tics were not megalomaniacs. They knew that one is not greater than what one 
knows. In fact, “greatness” (or magnitude) has no meaning when one recognizes 
one’s incorporeal, intellectual self that is outside of space and time.98

Allogenes is himself a model of humility. He admits of weakness, and regu-
larly accepts strength from on high.99 Although he rejoices in his revelations, he 
does not boast about them. Overwhelmed and overawed, he fears going beyond 
appropriate teaching.100 When the revelations come to an end, he obediently 
begins contemplative practices of self-​preparation. For a full century, he says, “I 
took counsel with myself … For I rejoiced greatly in myself, existing in a great 
light and upon a blessed path.”101

Ascent

When the time elapsed, Allogenes was seized by “the eternal light.”102 Instead 
of his flesh, he finds himself in another “garment”—​perhaps a body of light or 
noetic vehicle.103 In a “pure place” he sees the entities he was told about a cen-
tury before.104 All the realities that he learned about from external revelation are 
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replicated internally in his own experience. The structures of Godhead slowly 
unfold before—​or within—​him.

Even in this exalted state, Allogenes stands resting upon his own knowl-
edge.105 This information hints that, though he has soared beyond the universe, 
Allogenes has not exited his own mind. Such an interpretation does not deny the 
experiential reality of Allogenes’s ascent; it merely recognizes that his journey was 
not spatial. It is his own knowledge that grants Allogenes the stability of divinity. 
Once again, it is the reflexive practice of knowing what one knows that actualizes 
inward transformation.

Allogenes beholds the heavenly mysteries by means of his “blessedness”—​
that in which he knows himself as he truly is.106 Blessedness, according to 
Turner, refers both to Allogenes’s perception of his innate divinity and to his 
reception of Mentality, a mediate form of divine Intellect that Allogenes can 
behold outside of himself.107 In terms of his journey, Allogenes is standing on 
the lowest level of Intellect. He is himself divine mind, and stands on, or in, 
the greater divine Mind. In short, we have a conceptual blend of internal and 
external divinity, of mind within and Mind without which are being realized 
as one.108

Suddenly, multiple divine powers (called Luminaries) address our hero:

O Allogenes, behold your Blessedness, how silently it abides, by which you 
know your proper self, and seeking yourself, ascend to the Vitality that you 
will see moving!109

Allogenes can behold his own Blessedness (or mind) as if it were outside of 
him. But the Blessedness is his own, and allows him to know himself. He ascends 
by seeking himself, his own mind, while at the same time seeing Mentality with-
out. Normally the inner workings of one’s own subjectivity are invisible to the 
self. But when mind is objectified and externalized in Mentality, one can clearly 
see the deeper structures of the self. The Blessedness of Mentality is always there, 
silently abiding in the infinite spaces of Allogenes’s mind. His future ascent to 
Vitality is in fact a realization of the life he already has within.

As the luminaries speak to Allogenes, they refer to a “pattern (tupos) that exists 
in you.” Yet it also “exists in all these”—​the other self-​born divine beings in the 
intelligible world.110 The more that Allogenes knows himself and his companions, 
the more he realizes that he shares a similar (intelligible) form. In his ascent, he is 
being fashioned into the (intelligible) likeness of those on the same journey. As 
he rises onto the level of Being, he will cease to be differentiated from them. His 
individual consciousness will be expanded into the single, collective, and divine 
consciousness of Intellect.111
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Instead of seeing anything in the initial revelation, Allogenes only hears “that 
blessedness by which I knew myself as <I> am.”112 Divine reality seems to hit him 
from outside in audible form, but once again it awakens the deepest knowledge 
of himself. Through self-​knowledge, he ascends—​or rather internally withdraws 
(anakhōri)—​to the higher levels of divinity.113

The Primary Revelation

Finally, Allogenes is ready for the highest, “primary” revelation.114 He with-
draws into Vitality, and then swiftly takes his stand upon the highest level of 
Intellect (Being itself ).115 He sees “the God that surpasses perfection and the 
Triply-​powered One that exists in them all.”116 But even this vision is also a 
vision of himself. Before he sees anything, Allogenes testifies, “After I had re-
ceived an eternal strength, I came to understand what exists in me, and (men) 
the Triply-​powered.”117

Turner translates the second phrase:  “I knew that [which] exists in 
me, even (men) the Triple-​Powered One.”118 This translation indicates that 
Allogenes’s inward deity is somehow identical to the Triply-​Powered One 
itself.119 If accepted, Turner’s interpretation strengthens a point observed ear-
lier: that in the highest realms, internal and external divinity become indis-
tinguishable.120 In the vision of God, one becomes what one sees. Allogenes 
can see deity because the deity is within him as his true Self. At the height of 
his ecstatic ascent, his self has morphed with the divine Self—​or its highest 
manifestation.

When it comes to the supreme, Unknowable deity, however, silence and awe 
win out. Although the highest divinity is “in all those that exist,” it also “encom-
passes them all, since it surpasses them all.”121 Allogenes cannot become one with 
the primal God, who is technically beyond being and divinity. Nevertheless, he 
hears an apophatic sermon about the Unknowable God, leading him to an experi-
ence of learned ignorance and silent awe.

Back on Earth

When his inward ascent ends, Allogenes joyfully reveals the mysteries to a dis-
ciple. The fact that the mysteries were proclaimed “in my presence inside me 
(enhēt)” once again indicates that the ascent was an inward, intellectual explora-
tion of the S/​self.122

Oddly, Allogenes’s practice of self-​preparation does not end after all his ex-
alted visions. Once again, he takes up a position in reference to himself: “I stood 
in myself preparing myself.”123 Thus from beginning to end, Allogenes emphasizes 
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that he attains deifying vision through reflexive practices of self-​knowledge and 
contemplation.

Zostrianos has a slightly different experience. After his ascent, he preaches 
to the children of Seth: “Awaken your godhood in God, and empower your sin-
less elect soul.”124 This is a striking statement of self-​empowered salvation and of 
self-​deification. Naturally, Zostrianos does not exclude divine aid. He has him-
self turned into a kind of savior figure and revealer. He immediately reveals that 
the divine Father invites and awaits the elect.125 Nevertheless, Zostrianos still 
preaches a gospel in which salvation starts with the self. Since the self ultimately 
refers to the transcendent Self—​who is simultaneously other and identical to the 
immanent self—​salvation equally starts “in God.”

Summary

In sum, all three elements of self-​deification are present in Allogenes: (1) innate 
divinity (the guardian mind, the power, the inner good), (2)  reflexivity (con-
templative practices of seeking and knowing the self ), and (3)  identification 
with a mediate deity (Intellect). In the end, Allogenes attains the highest level of 
Intellect, and in the process becomes undifferentiated from Intellect and all the 
beings within it.

It is true that Allogenes needs the revelation of several deities in the divine 
hierarchy. At the highest level of Intellect, however, Allogenes realizes himself 
as ontologically identical to these divine beings. The revelation—​represented as 
external to Allogenes—​actually unfolds within him. The apocalyptic vision is in 
fact an inward dialogue, a dialogue with the self: Allogenes’s divine mind recol-
lects and activates its own knowledge. The mediate deity Intellect/​Barbelo in her 
various forms comes to Allogenes as if from outside. But she was always within 
him as his true Self.

This is why gnostic deification is self-​deification:  it is a matter of self-​
fashioning, self-​realization, and self-​creation. The internal divine “I” meets the 
transcendent Ego at a variety of levels, and they successively merge into a single 
divine Self. This single Self in this case is Intellect, the reflection of the high God 
(or Invisible Spirit). Only at the highest level beyond Being does apophaticism 
wash away words, knowledge, and Allogenes himself.

Conclusion
Gnostic self-​deification, though focused on the self, does not at all remove the 
primacy of God. Indeed, it assumes the most radical assimilation to God in per-
haps all of ancient thought.
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It is the high God himself who eternally gazes at himself in a luminous mirror 
of self-​knowledge to produce an image, a Mind equal to himself. We find this 
mythic theme in The Secret Book of John:

He [the Father] is the one who beholds himself alone in the light sur-
rounding him, which is the spring of living water, and bestows all the 
aeons. He reflects on his image in every way, sees it in the spring of the 
Spirit, and becomes enamored of his luminous water, in the spring of 
pure luminous water surrounding him. His thought became a reality, 
and She who appeared in his presence in the splendor of his light came 
forth. She is the first power who preceded everything and came forth 
from his mind as the Forethought.126

The high God’s archetypal self-​reflexive act is a kind of self-​realization that makes 
possible the creation of everything else. All that exists is ultimately a multiply 
refracted projection of God’s Self, a Self who has taken on her own autonomous 
life. The primal emanations of Barbelo are the first deities that cast images which 
in turn become secondary and tertiary deities. Our world is the shadow of these 
gods (or rather of one, erring god). Humans find themselves in this shadow, 
though their hearts more directly mirror the transcendent Father. The way that 
they return to God is through an act of continuous, spiral-​like reflexivity very 
much like God’s own.

The two kinds of self-​knowing are inversely related. The Invisible Spirit 
knows himself. This self-​knowledge constitutes the unfolding of the universe. 
Humanity’s self-​knowledge begins the process of refolding back into God. The 
consciousness of God, when embedded in human beings, has the potential to 
know itself and return to and into the divine. This return results in the ultimate 
(infinite) expansion of the Self and restoration of the divine Self.

In gnostic salvation, the mediate deity functions as both the divine Other and 
the Self. The human self is displaced onto this perfect Other. In this way, arrogance 
is annulled. In fact, it is not even a possibility. The resources of the lower self are 
necessary, but not sufficient. The higher Self comes down to fill the gap. Initially, 
the lower self is passive, and the higher active. The two work in tandem—​but in 
the end, it is one work (cf. John 5:17). There is a synergy between the self and 
God, with the implicit suggestion that the self overlaps with the divine in some 
conceptually undefined way. Thus there is articulated both a need for external aid 
and a radical self-​empowerment, which are not mutually exclusive.

Gnostic self-​deification is self-​deification not because the immanent self by 
itself completes the work of salvation, but because the reflexive process reveals 
that the self includes the divine Other. This divine Other is integrated into the 
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self (and vice versa) to the point of identity. This reflexive process of identifica-
tion with the divine Other qualifies as self-​deification because the Other is also 
the greater Self. The mediate deity comes as divine Other, but in the process of 
revelation, a gradual “de-​othering” of deity occurs. Realizing oneself means be-
coming an “other” to the world while simultaneously making the divine Other 
the S/​self.

Yet difference is not completely destroyed. The self is not utterly absorbed 
into the high God (who, strictly speaking, is beyond divinity). Turner speaks of 
“an annihilation of the self in its complete coalescence with the supreme One.”127 
In many cases, it is more fitting to speak of the ultimate realization of the self as 
the greater Self, the true Self, the divine Self. This Self is typically a version of 
Intellect (or the Barbelo aeon), the highest level of God serving as the imme-
diate reflection of the primal, unknowable God beyond God. In this case, one’s 
Selfhood is not annihilated, even if one bursts far beyond the bounds of indi-
vidual consciousness.

In the end, there is nothing selfish about this form of deification. Those who 
practice it are not focused on themselves as themselves, but on realizing them-
selves as part of a higher, divine Self. One of the problems of human existence is 
the will to belong to oneself, of willful self-​determination leading to individua-
tion, which in itself makes union with God impossible. Allogenes literally loses 
his (lower) self in his vision. He begins to know himself as the expression of God’s 
own supreme and eternal self-​knowledge. In this vision, the high God remains 
primary, as the one who gives power to all, who surpasses all.128

In the end, Gnostic self-​deification is a radical form of self-​fashioning and 
self-​creation. Clement of Alexandria wrote that the gnostic, assimilated to God, 
“forms and creates himself ” (heauton ktizei kai dēmiourgei).129 Language analo-
gous to self-​creation can be found in Allogenes. The hero comes to recognize him-
self as one from the self-​generated world, himself self-​generated.130 The model 
gnostic has a divine Mother. What She fashions, She fashions as the individu-
ated expression of her Self. Through contemplation, gnostics climb back into the 
womb of their Mother, their source of life and rest, and are reborn on a higher 
plane into a higher Self.

With some justification, Michel Foucault never abandoned his belief that a 
person’s “true self ” was in fact a chimera. Nevertheless, late in his career, he was 
able to write, “From the idea that the self is not given to us, I think that there is 
only one practical consequence: we have to create ourselves as a work of art.”131 
This inner process of self-​creation—​of self-​beautification—​is exactly what gnostic 
self-​deification is all about.



       



       

Conclusion
The Many Myths of Self-​deification

Every man would like to be God, if it were possible; some few 
find it difficult to admit the impossibility.

Bertrand Russell1

One must become divine to become human; by reaching for the 
ultimately divine realm from one’s limbo in Eden one thrusts 
oneself into reality, further away from divinity. Yet is this pas-

sage not inevitable?
Susan Niditch2

As documented in this study, myths of self-​deification follow a basic typol-
ogy. In what can be called the locative type, the self-​deifier is put in his place: the 
dark pit of the underworld. In the utopian type, by contrast, the self-​deifier 
rises—​even from the grave—​and ascends to the stars.3 In the first type, the soar-
ing antihero slams against the vaulted roof of heaven and cannot break through. 
In the second, the hero, though persecuted on earth, finally glides through heav-
en’s gate. In the first kind of self-​deification, the action is coded as transgression; 
in the second, it is deemed transcendence. Practically speaking, however, the act 
of self-​deification (claiming to be a god, or God) remains in both cases threaten-
ingly similar.

In a locative religious context, the myth of the self-​deifier often serves a moral-
istic purpose: prideful self-​assertion is evil and cannot succeed. The locative read-
ing of the Epic of Gilgamesh, for instance, indicates that a human, even one who is 
two-​thirds divine, cannot attain divinity (i.e., immortality). In a utopian reading, 
however, the self-​deifier becomes a model of transcendence and self-​realization. 
Utnapishtim, who was not divine, survives the Deluge and is immortalized.4

The myths of self-​deification discussed in this book are all either Jewish or 
Christian, but they follow this same typology. In short, the locative model fits 
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what in the introduction was called the rebel type, whereas the utopian model 
describes the fate of the self-​deifying hero.

Keep Your Place: The Self-​deifier as Rebel
The rebel myths of Helel and Adam were first recorded by Judeans in the 
Babylonian and Persian periods. It was an age of world empires and absolute mon-
archs. The vast power of imperial kings meant that they approached the status of 
deity, and, in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, actually became gods. Typically, 
however, rulers posed as viceroys and representatives of an imperial high God.

Judean mythology was no exception to this pattern. Jews allowed human 
agents to serve as representatives of Yahweh. Nebuchadnezzar is, in one account, 
Yahweh’s “servant” ( Jer 27:6). Cyrus of Persia is even Yahweh’s “anointed” (or 
“messiah”) (Isa 45:1). Some Jews yearned for their own native king (or messiah) to 
be Yahweh’s earthly viceroy.

Jewish mythmakers also recorded and sacralized stories about a royal figure 
who tried to attack and demote Yahweh (or his agent). In these myths, the at-
tacker wants to be equal or superior to Yahweh. The rebel poses not as Yahweh’s 
anointed, but as Yahweh himself, or as a God greater than Yahweh. The self-​deifier 
thus introduces grave instability into the cosmic kingdom. For the upholders of 
this kingdom, the self-​deifier must be put down just like any political revolution-
ary. The self-​deifier’s fall reinforces the stability of the cosmos, and the glory of 
Israel’s invisible King.

Self-​deifiers haunt both Jewish and Greek mythology, but in different ways. 
In Greek myth they are, to be sure, portrayed as rebels. Theoretically, however, 
a new god could be born and overthrow the current regime (as Zeus overthrew 
Kronos). In Jewish mythology, which reflects some political arrangements in the 
east, divine power is more centralized and more absolute. The divine overlord is 
theoretically not subject to a coup d’état. Consequently, self-​deifiers play the role 
of both rebels and fools. In a dualistic cosmos, they become symbols of ultimate 
evil and disorder.

Thus the locative type of self-​deifier mythology functioned as an exercise in 
monotheistic conditioning. The mythology lifted the Jewish imagination onto a 
plane of mythic history in which their deity alone reigned supreme. The Judeans’ 
dominant myth of history was a grand narrative that portrayed their local deity 
as emperor over all gods and human potentates. The divine emperor sets a defi-
nite time for history. Within this timeframe, Yahweh himself raises up rulers to 
punish and purge his favored, though sinful, people.

These punishers threaten to destroy the nation, yet do not imperil the em-
peror himself. Human kings, even self-​deifying ones, are portrayed as ephemeral, 
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petty officials in a vast imperial bureaucracy. Though they roar like monsters, they 
are in fact pipsqueaks and tools—​falling stars that flash only briefly. In this over-
arching myth of history, the overseeing Lord loses none of his claim to prestige. 
Indeed, the mythic plane of history is the divine emperor’s playground where he 
exercises sovereign control.

In short, the locative type of self-​deifier myth fits into larger, grander myths 
of early Jewish and Christian theodicy that legitimate Yahweh and the inexo-
rability of his divine rule. Self-​deifier myths present an exciting narrative twist 
in the sacred story of Yahweh’s government—​since someone actually dares to 
oppose it. Unfortunately (for dramatic suspense at least), the victor in this battle 
is determined at the outset. The self-​deifier is continually sacrificed on the altar 
of Yahweh’s superiority. Almost all self-​deifications result in demotions and 
demonizations.

Subversion

Nevertheless, the rebel type of self-​deification indicates that not all is well in 
Yahweh’s imperial government. Some of his subjects hold him to be a tyrant, and 
one wonders if they are not misled. If Yahweh was so good and just, why would 
Helel/​Lucifer wish to rebel at all? Lucifer became jealous, perhaps, of Yahweh’s 
absolute power. But if Yahweh was willing to share this power in the first place, 
perhaps jealousy might not have arisen in the divine choir.

Lucifer’s unsuccessful coup raises a larger question: why is radical inequality 
built into Yahweh’s cosmic kingdom? Why must Yahweh be king and everyone 
else a subject? Self-​deification is a power grab. But the power grab is made neces-
sary by the inherent and inflexible hierarchy of divine government. One has to 
come face to face with a being who has all the power in the universe and will 
never relinquish it. All beings in comparison to him are nothing and—​in later 
Christian theology—​actually made from nothing. It may be true that God is 
love (to use Christian language). But if so, why does he reserve all the power for 
himself—​doling out privileges only to those who submit to him? As long as there 
is absolute monarchy in heaven, there is the potential for tyranny on earth. The 
very structure of radical inequality above justifies social inequalities below. The 
very structure of monotheism (or divine monarchy) invokes revolt.

The Christian myth of Lucifer/​Satan shows that the possibility for revolt 
exists even at the highest levels of the heavenly hierarchy. One of the greatest 
archangels rebelled, and was hurled like lightning from heaven. Yet though he is 
fallen, and knows his fiery fate, he keeps up the fight. If Lucifer is a fool, he is at 
least courageous. As a rebel, he fights against celestial tyranny and domination. 
The dominant religious ideology constantly repeats that true freedom is found in 
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submission. Lucifer offers a new definition of freedom and a new understanding 
of godhood.

When the self-​deifier becomes Adam, the mythic ancestor of human beings, 
the human desire for divinity is seen as natural—​or is, rather, naturalized. In this 
case, the desire for divinity is merely the attempt to recover the original state of the 
primal human in Eden. The first human is in fact the first god-​human or human 
god. Whether or not Adam gloried in his divine wisdom and power, his recogni-
tion of his own divinity is, in Ezekiel 28, coded as transgression. “I am divine” 
(anî ʼel) is effectively made into the claim: “I am El (the high God).” In essence, 
Ezekiel tries to portray human divinity as itself a sinful state, rather than the state 
of perfection and sanctity in paradise. In the prophet’s retelling, the human god is 
executed by swords, turned into ash, and dissolved into nothingness.

But the very myth that Ezekiel relates preserves the memory of a different 
tale, one in which Adam is not a monster, but a gorgeous angel. He is a hybrid, to 
be sure (humanly divine and divinely human), but his hybridity is, as it were, the 
jeweled setting of his beauty.

The idea that Yahweh resents Adam’s divinity, or is threatened by it, is a 
frankly disturbing development in Judean mythology during and after the Exile. 
In essence, the jealous Yahweh is the god conformed to human deformity—​
assimilated, that is, to a negative human emotion. By his jealousy, and his edict 
to execute Adam, Yahweh risks becoming the true tyrant, the god conformed to 
the ancient Near Eastern despot desperate to centralize and absolutize his own 
power—​ready to devalue and destroy human life should it get in his way.5

Christian gnostics exposed the injustice of Yahweh’s absolute power. They 
read Jewish scripture without the expected piety. They knew that the way Yahweh 
creates and maintains his rule was by issuing his own self-​deifying edicts: “I, even 
I am he. There is no God besides me” (Deut 32:39). “I am God, and there is no 
other!” (Isa 45:22). According to the Bible itself, then, Yahweh is the primordial 
self-​deifier. In mythic time, he proclaims his deity prior to the prince of Tyre, 
prior to Adam—​prior to Lucifer himself. Yahweh’s primordial claim to deity was 
thought to disrupt the like claims of other divinities in ancient Israel and abroad. 
In Jewish scripture, Yahweh admits that he is jealous of these other gods, but does 
his best to construct—​often by mere fiat—​a mythic universe in which his oppo-
nents are reduced to powerless idols (Exod 20:5; Isa 41:29).

Yahweh’s openly self-​deifying claims and jealous defense of his glory were 
emphasized by gnostics who attempted to reveal the true nature of this deity. 
Gnostic mythographers reversed the valence of Yahweh’s monotheistic boast 
in order to unveil what was (in their view) a superior (Platonic) monotheism. 
For them, there was one unjealous, unknowable, incorporeal high God outside 
of space and time. Far beneath him, the Jewish god (dubbed “Yaldabaoth”) is 
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transformed into an arbitrary, arrogant self-​deifier. The truly satanic rebel, in this 
model, is not Lucifer, but the one who threw him down.

From their point of view, gnostics did not subvert the story of Yahweh. Rather, 
they told his true story. He is a tyrant, or so they believed. Millennia of pious read-
ings cannot hide Yahweh’s jealous ferocity, his heavy-​handed rhetoric of violence, 
and lust for dominion. Myths of Yahweh, which their votaries tried to cure by all 
the medicines of allegory and metaphor, had to be cut from the corpus of sacred 
mythology.

Self-​deification and Monotheism

The gnostic versions of the rebel pattern show that the myths of monotheism and 
of self-​deification are closely intertwined. The God who claims absolute power 
and glory is himself a self-​deifier destined to fall. For a time, he may attempt to 
distinguish between his divinity and the humanity (or mortality) of his competi-
tors, but his own desire for glory shows that he is (in Nietzsche’s phrase) “human, 
all too human.”

In sum, although some myths of self-​deification legitimate Jewish and 
Christian monotheism, others expose its flaws. Monotheism is based on a boast, 
a boast in a particular god’s sole power to dispose with the world, the gods, and 
history itself as he pleases. The boast belongs to one who plays the part of a divine 
emperor. His votaries are meant to believe that he is in control—​even as they 
face repeated exile and defeat. Logically, the self-​deifying lord and his community 
demonize other instances of self-​deification in an attempt to separate good (their 
regime) from evil (that of others). But it does not work. The very myth that sup-
ports Yahweh’s power can be inverted to prove his weakness.

Personal Utopia: The Self-​deifier as Hero
Nevertheless, the self-​deifier is not always a rebel against divine power. In Jewish 
and Christian myth, there have been some who claimed to be divine and were not 
enemies of God. Far from falling into hell, they were exalted to heaven.

A vivid, if controversial, example of self-​deification is Jesus in the gospel of 
John. This Jesus repeatedly claims to be divine in Yahweh’s very temple, taking 
over elements of Yahweh’s own hegemonic, monotheistic discourse. Jesus is above 
the Law, prior to the first ancestor of the Jews, and superior to Judaism itself. 
He is the final judge of the dead who has life “in himself.” He declares, “Before 
Abraham was, I AM” ( John 8:58).

In doing so, Jesus boldly assumes Yahweh’s name and character—​but no trap 
door to hell opens up. There is no meteoric fall or burning to ashes. The only 

 

 



142	 D es i r i n g  D i v i n i t y

       

shout of rebuke comes from the Jews in the story, Yahweh’s (apparently former) 
people, who are generally depicted as blind and evil-​minded. After Jesus is “ex-
alted” on the cross, he eventually rises to God. The Jewish leaders try to kill him 
for equalizing himself with God. But Jesus is not a rebel against Yahweh; he is 
Yahweh’s son. In the myth, Yahweh himself testifies to the legitimacy of Jesus’s 
self-​deification by raising him from the dead.

Just as self-​deification is original to human “history” (in the myth of Adam), 
it is endemic to Christian history as well. Early catholic heresy hunters knew that 
they competed with a social “other” that arose (according to their own mythol-
ogy) simultaneous to their movements: Christian gnostics. These gnostics, mythi-
cally symbolized in the convert Simon of Samaria, did not arise later than the 
apostles, but contemporaneously with them. The gnostic stories of Christ and 
his salvation were thus—​even in Christian myth—​admitted to be as old as the 
earliest catholic variants. Thus early catholics could not fully neutralize the gnos-
tic threat with the argument from chronology (i.e., that falsehood must postdate 
truth).

To supplement their apologetic arsenal, early catholic theologians traced 
a gnostic genealogy, a stemma of darkness, back to Simon (now depicted as a 
pseudo-​apostle) who recapitulated the original (Adamic) sin of self-​deification. 
Out of this sin arose all other evils afflicting Christianity, evils which in fact rep-
resented the myths and practices of competing Christian groups from the second 
to the fourth centuries ce. Thus self-​deification became a tool of “othering,” a way 
for some Christians to separate and sanctify their own movements by demonizing 
others.

In gnostic writings themselves, however, the self-​deifier is not a rebel, but a 
child of a nonjealous, super-​divine deity who calls the self into the highest form 
of union with the divine. Jesus is very much a model here, and in many gnostic 
texts, he reveals the secret of self-​deification as one who has already accomplished 
the goal. Divinity is not “wholly other” to humanity; it is within. The notion 
of inward divinity, rooted largely in philosophical developments, flows smoothly 
from Pauline and Johannine theology. The story of the divine spark is a myth 
found in the earliest forms of Christian discourse. In the development of this 
myth, self-​deification is coded as freedom, as ascent from lower world structures, 
and as the ultimate S/​self-​realization.

Self-​deification and Society
When we inquire into the overall meaning of ancient self-​deification mythology, 
we are confronted with an important fact: there is no overall meaning. A myth, 
writes Wendy Doniger, is “a narrative that makes possible any number of ideas 
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but does not commit itself to any single one. A  myth is like a gun for hire, a 
mercenary soldier:  it can be made to fight for anyone.”6 Some self-​deification 
myths are cautionary tales warning people not to arrogantly exceed the limits of 
“human nature.” Others encourage people to reject the static boundary between 
humanity and divinity and realize their own godhood within. Some myths sup-
port the overall claims of monotheism: Yahweh cannot be conquered. In others, 
monotheism is mocked as the lie of a jealous tyrant. In still others, monotheism 
is continually deferred through the construction of an unknown God who un-
grudgingly bestows his divinity.

It must be pointed out, however, that even the utopian type of self-​deification 
tends to support the ultimate transcendence of a primal God. The unknown 
God exalts humans to the mediate level of divinity. That is to say, deified persons 
typically remain on a level below primal deity. Transcendence is surely achieved 
(humans become gods), but it is a relative transcendence. Self-​deification, when 
performed by the hero, does not replace the high God. Even in the myth, the 
ultimate alterity of the first Principle (sometimes said to be beyond being and 
divinity) is preserved.

Even if there is no overall meaning of the myths, however, we can still make 
some general remarks about their social and political functions. Religion, writes 
Pierre Bourdieu, consecrates by “contributing to the symbolic manipulation of as-
pirations, which tends to ensure the adjustment of actual hopes to objective pos-
sibilities.” Religion can produce a sense of objectivity, he says, “only by producing 
the misrecognition of the limits of the knowledge that makes it possible.”7 Myth, 
although Bourdieu does not mention it here, is perhaps the main (or most adapt-
able) ideological tool to achieve consecration. It “represents the most archaic 
form of universe-​maintenance, as indeed it represents the most archaic form of 
legitimation generally.”8 In short, myths structure what humans conceive of as 
possible. They bestow a sense of nature, and of what constitutes human and divine 
nature in particular.

Most ancient religious specialists (notably those tied to established social hi-
erarchies) had an interest in proving the impossibility of self-​deification. They 
preached that it was against human nature, because they viewed it as disruptive to 
human society. Self-​deifiers are typically independent of the religious systems that 
they inhabit. They act as if the source of spiritual power and transcendence comes 
from themselves, not the rites and practices of the majority religion. Indeed, 
self-​deifiers even put themselves above the old deities that tend to hold religious 
systems together. Consequently, self-​deifiers prove to be highly dangerous to re-
ligions that regulate and consecrate cosmic and social structures. For the priests 
and purveyors of these religions, self-​deification is constructed as not only evil 
but also insane and ontologically impossible.
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Still, new possibilities for thought regularly open up—​often in times of social 
and political crisis. New religious entrepreneurs accrue a measure of symbolic capi-
tal by announcing that, in a new mythic universe, the ideologically impossible is in 
fact the concealed reality. Sometimes these religious entrepreneurs offer a myth of 
self-​deification, or even appear as self-​deifiers themselves. Self-​deifiers can announce 
the death of previous symbolic systems (e.g., the religion of Yahweh = Yaldabaoth 
is deemed a wicked lie). Others radically adapt and integrate themselves into these 
older symbolic systems (“I am a god, because I am son of God”). Either strategy will 
have success based on concrete social and political conditions, which will in part 
determine how quickly the novel and unthinkable can be established as natural fact.

In short, myths of self-​deification, like many myths, can support either the 
status quo or what David Tracy calls the “fluxus quo” (i.e., revolution).9 To have a 
revolution, writes Bruce Lincoln, a religion of resistance “must successfully artic-
ulate a new theory of political legitimacy, which denies the right of the dominant 
fraction to occupy its privileged position.”10

Myth is the most ancient, and most seductive kind of theory. Myths are rela-
tively simple stories that everyone in principle can understand. On the one hand, 
a self-​deification myth might justify the ways of God to men. On the other hand, 
God himself might be exposed as a jealous tyrant and rebel against the true God. 
The general rule is, one always sides with the greater power, whose identity and 
character empower and represent the people who imagine him.

In the end, self-​deification mythology—​whatever its type—​is a means of com-
munal self-​preservation. The mythology helps its purveyors to write themselves 
into the sacred history of God’s ultimate triumph. In some cases, the group identi-
fies with the community persecuted by the rebellious self-​deifier. When the self-​
deifier is sacrificed, his blood serves as the glue binding a group together. Those 
who drink his blood affirm their own power over their enemies past and present. 
When, on the other hand, the group identifies with the self-​deifier, they envision 
themselves as sharing in his or her exalted destiny. When identified with these 
ideal persons (for instance, Allogenes), members of the community experience 
the profound sentiments of their own eternal significance. Their minds soar to 
imagine their transcendent identity.

In both cases, the mythmaking group “is transposed onto a cosmic plane and 
made majestically independent of the vicissitudes of individual existence.”11 The 
group begins to see itself as an eternal elect community—​as undying, indeed, as 
the divinity it worships. By both condemning and selectively affirming the self-​
deifier, the group engages in practices of self-​preservation and self-​legitimation 
that merge into social forms of self-​deification.

When one individual exalts himself over established hierarchies, the group 
is threatened. But when the whole community shares the benefits of its own 
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discursive self-​deification, it conceals the reality of this deification from itself. 
Similarly, when a group displaces its own deification onto a figure in a myth, its 
self-​deifying activities are veiled from both insiders and outsiders. It is Jesus—​not 
his church—​who is exalted (to use a common example). But their destinies are 
intertwined. Jesus is the soteriological blueprint for the elect, their forerunner, 
their model. As he sits enthroned in heaven, the chosen are already proleptically 
enthroned with him (Eph 2:6). They are, in Pauline language, already “in” him, 
and make up his body or self.

The question of why individuals or communities imagine a self-​deifier is in 
part psychological:  humans (especially in a scientific and technological age) 
are constantly testing their perceived limits. The self-​deifier is fundamentally a 
boundary crosser. Unlawful crossing is coded as transgression, whereas lawful 
crossing becomes transcendence. The self-​deifier is, generally speaking, either 
made a demon or a hero. There is, due to emotional polarization, no state in-​
between. He is either perceived as a threat to the community or as a template 
for a new kind of community. There is typically no progression from one pole to 
another—​just unceasing oscillation. This eternal back-​and-​forth, or wheel of in-
version is the story that ironically has no beginning in human history or projected 
end, but only a middle—​our present in which story and counterstory are painted 
in the bright colors of human values.

Self-​deification Today
These sociopolitical functions of self-​deification myths indicate that they have 
not outlived their use. Even today, most westerners are culturally familiar with 
the rebel pattern of self-​deification. This pattern has allowed self-​deification to 
become a metaphor of the self-​serving display of one’s own honors. This form of 
self-​deification is still widely viewed as an ugly practice, chiefly of athletes and 
politicians—​though occasionally of academics. (One might argue that the hidden 
transcript of the curriculum vitae, like the Res gestae of the emperor Augustus, 
is self-​deification—​a fact that we all willfully misrecognize.) Fortunately, the 
need for reelection humbles the pride of politicians, and athletes are laid low by 
swift-​running old age. As for academics, the arduous process of finding employ-
ment, fielding criticism, and attaining tenure drains the pomp out of nearly every 
circumstance.

There is no form of self-​deification that is morally and politically “safe.” The 
desire for transcendence (even with divine aid) is always dangerous to society be-
cause it involves one person or group claiming a (radically) higher status than an-
other. Theism (and monotheism in particular) means that hierarchy is built into 
the cosmos, and thus willed by God (who has the most to lose from the “coup” of 
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secularization). Rigid hierarchies justified by theistic ontology invite self-​deifying 
rebellion on the part of the dominated who have not benefited from the rule of a 
single, all-​powerful (need one say male) God.

If self-​deification is a radical form of self-​preservation, then the desire for deity 
is a common, if repressed, human aspiration. It is part of advanced human cogni-
tion, perhaps, for people to exaggerate their own importance or significance in 
the interests of building and dwelling in a stable symbolic universe that benefits 
them. Humans will to be told that they are necessary, loved, and destined for an 
eternal, meaningful existence. Constructing this ultimate significance does, in a 
sense, make humanity long-​lived, or at least increases the chances for the human 
race to survive.

If we believe, with Bertrand Russell (cited in the epigraph), that deification is 
everyone’s real (if repressed) desire, how should we tell our self-​deification myths 
(new and old)? Myths of fallen self-​deifiers remain useful means of humbling 
those puffed up by power and wealth. For those in more lowly stations, myths 
of self-​deification can be crafted as a source of hope. The story of a self-​deifying 
figure (such as Jesus) who humbly unites the divine and human is still incredibly 
powerful for many people today. The fact that few ever attain the fully divine 
status of Jesus (let alone his Father) remains an important control on spiritual 
and social ambition. Myths in which the true deity inhabits every human heart 
are also worth telling, especially for those wishing to ontologically ground a sense 
of universal human value.

If self-​deification is going to thrive in modern mythology, it cannot be re-
served for the few. In his book The Rebel, Albert Camus observed, “It no longer 
suffices for the rebel to declare himself God or to look to his own salvation by 
adopting a certain attitude of mind. The species must be deified, as Nietzsche 
attempted to do, and his ideal of the superman must be adopted so as to assure 
salvation for all.”12

Today, the self-​deifier need not be considered a superman at all—​indeed, this 
idea is in fact harmful in most cases. The self-​deifier can and should be a savior, as 
long as the “self ” is viewed expansively as the human community. The self of Jesus, 
to use Christian myth, is the body of the church destined to become like him.

Most westerners today, inculcated with both monotheistic habits of thought 
and democratic sensibilities, would likely agree with what Camus called the 
“only original rule of life today:  to learn to live and to die, and, in order to 
be a [hu]man, to refuse to be a god.”13 Others, awed by fantastic technologies 
and myths of human potential, are comfortable with the idea that exceptional 
humans, if not humanity in general, can, by a fruitful union of imagination and 
technology, make themselves divine.14
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In The Rebel, Camus wrote, “nothing can discourage the appetite for divinity 
in the heart of man. Others have come and are still to come who … claim to ter-
minate history. The divinity of man is still on the march, and will only be worthy 
of adoration at the end of time. This apocalypse must be promoted and despite 
the fact that there is no God.”15 As one can observe, atheism hardly makes deifica-
tion irrelevant. It has only aided the continued (if slow) displacement of mono-
theism in western culture. This displacement allows for a resurgence of deification 
mythology in our own times.

Still, Camus’s remarks require significant amendment. First, theism and even 
monotheism are perfectly compatible with deification.16 Doubtful indeed is the 
notion that humanity will ever be without God(s). It is even more doubtful that it 
will ever be worthy of adoration—​even if our history lasts another million years. 
One thing is needful, and worthy of assent: no Overman is welcome now. We 
must accept and cherish our humanness before we fathom becoming gods.
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	 117.	 Orig. World, 107.24; cf. 108.7.
	 118.	 Orig. World (NHC II,5) 107.35–​108.5.
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Hammadi Texts in Honour of Alexander Böhlig, ed. M. Krause (Leiden:  Brill, 
1972), 120–​32. F. G. Herrmann, “ϕθόνος in the world of Plato’s Timaeus,” in Envy, 
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of the Old Testament,” in The Use of the Old Testament in the New and Other 
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C h a p t e r   5
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“Commentaire de l’Alcibiade I de Plato” Varia Papyrologica, eds. F. Decleva Caizzi, 
et al. [Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 1991], 7–​23 [8]‌). D. M. Johnson reviews the debate 
and argues that God is present in the comparison whether or not the lines are re-
moved (“God as the true Self: Plato’s Alcibiades I,” Ancient Philosophy 19 [1999]: 1–​
19 [10–​13]). Annas has trouble with the passage because God “seems to be both 
outside and inside the soul” (“Self-​knowledge,” 132, n. 51)—​yet this would seem 
to be the point. Cf. Gos. Thom. 3: “the kingdom is both inside of you and outside 
of you.”

	57.	 See further H. D. Betz, “The Delphic Maxim ΓΝΩΘΙ ΣΑΥΤΟΝ in Hermetic 
Interpretation,” HTR 63 (1970):  465–​84 (471). Jean Pépin, Idées grecque sur 
l’homme et sur dieu (Paris: Belles Lettres, 1971), 71–​114.

	58.	 Cf. Gos. Thom. 4.
	59.	 Gos. Thom. 70.
	60.	 Teachings Silv. (NHC VII,4) 106.30–​33.
	61.	 Epiphanius, Pan. 26.13.2.
	62.	 Test. Truth (NHC IX,3) 35.26–​36.28, following the reconstruction of Giverson 

and Pearson, Nag Hammadi Codices IX and X, 135–​37.
	63.	 Acts John 95 (NTA 2.183).
	64.	 Gos. Truth (NHC I,3) 18.28–​31.
	65.	 See further Einar Thomassen, The Spiritual Seed: The Church of the “Valentinians,” 

NHMS 60 (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 30–​32, 40–​53, 57–​64, 66–​67, 73–​75, 88–​89, 91–​
94, 108–​111, 154–​55, 171–​72, 258–​60, 323–​24, 425–​26, 457–​59, 496–​97.

	66.	 Gos. Phil. (NHC II,3) 61.20–​35.
	67.	 Steles Seth (NHC VII,5) 118.31–​119.2. In CH 1, the narrator refers to the divine 

revealer Poimandres as “my mind” (νοῦς ἐμός, e.g., 1.21).
	68.	 Disc. Seth (NHC VII,2) 65.18–​20.
	69.	 Epiphanius, Pan. 26.3.
	70.	 Pist. Soph. 2.96.
	71.	 Pist. Soph. 2.96.
	72.	 Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 16.
	73.	 See further Karen L. King, Revelation of the Unknowable God with Text, Translation, 

and Notes to NHC XI,3 Allogenes (Santa Rosa:  Polebridge, 1995), 60–​61. The 
Allogenes of NHC XI is to be distinguished from the Book of Allogenes from Codex 
Tchacos.

	74.	 This particular version of the text may, however, be the product of a fourth-​century 
revision. See Burns, Apocalypse, 155; cf. idem, “Apophatic Strategies in Allogenes 
(NHC XI,3),” HTR 103 (2010): 161–​79 (166).

	75.	 Holy Book (NHC III,2) 68.1–​69.5. Cf. Burns, Apocalypse, 198, n.38.
	76.	 Cf. the Book of Allogenes in Codex Tchacos 60.19–​22: “I have been called Allogenes 

since I come from another race (γένος).” For the identification of Allogenes with 
Jesus, see Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 97; Rasimus, Paradise, 58.
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	77.	 On genre, see further Francis Fallon, “The Gnostic Apocalypses,” Semeia 14 
(1979): 123–​58 (esp. 127, 148). King, Revelation, 56–​59; Burns, Apocalypse, 54–​
56, 60. On Youel, a representative or double of Barbelo, see M. Scopello, “Youel et 
Barbélo dans le traité de l’Allogène,” in Colloque international sur les textes de Nag 
Hammadi (Québec, 22–​25 août 1978), ed. Bernard Barc (Louven: Peeters, 1981), 
374–​82.

	78.	 One is struck by Allogenes’s apparent disinterest in ethical and (communal) ritual 
practices. Yet it would be wrong to say that he reduces everything to the cognitive 
level. As other scholars have pointed out, it is assumed that Allogenes goes through 
moral and ascetic practices to reach his level of contemplation. See further Richard 
Valantasis, “Allogenes,” in Ascetic Behavior in Greco-​Roman Antiquity: A Sourcebook, 
ed., Vincent Wimbush (Fortress:  Minneapolis, 1990), 235–​42 (235–​37); King, 
Revelation, 8; Michael Williams, “Did Plotinus’ ‘Friends’ Still Go to Church? 
Communal Rituals and Ascent Apocalypses,” in Practicing Gnosis: Ritual, Magic, 
Theurgy and Liturgy in Nag Hammadi, Manichaean and Other Ancient Literature. 
Essays in Honor of Birger A. Pearson, eds. April D. DeConick, Gregory Shaw, and 
John D. Turner, NHMS 85 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 495–​522.

	79.	 See further John Turner in Zostrien (NH VIII,1), eds. Catherine Barry, et  al., 
BCNH 24 (Louven: Peeters, 2000), 131–​57; and Turner in L’Allogène (NH XI,3), 
eds. Wolf-​Peter Funk et al., BCNH 30 (Louven: Peeters, 2004), 104–​17.

	80.	 Turner directly compares Zostrianos and Allogenes in Barry et al., Zostrien, 116–​31.
	81.	 Nous, “mind,” is a widely accepted restoration.
	82.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 45.9
	83.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 45.13.
	84.	 Turner in Nag Hammadi Codices XI, XII, XIII, ed. Charles W. Hedrick, NHS 28 

(Leiden:  Brill, 1990), 179, 251–​52; cf. Turner, “Gnosticism and Platonism:  The 
Platonizing Sethian Texts from Nag Hammadi in Their Relation to Later Platonic 
Literature,” in Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, eds. Richard T. Wallis and Jay Bregman 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1992), 425–​60 (437–​38). For different views of the Triply-​
powered One, see King, Revelation, 20–​29; Wolf-​Peter Funk, Nag Hammadi 
Deutsch, 2 vols., GCS 12 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2003), 2.770–​72.

	85.	 For details, see Turner, “Gnosticism and Platonism,” 433–​34.
	86.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 50.24–​29.
	87.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 50.30. Cf. Plotinus: those who see God have “that power 

within themselves which comes from him [the One]” (τῇ ἐν αὑτῷ δυνάμει συγ﻿﻿γενεῖ 
τῷ ἀπ’ αὐτοῦ) (Enn. 6.9.4).

	88.	 Zost. (NHC VIII,1) 5.11–​12. Turner comments: “The power ‘in’ Zostrianos must 
be his intellect, now made luminous” (in Barry, et al., Zostrien, 498).

	89.	 “The lamp [of the body] is the mind,” according to a saying of Jesus in Dial. Sav. 
(NHC III,5) 125.18–​19. Cf. Teach. Silv. (NHC VII,4) 99.15–​16.

	90.	 Zost. (NHC VIII,1) 44.1–​5.
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	 91.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 52.8; cf. Plato, Theaet. 176b. For Jewish parallels, see 
Madeleine Scopello, “L’âme en fuite: Le traité gnostique de l’Allogène (NH XI,3) 
et la mystique juive,” in Gnose et Philosophie: Études en hommage à Pierre Hadot, 
eds. Jean-​Marc Narbonne and Paul-​Hubert Poirier (Paris: Librairie Philosophique 
J. Vrin, 2009), 123–​45.

	 92.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 52.9–​13.
	 93.	 Zost. (NHC VIII,1) 44.18–​22, trans. Turner, modified.
	 94.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 56.15–​20.
	 95.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 56.30–​36.
	 96.	 Clement of Alexandria, Paed. 2.81.4; 3.1.5. For the soul becoming Logos, see 

[Hippolytus], Ref. 5.21.9 (the “Sethians”).
	 97.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 57.16–​23.
	 98.	 In this respect, gnostics are like God, who, as incorporeal, is also neither great nor 

small (Allogenes [NHC XI,3] 63.6–​7).
	 99.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 52.7 (weakness); 50.24–​25, 61.4 (accepts strength).
	100.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 50.15.16.
	 101.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 57.27–​34.
	102.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 58.26–​28.
	 103.	 Neoplatonists believed that our souls, though immaterial, needed a physical, 

luminous vehicle. See further E. R. Dodds, Proclus:  The Elements of Theology 
(Oxford:  Clarendon, 1963), 313–​21; H. J. Blumenthal, “Soul Vehicles in 
Simplicius,” in Platonism and Late Antiquity, eds. Stephen Gersh and Charles 
Kannengiesser (South Bend:  University of Notre Dame Press, 1992), 173–​88; 
John Dillon, “Plotinus and the Vehicle of the Soul,” in Gnosticism, Platonism and 
the Late Ancient World: Essays in Honour of John D. Turner, eds. Kevin Corrigan 
and Tuomas Rasimus, NHMS 82 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 485–​96.

	104.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 58.29–​31. For the “pure place” cf. the supercelestial place 
(ὑπερουράνιον τόπον) in Plato, Phaedr. 247c3.

	 105.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 59.1.
	106.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 59.10–​13.
	 107.	 Turner, in Marvin Meyer, ed., The Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The International 

Edition (New York: Harper One, 2007), 694, n.63.
	108.	 Cf. Disc. 8–​9 (NHC VI,6) 57–​58: “I [am Mind and] I see another Mind … I see 

myself !”
	109.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 59.9–​16.
	 110.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 59.38–​60.1, following the reconstructions and translation 

of King, Revelation, 146–​47. These beings are evidently “the forms of those who 
truly exist” (Allogenes 51.15–​16).

	 111.	 Cf. Plotinus: “the whole of Intellect is all together and not separated or divided, and 
all souls are together in the eternal world, not in spatial separation” (Enn. 4.2.1.5–​
7); spiritual beings are “all together” in Intellect (Enn. 5.8.7–​9). Cf. Zost. (NHC 
VIII,1) 21.9–​11; 116.1–​2. Turner says that the self is assimilated “to the ever more 
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refined levels of being to which one’s contemplation ascends, until one achieves the 
absolute unitary stasis of self-​unification, mental abstraction and utter solitariness 
characteristic of deification” (“Gnosticism and Platonism,” 429). “[T]‌he object of 
the ascent is to become assimilated with each higher level of being through which 
one passes” (447). “Allogenes is distinguished by a Platonically-​inspired visionary 
act of the individual intellect in which it assimilates itself to the hierarchy of onto-
logical levels with which it was aboriginally consubstantial” (449).

	 112.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 60.17–​18.
	 113.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 60.19; cf. 59.14. We witnessed this inward withdrawal ear-

lier in Zost. (NHC VIII,1) 44.18–​22. Turner compares Plotinus, Enn. 3.8.9.29–​
32: “Intellect must first withdraw (ἀναχωρεῖν) backwards, as it were, and as it were 
give itself up to what lies behind it (for it faces in both directions); and there, if it 
wishes to see that [First principle], it must not be altogether intellect.”

	 114.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 60.39; 61.9–​10.
	 115.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 60.19 (withdrawal into Vitality); 60.30 (withdrawal into 

Being).
	 116.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 61.12–​14.
	 117.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 61.5–​8, trans. King. Since the text is reasonably secure at 

this point, I remove King’s brackets.
	 118.	 Turner in Meyer, ed., Nag Hammadi Scriptures, 695.
	 119.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 61.5–​6.
	120.	 Turner notes that “the consciousness of the knowing subject is actually assimi-

lated to the ontological character of the level that one intelligizes at any given 
point” (in Barry et al., Zostrien, 124).

	 121.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 66.35–​37, trans. King.
	 122.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 68.30–​31, trans. King.
	 123.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 68.33–​34.
	124.	 Zost. (NHC VIII,1) 130.18–​21.
	 125.	 Zost. (NHC VIII,1) 130.24–​26.
	 126.	 Ap. John (NHC II,1) 4.19–​35; cf. Wisd. Jes. Chr. (Greek frag.):  the “unruled 

Forefather, when he gazes at himself in his own mirror, an equal to himself ap-
pears. His likeness is manifest as a Forefather, God, Father and counter-​face 
(antōpos) correlated to the face of the preexisting unborn Father” (Douglas M. 
Parrott, ed., Nag Hammadi Codices III,3–​4 and V,1, NHS 27 [Leiden: Brill, 1991], 
214). See further Andrei A. Orlov, “The Face as the Heavenly Counterpart of the 
Visionary,” in Of Scribes and Sages: Early Jewish Interpretation and Transmission 
of Scripture, ed. Craig A. Evans, 2 vols. (London: T&T Clark, 2004), 2.59–​76.

	 127.	 Turner, “From Baptismal Vision to Mystical Union with the One: The Case of 
the Sethian Gnostics,” in Practicing Gnosis, eds. DeConick, Shaw, and Turner, 
411–​31 (430).

	 128.	 Allogenes (NHC XI,3) 47.11–​14, 32–​33; 61.35–​38.
	 129.	 Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 7.2.13.3.
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	 130.	 The self-​generating aeon is Autogenes, the third member of the Sethian primal 
triad (Father-​Mother-​Child). See further Turner, Sethian Gnosticism, 542.

	 131.	 Michel Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics:  An Overview of Work in 
Progress,” in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New  York:  Random 
House, 1984), 340–​72 (351). See the comments of Alexander Nehamas, The 
Art of Living: Socratic Reflections from Plato to Foucault (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1998), 177.

C o n c lus i o n

	 1.	 Bertrand Russell, Power: A New Social Analysis (New York: Norton, 1938), 11. 
Cf. Ludwig Feuerbach:  “Humanity thinks and believes a God only because he 
wants to be God himself but, against his will, is not God (Der Mensch denkt oder 
glaubt nur einen Gott, weil er selbst Gott sein will, aber wider seinen Willen es nicht 
ist).” (Gottheit, Freiheit und Unsterblichkeit vom Standpunkte der Anthropologie, 
Sämmtliche Werke X [Leipzig: Otto Wigand, 1866], 290).

	 2.	 Susan Niditch, Chaos to Cosmos:  Studies in Biblical Patterns of Creation 
(Chico: Scholars Press, 1985), 37.

	 3.	 For the categories “locative” and “utopian,” see Jonathan Z. Smith, Map Is Not 
Territory: Studies in the History of Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1978), xii, 100–​103, 130–​42, 147–​51, 160–​66, 169–​71, 185–​89, 291–​94, 308–​9.

	 4.	 For the epic of Gilgamesh, see Andrew George, The Epic of Gilgamesh: The Babylonian 
Epic Poem and Other Texts in Akkadian and Sumerian (London: Penguin, 1999), 88–​99.

	 5.	 Shawn W. Flynn argues that Yahweh’s rise to absolute power was most likely a 
cultural translation of Marduk’s rise to power in Babylon (YHWH Is King: The 
Development of Divine Kingship in Ancient Israel [Leiden: Brill, 2014], 119–​70).

	 6.	 Doniger, Implied Spider, 81. Cf. Radcliffe G. Edmonds III, Myths of the 
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 4–​13.

	 7.	 Pierre Bourdieu, “Genesis and Structure of the Religious Field,” Comparative 
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in the Sociology of Knowledge (Garden City: Doubleday, 1966), 101.
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