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ABSTRACT
 
 
 

This work outlines an alternate way of interpreting the Nag Hammadi texts, 

so that scholars no longer have to look for signs of “gnostic” influence. The gnostic 

assumptions of the past, in light of recent developments spearhead by Micheal Williams, 

no longer work as the primary principle by which we interpret the Nag Hammadi 

texts. Rather than assume a gnostic influence to the text, I defend that these texts are 

Pachomian in nature, thanks in large part to the works of Rousseau and Goehring. From 

their analysis of Pachomius and his followers, reveal threads of communal activity within 

the two Nag Hammadi texts of Teaching of Silvanus and Authoritative Teaching. The 

way the writers of the two works talked about their community, while not identical, had 

many striking similarities that I would never have noticed had I not shifted my approach 

to the Nag Hammadi library. 

 
 

Susan Marks
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Introduction

In this very way we exist in this world, like fish. The adversary spies on us, 

lying in wait for us like a fisherman, wishing to seize us, rejoicing that he 

might swallow us. For [he places] many foods before our eyes, (things) 

which belong to this world. He wishes to make us desire one of them and 

to taste only a little, so that he may seize us with his hidden poison and 

bring us out of freedom and take us into slavery.1

The road the Nag Hammadi library traveled during its discovery famously, from 

the desert cliff bottom to the halls of the Coptic Museum in Cairo, possesses many twists 

and turns. Unspoken is the rocky path that the Nag Hammadi scholarship has taken since. 

2 The history of the Nag Hammadi Library in scholarly circles can largely be considered 

the history of the category of religious teaching called “gnosticism,” which proves to be a 

thorny category as we shall see below. Scholars have built up and torn down the category 

of gnosticism largely because of the complexity of the texts within the Nag Hammadi 

library. As a result of the link that scholars have assumed between the texts found at Nag 

Hammadi and gnosticism, the study of these texts has been lost in one of the deepest 

categorical debates in the field of religious study. In many ways, the gnostic category is 

akin to the fishermen in the passage above from the Authoritative Teaching. Gnosticism 

draws scholars in with the mystique of a forgotten religion recovered. Once scholars have 

taken the bait by trying to decipher the riddle of the “gnostic” library they become 

enslaved to the idea, blinded to the fact that Nag Hammadi cannot be so easily fit into a 

1 Authoritative Teaching, (trans. Malcolm L. Peel and Jan Zandee; The Nag Hammadi Library in English; 
San Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1988). 30:4-20
2 You can find a full account of this fascinating history in Elaine H. Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (New York: 
Random House, 1979) , xiii-xvii

 



 
 

single basket. Nevertheless, the Nag Hammadi library does not consist of purely gnostic 

texts, especially when such modern models of interpretation divorce texts like Teachings 

of Silvanus and Authoritative Teaching from social and historical context. My goal in this 

project is not to fix the gnostic problem but rather to propose an alternative and show that 

we don’t need to bite its hook. 

The Nag Hammadi represents a collection of texts from the 3rd or 4th centuries. 

They contain many texts that scholars associate with a group called the “gnostics” that 

appears in the writings of Iraneus and other anti-heretic writers of the late antique period. 

Discovered by two Egyptian brothers in 1945, the codices have been the center of 

scholarly interest since their discovery.

I put forward that removing gnostic assumptions about the texts, and replacing 

them with a different interpretive framework not only allows scholars to avoid the pitfalls 

of the gnostic problems but also allows us to see themes in the works that have 

previously gone unnoticed. Instead of gnosticism, I will use the spatial proximity of the 

Pachomian monasteries as a frame of reference for interpreting the texts and will show 

that the Nag Hammadi does not require a faceless gnostic movement to be understood. 

As an historically defined movement, the Pachomians provide a clearer interpretative 

device. By looking at the text from the Pachomian’s perspective we will see motifs of 

relationship with outsiders and insiders that make more sense when viewed as coming 

from a monastery whose members often interact with the largely Egpyptian population in 

very specific ways. These nuanced perspectives on interaction with others do not emerge 

if we tie ourselves down to a historically and socially undefined lens like gnosticism.  

I will rely on the analysis of both Philip Rousseau and James Goehring, who 

 



 
 

have made great strides in the understanding of Pachomius and the monastic experiment. 

I will take their insights and use them to understand the Nag Hammadi library, which 

heretofore has been interpreted solely under the auspices of Gnosticism. From their 

research, I will introduce the man and the movement that I will be using to cast the Nag 

Hammadi library in a new light: Pachomius.  I wish to explain the exact nature of what 

I will call “the Gnostic problem.” The problem is a result of trying to bring a diverse 

amount of data into inaccurate and arbitrary categories. As shall be shown, the problem 

skews the data, actively preventing us from learning from the texts that this model is 

supposed to help us understand. It pushes ideas onto texts that do not want them or lumps 

together texts with different traditions because of a couple surface similarities. I will then 

outline how using the Pachomian monastery as an interpretive frame work helps scholars 

to better understand two of the texts within the Nag Hammadi corpus. 

Current scholarship has only gone so far when it comes to the connection between 

the Pachomian monastery and the Nag Hammadi library. Most scholarly research in 

the matter has been focused on making a case for or against the connection rather than 

analyzing the repercussions that such a link would have on Nag Hammadi scholarship. 

I will be using the path that others have blazed but moving their research to its logical 

conclusion, an actual exegesis of the Nag Hammadi library from the point-of-view of 

the Pachomian monks. The two texts I have chosen from the Nag Hammadi corpus are 

Teachings of Silvanus and Authoritative Teaching. I have selected these texts because 

they both have strong ethical components. They deal with their reader’s behavior and 

activity and will give the modern scholar more evidence to analyze when it comes to 

determining the actual practices of their audience. Many of the other texts in the library 

 



 
 

focus more on cosmogony which, while fascinating, does not provide much information 

about who might have read the work. In addition, these two works have seen only brief 

attention and haven’t been the focus of scholarly debate as much as other texts like 

Apocryphon of John and Hypostasis of the Archons. I hope that my analysis of these 

neglected works will not only provide new information to the scholarly community but 

also increase interest in these fascinating texts.

 

The Gnostic Problem

In the words of Michael Williams, “[t]here is one man to whom must go the 

lion’s share of the credit for having defined already in the second century C.E. an 

essential framework within which our ‘gnostics’ have been understood up to the present 

day: Iraneus.”3 Indeed, gnostikos the very word we use to describe the category largely 

comes from his works and the writings of those that follow him. Up until the discovery of 

the Nag Hammadi codices, Iraneus’s writings exist as one of only a handful of sources 

that attested to the religious ideas that, grouped together, would be called gnostic. While 

Iraneus planted the seed, the plant that grew from this seed remains a largely modern 

construct, since his own writing “Exposure and Refutation of Knowledge (gnosis) 

Falsely So Called” or Adversus Haereses had little interest in categorizing the beliefs of 

others in ways that served the true nature of the subject’s beliefs. Iraneus did not create 

the category, later readers merely saw in his writings the category and from their own 

conjectures formed a mold that would form the basis by which all the Nag Hammadi 

texts would be judged. 

3 Micheal Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious Category (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1996)  33

 



 
 

If this “gnosticism,” this modern construct, defines how scholars understand the 

Nag Hammadi codices then it should at least be a reasonably consistent category, 

especially if people use it to interpret texts. As Williams argues throughout his seminal 

work Rethinking “Gnosticism” this is not the case. He divides the category of gnosticism 

into two potential function: what he calls the “self-definition” and the “typological 

construct.” The former focuses on labels that individuals either give to themselves or at 

least communities and traditions with which they associate themselves. An individual 

who, theoretically-speaking, calls his/herself a “Gnostic” would be pointing to a 

community or tradition to which they believe they belong. Even if the self-designating 

community disputes the exact name or contents of the tradition, there still remains a 

singular point of reference that forms the core, either a common collection of texts or a 

commonly held belief. While the self-designation category of religion primarily relies on 

the ideas of members of the religion, the typological construct generally comes from 

those outside the religion. The construct functions to group together different religious 

data by type, so scholars can understand the ideas and belief that exist independently of 

the self-definitions formed by the communities. If either of these understandings of 

gnosticism helped us to understand the Nag Hammadi text then it would not be a 

problem. Unfortunately, both contain so many problems that they cannot stand on their 

own as intellectual tools.4

The problem with the self-designation is that not only do the “gnostic” texts 

themselves not use the term gnostikos, but Iraneus and other polemicists do not use the 

term in a consistent fashion, the very people scholars point to for the term. Certainly, the 

4 This and the next two paragraphs are indebted to Williams dissection of the Gnostic problem in 
Rethinking “Gnosticism” 1996, 29-53

 



 
 

gnostics themselves never use it. In all the Nag Hammadi codices it never appears. This 

does not stem from any lack of community identity in the Nag Hammadi texts. As we 

will see in the case studies the tractates are quite aware of their community and insist 

heavily on the commonality of their group experience. Instead, it seems that the 

designation never occurred to them, never took up a space in their lexicon, instead we 

find that they replaced it with terms like “pneumatics, seed, elect, race of Seth, race of the 

Perfect Human, immovable race.”5 Each text has its own community with its own name, 

so forcing them together as a single group of “gnostics” involves an intellectual violence 

upon the authors’ senses of their identity. The only evidence we have of any group 

anywhere using the moniker as a self designation comes from a single line of Iraneus 

when he recounts that certain followers of Marcellina “call themselves Gnostics.”6 The 

problem with Iraneus’ work, as we shall see, is that not only does Iraneus have very little 

interest in accurately cataloging the self identities of the various movements he studies 

but he uses the term gnostic in inconsistent way throughout his corpus. 

If the gnostics never use the term what reason do scholars have to pretend it 

existed in the time period of the Nag Hammadi Codices? If the gnostics do not use the 

term then scholars must point to Iraneus and his ilk as the people who created the 

gnostic “institution.” The claim goes that if Iraneus saw in his time a Gnostic movement 

then there must be some tradition, even if that tradition never thought of itself as a 

unified group. While that might seem feasible, Iraneus never points to a single group as 

being “the Gnostics” in a consistent way. At time he uses the term and seems to refer to a 

single group, such as with the followers of Marcellina, at other times he uses it to refer to 

5 Williams 1996, 32
6 Adversus Haereses Iraneus, translation in Williams 1996, 33

 



 
 

all groups he disapproves of or even a subset of those. At no point does he define his 

term nor does he structure it in a categorically sensitive way. For Iraneus, it seems likely 

that he viewed all heretical groups as Gnostic, because they all viewed themselves as 

having knowledge about God that other groups did not have and this knowledge, as 

Iraneus calls it in the title of his book, is “falsely so called.” 

If the Gnostic category fails as a self-designation and a label applied 

contemporaneously, then it needs to at least succeed as a typological category to remain 

viable. Unfortunately, it does not even do this. The problem of the category results from 

the fact that the Nag Hammadi library is such a diverse collection of sources. Many 

religious ideas and biases are contained in the thirteen leatherback books. Scholars, 

however, have long been suffering under the idea that this library must contain a large 

amount of “Gnostic” texts. While many of the texts have beliefs and themes in common, 

scholars make the mistake of trying to cram every text into the category of “Gnosticism” 

that they can. This results in the category of “gnosticism” becoming bloated as it takes 

under its umbrella a diverse area of different texts that do not benefit from being seen as 

categorically identical.  As a result, despite the fact that the typological construct should 

be a tool created by students of religion to understand better the texts they study, the 

category of “gnosticism” has failed completely in this regard, and rather than inform 

scholars about the texts, instead forces them to bend the texts in order to fit into a 

category that cannot contain everything.

Not only does gnosticism fail as a category but just the very fact that it is a 

category, and an arbitrary one, causes problems. As Karen King mentions in her book 

What is Gnosticism?, the categories of “gnosticism” and “orthodoxy” beg scholars to 

 



 
 

think in terms of defined movements going through history, like horses in a race.7 This 

models leads many to think of these categories of “Gnostic” and “orthodox” as highly 

and, worse, consistently defined. In actuality, even if scholars point to a relatively defined 

tradition, like the Valentinians, the movements still evolve so quickly over the centuries. 

In fact, scholars often argue whether Valentinius was a Valentinian because modern 

understandings of the Valentinian movement come from Ptolemy, a first generation 

disciple of Valentinius. If scholars cannot consider a master and his pupil as within the 

same movement what hope do they have to compile all the variety of texts from centuries 

of religious history that come from the Nag Hammadi library into one category?

The Nag Hammadi library has long been victimized in service to the scholarly 

understanding of “gnosticism.” Even when people agree that a text within the Nag 

Hammadi library is not “gnostic” it does a disservice to the text. The categories create the 

image of sharp separation between gnostic and non-gnostic sources that do not hold up 

during a close textual reading. A gnostic tractate and a non-gnostic one may have certain 

differences but they all share many similarities and participate in other textual traditions. 

The act of parsing these texts into categories as complex as “gnostic” just ends up 

creating a false dichotomy. Further it results in the entire library being understood rather 

monolithically as either Gnostic or not Gnostic which cannot do justice to the spectrum 

of beliefs that the codices contain. If a category has become so fraught with problems and 

so desperately needs to warp the data it attempts to understand in order maintain its own 

cohesiveness then clearly it must be tossed aside or at least be re-done from the ground 

up. My goal in the following thesis is not propose a new set of typological categories, as 

7 Karen King, What is Gnosticism? (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003) 
150-153

 



 
 

Williams does, nor to detangle the category that it might be reborn in a more useful form, 

as is King’s goal. Instead, I merely wish to provide an alternative, to show that scholars 

do not need to bind themselves to the use of gnosticism as a means of explaining the Nag 

Hammadi codices.

Another problem with the gnostic category results from the fantastic stories that 

the texts tell. Whenever the casual scholar hears the word “gnosticism” the mythos 

associated with texts like Apocryphon of John and Hypostasis of the Aeons immediately 

comes to mind. Epic stories about fallen divinities that seemed to intentionally parody all 

the exegetical assumptions that our society has about the Bible. These stories take up a 

large part of scholarly focus; however, they provide very weak grounds for making 

interpretations about the subjects that this thesis is interested in: namely how the 

community of the texts affects how we interpret them. As Williams mentions, these 

narratives produce a great deal of squabbling over whether we can define this or that text 

as gnostic because it contains or lacks a certain gnostic trope. For example, many words 

have been wasted over whether or not we can view Marcion as gnostic because he 

believed in a demiurge but didn’t have the divine human element, where humans 

descended from the divine though trapped in the material world. Getting caught up in 

check lists like whether Marcion has enough gnostic tendency to be put in the group 

distracts scholars from what the purpose of model should be: interpreting texts and 

learning about the people who wrote and read them.

 

Pachomius

While gnosticism looms over this thesis as it looms over all works that deal with 

 



 
 

the Nag Hammadi corpus, this work does not concern it directly. This work instead will 

focus on a different movement in ancient Christian religious history: the Pachomians. To 

this end, a brief history must be provided lest the reader be lost before he even ventures 

into the desert of late antique Egypt. The Pachomian movement formed one of the 

principal vanguards in the early monastic movement and its story largely follows from 

the story of its founder, the titular Pachomius. Pachomius first converted to Christianity 

after meet a group of compassionate Christians during his time as a conscript for the 

Roman army during the war between Licinius and Maximin Daia in 312/313. After being 

released from the army he was baptized and adopted an ascetic lifestyle under a hermit 

named Palamon. While praying and gathering wood near the deserted village of 

Tabennesi he received a vision instructing him to build a monastery there. Starting off on 

his own he attracted many followers, building not just the monastery at Tabanessi but 

also expanding to form new monasteries, founding nine during his life. This continued 

until his death when he was succeed as head of the koinonia first by Horsiesius then by 

Theodore.8

History has often credited Pachomius as the innovator of the monastic 

experiment; however, the belief that Pachomius invented monasticism ex nihilo comes 

more from hagiography than from more legitimate history. Sources attest to groups that 

predate Pachomius and share similar ideas, such as the therapeutai discussed by Philo. 

Nevertheless, there is little cause to believe that Pachomius knew about the Alexandrian 

movement directly.9 The Boharic Vita attests that not all the monasteries that joined the 

Pachomian koinonia traced their founding to Pachomius or one of his disciples. While 

8 Philip Rousseau Pachomius: The Making of a Community in Fourth-Century Egypt (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1985) 58-59
9 Rousseau 1985, 12-14

 



 
 

not all of these monasteries need have predated Pachomius, some must have and it would 

seem to give lie to the notion of Pachomian primacy in the matter of the coenobitical life. 

10

Pachomius does appear to have been the innovator of the Rule, an organized 

code of monastic conduct and prayer. His remains the first for which we have existent 

evidence of this form of organization. The Rule he leaves is a disciplined but not 

completely onerous austerity. The monks wore simple but practical cloths and worked in 

the fields or performed other tasks to support the monastery.11 While fasts were routine 

the monks still received two meals a day. They had a particular cycle of prayers, first 

morning prayer, followed by work until evening when there would be a meal with a 

communal prayer. In addition there would be a catechesis by the superior on Saturdays 

and Sundays.

Beyond the rule, Pachomius’s other major innovation involved organizing nearby 

monasteries into a single unified body under the leadership of the monastery of Pbow and 

Pachomius’ Rule. The role of Pbow in the Pachomian koinonia, the name for this 

organization of monasteries, has been likened by scholars to that of Cluny when spread 

its influence through out the monaseries of medieval France.12 

 

The Case for Change

Having explained the constituent elements that the present work will attempt to 

bring together I must now explain for what purpose. My goal in this project is freeing 

10 James Goehring Ascetics, Society, and the Desert: Studies in Early Egyptian Monasticism (Harrisburg: 
Trinity Press International, 1999) 17
11 Rousseau 1985, 120 ; Rousseau 1985, 82-83
12 Goehring 1999, 18

 



 
 

Nag Hammadi scholarship from necessarily being only about Gnosticism and supporting 

new understandings about Nag Hammadi community. I will show two cases in which the 

codices can be interpreted as resulting from the collection of a defined and self-

designated group, in this case the Pachomians, and that using the Pachomians as a frame 

of reference we can understand the themes within the Nag Hammadi library in a different 

light.

In the first chapter of this work I will present the scholarship arguing for the 

Pachomian monastery as a reference point for the Nag Hammadi library. Some might 

find it rash to use the Pachomians to understand a collection of texts of unknown origin 

found in the middle of the Egyptian desert. I will thus explain all the arguments that 

scholars can bring in defense of the Nag Hammadi codices coming from a Pachomian 

monastery in the region. I will also address the arguments against the Pachomian 

provenance and demonstrate that they either do not hold or are not strong enough to 

warrant neglecting the valuable insight that the Pachomians provide. 

After reviewing this important scholarship I will move to my own test cases in 

Chapters 2 and 3. These chapters will center on these valuable insights by looking at two 

texts from the Nag Hammadi library and demonstrating that understanding these texts as 

having come from a Pachomian monastery gives scholars tools for dissecting the themes 

within the text.13 Chapter 2 will look at a text called the Teachings of Silvanus, and will 

primary be focusing on themes of mistrust of others and body that occur within the 

tractate. Chapter 3, on the other hand, will focus on the Authoritative Teaching and its 

13 I would like to take a brief moment to caution that I am not claiming that the Pachomian monks let 
alone Pachomius himself wrote the text or even edited them together. Rather I hold that they were 
collected by Pachomian monks and barring some minor changes, which I will get to as they come up, 
remained in their current form throughout their tenure within the monastery.

 



 
 

themes will deal with community and work ethic. Both of these chapters will discuss 

themes within the text that could not have been discerned with or would have been 

ignored by a model of understanding that assumes their nature to be “Gnostic.” They can 

to do this precisely because the Pachomian tradition grounds my reading in a particular 

community with well-attested beliefs and interests. “Gnosticism” caricatures a variety of 

movements and people and depends heavily on the testimony of polemicists for any 

information about the people to whom the term might be associated. 

From all this the scholarly community gains a number of benefits for 

understanding the Nag Hammadi library. First, as mentioned, it frees us from dependence 

upon the category of gnosticism in order to understand every single text within library, 

either as part of the category or as outside the category. Second, it emphasizes that while 

some texts have more similarities than other, the whole still results from the work of a 

single community to bring together texts it felt important to be brought together. Third, it 

emphasizes new themes within the text and changes old themes into a new light. For 

example, as we will see in chapters 2 and 3, the community continually comes up within 

the Nag Hammadi library. In the Teachings of Silvanus it comes up in who can be trusted 

as a “friend” or an “advisor” whereas Authoritative Teaching deals with how the outsider 

does not understand the insider knowledge and the problems it causes. Before scholars 

would have interpreted these themes simply as showing how gnosis separates the 

individual from those that don’t have gnosis. If we look at it from the perspective of a 

monastery we see a more complex negotiation at work, as the community attempts to 

understand its monastic project against those whom it wants to include within their 

religious community. Are the non-monk Christians saved or doomed? Is the monastic life 

 



 
 

a necessary component to salvation? These themes appear in the text and would 

otherwise be missed if we did not think to look. 

  

 



 
 

Chapter 1
The Case for the Pachomian Connection

 
When the Nag Hammadi scrolls appeared on the academic scene, scholars studied 

them in reference both to their own internal consistency and to the heretical “Gnostic” 

movement that Iraneus talked about in his works. While this method leads to valuable 

insights into a possible collection of beliefs, it does not lead us closer to understanding 

the Nag Hammadi codices as a grouping of texts, much less does it lead us towards 

understanding the people who authored them.  However, if evidence shows that the texts 

were authored by a more localized community, like that of a Pachomian monastery, then 

scholars have a much firmer foundation on which to base an understanding of the Nag 

Hammadi codices. From the evidence available, it seems likely that such a link between 

monastery and codices exists. 

Understanding the Nag Hammadi collection as a whole, and with it the people 

who compiled it, requires a more circumspect analysis of the books as well as an 

understanding of the local milieu in which the texts were buried. To this end scholars are 

ill-served; little evidence resides within the codices to betray who produced them and 

scanter archeological evidence exists outside the text to provide clues. Despite this, they 

clearly show decades or even centuries of scribal activity within their pages. As Stephen 

Emmel mentions in his analysis of textual transmission for the Nag Hammadi 

Commemoration:

 The Nag Hammadi Codices, as archeological artifacts, provide us 

with historical data that reach from the time of the codices’ burial 

through the circumstances of their manufacture, farther back through 

 



 
 

the circumstances under which the individual works in the codices were 

translated into and transmitted in Coptic, through the prior transmission 

history of these works in Greek, and finally back to the circumstances of 

their original composition… and the circumstances by which they came to 

be in Egypt.14 

Thus, the Nag Hammadi library represents the crystallization of perhaps centuries of 

textual and even oral transmission and revision. Attempts to gather one of these voices 

from any of the conflicting texts prove to be a challenge to scholars. In fact, studying 

every text and attempting to glean the ties that bind all the texts together remains the only 

semi-reliable way to determine the most immediate authors and readers of texts. The 

process involves scouring each text to find values and subjects that unify the texts in a 

single voice. Determining what the imminent community of Nag Hammadi might have 

been like appears largely impossible, any contributions it might have provided to the texts 

lost in the endless layers of redaction.

However, fate has furnished scholars with an alternate lead into understanding the 

texts: location. Specifically, the Nag Hammadi texts rest not far from the monastery at 

Pbow, a now derelict Pachomian monastery. The Pacomian monasteries were founded 

around the ideals of fourth century eremite, Pacomius. Among the first to organize 

hermits into organized groups of monks, his influence in Egypt grew quickly. The 

relation of the Pachomian monasteries and the codices soon appeared in scholarly 

writings. Scholars who focused on the connection entirely focused on proving or 

disproving the reality, rather than exploring the ramifications. The question’s importance 

14 Stephen Emmel, “Religious Tradition, Textual Transmission, and the Nag Hammadi Codices,” in Nag 
Hammadi Library after Fifty Years. (Lieden: E J Brill, 1997) 34.

 



 
 

increased when in 1975 James Barns claimed he could prove that at least some of the 

texts had been made within Pachomian monasteries.15 For a long time after, scholars 

assumed the relationship between the monks and Nag Hammadi scrolls indeed existed.16 

However, many have begun to cast doubts on this assumed connection. As a result, 

before any analysis of the codices can take place, the current scholarly debate regarding 

the proposed link between the Pachomians and the Nag Hammadi community must be 

studied. 

 

The Case for the Connection

Scholars have spent much of the last half century exploring the connection 

between the Pachomian monastery and the Nag Hammadi codices, attempting to show 

that the monastery held and even produced the latter. While much of the evidence that 

has been provided has largely proved to be circumstantial, the sheer quantity of different 

angles gives the position some credence. The first sign of the connection comes directly 

from the location of the codices. While highly circumstantial, Muhammad Ali, the 

Egyptian shepherd who discovered the books, found them close to the Pachomian 

monastery at Pbow, an area where scribal activity likely took place.  A location nearby 

where scribes might have compiled the Nag Hammadi codices tempts scholars to assume 

a connection. However, the proximity alone provides no evidence. The Nag Hammadi 

codices might not have been compiled or written nearby but moved there later. Or they 

could have been owned by another community in a nearby city or town.

15 J. Barns, "Greek and Coptic Papyri from the Covers of the Nag Hammadi Codices: A Preliminary Report,” 
in Essays on the Nag Hammadi Texts (Leiden: E J Brill,1975) 9-18.
16 Armand Villeux, “Monasticism and Gnosis in Egypt,” in Rppts pf Egpytian Christianity (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1986) 1.

 



 
 

Stronger evidence for the connection comes in three forms: archeological, textual, 

and historical. The sheer amount of evidence between these three categories suggests that 

indeed some connection exists between the two groups.

● Archeological Evidence 

Archeological work over the years has provided scholars with a few pieces of 

physical evidence to support the link between the Nag Hammadi scrolls and a nearby 

Pachomian monastery. Archeologists discovered in the codices themselves the first piece 

of evidence in support of the tie between the Pachomians and the Nag Hammadi 

depositors: a date. As with many codex-makers, the creators of the Nag Hammadi scrolls 

used papyrus to strengthen the leather covers giving us additional material to analyze. 

From these cover fragments scholars date the codices from around the 4th century, the 

same time as the rise of Egyptian coenobitism, the living of religious men and women in 

communities.17 This dating places the tractates right into the middle of the chaos of early 

coenobitic growth, when monasteries laid their foundations or just started to organize 

into largely monastic associates linked around the same rule. While the link between date 

and monastery is merely circumstantial, some of the text fragments used to make the 

cover referred explicitly to monks while others referenced transactions that might have 

occurred in the running of a monastery. The cartonnage of codex VII also contains both 

fragments of the Book of Genesis as well as exhortation directed specifically at monks. 

This implies that codices had been made under the auspices of a monastic institution.18

Further physical evidence comes in the form of two small bowls, one found 

17 Wisse, “Gnosticism and Early Christian Monasticism” in Gnosis (Gottingen:Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1978) 433.
18 Veilleux 1986, 6-7 .

 



 
 

with the Nag Hammadi library and the other found beneath the floor of the monastery 

at Pbow. When Muhammad Ali found the codices, they were sealed inside a large jar. 

A bowl sealed the top of the jar and a thick layer of pitch fastened the bowl securely to 

the top of the jar. James Goering, a scholar who focuses on Egyptian archeology, looked 

at the bowl in greater depth. 19 For the purposes of this work, the salient point is that the 

bowl shows the same styles of manufacture as a broken bowl found inside the monastery 

at Pbow. Both bowls have similar markings around the rim as well as similar shape, size 

and structure indicating a common category of bowls that included both.

Specifically, the two bowls are both rather shallow with a diameter of 23.3 

centimeter and standing 5.1 centimeters in height. Both bowls share identical dimensions 

as well as markings around the rim of the bowl. These markings take the form of strips 

that appear in the four cardinal points of the bowl. The number of stripes in the four 

sections varies but the alternating pattern of black and white stripes remains consistent. 

The black stripes always outnumber the white stripes by exactly one and in each field 

number eight, six, seven, and six stripes in sequence around the rim. These two bowls are 

unique to their respective archeological finds and indicate a link between the people who 

buried the codices and those who lived in the monastery at Pbow.

Again, much like the papyrus in the covers, the bowls are not the smoking gun 

that scholars would have hoped for but instead point towards a community that both the 

Nag Hammadi collectors and the Pachomian monastery participated in or traded with. In 

the words of Goering “the Pachomian monks and the owners of the Nag Hammadi 

19 James Goehring, “An Early Roman Bowl from the Monastery of Pachomius at Pbow and the Milieu of 
the Nag Hammadi Codices” in Coptica, Gnostica, Manichaica, (Quebec: Les Presses de l’Universite Laval, 
2006) 357-371.

 



 
 

codices shared a broader common material culture.”20 Students of the ancient world 

cannot, from physical evidence alone, link the two groups together, monks and Nag 

Hammadi. Nevertheless, the physical evidence does provide scholars with the tools to 

interpret the similarities that they find between the corpus of the Nag Hammadi findings 

and the writings of the Pachomian monks. Combined with other evidence, this physical 

evidence forms a solid basis for believing in a connection between the two communities.

● Textual Evidence

In addition to the work on the archeological part of the connection, scholars 

continually study the codices, looking for themes and ideas that might have been 

particularly interesting to Pachomian monks. Or the monks might have noted a lack 

of these elements in the text and added them in to make the work more complete. To 

this end, Rousseau, in his study of post-Pachomian monastic leaders, furnished modern 

scholars with a careful analysis of the writings of later Pachomian authors and how their 

interests match up with those of the Nag Hammadi codices. 21 He looks at the writings 

of two post-Pachomian monks in particular, Horsiesios and Theodore, and how their use 

of ideas concerning salvation ties in with the themes within the Nag Hammadi codices. 

These two monastic authorities, while acting as leaders of the Pachomian community, 

wrote about theological subjects and displayed an active interest in many subjects that 

preoccupied the texts of the Nag Hammadi library. 

Theodore, who led the Pachomian monks from 350 to 368, asserts that God 

planted inherently good qualities within creation. Throughout his work he talks about an 

20 Goehring 2006, 366.
21 Philip Rousseau, “The Successors of Pachomius and the Nag Hammadi Codices” in The World of Early 
Egyptian Christianity, (Washington D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2007) 140-157.

 



 
 

essential redemptive nature that transcends the fallen aspects of material life. He writes 

of a “pledge… placed in us before hand”22 and “the love which had previously been 

rooted in [mankind].”23 While his position that creation possesses a divine nature does 

not map onto the normative view of the Nag Hammadi library the fact remains that 

Theodore participates in a debate that the compilers of the Nag Hammadi texts “would 

have recognized [since] the argument itself was an argument about the nature of creation, 

and about the essential character that creation imparted to the visible world.”24  Theodore 

represents a Pachomian interest in the nature of creation. Many books of the Nag 

Hammadi collection would have been of interest to such a monk since they detail various 

opinions on that very issue. 

Theodore continues his fascination with topics that Nag Hammadi scholars would 

find familiar. In his writing on the nature of hidden and revealed knowledge, he wishes to 

himself, “that we could make known to those who do not know its sweetness the custody 

of our soul.”25 He creates two camps of Christian divine knowledge, “the glory that has 

to be revealed to us,” a form of knowledge that only the monks are blessed with, and 

the “fragrance of obedience” that does not belong exclusively to monks and was “a 

fragrance for those from outside.”26 The “fragrance of obedience,” implies a form of 

divine faith that belonged to non-eremites, following the religious texts through 

determined faith rather than through actual knowledge. This division maps on with 

tangible ease to the ideas of “gnosis” prevalent in the Nag Hammadi codices, where those 

22 Theodore Catechesis (trans. Armand Veilleux; Pachomian Koinonia Volume 2; Kalamazoo, Michigan: 
Cistercian Publications, 1980) 3.28.
23 Catechesis 3.36.
24 Rousseau 2007.
25 Catchesis 3.27.
26 Catechesis 3.30.

 



 
 

within the community possess a form of divine knowledge different from that of the 

outsider.

The literature at Nag Hammadi makes much use of this division between the 

insider and the outsider. This dichotomy appears most commonly as a framing device in 

which the recipient alone receives the revelation. The Apocryphon of John uses this 

literary device, being ostensibly the recording of the vision of John son of Zebedee “of 

the mysteries [and the] things hidden in silence…”27 In the text John receives this vision 

directly from the savior who reveals a new cosmology to him and only him. The intimate 

way in which the revelation occurs and the fact that the savior tells no one else these 

truths creates a dichotomy between those who know what Jesus told them while alive, 

and John, the first recipient of this apocryphon. In distinguishing between his monks and 

those who do not live the monkish life, Theodore uses a similar theological language, 

separating between those who know a partial knowledge of God and the monks whose 

access to the divine exceeds their lay fellows. 

Combined with Theodore’s opinions on the nature of creation, there may be 

enough information to infer an internal debate about the Christian doctrine that might 

have made some Pachomians inclined to studying these codices, especially during the 

vital period in which the Pachomian order was just starting to expand and bring other 

monasteries under its hegemony. During this period where concepts of orthodoxy bent 

and flowed, it would not be much of a stretch to imagine one of the Pachomian 

monasteries collecting texts dealing with religious themes like the nature of creation and 

dichotomies between secret and revealed. 

27 Apocryphon of John (trans. Frederick Wisse; The Nag Hammadi Library in English; San Francisco: Harper 
and Row, 1988) 104-123.

 



 
 

The Pachomian monks, if Theodore’s writing proves representative, had a 

fascination with the subjects of creation and secret knowledge. It follows then that if the 

monks held such interests they would have found the texts within the Nag Hammadi 

library of great interest. While it seems impossible to say for certain that Theodore 

himself had direct access to these writings, just the fact he wrote about these subjects 

indicates that the monks in his “sprawling assortment of communities” may have dabbled 

in the literature that the Nag Hammadi library contains.28  It does not take much 

imagination to see the writings of Theodore not as isolated theology but as part of a 

debate with or reeducation of the numerous monasteries being founded and brought 

under Pachomian rule during his tenure as leader of the Pachomian communities. 

I would further like to posit that if we do not assume the typically Gnostic 

pessimistic view of physical creation, we can see in the Nag Hammadi library a number 

of examples of the “pledge” that Theodore talks about. Many of the creation myths, such 

as those in Hypostasis of the Archons depict that there is an aspect of the heavenly order 

within the corrupt body of men. In this variation of the creation myth, Samael, a fallen 

being blind to the “incorruptible,” tries to create men. However, while he can give them a 

rudimentary soul he, and his archons, “could not make him arise because of their 

powerlessness.”29 When “spirit” saw the half-finished man, it “descended and came to 

dwell within him, and that man became a living soul.”30 The creation of mankind comes 

from the acts of a fallen god, but can only be completed when man has had a divine spark 

placed inside him.   Thus, Theodore’s work can be interpreted as speaking in 

28 Rousseau 2007, 151.
29 Hypostatsis of the Archon, (trans. Bentley Layton; The Nag Hammadi Library in English; San Francisco: 
Harper and Row, 1988) 161-169.
30 Hypostasis 1988, 163. 

 



 
 

commonality, rather than in contrast with the Nag Hammadi texts. The texts at Nag 

Hammadi depend, in their dismal view of creation, upon a divine aspect of humanity that 

can be kindled, a divine aspect similar to the “love… rooted in [mankind]” that Theodore 

mentions.

Horsiesios, another of Pachomius’s successors, focuses his interest more sharply 

than his fellow monastic, Theodore, committing much of his writings to a historical view 

of the monastic task. He returns much of the project back to its Old Testament roots, 

dealing heavily with themes of repentance, which “gives life to history in the mind of the 

ascetic.”31 Like his compatriot, he does deal with the subjects of how monks come to 

obtain their particular knowledge, the knowledge that grants them a unique place among 

men. But, unlike Theodore, he uses this knowledge to emphasize the importance of 

history. For Horseisios, knowledge, specifically historical knowledge grants meaning to 

a monk’s action. Specifically, “Repentence… gives life to history in the mind of the 

ascetic.”32 The monk, through knowing the redemptive history of the Pachomian 

tradition, places himself within a narrative of salvation.  He particularly highlights the 

place of Pachomius as a saving figure. Horseisos places Pachomius at the level of Moses, 

writing, “Let us not abandon God’s law, which our father bequeathed to us, receiving it 

from him.”33 This particular iteration of “God’s law” is the Pachomian rule, a strain of 

knowledge that separates the monks from those outside the monastery who do not 

possess this saving knowledge. 

Horsiesios’s belief in knowledge as a vital element of salvation overlaps heavily 

31 Rousseau 2007 153.
32 Rousseau 2007, 153.
33 Liber 46 from Rousseau 2007, 153.

 



 
 

with forms of redemptive revelation that appear in the Nag Hammadi library. These 

similarities appear more starkly in light of his view of ignoring tradition as a dishonor, a 

type of ignorance he refers to as “forgetting.” In order to properly do repentance, a monk 

must know history. Therefore, it follows that forgetting the history of his Pachomian 

tradition prevents a monk from obtaining the salvation that he seeks. Men’s fallen nature 

as a result of forgetting appears throughout the Nag Hammadi library, particularly in the 

Apocalypse of Adam, when Yaldabaoth strips Adam of saving knowledge, causing the 

latter to forget his divine nature.34 

● Historical Evidence

In addition to links consisting of archeological and textual findings, there also 

appears to be a minor historical lead that might provide a tie between when the Nag 

Hammadi texts were buried and the Pachomian monastic movement. The transition 

between Horsiesos and Theodore as leaders of the Pachomian movement was marked by 

a conflict of leadership.35 Some have argued that this crisis might have been one 

concerning ideological differences, indicating that the Pachomians might have been rife 

with sympathizers for the Nag Hammadi’s “heretical” corpus. However, others have 

argued that the crisis was “a crisis of authority and not -- as was claimed at times -- a 

crisis of orthodoxy.”36 Instead it seems the conflict largely arose between the Horsiesios 

and the “ancients,” a group of monastic leaders who also held power in the Pachomian 

rule. The Lives depict these men less than favorable and they likely came into conflict 

with the leader of the Pachomians on more than one occasion during his life. The 

34 Apocalypse of Adam, (trans. George MacRae; The Nag Hammadi Library in English; San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, 1988) 279-286.
35  Veilleux 1986, 2.
36  Veilleux 1986, 3.

 



 
 

succession problem of Horseisios and Theodore seems to be a result of such a conflict. 

While, the point is once again largely circumstantial and inconclusive, it can be 

combined with archeological and textual evidence to provide another window with which 

to assess the possibility of a Pachomian connection.

Even if we assume that the change of leadership did not result from problems in 

the orthodoxy of Theodore, the new leader, the incident still represents the lack of strong 

authority that the central Pachomian leadership had over the numerous monasteries that it 

ostensibly led. By Pachomius’ death in 346, he led nine monasteries of men and two of 

women with a community of what may have been a few thousand monks.37 All of these 

monasteries and people joined the rule over a 15 year and foundations continued, at a 

slower rate, during Theodore’s headship. The logistics of forcing orthodoxy on such a 

large group of monks seem staggering, especially if they did not realize orthodoxy 

required enforcement. With a community of thousands and no strong known efforts to 

force orthodoxy on the monks, a monastery could have maintained a small library of 

ancillary reading without a large conflict about whether it fell under the banner 

of “orthodox,” a banner that might not have been strongly waved within the community. 

The Case against the Connection

Against these arguments for the Pachomian connection, critics have brought a 

variety of counter arguments citing evidence for why such connections are impossible, or 

at least unlikely.  Their criticism can be divided into two categories: archeological and 

textual.

 

37  Veilleux 1986, 3.

 



 
 

 

● Archaological Evidence 

Among the arguments supporting the connection between the Nag Hammadi texts 

and Pachomian monasticism, the argument stemming from the library’s location proves 

to be the weakest. The evidence struggles primarily because it relies heavily on its own 

circumstantial nature. While several Pachomian monasteries stood in the region, many 

other groups called the region home as well, any of which could have buried the texts. 

The Lives, a group of three different biographies, often show Pachomius interacting with 

non-orthodox monastic groups, some of which appear to have been “gnostic” or at least 

represent alternate Christian groups that could have produced the Nag Hammadi library.38 

In such a diverse region, just being located near a monastery does not provide enough 

evidence to conclude that the Nag Hammadi codices are of the monastery. While this 

criticism cannot rule out the possibility of a Pachomian connection, since no evidence 

exists to prove that any other group buried the codices, the point remains that the location 

does not provide evidence for the connection either. 

Further doubt has been cast upon the evidence discovered in the codices’ covers. 

After Barnes reported that he had provided evidence for a Pachomian connection using 

the fragments in the codex covers, J.C. Shelton argued that not only did the covers not 

provide evidence for a Pachomian connection, they actually provided evidence against 

the link!39 The argument stemmed from the fact that all of Barnes’ direct evidence came 

from the covers of Codex VII, while the other codices (I, VI, V, VI, VIII, IX, XI) 

provided only opaque allusions to a monastic origin at best. In fact, some showed 

38 Veilleux 1986, 4.
39 Veilleux 1986, 7.

 



 
 

indications of having been part of old civilian manuscripts and taxation accounts, 

something a monastery might not have had in its possession.

However, while Shelton showed the weakness of the evidence for a Pachomian 

connection in the codex covers, his own assertion of disproving the connection altogether 

also fails to hold up to closer scrutiny. Jon Dechow argued that despite the large nature of 

the figures, the numerical mass does not necessarily point to civilian or military origins. 

In fact, the Pachomian monasteries at this time were at their peak and maintaining a 

coenobitical life for so many monks would have required a vast network of resources, 

perhaps mandating the very sort of expenditures that Shelton had used as evidence 

against the monastic provenience of the covers.40 The Pachomian monasteries were not 

small cloisters of austere monks, living off lichen and other dross, but full functioning 

communities in their own right, and like an small village would have required supplies 

that their own members could not produce.

● Textual Evidence

While the writings of Herseisos and Theodore appear to share thematic 

similarities with the Nag Hammadi corpus, critics argue, quite rightly, that the two 

monks never quote the Nag Hammadi texts, and may not have ever seen them. The two 

writers merely share thematic similarities, similarities that can come merely from 

common religious interest, without implication of contact with the original text, direct or 

otherwise. In this interpretation Vielleux argues that without any sort of reference to 

monks possessing non-orthodox codices the conclusion that Pachomian monks collected 

the Nag Hammadi Library seems untenable.41 While, this conclusion may prove 

40 Veilleux 1986, 8.
41 Veilleux 1986, 13.

 



 
 

correct, “their comparable habits of exegesis and catechesis make it entirely likely that 

the Nag Hammadi documents could have taken their surviving form within Christian 

ascetic society.” 42 Instead of pointing to direct contact between monks and the Nag 

Hammadi library, which cannot be shown from their writings, the two monastic leaders 

indicate that the monks of Pachomius thought about similar ideas, and would have had an 

interest in the codices. This interest allows the monastery to be a potential haven for the 

texts.

Challenges to the link between the Pachomians and the Nag Hammadi depositors 

have also arisen because of the very nature of the Nag Hammadi Library. T. Säve-

Söderbergh argues, that even if scholars assume a certain laxity of Pachomian orthodoxy, 

the Nag Hammadi library still contains texts that would be problematic for even the most 

open minded of monastic thinkers and would have been excluded from any collection of 

texts, even non-canonized ones.43 Some of the books within the library “contain 

explicitly pagan elements…[and] there are gnostic doctrines in other books that are so 

clearly in opposition to Christian monastic ascesis, their discipline, that it is difficult to 

imagine Christian monks using them for spiritual reading.”44 Such scholars find it hard to 

imagine the Nag Hammadi corpus being maintained in a Christian monastery. From that 

difficulty the conclusion must follow that the monks did not compile the texts. Instead, 

some other community must have gathered the text, a less orthodox, possibly pagan 

group who would have found the texts less troubling.

While critics of the connection between the Pachomian monks and the Nag 

42 Rousseau 2007 157.
43 T. Säve-Söderbergh, "The Pagan Elements in Early Christianity and Gnosticism" in Colloque International 
Sur Les Textes De Nag Hammadi, (Quebec: les Presses de L’Universite Laval, 1981) 75-78.
44 Veilleux 1986, 12.

 



 
 

Hammadi library prove that any possible connection remains a matter of possibility 

rather than certainty, the possibility still demands further exploration. With the category 

of “gnosticism” proving fruitless as a way for scholars to understand the nature and 

meaning behind the Nag Hammadi library, we cannot afford to ignore any possible link 

towards a better understanding of the Nag Hammdi corpus, as long as it remains within 

the view of reason. The case connecting the Nag Hammadi library to the Pachomian 

monastery has sufficient strength to bear a deeper textual analysis. As a result, scholars 

must attempt a more precise examination of the connection, and how it might provide 

scholars with deeper insights into the texts of the Nag Hammadi library. To do this I will 

take the Pachomian connection that I have here supported and use it to analyze two texts 

within the Nag Hammadi corpus. By doing so, I will not only show why the Pachomian 

connection is a necessary assumption for proper interpretation of the text but how it gives 

scholars new perspectives on the texts.

 



 
 

Chapter 2

The Teachings of Silvanus

Having established the rationale for using the Pachomian monastery as a frame 

of reference for analyzing the works of the Nag Hammadi corpus, it now remains to 

show that using the Pachomian perspective provides scholars with an advantage over 

using a more intangible “Gnostic” viewpoint. In order to show the superior nature 

of the Pachomian position, this chapter shows how it provides us real benefits when 

reading actual texts from the Nag Hammadi corpus. By seeing the texts in the light of the 

Pachomian monastery, we find that many difficulties, contradictions, and odd wordings 

within the texts make more sense. Likewise, without the frame of reference we are at 

a loss for grounding our interpretations of the text. In order to prove the poignancy of 

this methodology this chapter and the one following will engage in case studies of two 

texts from the Nag Hammadi codices and examine the ways in which the methodology 

interacts with the particular problems that each treatise brings up for scholars. First, 

this chapter will look at The Teachings of Silvanus (hereafter Teach. Silv.),one of the 

tractates within the seventh book of the Nag Hammadi corpus. Looking at the text will 

demonstrate that many of the eccentricities of the work would not only make perfect 

sense within the context of the Pachomian monastery, but that many are dependent upon 

the kinds of theological tensions within the monastic experiment.

This chapter, and the one following, will use direct textual analysis as the primary 

mode of study, supported by the contextual writings of Rousseau, Goehring, and others 

to create a frame of reference for analyzing the work. It will study the textual readings in 

light of various socio-economic changes that occurred during the period before the burial 

 



 
 

of the Nag Hammadi codices to try and establish a better idea of the world in which the 

community that buried them lived. In particular, it will consider the ways in which the 

communities interacted with villages and people around them and how this interaction 

caused tensions within the movement to which the Nag Hammadi library attests. The 

chapter will also use other materials produced by the Pachomian monasteries, specifically 

material from Theodore, to help breakdown and analyze the Teach. Silv., a neglected text 

from the Nag Hammadi library. Further, it is the goal of the chapter to show the benefits 

of viewing the Teach. Silv. as coming from a certain kind of community: Pachomian. 

As a result, the chapter will assume the Pachomian provenance that the previous chapter 

defended. 

Looking at a portion of the text shows the author’s familiarity with multiple 

schools of ancient thought and theology:

Understand that you have come into being from three races: from the 

earth, from the formed and from the created. The body has come into 

being from the earth with an earthly substance, but the formed, for the 

sake of the soul, has come into being from the thought of the Divine. The 

created, however, is the mind, which has come into being in conformity 

with the image of God.45

We can see certain elements showing through in the above passage that alludes to the 

syncretistic leanings of the writer, particularly when it links the creation of the soul 

with Genesis. Teach. Silv. originates from the cultural intermixing, during the late 

Roman Empire, of “biblical and late Jewish ideas with Middle Platonic and late Stoic 

45 The Teachings of Silvanus (trans. Malcolm E. Peel and Jan Zandee Nag Hammadi Library in English; San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988)  92:15-25.

 



 
 

anthropological, ethical and theological concepts.”46 The passage links the thinking 

part of the human triad from Platonic ideology and links it with the humanity that God 

created in his own image according to Genesis. The way the Nag Hammadi authors 

unified divergent threads and traditions towards a common philosophical end provides 

one of the most fascinating aspect of the library. Despite its indebtedness to other 

systems, Teach. Silv. focuses heavily upon the individual, and its emphasis on self-

reliance that passes into eremitical as it calls on those who read to “not trust anyone as 

a friend…” is all its own.47 Like many texts within the Nag Hammadi library, Teach. 

Silv. puts an emphasis on the difference between hidden and revealed knowledge, though 

admittedly the disjunction is brought up less often, and softened, especially in the context 

of interpersonal transmission. The book talks less about a disjunction of the few who 

can receive the knowledge and the many who cannot, instead focusing more on the 

individual looking within himself for knowledge and submitting to what the author refers 

to as “reason.” Rational principle has a moral quality in the text. Consideration of a 

Pachomian connection reveals these moral principles more clearly. 

Teach. Silv. follows in the tradition of other apocryphal pseudepigraphy in that it 

purports authorship by a notable early Christian figure. Multiple famous Christians 

named Silvanus lived during the early Christian period, any of which the work could be 

trying to reference. However, their dates of activity and the fact that their teachings do 

not match coherently with the text seem to rule out any actual link between them and the 

46Malcolm L. Peel and Jan Zandee, “Teaching of Silvanus (VII, 4),” in The Nag Hammadi Library in English 
(ed. James M. Robinson, Richard Smith and Coptic Gnostic Library Project. San Francisco: Harper & Row, 
1988) 379.
47  Teach. Silv.  97:30-31.

 



 
 

text that bears their name.48 While the physical text and the cartonnage that binds it seem 

to have been buried around the third quarter of the fourth century, Malcolm Peel and Jan 

Zandee posit that the presence within the text of Christ’s “Descent into Hell” as well 

as “the affinities of the texts ‘Logos’ and ‘ Wisdom’ Christology” serve to date the 

composition to sometime during the late second or early third century.49 Beyond the 

internal evidence in the text, our only other means of dating the work comes from the 

physical evidence of the codex itself. The cartonnage, a binding that holds the papyri 

often made from old discarded manuscripts, contains dates that point toward the later part 

of the fourth century as the time when the manuscripts were bound in their current form.50

The Teach. Silv. follows the Apocalypse of Peter in the seventh codex of the Nag 

Hammadi library, a short revelation given to Peter by Jesus, and presents a series of 

teachings from an informed source (presumably Silvanus) to a disciple. These teachings 

take the form of lessons about how one should relate to the world as well as how one 

should relate to God. Initially the book focuses on the individual guarding himself 

against the world: “guard all your gates with torches which are the words” and to trust 

only one’s self since otherwise they “will become like a city which is desolate since it 

has been captured.”51 This theme of guarding oneself against various dangers continues 

throughout the first major portion of the work.  Among the dangers are forgetting, others, 

48 Peel and Zandee 1988, 380.
49 Peel and Zandee 1988, 380. For a more thorough exploration I would point those with the linguistic 
abilities to read Yvonne Jenssens’ Les Lecons de Silvanus 1983. However, no English translation currently 
exists for the text so those who cannot read French will have to rely on the authorship of Peel and 
Zandee. See also Birger A. Pearson, “Christians and Jews in First-Century Alexandria,” in The Harvard 
Theological Review 79 (1986) 206-216
50 Peel and Zandee 1988, 380.
51 Teach. Silv. 85:3-10 .

 



 
 

fear, speaking about mysteries, and animalism as well as others.52 Of these, the threat of 

others will prove important for understanding this work within the context of a 

Pachomian monastery. 

Teach. Silv.  talks about how only through Christ can the divine nature of the soul 

find succor in a world that has previously been shown as full of dangers that would drag 

the soul into the maws of “beasts.” Christ seems to function in the work as a bridge 

allowing mortals to cross from the depraved mortal world to a transcendent God. In order 

for the individual to go towards the God that transcends this world completely, one must 

first know Christ. For “he (Christ)… became like god, not in order that he might bring 

God down to man, but that man might become like God.”53 The text sees Christ as very 

much in the mode of a redeemer who elevates men and allows them to come to know a 

god they otherwise would not be able to comprehend. 

 

I. Themes of Mistrust

Looking at the text as a whole, its mistrust of the social process stands as one 

of the most unique aspects of the text. The author implies that even if one associates 

with the most well-intentioned of individuals they will only lead the person astray, 

since “whenever they think that they have become a reliable friend, then they will 

deceitfully turn against you, and cast you down into the mire.”54 It is important to note 

that the friend acts “deceitfully” while simultaneously thinking “they have become a 

reliable friend,” indicating that the act of being a good friend still causes harm. As such, 

52 Teach. Silv.  in order:  forgetting, 88; others, 97-98; fear, 88; speaking about mysteries, 97; and 
animalism, 93.
53 Teach. Silv.  111:8-13.
54 Teach. Silv. 97:25-30.

 



 
 

the fact that person has good intentions does not prevent him or her from, unknowingly, 

leading another astray. While such a distrust of human social relations might seem 

somewhat natural in an eremitical text, it stands in contrast to the actual coenobitical 

movements within Egypt at the time of the texts composition, as well at the time of its 

burial.  Movements of religiously-guided individuals, forming distinct communities, 

continued to maintain a certain degree of contact and engagement with the world outside 

their walls. 

Paul Rousseau provides a detailed overview of the nature of Egyptian religious 

life during the later Roman Period, a brief summary of the key points will suffice to 

explain why the degree of isolationism within the text is so strange.55The Severan 

Reforms of 199 or 200 and the Diocletian reforms in the years from 295-298 led to a 

growing sense of unity within Egypt, especially within the city and between the city and 

its surrounding villages. They managed this by putting increased power into the hands of 

councils that ruled the cities of Egypt and the surrounding country side. These reforms 

resulted in an increasing sense of community between the cities and the countryside, 

where the monasteries were located. Even before this increase in unity, those desiring a 

religious life were not motivated to secede radically from social life, but instead to 

organize into communities that withdrew “from the city in a measured and responsible 

way.”56 The first group that sources attest to, the therapeutai, redistributed property 

amongst themselves and met once a week to discuss topics of theological import to the 

55 Rousseau Pachomius 1985 1-36. I use his study of the social climate of Egypt at the time of Pachomius 
as the basic grounding for my understanding of the environment of the monastery. While Rousseau’s 
conclusions about Pachomius himself are in some doubt today, his summary of the state of Egypt during 
the period remains a respected model. In the words of Rebecca Kraweic “it is a necessity for any historian 
of monasticism or early Christianity,” (From her review in Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 2002, 306-308).
56 Rousseau 1985, 14.

 



 
 

group. This group, associated with Philo, a Jewish writer from the first century, also 

viewed the religious life as needing a renewed association with like-minded individuals. 

As a result they redistributed their property and lived collectively but they never 

completely isolated themselves from the city. The Catechetical School in Alexandria, 

which Eusebius falsely viewed as the next link in the developing monastic chain from 

Philo to Pachomius, appeared later. While not actually linked to the therapeutai, this 

group had a similarly non-reclusive agenda. According to Eusebius, they emphasized “a 

creed of duty to the state and society.” 57 During Pachomius’ lifetime living within a 

community remained an important touchstone that different groups in Egypt would 

independently revisit.

The belief that the monastery divorced itself from the world of the town and the 

common people roots itself more in the writings of those trying to edify rather than those 

trying to educate. In particular, Pachomius’s Vitas, the primary sources concerning the 

details of Pachomius’ life, deviate from the accounts left behind by secular authorities of 

the time and the archeological evidence that remains. Goehring expands on Rousseau’s 

early research and compares the evidence left by secular authorities against those left 

behind by religiously motivated writers. For instance, a key part of the narrative of 

Pachomius centers on his vision at Tabennese. While gathering wood near a deserted 

village (κώμην τινα, έρημον ουσα) he received a revelation that told him to build a 

monastery near the shores of the Nile. The problem lies in the fact that archeological 

evidence attests to a continued Roman presence in the town during the period 

surrounding Pachomius’ life. This seems to cast doubt on the village being deserted as 

57 Eusiebius HE 5.10 cited in Rousseau 1985, 15.

 



 
 

the text claims.58  

The theme behind the bending of the truth in the Vitas often focuses on 

sharpening the religious message of the text, in particular emphasizing the symbolism 

behind the movement towards the desert. The common narrative that later writers give 

Pachomius’ life is that of a rejection and moving from society, αναχώρησις (withdraw) in 

the literature. By extension, they also place this burden of meaning upon his early 

followers as well. But, as the story above admits, Pachomius built his monastery in or 

near a town within the arable land surrounding the Nile.59 The monks of the time appear 

in secular literature of the time. In fact, the earliest known use of the term μοναχός, from 

which we get the term “monk,” comes from a papyrus petition about a conflict regarding 

ownership of a cow. The monk, a man named Isaac, intervened in the dispute to resolve 

the problem.60 While, it would be presumptuous to assume that all monks involved 

themselves so closely with the pedestrian matters of cows, it seems unlikely that monks 

divorced themselves from society in the way presented in the Vita. Instead, the monks 

lived close to towns, traded with towns, and while they may have retreated to their own 

cells when the day was done, their experience very much included social and economical 

elements.  

Looking at the text from the perspective of a Pachomian monastery however, we 

can begin to explain why the text would seem so out of place within Egyptian religious 

climate. The explanations are two-fold. The first follows from the fact that while the 

monastery incorporated several individuals towards a common goal, they moved toward 

58 Goehring 1999, 46.
59 Goehring 1999, 45.
60 Goehring 1999, 44.

 



 
 

their own individual betterment, religiously speaking. While monastic life implied that 

the participants believed in the validity of a communal enterprise, notions of “self-

sufficiency” remained important in the Egyptian ethic in the same Catechetical School 

that championed “duty to the state.”61  From the information scholars possess the 

Pachomian monks participated in the emphasizing of the self as the ultimate goal of the 

monastic enterprise. While each monk needed to work within his community, each 

possessed his own cell and no one could enter the cell without permission. Pachomius 

emphasized the knowledge of one’s own capacities as a vital part of one’s religious life. 

The primary biography of his life, the Vita Prima, quotes him as saying that each monk 

must “carry the cross according to his capacity.”62 He seems to mean both that the monk 

should not attempt to do more than he can and he should not allow himself to do less than 

he should. 

The author of Teach. Silv. dicusses issues about the individual’s knowledge of 

self elsewhere in the text but changes the focus to show why an individual must rely on 

himself and on God to come to understandings about the world rather than using the 

advice of others. This stems from an apparent mistrust of socialization as a means for 

religious edification. While this mistrust would seem to derive from paranoia of ignorant 

people trying to deceive the audience of Teach. Silv. and lead them away from a singular 

path of salvation that each person must follow, the reality is that the mistrust stems from 

the belief that each individual has a unique “measure of salvation” that they need use and 

only they can access.63 The author of the Teach. Silv. writes that “each one is seeking his 

61 Rousseau 1985, 16.
62 Vita Prima 74.
63 Vita Prima 75.

 



 
 

own advantage.”64 This can be interpreted pessimistically as implying that each person 

looks out for only himself and does not care for the plight of others.  Within a Pachomian 

context the phrase actually means that each person can only seek his own advantage 

because his form of salvation cannot serve for the salvation of another. Each individual 

has his own path to walk, which comes from the individual’s “divine nature” that only he 

possesses.65

An alternate way of decoding the text involves looking at the Teach. Silv. in a 

more complex way than as a single unbroken block of theological ideas. Rather than a 

complete and monolithic text, Teach. Silv. can be seen as a work that evolved during the 

time it spent within the Pachomian monastery in hands of monastic editors and scribes. 

While some ideas hint at later developments in Coptic thought, Teach. Silv. comes from 

the late second to early third century. This coincides with only the very earliest parts of 

the Severan reforms and predates the Diocletian reforms altogether, both of which 

worked to increase the communication and overlap between the cities and their 

dependent countryside villages. Combined with the fact that scholars cannot prove that 

the text originated in Egypt, and the possibility that an outlier among the newly civic-

minded Egyptians wrote the tractate, it becomes impossible to assert that text is anything 

but honest when it asserts that “everyone proceeds deceitfully.”66 The strength of its 

language when talking about the deceits others will put one through cannot be so easily 

explained as merely an allegory for how one cannot use the advice from others since their 

path to salvation remains different from him. Instead, an earnest disdain permeates the 

64 Teach. Silv. 98:4-5.
65 Teach. Silv. 90:30.
66 Teach. Silv. 98:10-11.

 



 
 

text when it recommends “do not trust anyone as a friend.”  Nevertheless, the presence of 

the text within a later corpus, like Nag Hammadi, still remains to be explained, because if 

it contradicts the prevailing civic mindset of the time it begs the question of why it 

continued to be transmitted and how this transmission occurred.

The solution comes from the understanding that the text carried on from its 

original composition to its burial in the care of the Pachomian monks and their 

predecessors. The text oscillates between the extreme clarity of its distrust in some 

passages and oddly wishy-washy view of friends a sentence or two later. A paragraph 

before it declares “do not trust anyone as a friend” it also states to “have a great number 

of friends, but not counselors.”67 If we look at the text purely from a vague “gnostic” 

perspective, it’s impossible to come up with an adequate explanation for why the text 

bears these contradictory statements because “gnostic” is a term that doesn’t refer to any 

group with clearly defined goals and motivations. Instead, we are left with notions of a 

group that might have distrusted outsider because they might have had a clear distinction 

between the in group possessing knowledge and the others who did not. However, the 

Pachomians did possess clearly defined goals. The Pachomians attempted to bring 

together religiously inclined individuals into a working agricultural community. Indeed, 

the economic aspect of the monasteries at this time remains woefully understressed, in 

both Pachomian and especially Nag Hammadi scholarship. In many cases joining a 

monastery “was not to abandon society but to transfer one’s allegiance… from one rural 

community to another.”68 With this in mind, a farming community that sought to be 

viable could not encourage its members to be distrustful of one another, regardless of 

67 Teach. Silv. 97:18-19.
68 H. Henne Akten des VIII. internationalen Knogress fur Papyrologie, 59-66 from Rousseau 1985, 13.

 



 
 

theological motivations it might have towards a salvation brought about by self-

reflection. 

As a result, the language would have been softened as the monks passed it down 

through the library. In this case the portions where the text wavers in its assertion of 

complete focus on the council of man-and-god to the exclusion of all else results from the 

attempts of the Pachomians to soften the language, either deliberately or not. However, 

the Pachomian focus on the individual’s path of salvation, mentioned earlier, would still 

have inspired them to incorporate and maintain Teach. Silv. in their libraries.  This 

interpretation serves scholars better than the previous because it incorporates more of the 

text and helps explain a problem within the text rather than ignoring it. It actually solves 

a problem that otherwise would prove difficult, the fact that the Pachomian monastery is 

germane to the explanation gives credence to the use of the Pachomian frame of 

reference for the interpretation of Nag Hammadi texts. 

II. Issues of Body in the Teach. Silv.

The issues of body-mind duality in the Teach. Silv. also require an exploration. 

The text mixes its language ambiguously, associating the “fleshy” with “animal nature” 

and with “evil wild beasts.”69 However, the attacks never go so far as to assert that the 

body is a fallen principle and the result of a fallen god’s error as other Nag Hammadi 

texts do. The text reminds the reader “know your birth… The body has come into being 

from the earth with an earthly substance but the formed, for the sake of the soul, has 

come into being from the thought of the Divine.”70 The book further goes on to say the 

divine soul “shares partly in the flesh” meaning that the disjunction between mind and 

69 Teach. Silv.  85-93.
70 Teach. Silv. 92:11-23.

 



 
 

body cannot be decisively made to separate the mind and body into two groups.71  

Within the context of a religious farming community like the Pachomian 

monastery this uneasy mixture of ideas about flesh makes a great deal of sense. The 

monasteries before the advent of patronage depended on the labor of the monks to 

maintain themselves. Each monk worked, on the monastery’s lands to their own capacity 

and in this regard a healthy body and an equally healthy relationship with it would have 

been essential. The monks of a Pachomian monastery were expected to perform a variety 

of tasks with skills involving tailoring, metalworking, carpentry, cameldriving, and 

fulling.72 Further the monks participated heavily in agriculture with many monks acting 

as herds and plowmen.73 As an institution that derived its survival from the labor of its 

member’s bodies, it seems unlikely that Pachomians would be disposed to doceticism. 

Complete doceticism and disavowal of the body would have weakened the labor force of 

a monastic community and made it unworkable as the monks could not muster energy 

after long fasts or similar austerities. 

It should not surprise anyone to know that Pachomius, founder of institutions 

which worked both the spirit as well as the flesh, believed that a healthy body and a 

healthy soul did not exist apart. As mentioned, each monk needed to remain fit in order 

to complete the various tasks that the monastery would ask of him. No monk could avoid 

labor as the chores were rotated amongst the various houses that subdivided the 

Pachomian monastery.74 Likewise, if Pachomians linked healthy bodies with healthy 

souls, then “men who persistently betrayed an inner discontent were to be regarded as 

71 Teach. Silv. 93:30.
72 Palladius, Historia Lausiaca, 32.9, ed. C. Butler 1967.
73 Rousseau 1988, 83.
74 Rousseau 1985, 81-82.

 



 
 

physically sick.”75 It would follow then that a text from their library would provide 

support for the unity of body and soul, while still allowing that the body was not a good 

in itself. Teach. Silv. encourages the interpretation of the soul as partially flesh, drawing 

heavily upon the Platonic vision of the tripartite soul and calling for a “worthy 

austerity.”76 Again, the specific context of the Pachomian monastery, due to its mixture 

of religious and economical concerns, provides an essential frame of reference for the 

interpretation of Teach. Silv.

III. Problems of Grace

Notions of Grace have been a theme throughout Christian writing into the modern 

period as the matter of whom God saves constantly comes into question. The Teach. Silv. 

shares in this interest in salvation and how the agency of both the person and God 

interact in the salvation of any given individual. As has been previously established, the 

text focuses heavily on the salvation of the individual through a “divine nature,” 

however, the book does not evenly and precisely articulate how this spark works and 

whether it actually can result in grace. However, by using the Pachomian perspective and 

Theodore’s writings on the subject, the confusing treatment in Teach. Silv.  becomes 

much clearer. 

As mentioned in the introduction to the text, Teach. Silv. focus heavily on all the 

different possible problems that the soul can encounter that would lead it astray. It spends 

many words going over not only how the soul can fall to these threats, but also the 

resulting chaos that this puts the soul into. It talks of the foolish man who “crowns 

himself with ignorance and takes his seat upon a throne of [nescience]… [and] he leads 

75 Rousseau 1985, 126.
76 Teach. Silv 87:26.

 



 
 

only himself astray… he swims with the desires of life and has sunk.”77 From the 

description it would appear that an individual who does not follow the teachings within 

the tractate can indeed find himself in a position that would prevent him from knowing 

God. Further, not only can an individual fall astray, but this ignorance can also prevent 

the person from obtaining salvation. The text strongly associates knowledge and reason 

with salvation, claiming the balancing of the three components of the self (the body, the 

soul, and the mind) as vital towards salvation. It describes that to “cast out of yourself the 

substance of the mind” results in the individual becoming “fleshy.”78  The fleshiness of 

the mindless person immediately finds itself reemphasized in the assertion two sentences 

later that “God is the spiritual one. Man has taken shape from the substance of God.”79 

The text implies that to allow oneself to fall into ignorance and internal discord actively 

distances one from God and one’s true nature as a divine soul. This makes sense, since 

the text tries to teach and thus would need to prove that learning actually serves a benefit, 

if one could know God without following its prescriptions the composition would have 

no point.

So, it would appear that the text grants each person a divine nature but salvation 

requires that they not only protect this spark but cultivate it. However, other portions of 

the text seem to belie this construction. These portions of Teach. Silv. seem to point 

toward the belief in universal salvation. The tractate describes an entity referred to 

as “the Life of Heaven” and says that it “wishes to renew all.”80 It then goes on to 

mention that Christ “being judge of the contest is he who crowned every one, teaching 

77 Teach. Silv. 89-90.
78 Teach. Silv 93.
79 Teach. Silv. 93.
80 Teach. Silv. 112.

 



 
 

every one to contend.”81 This “contest” refers to a vague process by which individuals 

demonstrate their desire for salvation. The fact that all are crowned seems to imply that 

Christ redeems everyone regardless of their relative ignorance or behavior as long as they 

pursue salvation.

Theodore’s concepts of salvation and hidden knowledge perform a great service 

to our analysis because they address almost all the same problems as the text. The act of 

becoming a Pachomian monk entails a problem that the writer of Teach. Silv. seems to be 

aware of: desiring a strict form religious life while still engaging a broad community. The 

Pachomian monks joined the monasteries in order to practice a more religiously fulfilling 

life in a community, but Theodore realizes that if doing so is a necessary part of salvation 

then all other Christians cannot obtain salvation. In order to fix this problem, he puts 

forward the “fragrance of obedience” mentioned in chapter 1.82 The “fragrance” seems to 

be referring to faith that those who cannot come into direct knowledge of God must use 

in their day to day life. This concept is contrasted with the “glory that has been revealed 

to us,” a knowledge of God that only those who follow the ascetic lifestyle can obtain. 83 

The “fragrance of obedience” is Theodore’s way of allowing for the salvation of those 

who do not participate in the monastic process. God grants them salvation through their 

faith rather than through their knowledge, while monks know God directly and thus not 

only obtain salvation but have the pleasure of a contact with God during their mortal 

lives.

This solution seems to be exactly what Teach. Silv tries to do. It grants that the 

81 Teach. Silv. 112.
82 Catchesis 3.30.
83 Rousseau 2007.

 



 
 

individual who acts morally and knows how to properly hold off temptation both has 

salvation and lives a more spiritual life, since he keeps the three components of the 

self in proper balance. Nevertheless, when it comes to the contest where Christ crowns 

individuals with knowledge and salvation, all that anyone must do is participate. As 

long as the individual “[wishes] to contend well” than Christ will save them.84 This 

allows Teach. Silv.  to propose a strict moralistic system of salvation without necessarily 

ostracizing itself from a larger community.

From this case story we discover a theme within Teach. Silv. that we must watch 

as we move forward to the second study. Specifically, throughout the work the theme of 

community, both within and outside the monastery has come up. The topic of mistrust in 

the text touches on the interpersonal dealings of monks both with their companions and 

outsiders. In the pursuit of self-knowledge, the monk must curtail the depth of his contact 

with others but cannot wholly divorce himself from others. He interacts with others, but 

his eremitical quest lies wholly in his own power and his own inner life. In dealing with 

themes of the body, the community of the monastery helps to explain the wishy-washy 

nature of the text towards the flesh, specifically with its focus on work ethic and 

communal labor. Finally, when confronted with the issue of grace, the text navigates the 

tensions that exist between the monastery and the large, non-monastic Christian 

community of the village. In each instance the monk does not exile himself but remains 

in the real world of the community, both within the monastery and without. These themes 

would have remained invisible to a reading that did not benefit from having the 

Pachomian monastery to act as a frame of reference. Without it forming a baseline 

84 Teach. Silv 112:18-19.

 



 
 

knowledge of the community that read and carried on the texts, this theme of community 

could not have been seen in the same poignancy.  

 



 
 

Chapter 3

Authoritative Teaching

The Teach. Silv.  provided a strong case for how reading the Nag Hammadi codices as 

Pachomian texts helps to solve certain problems within the text. Nevertheless, it has the problem 

of only possessing a few themes that would fall into the modern description of “gnostic.” It does 

not convey the religious elitism and the fallen god that most “gnostic” works include. It would 

be remiss of me not to include a selection that represents what scholars consider an example of a 

fully developed “gnostic” work. What I mean is that I need to look at a work that more strongly 

emphasizes the spiritual elitism that belief in gnosis often led to, the emphasis on knowledge 

over faith, and the fallen god that deceives mortals.  In order to prove that looking at the text as 

Pachomian can account for the types of theology and ethics most associated with “gnosticism,” 

this chapter will look at a tractate heavily infused with the elitist, ascetic ideas, fleshy imagery, 

and descent narrative that scholars often invoke. For this endeavor, this chapter will focus on the 

Authoritative Teachings, hereafter referred to as Auth. Teach., a text within the sixth codex of 

the Nag Hammadi library. By analyzing the themes and nuances within the text, this chapter will 

show that the text not only contains themes that lend themselves towards being interpreted within 

a monastic context but also presents problematic passages that can only be explained by assuming 

a Pachomian provenance. 

After spending some time introducing the Auth. Teach. this chapter will go over the two 

halves of the dichotomy that makes up the driving motif of the text: the disdain for the outsiders 

whom the text deems not only ignorant, but serpents that offer the false fruit to lead the soul 

astray, and the sense of kinship between the author and members of his community. First, this 

chapter will focus on the nature of the in-group and the ethical conduct the text tries to lay out. 

 



 
 

This half of the dichotomy will allow us to understand what type of community the author wrote 

for and why understanding this community as Pachomian benefits our reading of the text. Then 

the chapter will analyze those that the text views as outside the community and why. This will 

both answer how Pachomius helps to interpret the text and expose some of the problems that 

come from assuming a Pachomian provenance. 

As mentioned above, the Auth. Teach. appears in the sixth codex, immediately following 

The Thunder: Perfect Mind.85 It contrasts with that preceding text by being prose rather than 

poetry. The Auth. Teach. carries themes of ignorance and knowledge and proper conduct from the 

The Thunder: Perfect Mind voicing them more explicitly:

  

But the soul – she who tasted these things – realized that sweet passions are 

transitory. She had learned about evil: she went away from them and she entered 

into a new conduct. Afterwards she despises this life, because it is transitory… 

she learns about her light, as she goes about stripping off this world, while her 

true garment clothes her within…86

 

These ideas about conduct will prove central to Auth. Teach. and necessary for a full 

interpretation of the text. Further, this conduct will lead the monk towards behavior, specifically 

behavior with a community, harkening back to the salient theme of Teach. Silv. In this respect 

the Auth. Teach. represents a motif present in a number of works throughout the Nag Hammadi 

codex, like the aforementioned The Thunder: Perfect Mind and the Teach. Silv.

85  The Thunder: Perfect Mind (Trans. George MacRae, Nag Hammadi Library in English; San Francisco: 
Harper & Row 1988) 295-303.
86 Auth. Teach. 31:24-32:6.

 



 
 

The text begins with a series of lacunae, holes in the papyrus that scholars cannot 

translate. Some scholars have hypothesized that the sectioned contained the “typical gnostic 

cosmogonic myth” but the parts scholars do have provide little information. Certainly, they do 

not possess enough for anything more than conjecture and guesswork.87 Following these early 

gaps, the text introduces the reader to the principal character of the text: the soul. The text splits 

its structure between the narrative of the soul and the writer talking to the reader. The writer tells 

the story of the soul in the world, using its mistakes to provide teaching points to the reader 

which he discusses directly with the audience. This narrator emphasizes the collusion he has with 

his reader by often speaking in the first person plural, clearly linking himself and his reader in the 

same in-group.

The author tells the story of the soul as one of decline, salvation, and redemption. The 

work begins with the soul in a state of imperfection, having been twisted by “proud passions” of 

the “outsiders” that turn her toward prostitution.88 The text, like others within the Nag Hammadi 

corpus, links this fallen state with ignorance and sexual sin, recalling that “having left knowledge 

behind, she fell into bestiality.”89 The soul must purge itself of these sins of ignorance and sexual 

passion before she can be redeemed. The text then moves on to outline how the soul, “learns 

about her light” and then “her bridal clothing is placed upon her in beauty of mind.”90 The soul 

having regained her lost knowledge and the chastity of her bridal vestments, the story of the soul 

concludes.

But the text does not. Auth. Teach. continues for a few paragraphs, in a tirade berating 

those who “are more wicked than the pagans.”91 Scholars have puzzled over this passage as it 

87 George MacRae, “Authoritative Teaching” in Nag Hammadi Library in English ( ed. James M. Robinson, 
Richard Smith, and Coptic Gnostic Library Project; San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988) 304.
88 Auth. Teach. 23:30-31.
89 Auth. Teach. 24:20-22.
90 Auth. Teach. 32:2-8.
91 Auth. Teach. 33:10-11.

 



 
 

provides, in the words of MacRae, “a clue, though a veiled one, to be sure, to [Auth. Teach.]’s 

origin.”92 It’s a temptation of scholars to see this portion of the text as a polemic of Christians 

against Jews for not listening to message preached to them, or a message from “gnostic” 

Christians to other followers of Jesus who follow Christ through faith rather than gnosis. 

However, as with the lacunae at the text’s beginning, there just isn’t enough information to create 

a clear picture of the author’s intent. All that can be posited with certainty is that the author felt 

threatened by a group similar enough to his own that it clearly could not be called “pagan,” but 

who differed enough that it actively threatened the religious well-being of his audience. The 

author feels these “sons of the devil” threaten his readers because “if they find someone else who 

asks about his salvation, their hardness of heart sets to work upon that man. And if he does not 

stop asking they kill him by their cruelty.”93 It seems to imply that this outside group’s hardness 

of heart infects the individual and causes him to die in a spiritual sense. Clearly, the author lives 

in a period where boundaries between groups are in the process of being drawn and he feels it 

necessary to draw a distinction between those in his group who truly follow the way and those 

who have only a glimmer of the truth but fail to fully understand it.

 

I. The “Storehouse” and “Conduct”

The Auth. Teach. makes many allusions to an isolated and protected way of living 

that the soul must live in order to redeem itself after becoming trapped in the sinful 

world. The day-to-day affairs and pleasures of the world are set up as the bait by “the 

adversary… lying in wait for us like a fisherman.”94 Like the Teach. Silv. the text sets up 

the world as filled with dangers to ensnare those who are not properly prepared, though 

92 MacRae 1988 304.
93 Auth. Teach. 33:16-23.
94 Auth. Teach. 30:6-8.

 



 
 

unlike Teach. Silv. this particular tractate places all these temptations under the auspices 

of an adversarial figure. In order to escape the “nets” that the “fisherman” has left to 

capture it, the soul must “[enter] into a new conduct.” In entering into this conduct she 

leaves behind her body and returns it to those who gave it to her, those who wanted to 

make it a prison to ensnare her.

But what can scholars discern about this conduct other than that its obtainment is 

a necessary step towards escaping the traps of the flesh and transcending reality? The 

Auth. Teach. provides us some clues that we can interpret to better understand 

this “conduct.” Early in the text the author mentions that the “pure seed is kept safe in 

storehouses that are secure.”95 In this passage he’s referring to keeping the wheat away 

from the chaff to avoid it being corrupted. While it is possible that the text merely refers 

to monitoring the mind, it seems to also be layering on to this an additional meaning of 

keeping the individual isolated from temptations in general. Not only must the individual 

keep his thoughts free of ill-influence but he must limit his contact with the temptations 

of daily life. This flows right into the interpretation that would have been attributed to the 

text by the monks of a Pachomian monastery. The monastery would have kept the monk 

predominately in the company of like-minded individuals and limited, though not 

completely excised, his interaction with the world at large. 

The text re-emphasizes this interpretation when it compares the in-group of the 

readers with the out-group of those who “work at their business.”96 Reminding its 

audience about how they “go about in hunger and in thirst” Auth. Teach. points to their 

self-imposed isolation in “our dwelling-place, the place which our conduct and our 

95 Auth. Teach. 25:24-27.
96 Auth. Teach. 27.13.

 



 
 

conscience look toward.”97 Again this time the text points to a dwelling place that lies 

separate from the outsiders who “malign us… and curse us.” 

This same section also talks about how they “go about in hunger and in thirst” 

however, if we continue to assume a Pachomian provenance, it must be noted that these 

are not references to intentional asceticism to discomfort the body. Instead they should be 

interpreted as drawing a line between the austere (but not extreme) life of the monastery 

and pleasures of the intemperate life.  Scholars must interpret the section in such a way 

because, as mentioned in chapter 2, the Pachomian monastery mixed religious 

observance with a strong work ethic, particularly agricultural work in the early years.  

Further Pachomius linked a healthy soul with a healthy body and thus it is highly 

unlikely that the austerities of monastic life would have gone to the point of depriving the 

body of necessary food and water.98

On the subject of Pachomian mixing of religion with agriculutural labor, the 

texts’ code of conduct seems to point specifically to the Pachomian system, or one just 

like it, when it outlines all the ill thoughts that the adversary injects into the person to 

weaken them.  It details how: 

 

…he injects a pain into your heart until you have heartache on account of 

a small thing of this life… afterwards (he injects) desire of a tunic so you 

will pride yourself in it, and love of money pride, vanity, envy that rivals 

another envy, beauty of body, fraudulence. The greatest of all these are 

97 Auth. Teach. 27.14-18.
98 Rousseau 1985 82.

 



 
 

ignorance and ease.99

 

The Auth. Teach. seems to be making an explicit reference to the exact kind of religio-

economic system that the Pachomian monastery was based on, a mixture of religious 

betterment and personal labor. The fact that the tractate makes ignorance and sloth the 

two most evil temptations that the adversary gives the soul speaks directly to this fact. 

The sin of ignorance here refers to a sin of ignorance in a religious sense, since the text 

refers to ignorance versus knowledge of “the Inscrutable one.” Ignorance is linked to 

losing this knowledge of one’s proper place and conduct, since the soul “having left 

knowledge behind, she fell into bestiality… not knowing what it is proper to say what 

it is not proper to say.” 100 The sin of ignorance becomes a failing for half of the goals 

of a Pachomian monk, a failing of all their religious aspiration. They do not know 

the “Inscrutable one” from which they came, nor do they know the correct behavior.

Ease, or sloth, much like ignorance, directly contradicts half of what the 

Pachomian community tries to instill into the monks that live within it. The monastic 

community was an agricultural community in no uncertain terms. As outlined in chapter 

2, the monastery did not function as a renunciation of the villages and rural communities 

of Antique Egypt, but rather a religion-based reinterpretation. Within the monastery each 

monk shared in the work of the monastery equally with all other monks. As a result, sloth 

on the part of a monk would have been problematic in a community in which each 

individual depended on the work of every other individual in order for the group to 

properly function. It should come as no surprise that a text possessed by the Pachomians 

99 Auth. Teach. 30:29-31:8, emphasis mine.
100 Auth. Teach. 26:25. Auth. Teach. 24:21-26.

 



 
 

would allude to ease as such an evil.

However, ease presents a redactional problem when the text places it as equal to 

the sin of ignorance. It makes sense within the context of the Pachomian explored earlier, 

however, it makes no sense within the text unless we assume that the reference to ease 

was added by a later author. Except for this particular instance, Auth. Teach.  never 

mentions ease at any other point in the text. Its positioning as one of the greatest 

temptations the soul has to face begs the questions: Why is it so insidious? Again, 

understanding the text as Pachomian or otherwise monastic background of the current 

edition of the work helps makes sense of this. The text originally contained only 

ignorance as the worst sin and ease grouped in with the lesser evils. The Pachomian 

monks, acting as editors, may have changed the line to better reflect their own values, in 

particular their emphasis on the necessary labor of each monk. Without this outside 

interpretational aide the text does not explain why the soul should fear the temptation of 

sloth.

Since the placement of ease as equal to ignorance only makes sense from the 

Pachomian perspective, it follows that the sentence requires that perspective. It is 

possible, indeed likely, that the text came into possession of the Pachomian monks with 

the sins in a different order, perhaps with ignorance alone as the greatest sin. After being 

in the possession of the Pachomian monks for at time, it is possible that during the scribal 

process the monks altered the text to reflect their own views about sloth, moving it up 

from the list of normal temptations to co-equal status with ignorance. This situation 

explains how the text could come to us in the form it does, and only the knowledge of a 

Pachomian provenance helps to make sense of the problem. 

 



 
 

 

II. Those Outside

 

Throughout the text, until the last section, Auth. Teach. largely seems to use the 

concept of the outsider as a general category without specifically referring to any group. 

Indeed, the outsider referred to in the majority of the Auth. Teach. seems to possess 

different characteristics than the outsider in the last part. In order to distinguish the 

outsider in the first and last parts of the text, I will call the outsider in the first section of 

the work Outsider 1 and the outsider of the final portion Outsider 2. I create these two 

models in order to talk about the threads present within the work. As mentioned Outsider 

1 has no specific religious characteristic except for not being of the same group as the 

writer. Instead, Outsider 1 has the feel of person in love with worldly pleasures. The life 

of Outsider 1 contains “proud passions, the pleasures of life, hateful envies, vainglorius 

things, nonsensical things.…”101 The author expresses ethical concerns regarding first 

outsider rather than necessarily dogmatic ones. He doesn’t point to specific doctrinal 

differences, such as cosmogony. Instead, disagreements focus solely on the matter 

of behavior. Outsider 2 on the other hand, seems to be referring to a specific group 

even if scholars cannot determine to which group the section refers.  According to the 

text, “the word has been preached” to Outsider 2, meaning that we can infer that this 

group has particular members and constitutes either a different group of Christians or 

the Jews who did not follow Jesus.102 While descriptions of Outsider 2 include these 

religious characteristics, he does not seem to possess the variety of fleshy sins previously 

101 Auth. Teach. 23:31-33.
102 Auth. Teach. 34:19.

 



 
 

associated with Outsider 1. Outsider 2 possesses no particular envies or passions, but 

only the broad sin of willful ignorance. These two types of outsider differ from each other 

in so many ways that this chapter must treat them as two separate categories and show the 

different problems each poses for our understanding of the text.

 Outsider 1 seems the easiest to explain but actually provides the greatest problem 

to the Pachomian interpretation of the text. The problem comes from the fact that the text 

rejects Outsider 1 in a way that disavows all things that the person does. This would not 

be problematic except that the text appears to be associating Outsider 1 with merchants 

and town life: “[The outsiders] work at their business but we go about in hunger.”103 The 

line seems to link Outsider 1 with production and town tasks. This gets pushed further 

as the text seems to strengthen the degree of renunciation when it says “a pure seed is 

kept in storehouses that are secure.”104 This threatens the very model for the Pachomian 

system that I have been working with. The Pachomian monasteries did not represent the 

form of radical renunciation of community values that this sentence seems to insist upon, 

but rather “a measured and responsible withdraw” into a new rural community.105 

This does not mean that the passage cannot be explained, however; it just means 

that the reader must be careful not to push the meaning of the text too far. If we look at 

the text closely it becomes apparent that this rejection of communal values focuses more 

heavily on certain parts, while maintaining the importance of some aspects of communal 

life that would be present in a Pachomian community. 

The primary problem that the text has with Outsider 1 is that this individual clings 

103 Auth. Teach. 27:12-13.
104 Auth. Teach. 25:24-26.
105 Rousseau 1985, 14.

 



 
 

to “the pleasures of life.”106 The author contrasts this love of pleasure with the conduct 

of the in group which is not “clinging to the things which have come into being but 

withdrawing from them.”107 Rather than rejecting the entire idea of communal living 

or productive economy, the text works to reject a sense of materialism that it believes 

possess a threat to the communities’ religious well being. Indeed, the text treats the 

material objects of the world as capable of blinding the soul as “matter strikes blows 

at [the soul’s] eyes…”108 Thus, it is not the people living in the community that are 

necessarily the problem but rather the materialistic values that this group represents.

 Outsider 2 proves a challenge as the text rejects him. Rejections, as a way of 

understanding the monastic enterprise, are something I have heretofore argued did 

not constitute the primary purpose of the Pachomian experiment. I have held that the 

Pachomians and other monastic groups maintain contact with the society around them 

throughout their history. I continue to hold this position even though, as we shall see 

below, the case of Outsider 2 is largely exceptional and further proves how much the rest 

of the works conform to the rule. If the section refers to Jews then it merely represents a 

holdover from when the text was written, which never would have proposed a problem 

for the Pachomian monks.109 It is not a radical rejection of and withdraw from society but 

rather a narrow tirade against a group that has heard the message but chose not to listen. 

However, if we assume that the section refers to other Christians, then it might imply 

that at least one group of non-Pachomian Christians lives in a fallen state, one worse than 

106 Auth. Teach. 23:31-32
107 Auth. Teach 27:19-21
108 Auth. Teach. 27.28
109 Since the text clearly outlines that Outsider 2 is not pagan we can safely limit our focus to the Jews 
and Christians, as the only two categories that can be the target of the excoriation. 

 



 
 

paganism. This would go against the writings of Theodore who, as has been discussed, 

grants those who do not pursue the monastic life redemption through the “fragrance of 

obedience.” If the text implies that Outsider 2 belongs to a broad group then it would 

be directly contradicting the reading previously provided for Theodore. This possibility 

becomes increasingly probable because the text refers to Ousider 2 as “not [asking] 

during the preaching, ‘Where is the temple into which I should go and worship my 

hope?”110 This speaks directly towards the faith-based redemption that Theodore seems 

to talk about. If this is the case, I can only call this rejection exceptional, representing a 

specific enmity against a certain group whose beliefs the Pachomians could not abide 

by.111 

The most likely explanation for the two outsiders is that the Outsider 2 

entered into the text at a later date, after the text had already been in the hands of the 

Pachomian monks for sometime. The rejection of Outsider 1 acts as a general rejection 

of unrighteous behavior, and acts as a negative model, one the audience should not 

seek to emulate. This fits in more with the rest of the text. Outsider 2, while his exact 

beliefs are unclear, seems to be a specific religious group. This would indicate a later 

date because early Christian movements wouldn’t have been well defined enough to 

consistently separate themselves from Jew let alone from other Christians. Instead, this 

may be a redactional addition brought in later in response to a particular movement the 

editor noticed in late antique Egypt. This could make the rejection less problematic as it 

110 Auth. Teach. 34.7-10
111 Nevertheless, this does not cause my point to be invalid because, this interpretation depends on 
two major “if statements” that cannot be backed up with evidence: A) The text refers to Christians and 
not to Jews B) it refers to a broad group of Christians rather than some specific group with particularly 
problematic beliefs. As a result despite the potential threat this section possess it can only do so if we 
take as fact two very shaky assumptions.

 



 
 

represents the Pachomian displeasure towards a particular religious group, rather than a 

broad rejection of others outside their cells.

Auth. Teach., much like Teach. Silv. before it, deal with the monastic community 

and its relation to the various members that make it up and the groups around it. Unlike 

the Teach. Silv., however, the Auth. Teach. has a much more negative mood to its 

exhortations. It rejects a group of outsiders, decries their ignorance, and emphasizes the 

elitism that only lingered beneath the surface of Teach. Silv.. However, this does not 

mean that the text represents a radical withdrawal. Instead, it only further emphasizes 

how close the audience for the text was to the village. The talk about the storehouse 

and the emphasis on the “storehouse” and the “conduct” point toward a situation where 

the members of the community would be forced to come into direct conduct with 

another community often enough that maintain a strong collective identity was vital. 

The “conduct” itself helps to emphasize the importance the Pachomians placed upon 

hard work within the community. Finally, while the text seems to reject both secular 

society (Outsider 1) and certain religious groups (Outsider 2), it actually is correcting 

mistakes within society rather that rejecting the enterprise completely. From this motif 

we can draw the conclusion that the audience of Auth. Teach., the Pachomians, interacted 

with outside groups enough that they felt the need for a tractate boldly declaring their 

identity, and contrasting heavily with the others with whom they disagreed.  Without 

understanding the Pachomian provenance of the text the difficulties the text has with 

creating its conduct and relating it to others would not be so clear. Like Teach. Silv, Auth. 

Teach. requires a Pachomian origin in order to be properly understood.

 

 



 
 

Conclusion
 

Since the discovery of the Nag Hammadi library, scholars have been preoccupied 

with trying to reconstruct the gnostic religion as if such a single entity existed and could 

be established from the vast number of conflicting sources within the corpus. Pagels, 

among others, wrote a very popular book trying to do exactly that, to establish the exact 

beliefs of the gnostics, such as their thoughts on women, ethics, and divine revelation.112 

I do not fault her as the work, Gnostic Gospels, functions more as an early exploration 

rather than a concrete conclusion. Nevertheless, it represents a tendency that scholars 

have had since of trying to use the Nag Hammadi library to reconstruct an ancient 

religious movement in all its beliefs and theology. I find the entire project suspect on the 

grounds that, while we can know that a community read the Nag Hammadi corpus as 

we have it, we cannot know that these texts were ever linked together under the banner 

of a single category.  It is futile to attempt to understand the entire complex corpus of 

the codices under the auspices of one abstract category.113 Instead this thesis has  placed 

us somewhere in the antique world and then looked at the texts from a particular social, 

economic and religious standpoint. It did so because we cannot be simultaneously 

interpreting the text, and trying to determine what kinds of people wrote or read it. If we 

do not know who read the texts, we cannot be certain what themes within the works they 

found salient. If we do not know the proper parts of the text to emphasize, then we cannot 

get a proper idea of who would have read it. If we stand with a group in late antiquity, 

we can see the texts through their eyes and see themes that those who have no frame of 

112 Pagels 1979.
113 Williams points out how difficult it is to get scholars to agree on which of the texts belong to that 
category. Rethinking “Gnosticism” 47-48.

 



 
 

reference would not notice. This method takes on particular importance when interpreting 

a collection as diverse as the Nag Hammadi library. In such a convoluted collection 

of texts, each one devoted to a different area of interests that are described in vastly 

different language, having a point of reference from which to pick out the themes that run 

through all the varied texts helps us to understand the corpus as more than a collection of 

individual writings but as the result of an editorial process.

The Pachomian origin proves quite fortuitous for understanding the Nag 

Hammadi library because the Pachomians have certain beliefs and biases that we can 

attest to in the literature of the time. While, the Vitas have certain rhetorical interests that 

prevent them from being a completely accurate source of historical evidence, nonetheless 

combined with the writings of Pachomius and his successors, Horsiesius and Theodore, 

scholars have access to more information about the Pachomian monks than any other 

coenobitical group of late Antique Egypt. 114 These sources include multiple biographies, 

in multiple languages, teachings written by Pachomius and his successors, as well as the 

original Rule of Pachomius itself. In particular, a theme brought up by scholars such as 

Rousseau and Goehring concerning the Pachomians is the social nature of the project, 

both in its intra-monastic relations as well as those beyond monastery walls.

To this end, I have used the Pachomian monks as my way of giving the Nag 

Hammadi library a social context that can be used to interpret its often confusing shifts 

in meaning. I did not choose the Pachomians accidentally or through an arbitrary 

decision, but because the Pachomian monastery combines both a strong case for being 

the origin of the texts, at least as they were when buried in Egyptian sands, and because 

114 Analysis of sources, see Rousseau Pachomius 1985 37-55

 



 
 

it represents a well established subject of scholarly inquiry in which we can be confident. 

We may never be completely certain if the Pachomians, or anyone else, wrote the Nag 

Hammadi codices; however, the evidence that we do possess points towards a Pachomian 

provenance. 

Moving into the Nag Hammadi texts themselves, we find that both Teach. Silv. 

and Auth. Teach. deal heavily with the theme of community, both within the monastery 

and without. Teach. Silv. uses the topics of Mistrust, Body, and Grace to talk about how 

the monks should interact with both his fellow monks and those he meets outside the 

monastery. The mistrust deals with the depths of his contact with others, suggesting that 

he can interact with them on a personal level but that his spiritual quest lies beyond the 

pale of social interaction. The text uses the body to emphasize his responsibility within 

his community, how he must maintain his flesh to support his fellow monks, but to treat 

it only as a means to an end, not an end in itself. Finally, grace deals with the relation of 

the monastery as a whole to the larger Christ movement. By allowing for the salvation of 

those who “contend,” it grants that Christ saves all his followers, while still protecting the 

privileged position of the monks as closer to God.115

Similarly, Auth. Teach. focuses on the monks by relating to all the things that the 

monks oppose. It does so primarily through two topics, right conduct and dealing with the 

outsider. The conduct in this case represents the Pachomian project, both in its rule and 

its monastery where monks separate themselves from the nearby village. This separation 

is easy to over-emphasize, especially since the text, implies corruption of the “wheat” can 

occur if the storehouse is violated.116 However, Geohring’s warning about the sources 

115 Teach. Silv. 112:18-19.
116 Auth. Teach 27.

 



 
 

dealing with Pachomius and Anthony serve us here.117 Sources, such as the Auth. Teach. 

serve  primarily as spiritual instruction and often emphasize symbolism of separation 

far more than what actually occurred in practice.  The conduct also deals with the 

responsibilities of the monk by decrying sloth as a primary sin. The topic of outsiders 

goes hand in hand with the symbolism of the storehouse and emphasizes the differences 

between the monk and of those outside.

These themes of community, both among the monks and between monastery and 

village, are a theme that has been underemphasized in Nag Hammadi studies heretofore. 

Yet it appears within both texts, permeating every part of the works as the writers and 

redactors seek to establish an identity that depends heavily on how the monks relate 

to each other and those around them. This theme would not have been uncovered had 

this thesis not grounded itself in a social context when it interpreted the text and indeed 

continues to go largely ignored by those who do not use a frame of reference.  My hope 

is that others scholars will continue where I have begun. I will admit that if this thesis 

has one fault it is that the sample size of two texts doesn’t nearly cover the breadth and 

depth of the Nag Hammadi library. However, two semesters does not allow me to cover 

more while still giving each text the thorough analysis required. Even if my premises of 

the Pachomian monks as the buriers of the Nag Hammadi library is proven false, I hope 

that my thesis pushes scholars to take up and spell out their grounding for interpreting 

texts. Even if they assume a different provenance than I, scholars should still seek to 

ground their interpretation in as precise a social context as possible. Texts cannot exist 

in a vacuum and a reconstruction of context from a text that has been divorced from time 

117 Goehring 1999 40-41.

 



 
 

and place can be only imperfect.  By looking at these Auth. Teach. and Teach. Silv. as 

resulting from a Pachomian provenance, we have discovered a theme that runs through 

two seemingly different works within the Nag Hammadi Library. Being able to see these 

sorts of connections are vital if scholars hope to better understand the Nag Hammadi 

library as a library, an intentional collection of text for a specific instructional purpose. 
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