The Da Vinci Code: Gnosticism Renewed (III)


introduction

The New Spirituality 

In 1994, in Minneapolis, a coalition of mainline denominational churches held what they called “Re-Imagining Conference”, with the intent to “re-imagine” or “re-define” God. The conference was attended by 2200 participants.
The Methodist Church was a large sponsor of this. The United Methodist’s Church’s Women's Division of the General Board of Global Ministries (GBGM) staff and directors were urged to attend this conference at church expense, sending 371 delegates. 
At this conference of mostly women (including many women preachers and a large homosexual segment), worship to the goddess Sophia was taught and practiced, as well as honoring all other religions while at the same time denigrating Christianity and Jesus Christ.
Since that time, goddess worship and Gnosticism has become increasingly popular and the extremely popular book The Da Vinci Code has brought this strange new (old) religion to the forefront of our culture.
For the past two weeks we’ve taken a look at the fictional novel, The Da Vinci Code, examining its claims that Jesus and Mary Magdalene were married and that Jesus was just a mortal prophet and not divine. 

But as I said in the introduction to this series of lessons, this book that is being read by so many millions of people and is being made into a major motion picture, is really nothing more than the expression of the New Gnosticism,  an old religion that threatened Christianity in the late 1st and into the 2nd centuries and which is once again threatening to cause much harm to the truth today.

1. We’ve all heard of the New Age movement – with its crystals and channeling and its modern day prophets like Shirley McClaine. We have New Age church right here in Sandpoint, called the Gardenia Center. 

But what you probably are not aware of is that New Age thinking is being transformed into the old Gnosticism of the 1st three centuries A.D.

So this morning, to conclude our series on The Da Vinci Code, I want to talk about Gnosticism, the Gnostic writings and the Da Vinci Code’s claim that these precede the NT books, especially the gospels. 


II. characteristics of gnosticism

A. Intro to Gnosticism

Gnosticism comes from the Greek word gnosis, which means knowledge. It was either an independent movement that laid claim to Christ as a great teacher or it came out of Christianity itself in that Christians took Christ’s teachings and perverted them. John, dealing with this movement in his letters 1,2,3 John, says “they went out from us, but they were not really of us” (1 Jn 2.19).

The early Christian writers of the 1st and 2nd centuries spent much time battling the sect in their writings. Irenaeus wrote his famous Against Heresies to refute it. Even the NT writers, esp. John in his letters, fought against this heresy. 

two of the most famous leaders were Marcion and Valentinus, 

Until 1945 and the discovery of the Nag Hammadi scrolls, most of what we knew about Gnosticism came from the early Christian writings against it. But once the Gnostic scrolls were discovered, it only confirmed what the church fathers wrote about them.

But with the translation and publication of these scrolls, Gnosticism gained new life as an outgrowth of the New Age movement. Fits well with the mindset of postmodern spirituality of today, as well as with the “sexual revolution” and feminism.
It is these Gnostic writings that the Da Vinci Code claims were the true source of Christian teaching. Remember, Teabing said there were over 80 gospels considered for inclusion in the NT, but only four won out because the others supposedly taught Jesus was merely human and not divine.

But were there more than 80 gospels as Da Vinci Code claims?

The Gnostic Writings (Nag Hammadi)

Nag Hammadi (essentially the totality of the Gnostic writings) consisted actually of 45 titles, only a few of which were called gospels. 

These were discovered when Muhammed Ali (not the boxer) came across a jar of texts while digging in a cave in 1945 at a location known as Nag Hammadi in the deserts of Egypt. 

In fact, it names only five separate works as gospels:

(1) The Gospel of Truth

(2) The Gospel of Thomas

(3) The Gospel of Philip

(4) The Gospel of the Egyptians

(5) The Gospel of Mary.

Other Gnostic works: the Letter to Rheginus, Treatise on the Three Natures, Apocalypse of Adam, the Acts of Peter, and Acts of Thomas, etc.

Date – 2nd and 3rd Century

Considered heretics by the early Christians, the Gnostic writings were a melding of Greek philosophy, eastern mysticism and Christianity. 

2. Compared to the word

a) Extremely difficult to understand and make sense of. 

b) Filled with nonsensical things. 

Not an objective testimony of historical events, but secret teachings filled with hidden meanings.

Lacking any connection to apostolic authority, for they came too late.


B. Main Teachings

1. Central theme: Gnosis (Knowledge)

Emphasis on a quest for knowledge (gnosis), but not the common knowledge that all Christians could have. Rather, it was a secret knowledge available only to an elite few.

Consider some of the titles: “The Secret Book of James”; “The Secret Book of John”. Others begin the opening line with statements like, “These are the secret sayings that the living Jesus spoke”

They consist mainly of supposed sayings of Jesus and when you come to understand their hidden meaning, you have gained gnosis.

Only the intellectuals who were initiated into the secret knowledge could understand these sayings.

Their knowledge was not derived from intellectual comprehension of the Scripture but was mystical, direct, and immediate.


Contrast that with Jesus’ statements in the true Gospels:

(1) Mt 10.26-27; 11.25; Mk 4.21-22; Lk 12.2

Mt 19.14 – The gospel is simple and straightforward. While there are some difficult things about the Bible, we should not look at it as being too deep for us to understand. See my recent series of articles on how to understand the Bible. 

Eph 3.4. The letters of the NT were read openly to all the Christians. There was no such thing as an “insider knowledge”

(2) The only “secret things” were the things not revealed – Dt 29.29


The knowledge was not gained through Scriptures as revealed from God, but rather it was found within one’s self and through experience:

Gospel of Thomas 45:30-33: “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you”

b) Elaine Pagels, in Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas:

“Now we can see how John’s message contrasts with that of Thomas. Thomas’s Jesus directs each disciple to discover the light within (“within a person of light there is light” ); but John’s Jesus declares instead that ‘I am the light of the world’ and that ‘whoever does not come to me walks in darkness.’”


Through this knowledge found within one’s self, one comes to experience God, because God is within you, for the spirit within is the divine self.

Can you see why the New Age movement was attracted to this? The similarities are striking. You find God within.


2. Dualism

a) Re. the nature of God and of the physical world

Physical is evil; only spirit is good.

The true God can have no connection to this “evil” world

So the physical world was created by the evil, creator god of the OT

The Creator (Demiurge) is only the lowest level of a series of beings descending down from the true God. These were called aeons or archons, a hierarchy of spiritual beings. Christ was simply an aeon who took possession of the body of the human Jesus.
Contrast – Gen 1.31; 1 Tim 4.1-5
Dual sexual nature to God – consisted of both divine mother and divine father.

(a) In other words, there was a “divine feminine”

Bible, on the other hand, teaches that God is genderless (Jn 4.24)

(b) Presents him as a “he” and a “Father”, yes. But he is spirit. Sexual gender was created when man was created.

(c) It’s this feminine aspect that is so appealing to our postmodern spirituality today – esp. among women.

But did Gnostics uphold women as some “sacred feminine”?

Gospel of Thomas 114: “Simon Peter said to them [the disciples], “let Mary leave us, for women are not worthy of Life.’ Jesus said, “I myself shall lead her, in order to make male, so that she too may become a living spirit, resembling you males. For every woman who will make herself male will enter the Kingdom of Heaven.’” 

Not surprisingly, Brown makes no mention of the Gospel of Thomas in his book.


Dualism in Jesus Christ

The true (spiritual) Jesus was separate from the physical Jesus and saw him suffer on the cross but did not actually suffer himself.

Apocalypse of Peter 81.4-24 (Peter the first speaker, speaking with Jesus): “’I saw him apparently being sized by them. And I said, ‘What am I seeing, O Lord? Is it really you whom they take? And are you holding on to me? And are they hammering the feet and hands of another? Who is this one above the cross, who is glad and laughing?’ The Savior said to me, ‘He whom you saw being glad and laughing above the cross is the Living Jesus. But he into whose hands and feet they are driving the nails is his fleshly part, which is the substitute. They put to shame that which remained in his likeness. And look at him, and [look at] me!’”

The Second Treatise of the Great Seth 56.6-19: Jesus: “It was another…who drank the gall and the vinegar; it was not I. They struck me with the reed; it was another, Simon, who bore the cross on his shoulder. It was another upon whom they placed the crown of thorns. But I was rejoicing in the height…over their error…And I was laughing at their ignorance.”

(d) Acts of John 93 – Has John saying that sometimes he touched Jesus and felt a material body and other times he felt him “his substance was immaterial and incorporeal…as if it did not exist at all”


Ironic thing is that Code doesn’t even represent Gnosticism correctly

Code: Jesus a mere mortal prophet (human)

Gnosticism – Jesus was too divine to be human.


This is what apostle John was battling:

(2) 1 Jn 1.1-3; 2.18,22; 4.2-3; 2 Jn 7
It was so serious because if Jesus who died on the cross is not the Son of God, God incarnate, then God has not dealt with our sins

And that was OK for the Gnostics, because to them, salvation is in this secret knowledge and inner experience, not in the death and resurrection of the Son of God.


III. the new gnosticism

A. Characterized by feminism and goddess worship (of a goddess named Sophia)

Sophia is the Greek word for wisdom.


B. Emphasis on experience and direct revelation from the Spirit

1. Taught also by Kenneth Hagin, Robert Tilten and Paul Crouch, founder of TBN Ministries.

Emphasis today on “Experiencing God” in some direct way through the emotions and the senses.

a) Contrast that with the scriptures that teach that we “walk by faith and not by sight” (2 Cor 5.7). God is unseen. He doesn’t speak to us directly, but through the Word of God. Not to say that we don’t have a personal relationship with him, but it is a relationship by faith – not based on a direct experience as if he talks to us or reveals things directly to us.


C. Rejection of authority

The appeal of the Gnostic writings is their rejection of authority and to the exclusiveness of Christ’s teachings.

1. Elaine Pagels in Beyond Belief:

“This research helped clarify what I cannot love: the tendency to identify Christianity with a single, authorized set of beliefs however these actually vary from church to church – coupled with the conviction that Christian belief alone offers access to God” (pg.29)

In other words, since knowledge and god are found within, there is no need to follow any higher, revealed authority such as the Scriptures. You can believe what you want to believe, interpret things the way you want to interpret them and essentially be your own god.


Which Gospels came first?

D. Da Vinci Code claims:

1. “More than eighty gospels” considered for the NT, but only four chosen” (pg.231)

2. Constantine finance a new Bible:

“Constantine commissioned and financed a new Bible which omitted those gospels that spoke of Christ’s human traits and embellished those gospels that made Him godlike. The earlier gospels were outlawed, gathered up, and burned”

This is what the Gnostic adherents today claim. So were the Gnostic gospels the earlier gospels, while the four gospels of our Bible being later inventions?


E. Four Gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John

Muratorian Canon (~170 A.D.)

Discovered in 1740 by Italian historian Ludovico Antonia Muratori

a) The MSS  (copy) dated to 8th Century A.D. but the original probably dates to late 2nd century, about 150 years before the Council of Nicea.

Names only four gospels. It says: “The third book of the gospel is that according to Luke.” Re. John’s gospel: “The fourth of the gospels is that of John, one of the disciples”

It refers to works by Valentinus and Marcion and says these are to be excluded from the church.


Irenaeus (ca. 180 A.D.), in Against Heresies refers the four gospels (and only the four gospels), testifying to the fact that these were the accepted inspired gospels and criticizing various groups for only using selected portions of the four gospels (e.g. Ebionites, Marcion, Valentinus).

b) In ch.3.11.8 he says, “It is not possible that the Gospels can be either more or fewer in number than they are. For since there are four zones of the world in which we live, and four principal winds, while the Church is scattered throughout all the world, and the ‘pillar and ground’ of the Church is the Gospel and the spirit of life; it is fitting that she should have four pillars, breathing out immortality on every side….“the gospel is quadriform”

Justin Martyr (ca. 160 A.D.):

Speaks of “the memoirs of the apostles and those who followed them”, citing Matthew, Mark and Luke., calling them “gospels”


Diatessaron (lit. “through the four”) – A harmony of the four gospels created by Tatian, a 2nd century student of Justin Martyr

2. What about the Gospel of Thomas (called by some today “The fifth gospel”)?

a) Origin (185-254) in his first homily on Lk 1.1, stated:

(1) “I know a certain gospel which is called ‘The Gospel according to Thomas’ and ‘Gospel according to Matthias’ and many others have we read….Nevertheless among all these we have approved solely what the church has recognized., which is that only the four gospels be accepted”


IV. conclusion

Ironically, Gnosticism is supposedly a religion based on knowledge, but in reality is a religion based on ignorance.

1. While claiming a higher knowledge, it leaves people in ignorance of the truth about Jesus Christ and Christianity, the truth about how we got the Bible and the truth about the history of Gnosticism.

It destroys the atoning work of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, on the cross. It destroys the simplicity of the gospel and of the word of God.

B. But the word of God is plain and simple: When you read it, you can understand it. The things revealed belong to us and to our children so that we might observe them. 
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