
In search for Sophia in the Gospel of Truth 
 

Introduction 
The following text is no more than an outline of an analysis. If considered fruitful it might become an 

article one day. I dare to risk my tail and put forward a reading that is quite different to what I have 

seen before. Due to timepressure I will focus on the analytical part and therefore the overview of 

research is very restricted. 

I aim at demonstrating in which way the myth is used in the Gospel of Truth, (in what follows 

GospTruth). I have done so elsewhere already, but this time I return to the topic focusing on the 

relation between The All  

ⲡⲧⲏⲣϤ and Error ⲧⲡⲗⲁⲛⲏ. Both these figures have been investigated before, but with the following 

analyses I aim at adding some dimensions that have been neglected. The prior discussions have been 

typological, and mine will be as well. But in contrast to the earlier attempts the images of the figures 

that are analysed are construed with focus on the manner in which they are used and developed in 

GospTruth. My method is closely related to text linguistics, but I try to put forward the investigation 

in a manner that hopefully will be less burdened by the technical jargon often used in text linguistic 

analyses. To state it simply: a statement about Error, for instance, in the beginning of GospTruth is 

not necessarily a statement about the same concept in a latter part of the same text. I assert that the 

author of GospTruth sets out with an opinion about the myth that is held to be familiar to the 

receiver of the message. But gradually the image is modified and transformed into a notion that 

might be quite remote from the assumed initial idea. Thus, attention to the rhetorical strategies in 

GospTruth will be very important to the investigation. Therefore, we could say that my method is a 

rhetorical analysis that is influenced by rules of thumb taken from text linguistics. 

 

Error: The demiurge under cover? 
As we shall try to pinpoint the rhetorical strategies that the author of GospTruth used in order to shape the 

notions of the congregation, we start out with the incipit of GospTruth and carry on through the relevant parts 

of the texts in the order in which they occur.  

   

The good news of the truth is a joy for those who have received the grace from the Father of the truth, that they 

might know him through the power of the Word that came forth from that Fullness that is in the Father's 

thought and mind, this is what they call “the Redeemer” since that is the name of the work that he was to 

accomplish for the redemption of those who were ignorant of the Father, and since the name of the good news 

is the revelation of the hope, since it is the discovery for those who are searching for him.
1
 

 

                                                           
1
  All quotations from the GospTruth are from Nag Hammadi Codex I. In this case from 16.31-17.4a. 



As the vast majority of scholars I assume that GospTruth is a homily. When the preacher steps 

forward in order to preach, from a text linguistic point of view this corresponds to a marker on the 

pragmatic level, i.e. the community knows that a homily will follow, and that the preacher probably 

expects to influence the audience. The attitude on the part of the community to the preacher is less 

obvious, however. The homily might have been delivered in an environment of believers and 

unbelievers alike or in an environment with a clear majority of believers or unbelievers. Attridge has 

suggested that GospTruth is an exoteric text in which the audience rather consisted of non-Gnostic 

Christians who gradually were persuaded to adopt a reinterpreted version of the gospel.2 This was an 

important attempt to analyse the rhetorical context of GospTruth, and maybe even more 

importantly, to see in what way the audience is persuaded to change their view. For reasons that will 

be discussed throughout the following pages I assume that the audience consisted of people who 

were acquainted with some sort of Gnostic myth that gradually became reinterpreted.3 In either 

case, however, the preacher must have had enough credibility to change the mind of at least a 

portion of the audience, else it is hard to understand why some reproduced the text. Granting this, 

those who call the Word their redeemer is the community. Although ignorance of the Father had 

made itself painfully felt, now the community is said to be in a state of joy as they know the Father. 

To sum up, the community is instructed to perceive themselves as those who rejoice as they have 

been redeemed from ignorance. 

This initial sentence, I suggest, does not function as a prologue to the following main part of the 

homily4 as all other scholars have treated it as. This observation is more than a quibbling with 

delimitation in a linguistic over-technical jargon. Rather, it means that the following sentence that 

opens with a causal conjunction “because” is subordinated to the first sentence. Following this line of 

thought we expect the central topic in the next sentence to be related to the joy and redemption 

that was emphasised in the first one.  

 

  Because the All had roved about for the one from whom they had come forth, and yet
5
 the All was inside of 

him, the incomprehensible, inconceivable one who is superior to every thought, 

thus ignorance of the Father brought anguish and terror, and the anguish grew dense like a fog, so that no one 

could see, for this reason, Error found strength, worked on its own matter
6
 in emptiness

7
 since it had not known 

the truth.
8
 

                                                           
2
 “”The presupposed theology is concealed so that the author may make an appeal to ordinary Christians, 

inviting them to share the basic insights of Valentinianism.”” Attridge. (1986), 139-140. 
3
 My general critique of Attridge argumentation is that it does not carefully enough follow the argumentation of 

the text. Rather he picks up topics that seem “”familiar”” and in an interesting manner discusses in what way 

they become transformed. Such an undertaking must be combined with an analysis of the text-surface and the 

rhetorical strategies that one might disclose.  
4
  Even though Grobel, 1960, called the GospTruth a “meditation” the overwhelming majority of scholars has 

seen it as a homily. Then, the term ⲈⲨⲀⲄⲄⲈⲖⲒⲞⲚ preferably should be taken as a proclamation of the good news, 

rather than as a definition of genre.  
5
  ”and yet…” The Coptic conjugation perfect 1 is the main mode of narration in the past tense. Here, however, 

the straightforward telling of events is interrupted by the conjunction ⲁⲩⲱ followed by the preterite conversion. I 

assume that it expresses background information, which is the normal use of the preterit, and together with the 

conjunction, which I treat as emphatic, we reach an expression of surprise. Hence the paradox that the All could 

come forth from and search for someone that they simultaneously was inside of and who is superior to 

everything is underlined. This interpretation is a new attempt to reproduce the subtleties of the Coptic carefully 

construed syntax. 



 

According to my construal of the syntax, this long sentence9 begins with a causal clause followed by a 

concluding adverbial one. Normally we expect a causal clause to be followed by a result clause. The 

simplest form of it would be: “because of A (causal clause), therefore B (result clause)”. As if in our 

case, however, the causal clause is loaded with many units of information that in their turn may 

consist of complex constructions the flow of information is hampered. Such a phenomenon I call an 

increase in the resistance of the information flow. However, if this phenomenon is handled by a 

skilled rhetorician the result clause, where the resistance in the information flow peaks, becomes an 

effective punch-line. Consequently, it is there we locate the focus of the second sentence that also 

has to be related to the focus of the initial one. Thus, we have to scrutinise what pops up at the core 

of this second sentence. 

At the peak, we encounter the mythological figure Error. Error acts, works on matter and its might is 

underlined. Out of this observation; I would say that a demiurgical figure is the far most likely 

mythological background to the interpretation of Error. This is supported by terminology in the next 

sentence as well. As Error enters the scene quite abruptly, we have good reason to suppose that 

Error is characterised in a manner that easily would make it located in the mythological universe that 

the community has. It is on such basis that I found my position that the receivers of GospTruth 

probably were acquainted with a mythology similar to the one in, for instance, the Apocryphon of 

John. We could have reached this conclusion by a traditional typological analysis as well. But in the 

attempt to carry through the analysis with much attention to the rhetoric in GospTruth we have to 

take the analysis a step further. In the incipit we learned that the community rejoiced in its 

redemption from ignorance. In the perspective of the preacher, the joy of the redeeming knowledge 

of the Father makes it possible to see through the fog that was caused by ignorance that is rooted in 

fear. That the power that Error has is limited is touched upon in the final clause. Error does not know 

the truth, and is a product of ignorance. In these respects Error is inferior to the community that 

knows the Father and, as we will discuss in the next section, has its root in the Father. But yet, we do 

not know to what extent Error is a power to be reckoned with. This is developed in the next passage 

of GospTruth. 

  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
6
  ”Matter”. The Coptic term is Ⳛⲩⲗⲏ.   

7
  ”Foolishly”. The Coptic phrase Ⳛⲛⲛ ⲟⲩⲡⲉⲧϣⲟⲉⲓⲧ equally well could be translated as “”in emptiness” or 

“vainly”. Foolishly, I would say, makes much sense in such a context where it is opposed to truth. However, “”in 

emptiness”” would stress the contrast to the Fullness, ⲡⲗⲏⲣⲱⲙⲁ, that is the quality of the thought and mind of the 

Father of truth, see 16.31-17.4a.  
8
  17.4b-18a. 

9
  This way of delimiting the period differs from other interpretations.  A cataphoric ⲈⲠⲒⲆⲎ”because” with a 

subordinated circumstantial clause “because” is carried further by an anaphoric ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡⲉⲉⲓ”for this reason” solves 

some syntactical problems. Even though this type of construction is rare among the Nag Hammadi texts, it is 

common in sophisticated Greek texts in Coptic translation, for instance Athanasio's Pascal letters 2.22-28 and 

10.12-27. 



  Matter came into being
10

 in a molded form,
11

 as Error by the power of beauty prepared the substitute for the 

truth. Now, this was not a humiliation for him, the incomprehensible, inconceivable one. For they were nothing, 

the anguish, and the oblivion and the molded form
12

 of deceit, whereas the established truth is immutable, 

imperturbable and impossible to beautify.
13

   

 

First, the work on matter enters actuality and results in a molded form. This language is a 

commonplace for many creation stories in antiquity. Here we might add that the initial clause could 

be translated as “”It happened in a deluding way””, which would emphasise the power of Error’s 

deceitful nature, whereas my main translation allows the handicraft on matter and the connection to 

the creation myths to come into focus. For the listeners, at least to the Coptic but probably to a 

Greek hypothetical origin as well, both these clusters of meanings could be grasped simultaneously. 

It is noteworthy that the modifying preceding statements that Error worked foolishly14 and does not 

know the truth is confirmed. It can only create a substitute for truth. In the modifying parts, first of 

all the Father’s superiority to what Error does is emphasised. By no means is Error a threat to the 

Father. Second, the dyad of the prior sentence, anguish and terror, is replace by the triad anguish, 

oblivion and the molded form of deceit. Oblivion that now takes the place of terror in GospTruth is 

synonymous to ignorance. The captive beauty of matter and its deceitful nature is reaffirmed by the 

third member of the triad. The triad anguish, oblivion and the molded form of deceit well 

summarises the origin, power and creation of Error. So far the expectations of a demiurgical figure is 

confirmed. It is frightening, causes oblivion and it indeed creates. Moreover, the creation is beautiful 

and captivating. 

When we turn to the last part of the sentence, however, all might and power and reality of Error is 

made to nought. The truth is eternal, firm and impossible to challenge by the most beautiful lie. Once 

again, the demiurge-myth is not contradicted but reinterpreted. So far the image of Error has been 

based on a presupposed mythology that the community was acquainted with. But if the preacher 

now has reached a point in which the demiurge is demythologised, the experience of concrete 

aggression has to be tackled as well. If the demiurge does not exist, what would be the cause of the 

evil in the world? Moreover, the demythologisation cannot be too consistent as this would make the 

conceptual framework for many in the community too abrupt. In what follows, therefore, we will see 

in what way the preacher continues to use mythological languages but gradually shifts the focus to 

social relations. 

 

                                                           
10

  ”Matter came into being”.  ⲀⲤϢⲰⲠⲈ often serves as an opening marker and could be translated as “It 

happened””. Such a treatment accompanied by an analysis of other possible interpretations was 
argued for in Magnusson, 2006, 74-78. “Matter came into being” or “it happened” both work 
syntactically well and the choice does not seriously change the general analysis of the text.   
55”in a moulded form” ⳛⲛⲛ ⲟyⲡⲗⲁⲥⲙⲁ. This translation is probably preferable if the prior phrase is 

translated as in the present text, see the prior note. However, if the choice had been “it happened” I 
would suggest the rendering “in a deluding way”. Influenced by a suggestion of Attridge & MacRae. 
1985, 44-45, which they themselves, however, did not adopt, “in a deluding way” was chosen by 
Magnusson 2006.       
12

  ”Moulded form” ⲡⲗⲁⲥⲙⲁ. See the previous note. 
13

  17.18b-28a. 
14

 See note 7. 



  For this reason, ignore
15

 Error since it thus 
16

has no root!!  It came into being in a fog regarding the Father. It 

exists since it prepares works, and oblivion, and terrors in order to, by them, seduce those of the middle and 

capture them.
17

  

 

We have reached a metacommunicative level, i.e. an explicit instruction on how the receivers should 

interpret the previous information. The community should ignore Error. It indicates that too much 

focus could have been laid on Error earlier. At the same time the unreal state of Error is expounded 

upon, as well as the experience of its presence is affirmed. Error came into being in a fog, probably 

the one that was mentioned earlier and that basically is a product of ignorance. In this manner, the 

preacher is able to affirm the reality that people have experienced, but at the same time explain that 

it is caused by acts out of fear that is the product of ignorance. But the downplay of Error should not 

be carried through too fast. If that would happen, the community would be less easy to convince. 

Thus, the recently quoted passage ends with a description of Error as captivating “”those of the 

middle””. The fear may actually have very concrete social consequences. But primarily, it seems, for 

those who are in the middle only. Exactly who they are is unclear, but I would guess that it labels 

those who yet are undecided. In this manner the author manages to affirm the danger that ignorance 

causes and to some extent keeps the mythological language. Simultaneously, the danger is acute for 

those who have not seen through Error and its basis. Everything else would be surprising as it would 

cause fear to the community, and that is something that would contradict the intention in the 

proceeding text. 

In the following passage, we will be informed of that the oblivion that is the result of ignorance does 

not come from the Father. On the contrary, the Father is opposed to everything that has to do with 

the illusory character of Error. This part might be interpreted as a theodicé, but I would say that its 

function rather is to introduce the victorious knowledge that is opposed to the transitory oblivion. If 

that would be the case, it is a natural continuation of the ambition to convince the community that 

Error is transitory and can be ignored.  

 

The oblivion that belonged to Error was not revealed. It is not a [thought]
18

 from the Father. It was not from the 

Father that oblivion came into being. Now indeed, it was concerning the Father that it came into being. But 

                                                           
15

 ”Ignore” reproduces ⲕⲁⲧⲁⲫⲣⲟⲛⲓ. Normally it has been rendered with “scorn”, “despise” or similar expressions. 

We have no indications on that the use of this expressions differs in Coptic compared with its Greek equivalent, 

and as the central message of the actual context of the GospTruth is to downplay the danger of Error and to focus 

on what brings joy “despise” seems to be a choice that is open to critique. After all, “ignore” or “downplay the 

importance of” are fairly normal renderings of the Greek ⲕⲁⲧⲁⲫⲣⲟⲛⲓ. My translation closely resembles Grant 

(1961) ““do not take Error too seriously!””. Earlier I have chosen “disregard” as my preferred translation, but I 

follow the advice of Geoffrey Smith who improved on my work in an earlier conference paper.  
16

 “since it thus” ⲧⲉⲉⲓ ⲧⲉ ⲑⲉ. I am influenced by Layton. (1987), 253, and Orlandi. (1992) who translate causally 

with a simultaneously anaphoric and cataphoric meaning: “…“(cosi) a una pura formula di passaggio, ma come 

tale é usate in modo scorretto. Infatti il senso richiede qui piuttosto una formula del tipo (perche), se riferita alla 

frase precedente, o `dunque,' se riferita alla frase seguente.”” Orlandi (1992), 45.  
17

 17.28-36. 
18

 The reconstruction is certainly speculative, but, I assert, not unwarranted. First of all we have to reckon with 

some peculiarities in the Lycopolitan dialect of the GospTruth. The stative of ⲉⲓⲣⲉ in Sahidic normally is ⲟ, 

appears as ⲟⲓ. Furthermore, the compound construction that in Sahidic would be ⲟ + ⲛ normally is as ⲟⲓ ⲛⲛⲟⲑ in 



what comes into being in the Father is the knowledge! The knowledge became revealed in order that oblivion 

might vanish and the Father be known. Since oblivion came into being because the Father was not known, then, 

when the Father is known, oblivion will not occur again.  

 

Now the arena is paved, and we are introduced into the interpretation of the event that was the ruin of Error.  

This the good news of the one for whom they searched revealed to those who were complete through the 

mercies of the Father, the hidden mystery, Jesus Christ. Through the knowledge he enlightened those who 

through oblivion were in darkness. He enlightened them, provided a way, and the way is the truth, which he 

taught them. for this reason, Error grew angry with him, persecuted him, became distressed by him, was 

defeated by him when he was nailed to a tree, because he became a fruit of the knowledge of the Father!
19

 

Now, it did not perish
20

 because it was eaten. On the contrary, to those who ate it, whom he discovered in 

himself and who discovered him in themselves,
21

 it caused them to rejoice in its discovery!
22

        

 

Armed with knowledge the redeemer enters the scene. His teaching provokes a hostile reaction from 

Error. The assault, however, has the opposite effect than Error probably intended, the tree onto 

which Jesus is nailed becomes a tree on which the fruit of knowledge appears. This fruit eternally will 

be at hand, providing insight, reunion and joy for those who eat it. At this point we have reached the 

end of what I see as the first part of GospTruth. The joy, the redemption from ignorance and the 

discovery, all familiar notions from the incipit reappears. 

What kind of underlying mythology could we now detect from these initial pages of GospTruth? I 

would like to construe it as follows. Error is modelled on a fairly common idea of the demiurge in 

Gnostic texts. It has had power, but became demolished by the knowledge that the redeemer 

brought. But even though Error is defeated, the fog that blinds those of the middle still persists. This 

interpretation would make it possible to assert that Error is nothing and defeated, and 

simultaneously to confess that its deeds still horrifies those who are undecided. It means that 

although Error is defeated from the moment when Jesus was crucified, there remains an aftermath 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

the GospTruth. This rare construction is attested in 19.20, 20.38, 23.23 and 29.2 as well. Thus, the final letters 

on p. 17 cannot be taken as the beginning of a noun. I have chosen to restore the lacuna on the top of p. 18 with 

ⲙⲉⲑⲉ (thought) as we have a resembling expression in 35.15-16:”“and it is not with him that the thought of Error 

resides,” The linkage between p. 18 and 35, though without the just described dialectical reasoning, was 

suggested by Kragerud. (1961), 149 already.        
19

  18.21b-26a is a long assyndetic construction. The manner of construing the relation between the clauses of 

course is a matter of general interpretation. That the punch line should be at the end of it is likely as it is a 

common phenomenon in Greek and Coptic rhetoric and attested on p. 19-27-20.6 as well. 
20

 Most translators have tried with “It did not bring perishability because it was eaten, or other wordings with 

basically the same meaning. From the grammatical point of view, however, it requires an emendation of the text 

as ⲛⲧⲁⲧⲉⲕⲟ in 18.26b lacks an object and for this reason should be taken ingressively: “It did not enter a state of 

perrishing because it was eaten. My choice of changing my mind and to go against other translations is guided 

both by an inclination to avoid emendations, and my current opinion that the eternal and unbreakable nature of 

the Father of Truth and of his messenger, even when entering the cosmic sphere and actually dying, is the 

dominating theme on the first pages of the GospTruth.       

21  I take ⲑϪⲑ in 18.29b-30a as a marker of postponed subject ⲑϬⲓ, with cataphoric as well as 

anaphoric meaning.   
22

  17.28b-18.31. 



yet to be discussed. But before doing that we will turn our attention to the relation between the All 

and Error. 

 

The All and Error 
When analyzing the underlying mythology in a homilie, and probably in texts of many other genres as 

well, there is a risk of pressing the text too far and thereby construing a line of thought that is much 

more coherent than originally was intended. I am aware of such dangers that opens me to a critique 

of overintellectualising the reading. Nevertheless, I find it interesting to be “the ideal reader” in the 

Iserian sense. It might be a reading that is slightly over the top, but I hope that it will open new 

perspectives. With these things said we set out analyzing the relation between the All and Error. 

The first passage we have to discuss is 17.4b-18a that has been discussed on pagepå sidan 2 already. 

But now we turn to aspects that we let pending. 

The first phrase that is important here is “”Because the All had roved about for the one from whom 
they had come forth””.23 I have chosen to stress the aspect of turning around and wander about of 
the verb ⲕⲱⲧⲉ that occurs in ⲁⲩⲕⲁⲧⲟⲩ ⲛⲥⲁ. This underlines the bewildered state of the All that is 

expounded upon in the following clauses: “”and yet the All was inside of him, the incomprehensible, 
inconceivable one who is superior to every thought””.24 The All is inside of the Father, and yet cannot 
grasp this due to the depth of him. This seems to lead to the vain attempt to reach, or maybe even 

more unfortunate, to contain the Father. That is another connotation of the verb ⲕⲱⲧⲉ. I assert that 

this line of thought is similar to ideas that we encounter in the following quotation: 

He has reclaimed many from error, as he went before them to the places from which they had swerved 

when they erred because of the depth of him who surrounds everything, whereas nothing surrounds 

him.25 

 

The similarity in terminology as well as in line of thought is striking to me. On page 17 it is the 
incomprehensibility of the Father that is stressed, while on page 22 it is the depth of him. In both 
cases it results in erring, and in both cases the paradox that the one can alienate oneself from the 

one who contains everything is dealt with. The result of this is developed in 17.9b-13: “”…thus 

ignorance of the Father brought anguish and terror, and the anguish grew dense like a fog, so that no 
one could see, for this reason, Error found strength…””. Thus, the misconception on the part of the 
All provokes an attempt to attain the unattainable. The result is unrest and fear. Finally this has 
concealed the Father to such an extent that the demiurgical figure Error is produced. 
If we now try to see in what way the relation between Error and the All could fit into a valentinian 
mythology I would like to put forward the bold statement that the similarity to the myth of the fall of 
Sophia is striking. If Error is the demiurge, the All is Sophia. In a presumptuous attempt to reach or 
even bolder to contain the Father the All falls into ignorance. Wisdom becomes the first victim of its 
own ambition and fear and unrest materialises in the product of the presumptuous thought, that is 
the Demiurge. 

                                                           
23 ⲉⲡⲓⲇⲏ ⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ ⲁⲩⲕⲁⲧⲟⲩ ⲛⲥⲁ ⲡⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩⲉⲓ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ⲛϩⲏⲧϥ 17.4b-6a.  

24
 17.6b-9a. 

25 ⲁϥⲥⲧⲟ ⲛϩⲁϩ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲛ ⲧⲉⲡⲗⲁⲛⲏ ⲁϥⲥⲱⲕ ϩⲓⲑⲏ ⲙⲙⲁⲩ ϣⲁ ⲛⲓⲙⲁⲉⲓⲧ ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ ⲛⲧⲁⲩⲕⲓⲙ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ⲛϩⲏⲧⲟⲑ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩϫⲓ 
ⲛⲧⲉⲡⲗⲁⲛⲏ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡⲓⲃⲁⲑⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲉⲧⲕⲧⲁⲉⲓⲧ ⲁⲙⲉⲓⲧ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲙⲛ ⲡⲉⲧⲕⲧⲁⲉⲓⲧ ⲁⲣⲁϥ 22.20-27a.   



I hold GospTruth to be a text in which the preacher aims at reinterpreting a myth that is central to 
the community. If that community was valentinian it would be odd if such an attempt would have 
nothing to do with such a central part of the valentinian mythology. Even when we take into account 
that a homily is no systematic treatise, the myth of the fallen Sophia is closely related to topics dealt 
with in the GospTruth.  
But my proposal raises a number of interesting, but problematic, questions that have to be 
addressed. Why, for instance, does it seem like the All as well as Error consists of human beings? 
Would that really fit into a valentinian myth? Here I would like to point to a particularity in GospTruth 
that from the suggested perspective might be explained. The boundary between the aeons and 
mankind is fluid. At page 23 for example it is unlikely that the Aeons would exclude those who have 
been searching or erring for the Father, but now are actualised in the living book of the living. The 
distinction between protology and history should be kept in mind, but that only highlights the 
parallelism in the processes. I am aware of that my analysis at best has founded a point of departure 
for a deeper investigation into the way the restoration of mankind could be interpreted from the 
different versions of the Sophia myth in the valentinian corpus. That is an attempt that I very much 
would like to hear your opinions on, and I hope to return to this topic in a more completed version.  
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