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The Nag Hammadi Library is a priceless glimpse into a tumultuous
world of ideas with the potential to change today’s views of reli-
gion, reality, and ourselves. Over three decades in preparation,
it contains all the documents of the secret Gnostic writings from
the time of Christ unearthed near the Egyptian town of Nag Ham-
madi. It is a work of major importance to everyone interested in
Egypt, archaeology, the Bible, the evolution of Christianity, and
the story of Western civilization. The Nag Hammadi Library in-
cludes a full account of the discovery of the Library, an English
translation of each tractate, and a commentary by the editors
and translators.

In praise of THE NAG HAMMADI LIBRARY:

“A tremendous achievement.”"—Chicago Theological Seminary
Register

“One of the major publications of ancient sources within this
century.”—The Critic

“The Nag Hammadi Library is the most important book of many a
decade.”—New Realities

“Rewarding. . . . Rarely has a generation of students had such an
opportunity. . . . Opens the secrets of a religion which the Gnostics
themselves had hoped would be kept sealed until the Last Day.”

—The New York Review of Books

“A significant event.”—Journal of the American Academy of
Religion
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PREFACE

This volume has been a long time in coming. Since the Nag Hammadi
library was discovered in December 1945 by Muhammad ‘Ali al-Samman
Muhammad Khalifah, the publication of the tractates has encountered
a number of obstacles of a political and scholarly.sort. As a result,
though it has been some thirty-two years since their discovery, the Nag
Hammadi tractates have not previously been available in their entirety
in English translation—nor, for that matter, in any other modern
language. Even the publication of The Facsimile Edition of the Nag
Hammadi Codices is a task only now reaching completion. With the com-
pletion of the Facsimile Edition and the appearance of the present volume,
the Nag Hammadi library is at last available to the reading public.

The Nag Hammadi Library in English is only one facet of the work of
the Coptic Gnostic Library Project of the Institute for Antiquity and
Christianity, Claremont Graduate School, Claremont, California. Since
the Project began in 1966, the goals and projected publications of the
Project have expanded considerably, so that at present three publishing
ventures have been undertaken. In addition to the present .one-volume
edition, two series of volumes are in the process of being published.
The first is the aforementioned Facsimile Edition, published (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1972 ff.) under the auspices of the Department of Antiquities
of the Arab Republic of Egypt, in conjunction with UNESCO. This
set of twelve volumes contains photographic reproductions of the papyrus
pages and leather covers, and is an invaluable tool for the scholarly
study of the Nag Hammadi codices: The introductory volume, to be
published last, will contain a history of the discovery and subsequent
research, and a number of photographs of the persons, places, and
artifacts connected with the Nag Hammadi library, as well as corrections
and additions to the Facsimile Edition. The second series of volumes is
The Coptic Gnostic Library, a set to number eleven volumes when
complete. These volumes, published in the Nag Hammadi Studies series
by E. J. Brill, will provide Coptic transcriptions, English translations,
introductions, notes, and indices for all the tractates and the cartonnage
in the Nag Hammadi library, and will include the Berlin Gnostic Codex
8502. To date one volume in this set has appeared: The Gospel of the
Egyptians (The Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit) (Nag Hammadi
Studies 4, 1975), edited by Alexander Bohlig and Frederik Wisse in
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cooperation with Pahor Labib. A second volume is in the press: Nag
Hammadi Codices V, 2-5 and VI with Codex Berolinensis 8502, 1 and 4,
edited by Douglas M. Parrott. Furthermore, two additional tasks are
being undertaken by the members of the Coptic Gnostic Library Project:
the archaeological investigation of the Jabal al-Tarif (the site of the dis-
covery), the Pachomian monastery and basilica at Faw Qibli, and nearby
sites; and the establishment of a permanent Nag Hammadi Archive at
the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity, so that the scholarly investi-
gation of the Nag Hammadi tractates may be encouraged in the future.

The Nag Hammadi Library in English seeks to provide, within the
scope of a single volume, English translations of the Nag Hammadi
tractates. To these English translations have been added very brief
introductions, so that the reader may become aware of the main features
and issues to be noted within each tractate. In most cases the translations
utilized are up-to-date drafts of the translations to be used in The Coptic
Ghnostic Library ; similarly, the introductions are usually abbreviations of
those to be used in that same set of volumes. Like The Coptic Gnostic
Library, the present volume includes the tractates from BG 8502 (some-
times shortened to BG), since both the Gnostic character of the codex
and the specific tractates. within it parallel the Nag Hammadi library.
The textual signs employed in the translations (see “Textual Signs”’) are
designed to aid the reader by indicating such helpful information as
line and page sequence, lacunas in the text, and the like. These signs,
however, have been kept to a minimum, to facilitate ease of reading.

There are, of course, limitations within a volume of this sort. Restric-
tions in the space, time, and personnel which were available have pre-
vented the inclusion of extensive indices and scriptural references. Only
an index of proper names and an indication of a few scriptural quota-
tions have proved feasible for this volume. In addition, since the edition
is confined to a single volume, the use of all the texts of a tractate with
parallel versions has been impossible. In such cases it has proved neces-
sary to choose the version which would be more lucid and helpful to
the reader. Hence, where possible, the longer and more complete versions
have been utilized. Again, for reasons of brevity and readability, the
lacunas usually have been handled in a rather standardized fashion.
Such limitations as these may be remedied by referring to the more
expansive volumes in The Coptic Gnostic Library.

There are a goodly number of contributors who have provided mate-
rials for this volume, and each of these individuals has brought a unique
perspective to the contribution. Thus, although a degree of standardization
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has been possible within this volume, the reader should expect that the in-
troductions and translations reflect the work of the individual contributors:
variations in English style and translational policy should be anticipated.

For further discussion of the codices and tractates the reader is referred
to the appropriate volumes in The Coptic Gnostic Library, where addi-
tional bibliography is given. A few works, however, may also be cited
here. A comprehensive bibliography on Gnostic studies, with an emphasis
upon the Nag Hammadi library, is provided by David M. Scholer, ~
Nag Hammadi Bibliography 1948-1969 (Nag Hammadi Studies 1;
Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1971), updatéd annually in Novum Testamentum. -
An excellent introduction to Gnosticism is given by Hans Jonas, The
Gnostic Religion (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958 ; second paperback edition,
1963). For a lively account of the discovery of the Nag Hammadi library,
the developments within recent scholarship, and the major themes of the
tractates, the general reader is referred to John Dart, The Laughing Savior
(New York: Harper and Row, 1976). John Dart’s book updates an
earlier work describing the first phase of research about the discovery
and the library: Jean Doresse, The Secret Books of the Egyptian Gnostics
(New York: Viking Press, 1960). For a more detailed consideration of
major segments of the history of scholarship and the remarkable circum-
stances surrounding the discovery of the Nag Hammadi library, the
reader may consult the provocative article by James M. Robinson,
“The Jung Codex: The Rise and Fall of a Monopoly,” Religious Studies
Review 3 (1977) 17-30.

Finally, it should be noted with appreciation that numerous people
have contributed over the years to this volume. To those people who
have assisted as team members, advisors, editors, and typists, we offer a
hearty word of thanks. A special word of appreciation is extended to
the officials of UNESCO, the Egyptian Antiquities Organization, and the
American Research Center in Egypt who assisted in the work during
the past several years. The National Endowment for the Humanities,
the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, the American
Philosophical Society, the Smithsonian Institution, UNESCO, and
Claremont Graduate School have made major grants in support of the
work of the project. The devotion, generosity, and cooperation of many
persons have made this edition possible, and to all we express our
gratitude. It is our hope that this volume itself may contribute to mutual
cooperation among those who read and study the documents within the
Nag Hammadi library. :

‘ Marvin W. Meyer

.
s
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TEXTUAL SIGNS

Small strokes above the line indicate line divisions. Every fifth -

line a small number is inserted in place of the stroke; the fre-
quency of these numbers, however, may vary in tractates which
are quite fragmentary. A new page is indicated with a number in
bold type. When the beginning of a new line or page coincides
with the opening of a paragraph, the line divider or number is
placed at the end of the previous paragraph.

Square brackets indicate a lacuna in the manuscript. When the
text cannot be reconstructed, three dots are placed within the
brackets, regardless of the size of the lacuna; a fourth dot, if
appropriate, may function as a period. An exception to this rule
is the occasional use of a different number of dots to estimate the
extent of the missing portion of a proper noun. In a few instances
the dots are used without brackets to indicate a series of Coptic
letters which do not constitute a translatable sense unit. A bracket
is not allowed to divide a word, except for a hyphenated word or
a proper noun. Other words are placed entirely inside or outside
the brackets, depending on the certainty of the Coptic word and
the number of Coptic letters visible.

Pointed brackets indicate a correction of a scribal omission or
error. The translator has either inserted. letters’ unintentionally
omitted by the scribe, or replaced letters erroneously inserted
with what the scribe presumably intended to write.

Braces indicate superfluous letters or words added by the scribe.
Parentheses indicate material supplied by the editor or translator.
Although this material may not directly reflect the text being
translated, it provides useful information for the reader.

INTRODUCTION
by
JaMEs M. ROBINSON

1. The Stance of the Texts

The Nag Hammadi library is a collection of religious texts that vary
widely from each other as to when, where, and by whom they were
written. Even the points of view diverge to such an extent that the texts
are not to be thought of as coming from one group or movement. Yet
these diversified materials must have had something in common which
caused them to be chosen by those who collected them. The collectors
no doubt contributed to this unity by finding in the texts hidden meanings
not fully intended by the original authors. After all, one of them, the
Gospel of Thomas, begins with a word to the wise: “Whoever finds the
interpretation of these sayings will not experience death.” Thus the
texts can be read at two levels: what the original author may have in-
tended to communicate and what the texts may subsequently have been
taken to communicate.

The focus that brought the collection together is an estrangement from
the mass of humanity, an affinity to an ideal order that completely
transcends life as we know it, and a life-style radically other than com-
mon practice. This life-style involved giving up all the goods that people
usually desire and longing for an ultimate liberation. It is not an aggres-
sive revolution that is intended, but rather a withdrawal from involvement
in the contamination that destroys clarity of vision.

As such, the focus of this library has much in common with primitive
Christianity, with eastern religions, and with holy men of all times, as
well as with the more secular equivalents of today, such as the counter-
culture movements coming from the 1960’s. Disinterest in the goods of
a consumer society, withdrawal into communes of the like-minded away
from the bustle and clutter of big-city distraction, non-involvement in
the compromises of the political process, sharing an in-group’s knowledge
both of the disaster-course of the culture and of an ideal, radical alter-
native not commonly known—all this in modern garb is the real challenge
rooted in such materials as the Nag Hammadi library.



