Should the Philosophies of Gnosticism be Considered Biblical?
As always, people become excited about new ideas, or ideas that challenge conventional wisdom and beliefs.  Today, how does that affect you when you hear about the Gnostics or Gnosticism and its relationship to the Bible, suggesting or even declaring that the Bible may not be presenting a complete picture of Jesus and His teachings?  Does it confirm suspicions you’ve already had about the Bible?  Does it shock you that someone would be that audacious?  Your approach to this subject will depend in large part on your view of Christianity, and the things taught by its advocates.
The religion of the Gnostics was diverse and multi-faceted.  It is difficult to precisely nail down the Gnostic world-view or particular Gnostic beliefs on any one subject.  When you refer to Gnosticism or the Gnostics or the so-called Gnostic Gospels, you have to define which variety you are thinking about.  Gnostic philosophies predominated much of the ancient world even before the time of Jesus and they lasted well into the 4th century A.D.  In fact, modern thinking even continues to relate some of this ancient theology, such as portrayed in Dan Brown’s book, The Da Vinci Code.  As such, in many cases, Gnostic writings are contradictory.
“Those who aren’t convinced the Bible is a sufficient revelation of truth will be continually looking elsewhere for more ‘revelation’ and new mystical experiences.” – J. MacArthur 
Referring to the wedding in Cana (John 2:1-11), Ben Witherington III says, “Even the much later and less historically accurate Gnostic gospels do not tell us that Jesus was married, much less married to Mary Magdalene.  This is not because there is come theological problem with Jesus being married; it’s because historically it just never happened.” – Biblical Archaeology Review, September/October 2006, p.22.

N.T. Wright makes several valid observations (Can We Trust the Gospels?).  “All kinds of other documents have indeed turned up, not least a whole cache found in Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt in 1945, some of which give us fascinating glimpses of what people were saying about Jesus at the time of their writing. (The Dead Sea Scrolls, by the way—found not long after the Nag Hammadi documents—say nothing whatever about Jesus or the early Christians, despite many ill-informed assertions to the contrary) But none of them, in fact, is able to trump the gospels we already had.”
The best known and one of the longest of the Nag Hammadi documents is a collection of supposed sayings of Jesus known as the Gospel of Thomas.  “Thomas and the other works like it—that is, almost all the so-called ‘gospels’ outside the New Testament—are collections of sayings. There is hardly any narrative about things Jesus did or things that happened to him. But the four canonical gospels are quite different. They are not mere collections of sayings. They tell a story: the story of Jesus himself, told as the climax of the story of Israel, told as the fulfillment of the promises of God, the creator, the covenant God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” – ibid.
“What is more, those four canonical gospels must all have been written by about AD 90 at the very latest. … They are known and referred to by Christian writers in the first half of the second century, long before anyone begins to discuss the material we now know from Nag Hammadi. And they incorporate, and are based on, sources both oral and written which go back a lot earlier, sources from the time when not only most of Jesus’ followers were still alive and active within the early Christian movement, but when plenty of others—bystanders, opponents, officials--were still around, aware of the new movement as it was growing, and ready to challenge or contradict tales that were gaining currency. … these things were not done in a corner.” – ibid.
The greater part of the philosophies of Gnosticism was due to the paganism of that period.  The following link gives great detail about its multi-faceted views of the nature of God, creation, the Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ and the virgin Mary (Soteriology).  In this article, a few excerpts have been pulled from this link to illustrate some of the doctrines of Gnosticism.
www.newadvent.org/cathen/06592a.htm
Origin:

Gnosticism places the salvation of the soul merely in the possession of a quasi-intuitive knowledge of the mysteries of the universe and of magic formula indicative of that knowledge. Gnostics were “people who knew”, and in their view their knowledge made them a superior class of beings, whose present and future status was essentially different from that of those who, for whatever reason, did not know.
A more complete and historical definition of Gnosticism would be: 

“A collective name for a large number of greatly-varying and pantheistic-idealistic sects, which flourished from some time before the Christian Era down to the fifth century, and which, while borrowing the phraseology and some of the tenets of the chief religions of the day, and especially of Christianity, held matter to be a deterioration of spirit, and the whole universe a depravation of the Deity, and taught the ultimate end of all being to be the overcoming of the grossness of matter and the return to the Parent-Spirit, which return they held to be inaugurated and facilitated by the appearance of some God-sent Savior.”
It now seems clear that the first traces of Gnostic systems can be discerned some centuries before the Christian era.
Although Gnosticism may at first sight appear a mere thoughtless syncretism of well nigh all religious systems in antiquity, it has in reality one deep root-principle, which assimilated in every soil what is needed for its life and growth; this principle is philosophical and religious pessimism.

The Gnostics, it is true, borrowed their terminology almost entirely from existing religions, but they only used it to illustrate their great idea of the essential evil of this present existence and the duty to escape it by the help of magic spells and a superhuman Savior. This utter pessimism, bemoaning the existence of the whole universe as a corruption and a calamity, with a feverish craving to be freed from the body of this death and a mad hope that, if we only knew, we could by some mystic words undo the cursed spell of this existence – this is the foundation of all Gnostic thought.  Gnosticism is pseudo-intellectual, and trusts exclusively to magical knowledge.
When Gnosticism came in touch with Christianity, which must have happened almost immediately on its appearance, Gnosticism threw herself with strange rapidity into Christian forms of thought, borrowed its nomenclature, acknowledged Jesus as Savior of the world, simulated its sacraments, pretended to be an esoteric revelation of Christ and His Apostles, flooded the world with apocryphal Gospels, and Acts, and Apocalypses, to substantiate its claim. 
Doctrines:

(Cosmology) Gnosticism is thinly disguised Pantheism.
 In the beginning was the Depth; the Fulness of Being; the Not-Being God; the First Father, the Monad, the Man; the First Source, the unknown God (Bythos pleroma, ouk on theos, propator, monas, anthropos, proarche, hagnostos theos), or by whatever other name it might be called. This undefined infinite Something, though it might be addressed by the title of the Good God, was not a personal Being, but … the “Great Unknown” of modern thought. The Unknown God, however, was in the beginning pure spirituality; matter as yet was not. (Hence, from Acts 17:23 “To an Unknown God” – “in every way you are very religious” – Acts 17:22 – may be a reference to this system of thought.  Could it be that some in the “Christian Faith” interpreted Paul’s statement “Therefore what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you” to mean that he was confirming the notion of this disguised Pantheism?  If so, that misses the point because what Paul was saying.  He was introducing them to God’s plan for their redemption through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, telling them to repent, vs. 30-32.)

(Sophia-Myth) In some sense, Sophia or Achamoth seems to represent the supreme female principle, as for instance in the Ptolemaic system, in which the mother of the seven heavens is called … the Wisdom above (Adv. Haeres., III, vii, 4).  The prayer in the Acts of Thomas (ch. 1) seems addressed to this supreme female principle.
On the other hand, the Sophia usually plays another role; she is or “the Lustful One”, once a virginal goddess, who by her fall from original purity is the cause of this sinful material world. According to the Valentinian system as described by Irenaeus (op. cit., I) and Tertullian (Adv. Valent., ix), Sophia conceives a passion for the First Father himself, or rather, under pretext of love she seeks to know him, the Unknowable, and to comprehend his greatness. (Pagan cultures always find the need for a female deity, since it appears to them that procreation requires it, whether of man or beast, or of deity.  It is merely a convenient way to give sanction to sexually immoral, licentious conduct.)
(Soteriology) Gnostic salvation is not merely individual redemption of each human soul; it is a cosmic process. It is the return of all things to what they were before the flaw in the sphere of the Æons brought matter into existence and imprisoned some part of the Divine Light into the evil Hyle (Hyle). This setting free of the light sparks is the process of salvation; when all light shall have left Hyle, it will be burnt up, destroyed, or be a sort of everlasting hell for the Hylicoi.
Valentinianism the process is extraordinarily elaborate. When this world has been born from Sophia in consequence of her sin, Nous and Aletheia, two Æons
, by command of the Father, produce two new Æons, Christ and the Holy Ghost; these restore order in the Pleroma (the totality of God’s powers), and in consequence all Æons together produce a new Æon, Jesus Logos, Soter, or Christ, whom they offer to the Father.
These are only a sample of the philosophies that we find in the ancient texts.

The New Testament:

The writers of the New Testament were living when Gnosticism and other philosophies were taught and believed by many people of their day.  These philosophies may have been under consideration when these men were writing some of the New Testament.  They may have been considering these philosophies and how they were affecting Christian beliefs and practices.  Some examples of this are:
To the Christians in Corinth, the apostle Paul wrote:

1 Corinthians 1:21-25  For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not come to know God, God was well-pleased through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe. For indeed Jews ask for signs and Greeks search for wisdom; but we preach Christ crucified, to Jews a stumbling block and to Gentiles foolishness, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men.

To the Christians in Colosse, Paul wrote:

Colossians 2:8-9 See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ. For in Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form …

To the Athenians, Luke wrote that Paul said:

Acts 17:22-25 Men of Athens, I observe that you are very religious in all respects.  For while I was passing through and examining the objects of your worship, I also found an altar with this inscription, “TO AN UNKNOWN GOD.” Therefore what you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you.  The God who made the world and all things in it, since He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples made with hands;  nor is He served by human hands, as though He needed anything, since He Himself gives to all people life and breath and all things …

To Timothy, Paul wrote:

1 Timothy 6:20-21  O Timothy, guard what has been entrusted to you, avoiding worldly and empty chatter and the opposing arguments of what is falsely called “knowledge” – which some have professed and thus gone astray from the faith. Grace be with you.

The writings of the apostle John in 1st John, of Paul to the Galatians may have been intended to address in large part the fallacies of Gnosticism, namely that Jesus, the Son of God never came in the flesh because all flesh is evil, though this is not certain.
1 John 1:1-3  What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the Word of Life--  2 and the life was manifested, and we have seen and testify and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and was manifested to us--  3 what we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ. (See Sophia-Myth above.)

Galatians 3:1 You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you, before whose eyes Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified? (See also Galatians 5:16-26.)
The writer of Hebrews may have also had these philosophies in mind in the following statements:

Hebrews 2:14-18 … Therefore, He had to be made like His brethren in all things, so that He might become a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people.  18 For since He Himself was tempted in that which He has suffered, He is able to come to the aid of those who are tempted.
Hebrews 4:14-15 Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession.  15 For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin.
It would be difficult, if not impossible, to confirm that the philosophies of the Gnostics, whatever they may be, are supported by either the Old or New Testaments.  They are clearly extra-Biblical and contradictive to Biblical doctrine in many cases.  As such, the pseudepigraphal gospels of Thomas and Philip could not be considered as “canonical” or inspired of God, and were rejected by Christians of the early centuries.
For additional reading on the subject of Gnosticism, go to the following links:
Wikipedia Gnosticism
Nag Hammadi
Religious Tolerance
The Gnostic World View
The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy
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� Pantheism - The view according to which God and the world are one; a doctrine identifying the Deity with the universe and its phenomena: belief in and worship of all gods. 


� Æon – a Deity; an emanation of the good God; a divine power or nature emanating from the Supreme Being and playing various roles in the operation of the universe.
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