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Abstract

In an article from 2017, I introduced the study of the anthropological framework of 
Nag Hammadi texts and established the existence in this corpus of two anthropologi-
cal patterns, the bipartite and tripartite. The present study continues the analysis by 
means of an exhaustive investigation of the evidence provided by the three Hermetic 
treatises included in Nag Hammadi Codex VI, namely, the Discourse on the Eighth 
and the Ninth, the Prayer of Thanksgiving, and the fragment of Asclepius. It concludes 
that, far from presenting a tripartite anthropological framework, “die für die Gnosis 
typische trichotomische Anthropologie,” in the words of Karl-Wolfgang Tröger, these 
three Hermetic treatises only include a bipartite of view of the human being.

Keywords

bipartite and tripartite anthropology – Nag Hammadi – Hermetic treatises – Discourse 
on the Eighth and the Ninth (NHC VI,6) – Prayer of Thanksgiving (NHC VI,7) – 
Asclepius 21–29 (NHC VI,8)

1 A New Approach to the Anthropology of the Hermetic Treatises  
in Nag Hammadi

The intention of this paper is to present the preliminary results of my work-
in-progress over recent years, the goal of which is an exhaustive study of the 
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anthropological frameworks behind the Nag Hammadi treatises. The frequent 
claim that a trichotomous anthropology is the only one at work in Gnostic 
writings, as the anti-heretical writers affirm and some modern scholars also 
seem to assume, is more than questionable. This is the problem I tried to clear 
up in 2010, in a paper presented at the Themes in Biblical Narratives confer-
ence held in Groningen, the written version of which appeared in 2016.1

At that time, my intention was, first, to disprove Alastair Logan’s statement 
that Gnostics had a “bewildering variety” of anthropologies and, second, to 
affirm that the Nag Hammadi texts, as far as I can see, exclusively offer two 
possibilities, namely, a bipartite or a tripartite anthropology.2 At the same time,  
I affirmed that the fluctuation between the two anthropological schemes 
that we find in this corpus is not due to erratic opinions but simply reflects 
the similar variation we see in Middle Platonic anthropology. Indeed, under 
the influence of Aristotle, some Middle Platonists add a third constituent to 
Plato’s inherited bipartite soul-body scheme, namely, the intellect, which from 
that point on is no longer seen as a part of the soul but as an element in its  
own right.

That the issue was hotly debated in Middle Platonism might be seen in 
Atticus’s strong opposition to the “Aristotelians,” who in his view wrongly 
transposed to the intellect all the functions Plato had allotted to the soul.3 
Both positions can also be found in most Nag Hammadi texts: while a group 
of texts includes the classical Platonic view of the human being, simply oppos-
ing spiritual and material aspects, a larger group appears to distinguish three 
elements. Despite their common visceral contempt for the material side  
of the human, both anthropological patterns in fact imply rather diverse con-
ceptual schemes.4

The present article is the second in a series of five that intend to scrutinize 
all of the evidence on anthropological matters provided by the Nag Hammadi 
corpus. An introductory article published in 2017 established the existence of 
the two anthropological patterns.5 The intention of the present study is to con-
tinue the analysis, approaching the anthropology at work behind the Hermetic 
treatises included in the Nag Hammadi corpus and, more specifically, in  
Codex VI. According to a famous analysis by Karl Wolfgang Tröger, we should 
expect here the same trichotomous view we find in “die für die Gnosis typische 

1 Roig Lanzillotta 2016, 136–53.
2 According to Logan, Gnostic texts alternate between bipartite and tripartite views, and even 

fourfold anthropologies. Cf. Logan 1996, 168, 196–197.
3 Att., fr. 7 des Places (in Eus., Praep. ev. 15.10), with Merlan 1967, 73–75.
4 Cf. Roig Lanzillotta 2017, 15–39.
5 Cf. previous note.
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trichotomische Anthropologie.”6 My intention in this paper will be to show that, 
far from this, the three Hermetic treatises preserved in the Nag Hammadi cor-
pus in fact exclusively include a bipartite anthropology.

2 Anthropology, Gnosticism, and the Bipartite and Tripartite 
Anthropological Schemes

Anthropology is the cornerstone upon which the whole edifice of Gnostic 
thought is built.7 The complex of theological, cosmological, and soteriologi-
cal myths results from various attempts to provide a consistent, albeit myth-
ological, account of the nature and position of human beings in the world.8 
Gnostic myths are ready-made mythological accounts, allegorical narrations 
that, much in the same way as Plato’s mythological creations or Plutarch’s 
allegorical conflations, were shaped by Gnostic mythopoets in order to pro-
vide answers, although allegorical, to the riddles posed regarding the mean-
ing, nature, and goal of human existence.9 In this sense, interpreting Gnostic 
myths is not a matter of unraveling underlying or latent truths but of trying to 
decode the basic conception they intend to convey.

At the center of Gnostic mythology, we find the conviction of the consub-
stantiality of human spiritual being with God. Whether the texts express this 
by means of the myth of the descent of Man, of the God Man, the Primal Man, 
or Son of Man, or whether this archetypal human did not descend at all but was 
reflected on the waters, or whether our divine nature was planted as a seed by 
God, or whether we received it as a divine spark – whether as the Aristotelian 
nous thurathen or extrinsic intellect, or granted as a gift by God’s grace – all 
of these possibilities are of secondary importance from an anthropological  
perspective.10 In the final analysis, all these metaphors revolve around the 
same basic idea, namely, that our real self is not our body but is instead our 

6  Tröger 1971, 89. This view is also endorsed by Mahé 1978, 124–25, who compares the 
anthropology of the Hermetic treatises of Nag Hammadi with the tripartite view of the 
human being in Silv. NHC VII,4 92.19–25.

7  In this line of thought, Dahl 1981, 689–712 (here 695–97), who rightly points out that the 
main interest of the myths of Orig. World, Hyph. Arch., and the Apoc. John is the story of 
the creation of humanity.

8  Cf. Böhlig and Wisse 1975, 25.
9  Cf. Luttikhuizen 1997, 89–101. Such as expressed by Clem., Exc. 78.2: “Who were we? What 

have we become? Where were we? Into what place have we been cast? Whither are we 
hastening?”

10  On the scholarly discussion of the issue, see Logan 1996, 169–73.
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mind or our soul, and that this real self of divine origin is alienated in its pres-
ent degraded condition.

For our present inquiry, however, it is essential to determine whether the 
spiritual part of human beings is their intellect, conceived of as a separate 
entity, or instead the rational part of their soul. While the difference might 
seem trivial, it is in fact central, since it reveals rather discordant views regard-
ing the origin, character, function, and destiny of the soul after death, which in 
turn reflect rather diverse cosmological frameworks.11 Moreover, it goes with-
out saying that differences at the level of anthropology and cosmology will also 
necessarily affect soteriology and eschatology.

The bipartite and tripartite anthropological schemes that we find in Gnostic 
texts clearly reveal the Greek origin of the Gnostic views of the human being, 
since, as stated above, Plato and Aristotle are at the origin of both anthropolog-
ical frameworks, despite the efforts of some scholars to dissociate Gnosticism 
from Greek philosophy or to minimize the influence of the latter on the  
former.12 However, in addition to this, Gnostic texts also reflect the interschool 
polemics regarding human nature, as attested to in contemporaneous philo-
sophical texts. In the same way that late Stoics such as Seneca and Marcus 
Aurelius gave up the monistic anthropology of the Stoa in adopting the bipar-
tite and tripartite schemes, respectively, Christian Gnostics departed from 
the monism we find, for example, in the Synoptic Gospels and their Jewish 
antecedents in order to embrace either or both anthropological patterns  
of Hellenism.13

In shaping their myths to convey their religious or metaphysical views, how-
ever, diverse groups of Christian Gnostics logically made use of the elements 
they had at their disposal or with which they were acquainted. Those with 
a Jewish background mainly expressed these basic anthropological patterns 
by means of myths familiar to them, namely, Genesis stories or speculations 
on Sophia, while those with a philosophical background tended to make use 
of the cosmogonic and anthropogonic myths of the Timaeus, be it in its pure 

11  Cf. Roig Lanzillotta 2017, 25, 30–32.
12  E.g., Armstrong 1978, 101: “I think, then, in general, that any influence which may have 

been exerted by any kind of Greek philosophy on Gnosticism was not genuine but extra-
neous and, for the most part superficial. We are dealing with the use of Greek ideas, often 
distorted or strangely developed, in a context which is not their own, to commend a dif-
ferent way of faith and feeling, not with a genuine growth of any variety of Gnosticism out 
of philosophy, whatever some ancient heresiologists may have thought.”

13  Cf. Sen., Ep. 65, for the bipartite scheme, and M. Ant., Med. 3.16 and 12.3, for the tripartition 
of human being in the Stoic context. Cf. Roig Lanzillotta 2017, 20–21.
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form or with additions from Aristotle’s noetics.14 It seems obvious, however, 
that while these are general tendencies, internal discussions and polemics 
among different groups made borders among them more fluid than what my 
schematic exposition seems to imply.

3 The Anthropological Framework of the Hermetic Treatises  
in Nag Hammadi

In the corpus of Nag Hammadi, there are in total three Hermetic treatises: the 
Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth (NHC VI,6), the Prayer of Thanksgiving 
(NHC VI,7), and the fragment of Asclepius (NHC VI,8). While all three texts 
have received considerable scholarly attention, there is no systematic analysis 
of the anthropological background behind these texts as far as I am aware. 
In what follows, consequently, I intend to provide such an analysis, focusing 
exclusively on their views on the human being.

3.1 The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth (NHC VI,6)
The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth is the sixth treatise of Nag Hammadi 
Codex VI, where it occupies pages fifty-two to sixty-three. In the opinion of 
Karl-Wolfgang Tröger, the Discourse is the most important discovery of the 
twentieth century with regard to Hermetica.15 After some initial indifference, 
recent decades have seen a renewed interest in the text.16 The Discourse takes 
the form of a dialogue between teacher and pupil, which intends to show 
the initiate the way of attaining the Eighth and the Ninth spheres in order to 
achieve the ultimate vision of God (probably in the tenth heaven).

The name of the treatise obviously derives from the cosmological frame-
work behind the text, which presupposes, in addition to earth and the fir-
mament (probably), the seven heavens of the hebdomad or heimarmene as 
well. Apart from the Eighth and Ninth, the text also probably implies a tenth 
sphere in which the divine abides, as does the Apocalypse of Paul (NHC V,2) 
explicitly and Poimandres implicitly.17 It is interesting to note that in contrast 

14  It is not surprising, therefore, that van den Broek 1986, 190–203, has claimed the existence 
of a Platonized Jewish-Gnostic myth of both Anthropos and Sophia underlying not only 
Eugn. and the Apoc. John but also Valentinianism.

15  Tröger 1973, 497. See also, Hanegraaff 2008, 151. In addition to the already mentioned work 
by Tröger, see Mahé 1974, 54–65; 1978, 29–134; 1998, 79–86.

16  See Camplani 2000; Förster 2004, 723–37; Mahé 2006, 557–66; 2007, 935–71; van den 
Broek 2006, 234–45, 327–50; Bull 2018, 316–71.

17  Cf. Roig Lanzillotta 2020, 110–31; 2019, 934–38.
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to other Hermetic treatises such as Poimandres, the ascent of the soul is not 
postmortem but seems to be the result of a mystical experience during the 
life of the neophyte. Consequently, in order to attain this, individuals need to 
enact in a “non-natural way” what they would normally only attain after death. 
In order to be able to trespass through the realm of fate while in the body, indi-
viduals need to achieve an important transformation of their human nature; 
they need to “practice death,” to use Socrates’s words in the Phaedo (81A,  
μελέτη θανάτου).18

3.1.1 Anthropological Elements in the Discourse on the Eighth  
and Ninth

To understand the process by which this transformation is achieved, we need 
to take a look at the anthropological views of the text. How then does the 
Discourse actually conceive of the human being? The answer to this question 
is not as simple as it may seem. The focus of the text is not so much human 
beings themselves but their communication with the divine, and consequently 
anthropological references are scarce. We must therefore try to discern anthro-
pological views from the description of the transformation of human beings 
and their communication with the divine.

In so doing, however, caution is necessary so as not to fall into preconcep-
tions that may falsify the text’s anthropological views. While previous scholar-
ship too readily admitted the existence in our treatise of a tripartite scheme 
differentiating body, soul, and spirit or intellect, the evidence to support this 
analysis is meager.19 In my view, the only thing we can affirm with certainty is 
that our text conceives of human nature as being “mixed.” It distinguishes in 
humans a material part belonging to the four elements and subject to the hei-
marmene (below) and another part, the soul, which elevates them above the 
rest of creation, bringing them closer to the gods. This reflects a bipartite rather 
than a tripartite scheme.

The Body. With regard to the first part, the human body is almost completely 
neglected by the Discourse. In fact, the term “body” (σῶμα) appears on only 
one occasion in the text, and then only to refer to the desired day on which 
humans will dispose of it: “the day to quit the body.”20 This neglect is not sur-
prising, however, since the focus on the Eighth and the Ninth that precedes 
the vision of God implies a necessary process of detachment from all material 

18  Cf. Filoramo 1999, 137–49; also Mahé 2006.
19  Tröger 1973, 497.
20  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 60.5–6. All English translations of the Coptic text are according to 

Dirkse, Brashler, and Parrott 1979a, 341–73.
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accretions that may hinder this.21 Those who have already fulfilled this process 
indeed say: “We have already advanced to the seventh, since we are pious and 
walk in thy law.”22 By means of this gradual process of purification, the indi-
vidual learns to oppose the “acts of fate” (εἱμαρμένη)23 from then onwards:

ⲉⲧⲉϥⲥⲩⲛⲉⲓⲇⲏⲥⲓⲥ ⲧⲟⲩⲃⲁⲉⲓⲧ ⲉⲣⲟϥ· ⲉϥ ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲛ̅ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ̅ϩⲱⲃ ⲉϥϣⲁⲗⲉϥ· 
ⲉϥⲣ̅ⲥⲩⲛⲉⲩⲇⲟϭⲉⲓ ⲁⲛ ⲛⲙ̅ⲙⲁϥ· ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲃⲁⲑⲙⲟⲥ ⲉϥⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲉϥⲛ̅ⲛⲏⲩ 
ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲑⲓⲏ ⲛ̅ⲧⲙⲛ ⲧ̅ⲁⲧⲙⲟⲩ·

His conscience is pure within him, since he does not do anything shame-
ful, nor does he consent to it. Rather, by stages he advances and enters 
into the way of immortality.24

The body is clearly seen as an obstacle to the higher achievements of individu-
als and, in any case, to their search for God. This does not necessarily mean, 
however, that we are dealing with an anti-cosmic kind of dualism here that 
equates the body with perdition.25 As a matter of fact, we may instead describe 
this as a mild form of dualism, a worldview in which matter has not yet devel-
oped into something very negative and which as such should be avoided at all 
costs. This fits very well with the clear theological monism of the text, which 
attributes to the one and only God the creation of both the body and the physi-
cal world, since “His providence (πρόνοια) extends to everyone … begets every-
one…. He created everything.”26 As the neophyte’s hymn states:

ⲙⲁⲣⲛ̅ϣⲗⲏⲗ ⲱ ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ϯⲣ̅ⲉⲡⲓⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲧⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲉϫⲛ̅ ⲧⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲣ̅ⲣⲟ 
ⲛ̅ⲧϭⲟⲙ· ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲉϥⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̅ϫⲡⲟ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲛⲉϥϣⲁϫⲉ ⲇⲉ ϩⲉⲛⲁⲧⲙⲟⲩ 
ⲛⲉϩⲉⲛϣⲁ ⲉⲛⲉϩ ⲛⲉ ⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲧ ϣⲓⲃⲉ· ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲉϥ ⲟⲩⲱϣ ϫⲡⲟ ⲙ̅ⲡⲱⲛϩ̅ ⲛ̅ⲛⲓⲛⲉ ϩⲙ̅ 
ⲙⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ· ⲧⲉϥⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲙⲟⲣⲫⲏ ⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ·

Let us pray, O my father: I call upon thee, who rulest over the kingdom of 
power, whose word comes as (a) birth of light. And his words are immor-
tal. They are eternal and unchanging. He is the one whose will begets life 
for the forms in His nature give form to substance.27

21  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 58.27–29.
22  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 56.27–57.1.
23  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 62.27.
24  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 63.6–11.
25  See also Mahé 1978, 52–53.
26  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 56.4–6.
27  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 55.23–33.
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The Soul. With regard to the second element of the human complex, the 
soul (ψυχή) represents, in the first place, human interiority, and it occupies 
the higher place in the human hierarchy. If the body is considered to be the 
outer human being, the soul represents the human’s inner dimension and 
can therefore be equated to the heart.28 In fact, more than once the Discourse 
uses the expression “heart and soul” to refer to the human being’s inner  
realm, to that part by means of which a human prays to God, such as in the 
following passage:29

… ϫⲉⲓ ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲗⲟ ⲅⲉⲓⲕⲏ ⲑⲩⲥⲓⲁ ⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲛ̅· ⲛⲁⲓ ⲉⲧⲛ̅ⲧⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲟⲩ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ· 
ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̅ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲧⲉⲛⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲧⲉⲛϭⲟⲙ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ̅· ⲙⲁⲧⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲧ ϣⲟⲟⲡ 
ⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧⲛ̅ ⲛ̅ⲅ ϯ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲛ̅ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲧ ⲙⲟⲩ·

Receive from us these spiritual sacrifices, which we send to thee with all 
our heart and our soul and all our strength. Save that which is in us and 
grant us the immortal wisdom.30

However, partaking in this interior realm, namely, having a share in a soul as 
does every other human being, is not sufficient to attain the ogdoad and, with 
it, the subsequent vision of God. Rather, the initiate needs to follow an impor-
tant process of purification, the first stage of which seems to consist in follow-
ing a strict, pious, and ascetic way of life, which the text cryptically describes as 
the previous “steps” or “stages” (bathmos).31 When the disciple asks his master 
to fulfill his promise of bringing him first to the Eighth and then into the Ninth, 
the latter answers:

ⲡⲉⲣⲏⲧ ⲇⲉ ⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲧⲙⲛ̅ ⲧ̣ⲣⲱⲙⲉ· ⲁⲉⲓϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲣⲓⲣ̅ⲁⲣⲭⲉⲓ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲉⲣⲏⲧ· ⲁⲉⲓ ϫⲟⲟⲥ ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲕⲣ̅ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲙ̅ ⲡⲟⲩⲁ ⲡⲟⲩⲁ ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲃⲁⲑⲙⲟⲥ·

The promise was according to human nature. For I told you when I initi-
ated the promise, “If you hold in mind each of the steps.”32

This process is crucial, since it determines the right preparation of the soul. 
“This is what you call the beauty of the soul, the edification that came to you 

28  See Roig Lanzillotta 2007, 418–19.
29  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 55.13–14; 57.23–24; 60.13; 60.18.
30  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 57.18–25.
31  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 52.13.
32  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 52.9–13.
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in stages (βαθμός)” (ⲧⲕ̅ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲁⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̈ ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ· ⲡⲕⲱⲧ⸌ ⲉⲣϣⲱ ⲡⲉ ⲛⲁⲕ 
ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲃⲁⲑⲙⲟⲥ).33 Now, what are these steps exactly? In her comments on the 
heptaporou kata bathmidos of the Chaldean Oracles, Ruth Majercik mentions 
Hans Lewy’s translation of the “sevenfold ladder” in reference to the klimax 
heptapylos of the Mithraic mysteries.34 She also notes Lewy’s view that in the 
context of the Oracles this mention could either be a metaphorical description 
of “an intellectual ascent to the apprehension of the noetic world” or a refer-
ence to a “specific practice in the celebration of the mystery” that represented 
an ascent through the spheres.35

In the context of the Discourse, however, the reference to the “stages” or 
“steps” leaves, in my view, no room for hesitation. As already mentioned, not-
withstanding the fact that the body is not put in a very negative light, it cer-
tainly does represent an obstacle to the individual’s aspirations for a reunion 
with the divinity. The Discourse clearly delineates three important steps that 
individuals need to complete in order to reach the vision of God. Due to its 
being exposed to the influence of the body and the world, the soul seems to 
have acquired numerous undesirable accretions originally alien to it. As a 
result, the soul is deadened and needs first of all to be cleansed of all external 
pollution. This is the first step in the process. The reference to the hebdomad as 
that which each individual has left behind before being worthy of receiving the 
teaching that will allow them to achieve the ogdoad seems to imply the shun-
ning of the passions normally associated with the seven planets or heavens of 
the realm of fate:

ⲏⲇⲏ ⲁⲛⲣ̅ ϣⲣ̅ⲡ ⲙ̅ⲡⲱϩ ⲉⲑⲉⲃⲇⲟ ⲙⲁⲥ ⲉⲛⲟⲉⲓ ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲉⲩⲥⲉⲃⲏⲥ ⲉⲛ ⲣ̅ⲡⲟⲗⲓⲧⲉⲩⲉⲥⲑⲁⲓ 
ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲉⲕⲛⲟ ⲙⲟⲥ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲉⲕⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲧⲛ̅ϫⲱⲕ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟϥ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲟ ⲉⲓϣ ⲛⲓⲙ· 
ⲁⲛⲙⲟⲟϣⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ϩⲛ̅ [ⲧⲉⲕϩⲓⲏ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲛ]ⲕ̣ⲱ ⲛ̅ⲥⲱⲛ [9 ±]ⲛ̣̅ⲧ̣ⲣ̣ⲉ̣ⲥϣⲱⲡⲉ [ⲛ̅ϭⲓ] 
ⲧ̣ⲉⲕ̣[ⲑⲉⲱ]ⲣ̣ⲓ̣ⲁ·

We have already advanced to the seventh, since we are pious and walk 
in thy law. And thy will we fulfill always. For we have walked in [thy way, 
and we have] renounced [         ], so that thy [vision] may come.36

33  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 54.26–28.
34  Majercik 1989, 203 (fr. 164); Lewy 1978, 294n133, 414n50.
35  Majercik 1989, 203.
36  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 56.27–57.3. See Festugière 1960, 48 on Poimandres 25. See also 

Festugière 1967, 126; Mahé 1978, I:39–40.
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After this purification has been fulfilled, the soul may proceed to the sec-
ond step, which is more important than the first, since it will provide it with 
the necessary knowledge to activate the rational part of the soul that permits 
“understanding.” Up to now, the soul has followed the right track. However, it is 
still ignorant and can therefore be compared to a small child:

ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲙⲉ ⲡⲉ [ⲛⲁⲕ] ⲁ̣ⲧⲣⲉⲕⲣ̅ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲡⲣⲟ ⲕ̣ⲟ̣ⲡⲏ ⲉⲣϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲛ̅ⲧⲙⲛ̅ 
ⲧⲣⲙ̅ⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧ ϩⲛ̅ ⲛ̅ϫⲱⲙⲉ· ⲱ̂ ⲡ̣ⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲧⲛ̅ⲧⲱⲛⲕ̅ ⲉⲧϣⲟ ⲣⲡ̅ ⲛϩⲏⲗⲓⲕⲓⲁ· ⲛ̅ⲑⲉ 
ⲛ̅ⲛⲓⲕⲟⲩ ⲉⲓ ⲁⲕϫⲱ ⲛ̅ⲛⲓⲡⲣⲟⲃⲗⲏⲙⲁ ⲛ̅ ⲛⲁⲑⲏⲧ ⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲏⲧⲟⲛ:

And it is right [for you] to remember the progress that came to you as 
wisdom in the books. O my son, compare yourself to the early years of 
life. As children (do), you have posed senseless, unintelligent questions.37

Regardless of the will to attain the ogdoad, and despite being pure of external 
accretions and of passions, after the first step, the soul finds itself in an incipient 
stage of development. The second step, the process of learning the knowledge 
of the books, however, will gradually form the soul, developing it into some-
thing new.38 It is only after the soul’s edification, mentioned above, and the 
knowledge acquired from the books that “understanding” may appear in the 
soul, manifesting itself as the actualization of something that the soul already 
possessed but in a dormant way.39 However, this is not taken for granted: “May 
the understanding come to you, and you will teach” (ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲧⲛⲟⲏⲥⲓⲥ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁⲕ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲕⲛⲁⲧⲥⲉⲃⲟ).40

After this step, the soul is not only ready to transmit this knowledge to oth-
ers but also, and especially, to receive the “power of the discourse” from the  
master.41 This is the beginning of the third and final step in the process, at the  
end of which the soul receives its illumination from God and is able to com-
pletely develop that which may make it immortal. The master functions as a 
mediator between disciple and God in this process. While the pupil prays to 
God for understanding, the master does the same “to deliver the discourse from 
the fountain that flows to” him.42 It is the master who first transmits the divine 
power or dynamis that will enlighten the soul, transforming it and making it 

37  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 54.6–13.
38  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 54.23–26.
39  The presence of Aristotelian elements has already been noted by Dirkse, Brashler, and 

Parrott 1979a, 342–43.
40  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 54.28–30.
41  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 55.7–8.
42  E.g., Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 55.10–22.
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immortal. The Discourse devotes a good deal of attention to this process of 
illumination. For our present enquiry, however, it is more interesting to focus 
on the implicit consequences of this for the conception of the human being.

3.1.2 The Bipartite Anthropology of the Discourse on the Eighth  
and Ninth

Given the external intervention that enacts the exercise of rationality, and 
given the fact that this intervention activates a part of the soul, namely, the 
rational part that the soul already possesses, albeit in a dormant state, I think 
we can safely affirm that the anthropology of the text is clearly bipartite. Apart 
from body and soul, there is actually no evidence of a third human element. 
The Discourse opposes outer and inner being and conceives of the latter as 
that by means of which individuals may attain the vision of God. In order to do 
that, however, individuals need to develop their inherent capacity; they need to 
sharpen the sight of the soul’s eye, to use the well-known Platonic expression. 
There is no reference to a third separate or independent human element – 
whether that be nous, meaning “intellect, mind,” or pneuma, meaning “spirit.”

Regarding the former, the term “Mind” (nous) appears ten times in the 
Discourse, and, if we exclude its use in two expressions, it exclusively refers to 
the divine Mind, either in itself or when shared with human beings.43 Mind is 
the divine overseer of everything that happens in the world (ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲟⲩⲁⲁϥ 
ⲛ̅ⲧⲁϥ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲓ).44 It is the Mind “who has the power (δύνα-
μις) of them all, creating those <that are> in the spirit (πνεῦμα)” (ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲩⲛ̅ⲧⲁϥ 
ⲙ̅ⲙⲁⲩ ⲛ̅ⲧⲉⲩ ⲇⲩⲛⲁⲙⲓⲥ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲉϥⲥⲱⲛⲧ̅ ⲛ̅<ⲛⲉⲧ>ϩⲙ̅ ⲡ̅ⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅·).45 God grants His life 
to everyone and His providence protects them.46 Humans obtain a share of this 
Mind in the rare moments when they reach the Ninth and experience unity 
with the divine Nous. Chapter 58 describes this experience in precise detail. 
The father or master first reaches the state of communion with the divine. He 
repeats up to three times that he is Mind and is now able to “understand.”47 
The same statement by the son follows.48 Once they receive the illumination 
and the vision of the Eighth and the Ninth, a blurring between subject and 

43  I am referring to the expressions “if you hold in mind” (52.12, ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲕⲣ̅ ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ) and 
“with all our mind and all our heart and all our soul” (55.11–13, ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲉⲛⲙ[ⲉ] ⲉⲩⲉ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̅ ⲙⲛ̅ 
ⲡⲉⲛϩⲏⲧ⸌ ⲧⲏⲣϥ̅ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲧⲉⲛⲯⲩⲭⲏ). Cf. Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 52.3, 55.12, 58.4–5, 58.15, 58.21, 58.27, 
58.28, 60.27, 60.30, 61.31.

44  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 61.31–62.1.
45  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 59.33–60.1.
46  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 59.1–7.
47  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 58.4–5, 15–16, 21–22.
48  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 58.27–28.
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object is described by the Platonic metaphor in which God’s spirit is the plec-
trum with which He plays the instrument of the soul:

ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ̅ ⲡⲁⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲣ̅ϩⲩⲙⲛⲉⲓ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲙ̅ ⲙⲏⲛⲉ· ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲟⲣⲅⲁⲛⲟⲛ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲉⲕⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅· ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲡⲉⲕ ⲡⲗⲏⲕⲧⲣⲟⲛ· ⲡⲉⲕϣⲟϫⲛⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲣ̅ⲯⲁⲗⲗⲉⲓ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲉⲓ· ϯⲛⲁⲩ 
ⲉⲣⲟⲉⲓ ⲁⲉⲓϫⲓ ϭⲟⲙ ⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ̅ ⲁ ⲡⲉⲕⲙⲁⲉⲓⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲧ[ⲉ]ϩⲁⲛ

Therefore my mind wants to sing a hymn to you daily. I am the instru-
ment of thy spirit; Mind is thy plectrum. And thy counsel plucks me. I see 
myself! I have received power from thee. For thy love has reached us.49

With regard to the second term, “spirit” or pneuma is recurrently used to 
describe the medium by means of which God enacts His activity in the world, 
the means through which God’s dynamis reaches the individual. God is conse-
quently at the same time causa efficiens and causa finalis.50 On the one hand, 
He attracts the reality below Him, as the Aristotelian Unmoved Mover. On 
the other hand, He reaches the furthest corners of the world with His energy 
(dynamis), granting life to everything, and protecting the world with His provi-
dence (above). In this sense, we can safely affirm that there is no actual third 
element in the human being. Both mind and spirit are exclusive attributes of 
the divine, and if humans attain them it is only because of divine grace.

Other aspects of the Discourse also show that the text presents a clear bipar-
tite anthropology. As I just mentioned, the term nous is reserved for the divine 
Mind. Furthermore, I should add that in a couple of passages the Discourse 
refers to souls that have attained the ogdoad.51 This is something one does not 
expect in a tripartite context, where only intellects are accepted into the divine 
realm, while souls remain in the heavenly sphere.52 As I have explained else-
where, bipartite and tripartite views of the human being imply quite different 
conceptual backgrounds.53 Most importantly, tripartite anthropologies oppose 
the intellect to the complex body-soul: while the former, in line with Aristotle, 
is divine and everlasting, the latter cluster is subject to processes of generation 
and corruption and dissolves after death. Given its change in status, the soul 
is no longer that which allows individuals to reach God but, more often than 
not, the obstacle that hinders human aspirations to the divine. In their ascent 

49  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 60.27–61.2. See Plut., Def. orac. 436F; Pyth. orac. 402B in reference to 
SVF I, 502.

50  See Roig Lanzillotta 2014, 345–367.
51  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 56.1–2, 59.29–30.
52  See Roig Lanzillotta 2020, 120–21.
53  Roig Lanzillotta 2017, 26, 32–33, 33n72–n73.
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during life or after death, consequently, souls do not trespass the hebdomad 
but dissolve in advance, either on the moon or in the astral sphere.

In addition, the cosmology of the text seems to support the bipartite inter-
pretation of its anthropology. Even if distinguishing between a physical realm, 
the hebdomad, and a divine realm, the Discourse actually groups these three 
realms into two basic regions. The lower realm is described as the realm of the 
four elements;54 the intermediate region of the heimarmene is the realm of 
the seven ousiarches or “seven rules of substance” in the translation of Dirkse, 
Brashler, and Parrot, while the divine region is the ogdoad and the Ninth.55 
However, it seems clear that the lower realm and hebdomad are grouped 
together and conceived of as belonging to God’s creation.56 Consequently, 
there is no opposition between the earthly and celestial realms, which is char-
acteristic of tripartite schemes. In fact, both regions are seen as a continuum 
and are only contrasted with the divine above. In this sense, cosmology exactly 
replicates anthropology.

3.2 The Prayer of Thanksgiving (NHC VI,7)
Immediately following the Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth, the Prayer of 
Thanksgiving is a short text that occupies pages sixty-three to sixty-five of the 
same Nag Hammadi Codex VI. In addition to the Coptic translation of the 
Prayer, we also have preserved Greek and Latin versions.57 The Greek text is 
included in what is called the Papyrus Mimaut (Paris, Louvre, Papyrus 2391) 
col. XVIII, 591–611 (PGM III 591).58 The Latin text appears as a conclusion of the 
Latin version of Asclepius (41b) of the Corpus Hermeticum, which according 
to Mahé can be considered a paraphrase of the Perfect Discourse, the name 
by which both Lactantius and Stobaeus knew this text.59 Mahé published a 
synoptic edition of all three versions of the text that facilitates comparison.60

In contrast to the previous text, the Prayer is preserved almost completely 
and includes, as its incipit announces, a prayer of thanksgiving for the gift of a 
revelation similar to that described in the Discourse. Despite the independent 
text’s transmission, we may consequently expect a conceptual relationship 
between both the Discourse and the Prayer, and this is indeed what happens. 

54  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 63.17–19.
55  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 62.27. See Festugière 1967, 121–130. Dirkse, Brashler, and Parrott 1979a, 

com. ad 63.19.
56  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 57.14–18.
57  Tröger 1973, 497.
58  Preisendanz 1973, 56–59.
59  Mahé 1974, 54.
60  Mahé 1978, I: 157–67.
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The very first lines of the Prayer already refer to souls being lifted to God (“lifted 
to Thee”), which seems to imply an anthropological framework in which souls, 
and not intellects or spirits, are allowed into the divine abode. From the outset, 
this seems to imply a bipartite rather than a tripartite anthropology.61

The Prayer of Thanksgiving is interesting because it may help us to complete 
numerous aspects not included in the Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth. 
Whereas the latter text focused especially on the soul and the laborious pro-
cess of purification that prepares it for revelation, the Prayer focuses on what 
precedes and follows the revelation proper, in this way shedding important 
light on aspects that were not specifically dealt with in the Discourse. Thus, for 
example, the Prayer explicitly emphasizes that God is not only causa finalis – 
the divinity toward which all reality tends – but also as causa efficiens, since it 
is God’s love, affection, and goodness that explain the gift He liberally grants 
the neophyte:

ⲱ̂ ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲛ ⲉⲩⲣ̅ⲉⲛⲱⲭⲗⲉⲓ ⲛⲁϥ ⲁⲛ· ⲉϥⲧⲁⲉⲓⲁⲉⲓⲧ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲟⲛⲟⲙⲁⲥⲓⲁ ⲙ̅ⲡⲛⲟⲩ[ⲧ]ⲉ·  
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲩⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲟⲛⲟⲙⲁⲥⲓⲁ ⲙ̅ⲡⲓⲱ[ⲧ] ϫⲉ ϣⲁ ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ· ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲁ 
ⲡⲧⲏ ⲣϥ̅· ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲓⲁ ⲙ̅ⲡⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲡⲙⲉ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲡⲟⲩ{ⲟⲩ}ⲱϣ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉϣϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ̅ 
ⲟⲩⲥⲃⲱ ⲉⲥϩⲁⲗⲉϭ ⲉⲥⲟ ⲛ̅ϩⲁⲡⲗⲟⲩⲥ· ⲉⲥⲣ̅ⲭⲁⲣⲓⲍⲉ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲙ̅ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲙ̅ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛ̅ 
ⲧⲅⲛⲱⲥⲓⲥ …

O undisturbed name, honored with the name, “God,” and praised with 
the name, “Father,” for to everyone and everything (comes) the fatherly 
kindness and affection and love, and any teaching there may be that is 
sweet and plain, giving us mind, speech, and knowledge …62

It is His goodness and gracious sharing that allows people to come to know 
Him, by providing rationality in the form of understanding, speech, and 
knowledge.63 Moreover, this is so because the text clearly conceives of God as 
“intellectual light.”64

3.2.1 Anthropological Elements in the Prayer of Thanksgiving
As far as the anthropology of the text is concerned, the Prayer is comparable 
to the Discourse. The text establishes a sharp distinction between the body, 

61  See on the issue, pp. 11–12 above. See also Roig Lanzillotta 2020, 25–27.
62  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 63.36–64.10 Translation according to Dirkse, Peter A., and James 

Brashler 1979b.
63  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 64.30, 64.9–14.
64  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 64.23.
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which is seen as the visible and external personality, and the soul, conceived of 
as the human being’s interiority.

The Body. The physical body clearly forms an obstacle to the knowledge of 
God. The text praises God for granting knowledge of Him even while the indi-
vidual is still in a body:

ⲧⲛ̅ⲣⲁϣⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁⲣⲛ̅ϫⲓ ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲉⲕⲅⲛⲱⲥⲓⲥ· ⲧⲛ̅ⲣⲁϣⲉ ϫⲉ ⲁⲕⲧⲥⲉⲃⲟⲛ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ· 
ⲧⲛ̅ⲣⲁ ϣⲉ ϫⲉ ⲉⲛϩⲛ̅ ⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲁⲕⲁⲁⲛ ⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲉⲕⲅⲛⲱⲥⲓⲥ

We rejoice, having been illumined by Thy knowledge. We rejoice because 
Thou hast shown us Thyself. We rejoice because while we were in (the) 
body, Thou hast made us divine through Thy knowledge.65

We may say that the text clearly conceives of this revelation as an out-of-body 
experience. What was implicit in the Discourse is explicitly stated here with an 
exclamation of joy: “We rejoice because while we were in (the) body, Thou hast 
made us divine through Thy knowledge.”66 This expression of joy is similar to 
that we find in the Corpus Hermeticum 13.8: “To us has come knowledge of 
god, and when it comes, my child, ignorance has been expelled. To us has come 
knowledge of joy, and when it arrives, grief will fly off to those who give way to 
it.”67 In the Prayer, assimilation to the divinity, divinization, is equated to the 
uninterrupted possession of this knowledge of the divine, something which is 
apparently not granted automatically or forever. At least this is what one may 
conclude from the petition included later on in the Prayer:

ⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̅ⲣ̅ⲁⲓⲧⲉⲓ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟϥ· ⲉⲛⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲩⲣ̅ ⲧⲏⲣⲉⲓ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲛ ϩⲛ̅ 
ⲧⲅⲛⲱⲥⲓⲥ· ⲟⲩⲁⲣⲉϩ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲡⲉⲧⲉⲛ ⲟⲩⲟϣϥ̅ ⲉⲧⲙ̅ⲧⲣⲉⲛⲥⲗⲁⲁⲧⲉ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲉⲉⲓⲃⲓⲟⲥ 
ⲛ̅ϯ[ⲙ]ⲓⲛⲉ·

There is one petition that we ask: we would be preserved in knowledge. 
And there is one protection that we desire: that we not stumble in this 
kind of life.68

65  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 64.15–19.
66  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 57,28–30.
67  Cf. Bull 2018, 272; Cumont 1973, 2:154, who compares it to Mithraic exclamation made to a 

newly initiated “bridegroom” (nymphus), the second initiatory grade: “Hey, bridegroom! 
Rejoice, bridegroom! Rejoice, new light!”

68  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 64.31–65.2.
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Despite the previous process of purification and the previous achievements 
of understanding, knowledge, and divine pneuma, and notwithstanding God’s 
gift, the physical body and the world appear to be strong enough to make neo-
phytes stumble, distracting them from unity with God. As we will see in the 
next section, the soul also plays a role in this distraction, but the body clearly 
represents the most important threat.

The Soul. Each soul is that through which individuals attain contact  
with God:

ⲧⲛ̅ϣⲡ̅ ϩⲙⲟⲧ ⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ̅ ⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲛⲓⲙ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲫⲏⲧ ⲡⲟⲣϣ̅ ϣⲁⲣⲟⲕ ⲱ ⲡⲓⲣⲁⲛ 
ⲉⲩⲣ̅ⲉⲛⲱⲭⲗⲉⲓ ⲛⲁϥ ⲁⲛ· ⲉϥⲧⲁⲉⲓⲁⲉⲓⲧ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲟⲛⲟⲙⲁⲥⲓⲁ ⲙ̅ⲡⲛⲟⲩ[ⲧ]ⲉ·

We give thanks to Thee! Every soul and heart is lifted up to Thee, Ο undis-
turbed name, honored with the name, “God …”69

As was also the case with the Discourse, in the Prayer the soul is considered 
the inner dimension of the individual. Also, here, we find the same combina-
tion of “soul and heart” to describe human interiority, the spiritual part that 
allows human beings to overcome their physical nature.70 They do so by “being 
lifted” to God. As mentioned, this is, in my view, a clear indication of the bipar-
tite nature of the anthropology of the Prayer, since tripartite schemes exclude 
souls from any contact with the divine.71

The Prayer describes the soul as the seat of the mind, of speech, and of 
knowledge, all three means through which souls may attain knowledge of 
God.72 However, we have seen that, after achieving knowledge of God, the neo-
phytes articulate a fear that they may stumble and a wish that this knowledge 
may be preserved.73 The fear expressed by the neophytes implies a context in 
which rationality of the soul is continuously exposed to pressures that are not 
under its control.

What are the threats that may determine the neophyte’s inability to pre-
serve a state of grace? Two sorts of perils, internal and external, may jeopar-
dize the soul’s successful achievement of knowledge. On the one hand, there 
is the internal structure of the soul, which, in line with the Middle Platonic 
view, consists of rational and irrational parts. As already said, the soul is the 

69  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 63.34–64.2.
70  Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 57.18–25.
71  See above 11–12, the analysis of Disc. 8–9.
72  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 64.1–8. On the role of all three elements in the attainment of knowl-

edge of God in the CH, see Mahé 1978, I:149–50.
73  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 64.31–65.4.
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seat of mind, speech, and knowledge. However, it is also the seat of the pas-
sions that inhabit the irrational part and may endanger reason’s control. If the  
soul’s internal structure is in good balance, rationality maintains control with-
out problem. Passions, however, may break this balance, thereby risking the 
individual’s spiritual achievements.

On the other hand, there is an external threat, namely, a combination of 
both physical urges and influences from the world. As we will see in Asclepius, 
passions have their origin in matter and the latter’s connection with the body 
exposes the soul to continuous pressure. The inflow proceeding from the out-
side can endanger the soul’s natural or achieved internal balance and rational-
ity’s leading role in the choice of what is good for the individual.

3.2.2 Bipartite Anthropology in the Prayer of Thanksgiving
From an anthropological perspective, it seems obvious that the capacity for 
understanding, sometimes called nous or “intellect,” should not be seen as an 
independent human part or element in its own right. Rather, it is a part of the 
soul that is activated by means of divine intervention, by means of pneuma 
or “spirit” spreading divine dynamis in the world and bringing it to the initi-
ated. It is God’s gift that allows humans to develop that which can make them 
divine. This process of divinization by means of divine knowledge elevates the 
status of the soul, allowing it to reach God. Admittedly, the body and the world 
can frustrate this promotion, but this does not amount to a complete rejection  
of matter.

Despite the fact that both body and the world may endanger the individual’s 
spiritual achievements, the Prayer is far from presenting an anti-cosmic dual-
ism condemning matter. Rather, it is a mild form of dualism, as can be seen in 
the fact that divine knowledge can even reach individuals while still in their 
body, despite the latter having an obvious secondary nature.74 This mild dual-
ism is in accordance with the fact that God is considered Father and creator of 
every creature. God’s physicalist description as a “womb,” pregnant with every-
thing that exists, including the cosmos and the nature of the Father, seems to 
imply a cosmological monism with no room for a condemnation of matter:

ⲱ ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲣⲁ ⲛ̅ϫⲟ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲁⲛⲥⲟⲩ ⲱⲛⲉ ⲱ̂ ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲣⲁ ⲉⲧϫⲡⲟ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲙ̅ⲡⲓⲱⲧ 
ⲁⲛⲥⲟⲩⲱ ⲛⲉ ⲱ ⲡⲙⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϣⲁ ⲉⲛⲉϩ

74  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 64.18–19; Mahé 1978, I:148.
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Ο womb of every creature, we have known Thee. Ο womb pregnant with 
the nature of the Father, we have known Thee.75

This monism coincides with the cosmological background we described in the 
analysis of the Discourse. There is no opposition between divine and earthly 
regions, since the goodness of the Father reaches even the remotest corners  
of creation.

3.3 Asclepius (NHC VI,8)
The fragment of Asclepius (21–29) is the eighth text in Nag Hammadi  
Codex VI, where it occupies pages sixty-five to seventy-eight. Of the three 
Hermetic texts included in the codex, its material condition is the worst.76 It 
includes the Coptic version of chapters 22–29 of Asclepius, or Perfect Discourse, 
a text originally written in Greek but preserved in complete form only in an 
expanded Latin translation. Together with the Latin version, we also have three 
Greek fragments. The first is preserved by Lactantius and provides a parallel to 
Asclepius 73.23–74.2;77 the second appears in Stobaeus, who includes a frag-
ment of Asclepius 72.2–15;78 the third is preserved both by Lactantius and Cyril 
of Alexandria and offers an addition to Asclepius 78.43, also preserved in para-
phrase form in the Latin Asclepius.79

Asclepius includes a dialogue between the neophyte, Asclepius, and Hermes 
Trismegistus that shows similarities with the text of the Discourse on the 
Eighth and Ninth, in the sense that it also provides instructions in cultic prac-
tice. The text begins with a comparison of the mystery with sexual intercourse. 
Contrary to what one might expect for a text included in the Nag Hammadi 
corpus, Asclepius presents a rather positive view of sexuality, inasmuch as the 
exchange between parties involves each one giving something and receiving 
something.80 At the same time, Asclepius presents a strong dualistic world-
view. Even if the cosmos is the product of the one loving God and as such 
is a clear unity, numerous binaries structure the author’s conception of the 
world.81 Gods/humans, pure matter/simple part of matter, mortal/immortal, 
good/evil, words/deeds, pious/impious are only some of the frequent pairs of 

75  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 64.25–28.
76  Dirkse and Parrott 1979c, 395.
77  Lact., Inst. 7.18.4. See Mahé 1978, II: 147.
78  Stob. 14.52.47 = Asc. NHC VI,8 76,2–15. Mahé 1978, II:147–48.
79  Lact., Inst. 2.15.6; Cyril Al., Contra lulianum, p. 130 E, PG 76, 701. See Mahé 1978, II: 148.
80  Asc. NHC VI,8 65.15–34; DeConick 2001, 225–61 (here 250–52).
81  Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 72.10–11; 73.23–30.

Downloaded from Brill.com03/10/2021 08:27:37AM
via Universiteit of Groningen



67Hermetic Texts in Nag Hammadi and Their Bipartite View of Man 

Gnosis: Journal of Gnostic Studies 6 (2021) 49–78

contraries by means of which the author presents his view of reality.82 As was 
to be expected, the binary approach also dominates the anthropological views 
that one can extract from the text.

When compared to the anthropology of the two previous texts analyzed 
in this study, things do not change much, since the anthropological views of 
Asclepius are clearly bipartite. The text declares this openly, distinguishing 
humans from the Gods as having a dual nature. Humans are both mortal and 
immortal: mortal because of the body and immortal because of the soul. As 
the Coptic Asclepius states: “For He (God) created a two-fold nature for him 
(man): the immortal and the mortal” (ⲁϥⲧⲁⲙⲓⲉ ⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ ⲥⲛ̅ⲧⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲛⲁϥ· ⲧⲁⲧⲙⲟⲩ 
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲉⲧⲉϣⲁⲥⲙⲟⲩ).83 Even more explicitly, the complete Latin version of the 
Asclepius in the Corpus Hermeticum describes the former as the “material 
part” (ὑλικός), which is formed out of the four elements, and the latter as the 
“essential” (οὐσιώδης) part, which is simple and divine:84

Solum enim animal homo duplex est; et eius una pars simplex, quae, ut 
Graeci aiunt, οὐσιώδης, quam uocamus diuinae similitudinis formam; est 
autem quadruplex, quod ὑλικόν Graeci, nos mundanum dicimus, e quo 
factum est corpus, quo circumtegitur illud, quod in homine diuinum esse 
iam diximus, in quo purae mentis diuinitas tecta sola cum cognatis suis, 
id est mentis purae sensibus, secum io ipsa conquiescat tamquam muro 
corporis saepta.

Mankind is the only living thing that is twofold: one part of him is simple, 
what the Greeks call ousioudes, what we call a form of divine likeness. 
What the Greeks call hulikos and we call earthly is fourfold. From it is 
made the body that covers over what we have already termed divine in 
mankind; it covers the divinity of pure mind, which rests alone with its 
kindred, the thoughts of pure mind, at peace with itself as if sheltered by 
a wall of body.85

82  Asc. NHC VI,8 69.23–27 (Gods/humans); 69.13–19 (matter); 67.32–34, 68.4–5 (mortal/
immortal); 73.28–30 (good/evil); 65.36 (words/deeds); 66.2–4 (piety).

83  Asc. NHC VI,8 67.32–34.
84  See Nock and Festugière 1960, 256–401. Man’s duality in Asc. 7 (304.2–6 N-F); 8 (305.15–

306.2 N-F); 11 (309.5–6 N-F); 22 (324.18 N-F).
85  Copenhaver 1992, 70–71.
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3.3.1 Anthropological Elements in Asclepius
The Body. Unlike the soul, the body attaches humans to the earth and is that 
which distinguishes mortals from immortals. While Gods are heads only, 
humans also need to cope with a body formed by several members that keep 
them attached to the physical world and have a heavy influence on their souls.86 
This is due to the passions, which according to Asclepius do not have their 
origin in the soul, but in the body. If Gods are made of pure matter, humans 
are made out of simple, defective matter, to which passions intrinsically 
belong.87 However, in addition to this, as material creatures, humans necessar-
ily need to feed themselves from matter, and this dependence creates a vicious  
circle at the level of the body, one that initiates the never-ending chain of inop-
portune desires:

[ⲁϥⲕⲱ ⲑ]ⲩⲗ[ⲏ] ⲉϩ̣ⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲡⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲙ̅[ⲡⲣⲱ]ⲙ̣ⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡ̣[..].ⲛ̣ⲉ· ϣⲁⲣⲉⲙ̣̅ⲡ̣[ⲁⲑⲟ]
ⲥ ϣⲱ ⲡⲉ ϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̅ϩⲏⲧⲥ̅· ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ϣⲁⲣⲟⲩϩⲉϯⲉ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ̈ ⲉϫⲙ̅ ⲡⲉϥ ⲥⲱⲙⲁ· 
ⲛⲉϥⲛⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲁⲛ ⲛ̅ⲕⲉⲣⲏⲧⲉ ⲉⲓ ⲙⲏⲧⲓ ϫⲉ ϥϫⲓ ⲛ̅ⲧⲉⲓ̈ ⲧⲣⲟⲫⲏ ⲛ̅ϭⲓ ⲡⲉⲓ̈ⲍⲱⲟⲛ 
ϩⲱⲥ ⲉⲩⲣⲉϥⲙⲟⲩ ⲡⲉ· ⲧⲁⲛⲁⲅⲕⲏ ⲧⲉ ⲉⲧⲣⲉϩⲉⲛⲕⲉⲉⲡⲓⲑⲩⲙⲓⲁ ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲁϥ 
ⲛ̅ⲛⲁⲧⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ ⲉⲩp ⲣ̅ⲃⲗⲁⲡⲧⲉⲓ

[Since] matter is involved in the creation of [man] of [  ], the passions 
are in it. Therefore they continually flow over his body, for this living 
creature would not exist in any other way except that he take this food, 
since he is mortal. It is also inevitable that inopportune desires, which are 
harmful, dwell in him.88

Due to the continuous commerce with the body, passions and desires arise in 
the soul. It is humans’ defective nature, the mortal part, that generates these 
passions and desires in such a way that they also manifest themselves in the 
irrational part of the soul. The first consequence of these the passions is the 
appearance of wickedness in the soul. The body, in this sense, is negative, but 
only insofar as it is responsible for the origin of the passions. We do not see 
here an extreme form of dualism that proclaims the annulment of the body. 
Rather, the focus of Asclepius is the healing of the soul, which is enacted by the 
curative function of learning and knowledge. As the text puts it: “Knowledge of 
the things which are ordained is truly the healing of the passions.”89

86  Asc. NHC VI,8 69.13–14, 69.19–22.
87  Stob. 1.49.44.
88  Asc. NHC VI,8 67.1–12.
89  Asc. NHC VI,8 66.9–12.
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The Soul. Notwithstanding the positive view of creation and the cosmos, the 
dualistic undercurrent of Asclepius implies a lower appreciation of the body 
and the superiority of the “essential” part of the human.90 It is this part that 
brings humans closer to the Gods, or rather what makes them Gods, as the text 
states.91 “God has willed that the inner man be created according to his image” 
(ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲡⲣⲱ ⲙⲉ ⲉⲧ⸌ϩⲓ̂ ⲡⲥⲁⲛϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲧⲁⲙⲓⲟ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲡⲉϥⲧⲟⲛⲧⲛ̅).92 
In line with the Latin Asclepius, which describes it as “divine,” “eternal,” and 
“substantial,” and asserts that it is through this part that the human ascends to 
heaven (parte, qua ex anima et sensu, spiritu atque ratione diuinus est, uelut ex 
elementis superioribus, inscendere posse uideatur in caelum …),93 the Coptic 
text conceives of the soul as the human’s only divine part. This portion makes 
humans akin to God (suggenes).94

With regard to the inner structure of the soul, Asclepius makes explicit 
that which was only implicit in the Prayer of Thanksgiving: the soul consists 
of rational and irrational parts. While the former is the seat of learning and 
knowledge, the latter includes the passions that continuously threaten the 
individual’s wellbeing. In fact, learning and knowledge are divine gifts intended 
to counteract the influence of passions arising in humans due to their contact 
with the world and the body: “knowledge of the things which are ordained is 
truly the healing of the passions of matter.” Therefore, “learning is something 
derived from knowledge” (ⲧⲅⲛⲱⲥⲓⲥ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲛ̅ⲛⲉⲧⲥⲙⲟⲛⲧ ⲛⲁⲙⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲥ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲧⲗ̅ϭⲟ 
ⲛ̅ⲙ̅ⲡⲁⲑⲟⲥ ⲛ̅ⲑⲩⲗⲏ· ⲉⲧⲃⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ⲧⲉ ⲡⲓⲥⲧⲏⲙⲏ ⲟⲩⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲅⲛⲱⲥⲓⲥ ⲧⲉ).95 Passions 
are the origin of evil, and lack of knowledge perpetuates its existence both in 
the world and in the soul.96

As was also the case with the Prayer, here we see the echo of the Middle 
Platonic bipartition of the soul, according to which the rational part needs to 
maintain control over the irrational in order to avoid further deterioration of 
both soul and body. According to Asclepius, however, God should not be held 
accountable for the existence of evil, since he granted humans both learn-
ing and knowledge as an antidote to this.97 “Wickedness remains among the 

90  According to Gersh 1986, 379ff., this is due to Stoic influence.
91  On the Human-God, see 68.18. For human being’s divinization, see also CH 1.26, X.6, 

XIII.10; Disc. 8–9 NHC VI,6 61.17; Pr. Thanks. NHC VI,7 64.18–19.
92  Asc. NHC VI,8 69.23–25. On the “inner man,” see Dirkse and Parrott 1979c, 416 (note to 

69.22–27).
93  Asc. CH 308.22–25 N-F.
94  Asc. NHC VI,8 68.6–12; Asc. CH 10 (309.3 Nock-Festugière), 22 (324.18 Nock-Festugière), 22 

(323.25 Nock-Festugière), “divine;” Asc. 8 (CH) (306.4 Nock-Festuière), “eternal.”
95  Asc. NHC VI,8 66.9–11.
96  Asc. NHC VI,8 66.5–8.
97  Asc. NHC VI,8 66.23–24, 67.24–28.
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many, since learning concerning the things that are ordained does not exist  
among them.”98 If the soul lacks knowledge, passions persist in it, creating 
additional problems:

ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ̅ ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̅ⲧ ⲁⲧⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲟⲩⲉⲡⲓⲥⲧⲏ ⲙⲏ ϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲁⲛ ϩⲛ̅ ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ 
ⲙ̅ⲡⲣⲱ ⲙⲉ· ϣⲁⲣⲉⲙ̅ⲡⲁⲑⲟⲥ ϭⲱ ⲛ̅ϩⲏ ⲧⲥ̅ ⲉⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲉⲩ ⲧⲁⲗϭⲟ· ⲛ̅ⲧⲉⲧⲕⲉ ⲕⲁⲕⲓⲁ 
ϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲛⲙ̅ⲙⲁⲩ ⲙ̅ⲡ ⲥⲙⲟⲧ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲥⲁϣ ⲉⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲉϥ ⲧⲁⲗϭⲟ· ⲡⲥⲁϣ ⲇⲉ ϣⲁϥⲟⲩⲱⲙ 
ⲛ̅ⲥⲁ ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲛ̅ⲥⲣ̅ ϥⲛ̅ⲧ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̅ ⲛ̅ ⲧⲕⲁⲕⲓⲁ ⲛ̅ⲥⲣ̅ ⲥ̅ϯⲃⲱⲱⲛ·

But if there is ignorance, and learning does not exist in the soul of man, 
(then) the incurable passions persist in it (the soul). And additional evil 
comes with them (the passions) in the form of an incurable sore. And 
the sore constantly gnaws at the soul, and through it the soul produces 
worms from the evil and stinks.99

Paying heed to the passions implies the appearance in the soul of a never-
ending chain, a vicious circle in which individuals are continuously urged to 
placate ever-changing passions without ever finding complete satisfaction. 
This lack of fulfilment is aptly described as an incurable sore which, after pro-
ducing worms, also stinks. This idea of the stinking soul, due to contact with 
the world and the passions, has a long Platonic tradition that can be traced 
back to the Gorgias.100 As such, it appears for example in Plutarch’s De facie in 
orbe lunae, where after their first death, while on the moon, souls release bad 
odors contracted from the body.101

However, the wickedness of the soul has far more serious consequences, 
since it may also influence its eschatological destiny. Once the union of the 
soul with the body ceases (below) and the soul leaves the body to ascend to 
heaven, a great demon judges them “in the middle of the air” to determine, 
on the basis of their way of life on earth, whether they deserve salvation  
or damnation:

ⲟⲩⲛ̅ ⲟⲩⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̅ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲁⲡⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̅ⲛⲟⲩ ⲧⲉ ⲧⲟϣϥ̅ ⲉϥⲉ ⲛ̅ⲉⲡⲓⲥⲕⲟⲡⲟⲥ 
ⲛ̅ⲇⲓⲕⲁⲥⲧⲏⲥ ⲉϫⲛ̅ ⲙ̅ⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲣⲱⲙⲉ· ⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲕⲁⲁϥ ϩⲛ̣̅ ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲙ̅ⲡⲁⲏⲣ 
ⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡⲕⲁϩ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲧⲡⲉ· ϩⲟⲧⲁⲛ ϭⲉ ⲉⲣⲉϣⲁ ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̅ ⲥⲱⲙⲁ ⲧⲁⲛⲁⲅⲕⲏ 

98  Asc. NHC VI,8 66.5–8.
99  Asc. NHC VI,8 66.13–22.
100 Plat., Gorg. 524DE, where souls in the afterlife show traces of the type of life they carried 

on earth; Phaed. 81B.
101 Plut., Fac. 943C, in which souls “purge and blow away the pollutions contracted from the 

body as from an evil odour.”
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ⲧⲉ ⲥⲛⲁⲧⲱⲙⲛ̅ⲧ ⲉⲡⲉⲓ̈ ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ· ⲛ̅ⲧⲉⲩⲛⲟⲩ ϥⲛⲁⲧⲕⲧⲉ ⲡⲉⲓ̈ ⲛ̅ϥⲙⲁϣⲧϥ̅ ⲁⲡⲥⲙⲁⲧ 
ⲛ̅ⲧⲁϥ ⲁⲁϥ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲉϥⲃⲓⲟⲥ· ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲉϥⲛⲁϭⲓⲛⲉ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟϥ ⲉⲁϥⲣ̅ ⲛⲉϥ ϩⲃⲏⲟⲩⲉ 
ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̅ ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̅ⲧ ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̅ⲧⲁϥⲉⲓ ⲉⲡⲕⲟⲥⲙⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧⲟⲩ· ⲡⲁⲓ̈ ϥⲛⲁⲕⲁⲁϥ …

There is a great daimon. The great God has appointed him to be overseer 
or judge over the souls of men. And God has placed him in the middle of 
the air between the earth and heaven. Now, when the soul comes forth 
from (the) body, it is necessary that it meet this daimon. Immediately he 
(the daimon) will surround this one (masc.) and he will examine him in 
regard to the character that he has developed in his life. And if he finds 
that he piously performed all of his actions for which he came into the 
world, this (demon) will allow him …102

Salvation is reserved for those who conduct virtuous lives. The souls of those 
who did not accomplish a pious way of life are not allowed through. Those 
with a lower degree of injustice are cast down into the region between heaven 
and earth to be punished, with a view to cleansing them from evil. These types 
of souls come “into the open sea of the air of the world, the place where there 
is a great fire, and crystal water and furrows of fire, and a great upheaval …  
I will not say this is the death of the soul, for it has been delivered from 
evil …”103 A much worse destiny, however, awaits those souls that are “filled 
with much evil”:

ⲙ̅ⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲉⲩⲙⲉϩ ⲙ̅ⲡϣⲁ ⲛ̅ⲕⲁⲕⲓⲁ ⲥⲉⲛⲁϣⲉ ⲉⲓ ⲙ̣̅ⲙ̣ⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲛ ϩⲙ̅ ⲡⲁⲏⲣ· ⲁⲗⲗⲁ 
ⲉⲩⲛⲁⲕⲁ ⲁⲩ ϩ̣ⲛ̅ ⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲇⲁⲓⲙⲱⲛ ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲉⲧ ⲙⲉϩ̣ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲕϩⲥ̅· ⲛⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̅ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓϣ 
ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲩⲙⲉϩ ⲛ̅ⲥⲛⲟϥ ϩⲓ ϩⲉⲧⲃⲉ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲟⲩ ϩⲣⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲣⲓⲙⲉ ⲡⲉ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲡⲛⲉϩⲡⲉ ⲙⲛ̅ 
ⲡ̣ⲁϣⲉϩⲟⲙ· ⲱ ⲡⲧⲣⲓⲥⲙⲉⲅⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ ⲛⲓⲙ̣ ⲛⲉ ⲛⲁⲓ̈· ⲱ ⲁⲥⲕⲗⲏⲡⲓⲉ ⲛⲉⲧⲉ ϣⲁⲩ ⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ 
ⲉⲣⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲉ ϫⲉ ⲛ̅ⲣⲉϥⲱϭⲧ ⲛⲉ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲛⲉⲧ̣ⲉ ϣⲁⲩⲥⲕⲟⲣⲕⲣ̅ ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ⲯⲩⲭⲟⲟⲩⲉ ϩⲓ ϫⲛ ̣̅ 
ⲛ̅ⲥⲓⲃⲉⲧ ⲉⲡⲓⲧⲛ̅· ⲙⲛ̅ ⲛⲉⲧⲉ ϣⲁⲩ ⲙⲁ̣ⲥⲧⲓⲅⲟⲩ ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲟⲩ· ⲙⲛ̅ ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲉⲡⲙⲟⲟⲩ 
ⲙⲛ̅ ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲟⲩϫⲉ ⲉⲡⲕⲱϩⲧ ⲙⲛ̅ ⲛⲉⲧⲉ ϣⲁⲩⲣ̅ ϩⲱⲃ ⲁⲛⲙⲟⲕϩⲥ̅ ⲛ̅ⲛ̅ ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲙⲛ̅ 
ⲛ̅ⲥⲩⲙⲫⲟⲣⲁ.

“For the souls that are filled with much evil will not come and go in the 
air, but they will be put in the places of the demons, which are filled 
with pain, (and) which are always filled with blood and slaughter, and 
their food, which is weeping, mourning, and groaning.” “O Trismegistus, 
who are these (demons)?” “O Asclepius, they are the ones who are called 

102 Asc. NHC VI,8 76.22–37.
103 Asc. NHC VI,8 77.15–27.
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stranglers, and those who roll souls down on the dirt, and those who 
scourge them, and those who cast into the water, and those who cast into 
the fire, and those who bring about the pains and calamities of men.”104

The lack of learning and knowledge in this type of soul, so important to control 
and subordinate the passions of the irrational part of the soul, implies evil’s 
complete rule over the soul. “For such as these are not from a divine soul, nor 
from a rational soul of man. Rather, they are from the terrible evil.”105 These 
souls cannot be saved and are destined to damnation.

3.3.2 Bipartite Anthropology in Asclepius
The anthropology of Asclepius seems to have a clear bipartite character. While 
it is true that the Latin text does include some references to the intellect and 
mind, the Coptic version of the text does not include a single reference to 
them.106 At the same time, the Latin term mens, “mind,” mainly appears in the 
construction pia mente, “pious mind/understanding.” Notwithstanding this, 
none of the versions of Asclepius conceives of the mind as a separate entity, 
but rather as that part of the soul that, when properly enacted by divine learn-
ing and knowledge, restores the balance within the soul and helps the indi-
vidual to lead a pious life.

Together with this absence of a third element, we see the polar opposition of 
soul-body that we saw in the other two Hermetic treatises of the Nag Hammadi 
corpus. While the soul is that which makes humans divine, the body tends to 
hinder human development, bringing them closer to the lower animals. This 
bipartition is also visible in the eschatological views of the text, which discrim-
inate between humans not on the basis of their possessing or lacking an intel-
lect as a third anthropological element, but rather on the basis of the presence 
or absence of knowledge in the soul. Those souls who use knowledge to control 
the passions and follow a pious life are allowed into heaven. In contrast, those 
without knowledge may develop a mild form of evil, curable in “the middle of 
the air,” or a more serious form of injustice, which is not curable and will only 
receive punishment.

The bipartite character of the text’s anthropology, evident throughout the 
treatise, is also supported by its bipartite cosmology, which distinguishes two 

104 Asc. NHC VI,8 78.24–38.
105 Asc. NHC VI,8 78.38–42.
106 The Latin term for mind (mens) appears seven times in Asc. CH: 322,1, 324,5, 325,1, 325,4, 

327.3, 329.11, 329.13.
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basic realms, namely, heaven and earth, and does not refer to a third region 
between them. The Coptic Asclepius’s eschatological views are clear about this 
cosmological bipartition, since the great demon that judges souls is placed by 
God “in the middle of the air between the earth and heaven.” Only after the 
positive result will the demon give the soul its free pass to the celestial region, 
while those who do not achieve it will be cast down and “suspended between 
heaven and earth” to be punished.107 Consequently, we see that the bipartite 
scheme governs not only the anthropology of the text but also its cosmology, 
eschatology, and soteriology, since it does not include a specific region to house 
the great demon.

4 Hermetic Anthropology in Nag Hammadi: Bipartite not Tripartite

On the basis of the previous analysis of the three Hermetic texts included in 
the Nag Hammadi corpus, we can safely affirm that these texts do not have a 
tripartite anthropology. As a matter of fact, the three Hermetic texts analyzed 
all include a bipartite anthropology. Tröger’s assertion that Hermetic treatises, 
as a rule, include the same tripartite anthropology as do most Gnostic texts 
needs to be corrected, as here human beings consist exclusively of soul and 
body. Admittedly the treatises of the Corpus Hermeticum offer a richer pan-
orama since parts of them include a tripartite pattern as well. However, the 
well-known third element to which also some Middle Platonists and some Nag 
Hammadi treatises attest is completely lacking in the Hermetic texts of Nag 
Hammadi Codex VI.

What previous studies have interpreted as a trichotomy is in fact a develop-
ment of a basic Platonic bipartition opposing body to soul. As far as the human 
part that connects them with God is concerned – be it rationality, the intellect, 
or the spirit – it is clearly conceived of as a part of the soul and not as an ele-
ment in its own right.108 In fact, we may even detect the influence of Aristotle’s 
notion of potentiality and actuality, since rationality appears to already exist 
in the soul but only as potential in need of actualization. The influence of the 
external realm and of the body is so strong that only divine intervention can 
awaken the soul from its torpor.

107 Asc. NHC VI,8 76.22–37.
108 For a nice description of the Platonic background of the Gnostic tripartite view of the 

human being with its nous or intellect as an element in its own right, see DeConick 2016, 
61–62.
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As in Plato’s view, the body brings individuals closer to the lower animals, 
while the soul brings humans nearer to God. The difference is, however, that 
the soul, as such, is no longer enough to assure that human beings partake in 
the divine. Something extra is needed. Both divine intervention and human 
effort are now required to help souls attain the degree of perfection or purity 
necessary for the vision of the divine. This is due to the strong attraction that 
matter exerts on the soul and to the passions associated with the body, which 
may distract the soul from its goal, impeding its full development. However, 
when souls are receptive to the divine intervention, they may develop, by 
means of divine pneuma – as we saw in both the Discourse on the Eighth and 
Ninth and the Prayer of Thanksgiving, or by means of learning and knowledge 
in Asclepius – its rational part, such that it may perceive the divine.

The bipartite anthropology of the texts seems to be further confirmed by its 
bipartite cosmology that distinguishes heaven from earth but lacks a middle 
region separating them. As is well known from antiquity, anthropology seems 
to be conceived of in the light of the cosmological framework. Our interpre-
tation of the anthropological and cosmological frameworks also seems to be 
confirmed by the theological monism of all three Hermetic treatises, which 
attribute the creation of the universe to one single God. And this also seems to 
be approved by the eschatology and soteriology of the texts discussed, which 
also follow the bipartite pattern.
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