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I. CRUCIFIXION 

We often forget how incongruous a symbol for a religious 
movement the cross is. It was, after all, the means of capital 
punishment in the ancient world - the equivalent of the electric 
chair, the gas chamber, or the gallows. (Cf. the "gibbet" of the 
NEB at 1 Pet. 2:24.) In spite of the Jewish curse on anyone who 
was hung upon a "tree" (Deut. 21 :22-23), the apostles boldly 
preached the resurrection of a Messiah who had been killed on a 
cross (Acts 5:30; 10:39; 13:29; Gal. 3:13; 1 Pet. 2:24).1 Knowing 
well that both Greeks and Romans regarded the cross as the 
humiliating punishment reserved for slaves and rebels, Paul 
preached Christ crucified and even declared that He who was 
equal to God had humbled Himself to experience such a shameful 
death (Phil. 2:6-11 ).2 

A. Archaeological Evidence 
The harsh reality of crucifixion's brutality has been brought 

home to us by the discovery in 1968 of ossuaries at Giv'at ha­ 
Mivtar just north of Jerusalem. Among the bones of thirty-five 
individuals, there is evidence that nine died from violent causes, 
including a child who was shot with an arrow, a young man who 
was burned upon a rack, and an old woman whose skull was 
bashed in.3 

Of the greatest interest is one ossuary which provides us for the 
first time with physical evidence of crucifixion. It is inscribed with 
the name "Yehohanan" followed by the patronymic "son of 
HGQWL."4 By reinterpreting the gimel as an 'ayin, Yadin 
speculates that the latter enigmatic word means "H'QWL" or 
"one hanged with his knees apart," that is, one who was hanged 
upside down. 5 Y ehohanan was a young man between the ages of 
twenty-four and twenty-eight, who was about five feet and five 
inches tall. He was crucified at some time early in the first century 
A.D. After his flesh had rotted away, relatives gathered his bones 
and those of a young child and redeposited them in a limestone 
box known as an ossuary.s 
Yehohanan's calcanei (heel bones) were still transfixed by a 

four and a half inch iron nail, which had been bent as it was 
pounded into a cross of olive wood.7 The right tibia (shin bone) 
had been fractured into slivers by a blow, the "coup de grace" 
which was administered to hasten death (cf. John 19:32). The 
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crease in the right radial bone indicates that the victim had been 
pinioned in the forearms rather than in the hands as in the tradi­ 
tional depictions of Christ's crucifixion. 8 The Greek word cheiras 
in Luke 24:39-40 and John 20:20, 25, 27, usually translated 
"hands," can and should be translated "arms" in these passages. 9 
The fact that both heel bones were transfixed by a single nail 

has complicated reconstructions of the posture of the victim. 
Haas suggests that the man was provided with a sedile to sit upon, 
and that his legs were in a bent position when the heels were nailed 
to the cross.!? On the other hand, Moller-Christensen has 
speculated that a rectangular frame was made for the man's feet 
so that they were not bent sideways.11 

B. Jewish Texts 
Because of the Mosaic curse (Deut. 21 :22-23) a crucified Mes­ 

siah was a stumbling-block to the Jews (1 Cor. 1 :23). We can sense 
the acute difficulties of the Jews from the responses of Trypho to 
Justin Martyr (early second century): 

Trypho said, "These and such like scriptures, sir, compel 
us to wait for Him who, as Son of man, receives from the 
ancient of days the everlasting kingdom. But this so-called 
Christ of yours was dishonourable and inglorious, so much 
so that the last curse contained in the law of God fell on him 
for he was crucified.P ' 

In addition to references in the rabbinic texts, 13 we have two 
texts from Qumran which seem to refer to crucifixion. J. M. 
Allegro first called attention to the Nahum Commentary which 
seems to allude to Alexander Jannaeus, who crucified eight 
hundred of his enemies.l- More recently Y. Yadin has brought to 
light the Temple Scroll, which reads as follows ( col. 64, lines 6 ff.): 
"If a man has informed against his people and has delivered his 
people up to a foreign nation and has done evil to his people, you 
shall hang him on the tree and he shall die."15 In spite of the 
arguments of Baumgarten to the contrary, the verb tlh, "hang," in 
these texts would seem to refer to crucifixion.16 Fitzmyer points 
out that his demonstrates that even prior to Christianity, the Jews 
themselves had applied Deuteronomy 21:22-23 to crucifixion.!? 
The Jewish historian Josephus recounted numerous incidents 

of crucifixion, perhaps none so poignant as an incident which 
took place during the siege of Machaerus ( War VII. 202-203). The 
Roman commander captured a brave youth named Eleazar. 

... he ordered a cross to be erected, as though intending to 
have Eleazar instantly suspended; at which sight those in the 
fortress were seized with deeper dismay and with piercing 
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shrieks exclaimed that the tragedy was intolerable. At this 
juncture, moreover, Eleazar besought them not to leave him 
to undergo the most pitiable of deaths .... 

Heeding his pleas, the other Jews proceeded to surrender the fort. 

C. Classical Texts 
Jurgen Moltmann understates the case greatly when he 

remarks: "To the humanism of antiquity the crucified Christ and 
the veneration of him were also an embarassment. ... In the 
human search for the good, the true and the beautiful, the 
crucified Christ was not a valuable aesthetic syrnbol."!« 

Martin Hengel in his erudite monograph on the subject reports 
that the Greeks never used the concept of crucifixion in a meta­ 
phorical sense. 

In ancient thought, e.g. among the (Roman) Stoics, an 
ethical and symbolic interpretation of the crucifixion was 
still possible, but to assert that God Himself accepted death 
in the form of a crucified Jewish manual worker from Galilee 
in order to break the power of death and bring salvation to all 
~en could only seem folly and madness to men of ancient 
times.tv 

' In a famous passage of his speech defending Rabirius in 63 B.C. 
Cicero vividly described the horror which crucifixion evoked 
among Romans: 

But the executioner, the veiling of the head and the very 
word cross (nomen ipsum crucis) should be far removed not 
only from the person of a Roman citizen but from his 
thoughts, his eyes and his ears. For it is not only the actual 
occurrence of these things or the endurance of them, but 
liability to them, the expectation, indeed the very mention of 
them, that is unworthy of a Roman citizen and a free man.w 

One of the benefits of Roman citizenship was that except in rare 
cases it protected the citizen from crucifixion. 

Among the horrors of crucifixion was the length of the pro­ 
longed agony portrayed by Paul's contemporary, Seneca: 

Can anyone be found who would prefer wasting away in 
pain dying limb by limb, or letting out his life drop by drop, 
rather than expiring once for all? Can any man be found 
willing to be fastened to the accursed tree (ad illud infelix 
lignum), long sickly, already deformed, swelling with ugly 
weals on shoulders and chest, and drawing the breath of life 
amid long-drawn-out agony? He would have many excuses 
for dying even before mounting the cro~s.21 
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As crucifixions were intended as deterrents the Romans set u · 
crosses in the most public places, as Quintilian noted: "When~ve 
we crucify the guilty, the most crowded roads are chosen, wher 
the most people can see and be moved by this fear. For penahie 
relate not so much to retribution as to their exemplary effect. ''2 

D. Christian Texts 
In addition to the charges of atheism, immorality, and Can 

nibalism which the pagans lodged against Christians, the idea 0 
worshiping a crucified Savior brought forth jibes such as the ()nc 
expressed in Minucius Felix's Octavius (9:3): 

And anyone who says that the objects of their worship an 
a man who suffered the death penalty for his crime and th, 
deadly wood of the cross, assigns them altars appropriate fo: 
incorrigibly wicked men, so that they actually worship Wha1 
they deserve.P 

Arnobius reports that the pagans said: 
The gods are not hostile to you because you worship the 

Omnipotent God but because you maintain that a man, b<:>rr: 
a human being, and one who suffered the penalty oi 
crucifixion, which even to the lowest of men is a disgracenjj 
punishment, was God .... 24 

Arnobius was hard put to answer that charge, arguing that the 
manner of death does not negate a man's words or deeds, citing 
the deaths of Pythagoras and of Socrates. 
Though Christians were not always able to express in words the 

re~sons for their faith, they were soon called upon to be martyrs, 
"witnesses" by death, at times on crosses as in the persecutions of 
Nero in A.O. 64 (Tacitus, Annals XV. 44.6). Eusebius (H.E. II. 
~5.5) reports that in Nero's day "Paul was beheaded at Rome 
Itself, and that Peter likewise was crucified." The apocryphal A ct s 
0! Pet~r (37) relates that Peter asked, "I request you therefore, 
executioners, to crucify me head-downwards - in this way anct 
no other. "25 

A graphic description of the martyrdom of Pionius of Smyrna, 
who was crucified in the Decian persecution (A.D. 250), has been 
preserved for us in the Acta Pionii: 

The condemned men were led by the police-officer ... to 
the stake prepared for them in the arena. At his bidding 
Pionius willingly stripped off his clothes .... He then lay 
down and stretched himself along the stake, and allowed the 
soldier to drive in the nails. . .. So they raised the stake into 
an upright position, and lowered it into a hole in the ground, 
adding greatly to the pain in the sufferer's wound. . .. Fuel 
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was then brought, heaped round the victims' feet, and set 
alight. ... As the flames rose around him, with a joyful face 
he spoke a last "Amen"; and adding the words: "Lord, 
receive my soul!" he expired.26 

11. DOCETISM 
The words "docetism" and "docetic" are derived from the 

Greek dokein "to appear," referring to beliefs in an apparent 
rather than a real incarnation of Christ.27 Hippolytus (YIII.3.25) 
ref erred to a specific group called the Docetae, but the terms are 
applied more broadly.e Docetism was not a separate heresy but 
was, as 'J. N. D. Kelly points out: "an attitude which infected a 
number of heresies, particularly Marcionism and Gnosticism."29 

As Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. III.I 1.3) recognized, there wasagreat 
variety of views among docetists. The various positions ranged 
from pure docetism to semi- or quasi-docetic conceptions of 
Christ. Some following Plato denied the reality of all sensible 
phenomena. Others denied that Jesus had a real body, or that He 
actually suffered on the cross. Some admitted that Christ had a 
body but maintained that this was quite different from the rest of 
humanity .: io 

Davies identifies four different types of docetisms as to their 
points of departure: (I) those that derived from ideas of the 
Godhead, such as the impassibility and the immutability of God; 
(2) those that stressed cosmology, holding that matter belonged to 
the realm of the Demi urge and was not capable of salvation; (3) 
those that centered on anthropology, maintaining that flesh was 
evil and that the soul was the real man; (4) those that denied the 
incarnation because of their views of Christology, rejecting the 
crucifixion of the Messiah as this would make the envoy of God 
inferior to the angels." In actuality many of these themes were 
combined by any given group of docetists. 

III. DOCETISM AND THE NEW TESTAMENT 
As in the larger issue of Gnosticism and the New Testament, 

some scholars, particularly Bultrnannians, believe that they can 
detect both the influence of and the polemic against docetism in 
the New Testament. Many scholars believe that Paul's opponents 
at Corinth espoused a docetic if not a Gnostic view of the 
resurrection . .12 Not a few believe that the "Carmen Christi" of 
Philippians 2:5-11 had its origins in a group with docetic 
lcanings.v In opposition to this view, which has been advocated 
by E. Lohmeyer and E. Kasemann, J.A.T. Robinson writes: 

Under the "form of a slave", the morphe doulou (by which 
is intended nothing in the least docetic, but the most realistic 
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d · t. n of the condition of fallen humnaity), Christ led a escnp 10 . -11 f G d 14 life of complete alignment with the wt o o ..... 

R b t Gundry believes that the hymn of I Timothy 3: 16 is o er . . ,,35 
directed against "gnostic docet1sm. . . 

A few scholars have been able to detect d~cet1c or ant1docetic 
·t , · in the first two Gospels.36 C. H. Ialbert has argued s rains . . G I d . h vigorously that Luke's realism both in his ospe an int e Acts 
betrays an anti-docetic concer~: , 

When the Third evangelist says that Jesus was born Son of 
God anointed by the Spirit, and that he journeyed to 
Jerusalem where he died and was raised before ascending 
bodily into heaven, he is saying "No" to a docetism which 
claimed that the spiritual redeemer descended upon the man 
Jesus at the baptism and left him before his passion. At least 
a major facet of Lucan Christology is a way of saying to 
docetism that the church's Saviour was really human from 
first to last.37 

When after the resurrection Jesus is depicted as eating grilled fish 

)

, in the presence of His disciples (Luke 24:39-43), according to 
Benoit, "By this Luke does not mean that glorified bodies need 
food; only that Jesus accommodates Himself to their under­ 
standing and gives His disciples a proof that He can eat and 
therefore is not a mere phantom but a man."38 Jeremias notes that 
"A variant on Luke 24.42 f. has the disciples giving the Risen Lord 
a piece of honeycomb as well as the fish, the remainder of which 
the Risen Lord then hands back .... "39 

Many have argued that the Gospel of John is docetic, none so 
baldly as E. Kasemann, who accuses the evangelist of "naive 
docetism.t'w Bultmann and his disciples have assumed that the 
Fourth Gospel was an adaptation of previously Gnostic 
material.41 In spite of what he calls its "docetic" look, J. A. T. 
Robinson notes that the Evangelist is not unconcerned with 
historicity.u Cullmann indeed argues that John's Gospel is firmly 
anchored in history: "Everything that is said in the Johannine 
prologue about the beginning of all things is seen from the 
perspective of the decisive statement,' And the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us' (John l.14)."43 Pollard concludes: "For all 
his emphasis on the divinity of Christ, Christ for him is a man (i. 
30; iv.29; viii.40; ix. I I, 16; x.33); .... "44 
Of course, the clearest examples of anti-docetic passages are to 

be found in the Johannine Epistles, where we read the following (I 
John 4:2; 2 John 7, NIV): 

This is how you ca_n recognize the Spirit of God: Every 
spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the 
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flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge 
Jesus is not from God. 

Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge that Jesus 
Christ has come in the flesh, have gone into the world. Any 
such person is the deceiver and the anti-christ. 

The positive emphasis of I John l: l strikes the keynote of John's 
concern: "That which was from the beginning, which we have 
heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at 
and our hands have touched - this we proclaim concerning the 
Word of life." 
But how are these verses to be interpreted? Are these to be taken 

as statements against pure or quasi-docetism? Are they evidence 
of a developed Gnosticism? I. H. Marshall in his recent 
commentary presents several alternative interpretations: 

According to U. B. Muller, Die Geschichte der Chris­ 
to/ogie in der johanneischen Gemeinde, Stuttgart, 1975, 53- 
68, John's opponents were Docetists who did not separate 
Jesus from the Christ (as in Cerinthianism), but rather 
argued that, although Jesus was the Christ and the Son of 
God, he did not suffer and die to save men; they regarded 
Jesus as a glorious figure but not as a savior. Jesus' sufferings 
were thus merely "apparent" and not real.45 

Another scholar, K. Weiss, has argued that the error was not so 
much docetism as "a total denial of the character of Jesus as 
Christ and Son of God .... For them Jesus was simply a man."46 

Marshall himself favors the widely held view that the error was 
similar to the docetism of the Gnostic Cerinthus, which held that 
the Christ indwelt the human Jesus only during the period from 
the baptism to the crucifixion.s" At the same time Marshall does 
not subscribe to the view of the Bultmannians that the J ohannine 
Epistles were directed against a full-fledged Gnosticism: 

It remains, however, very doubtful whether Gnosticism in 
the full sense of the term existed in the first century; and it is 
important to notice that what John condemns is a Docetic or 
similar Christology and a lowering of Christian ethical 
standards rather than the full-blown Gnostic system of 
teaching.st 

IV. THE APOCRYPHAL NEW TESTAMENT 
Both the "Infancy" and the "Gnostic" categories of the Apo­ 

cryphal New Testament books are pervaded with docetic or 
quasidocetic features.s? A Latin Infancy Gospel in the Arundel 
Manuscript has the following report of the midwife who assisted 
at the Nativity: "And I took courage and bent down and touched 
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him, . . . . . .. he had no weight like other children who are 
born .... And while I wondered greatly because he did not cry as 
new-born babes are accustomed to cry .... "50 
The Ascension of Isaiah 11 :7-14 has the following account of 

the babe's birth: 
And after two months, when Joseph was in his house, and 

his wife Mary, but both alone, it came to pass, while they 
were alone, that Mary straightway beheld with her eyes and 
saw a small child, and she was amazed. And when her 
amazement wore off, her womb was found as it was before 
she was with child. . .. Some said, "The virgin Mary has 
given birth before she was married two months," and many 
said, "She has not given birth: the midwife has not gone up 
(to her) and we have heard no cries of pain."51 

The Infancy Gospel of Thomas relates how Jesus as a young 
child was not like other children in his miraculous powers. As he 
grew to manhood, the Acts of Peter (20) tells us: "He ate and 
drank for our sakes, though himself without hunger or thirst 

"52 

The most striking expressions of docetism are found in relation 
to the passion of the Lord. Eusebius (H.E. VI. 12:2-6) tells us how 
Serapion, the bishop of Antioch (second half of the second 
century), at first permitted the reading of the Gospel of Peter at 
the church at Rhossus but then forbade its reading when he 
learned of its docetic character. According to the Gospel of Peter 
when Christ was crucified "he held his peace, as if he felt no pain," 
and when He expired, He cried out, "My power, 0 power, thou 
hast forsaken me."53 
The Acts of John, which also comes from the late second 

century, is quite explicit in its advanced docetism.54 John 
exclaim_s of Jesus that "he sometimes appeared to me as a small 
man with no good looks, and then again as looking up to 
heaven."55 He also relates, "sometimes his breast felt to me 
smooth and soft, but sometimes hard like rock,"56 and also 
reports, "sometimes when I meant to touch him I encountered a 
material, solid body; but at other times again when I felt him, his 
substance was immaterial and incorporeal, and as if it did not 
exist at all. "57 
At the time of the crucifixion John flees to a cave, where the 

true Lord explains to him the mystery of the cross: 
"John, for the people below in Jerusalem I am being 

crucified and pierced with lances and reeds and given vinegar 
and gall to drink. But to you I am speaking, and listen to 
what I speak."58 



9 --- "But this is not that wooden Cross which you shall see 
when you go down from here; nor am I the (man) who is on 
th~ Cross, (I) whom now you do not see but only hear (my) 
voice. I was taken to be what I am not, I who am not what for 
many others I was; but what they will say of me is mean and 
unworthy of me. "59 

Crucifixion 

V. THE NAG HAMMADI TEXTS 
As in the patristic accounts so in the newly published Nag 

Hammadi texts60 we encounter a variety of docetic views ranging 
from the purely docetic, to possibly docetic, and even to anti­ 
docetic expressions.61 

A. Clearly Docetic Texts 
There are two striking illustrations of the "substitutionary" 

docetism of Basilides (Adv. Haer. 1.24.4): the Second Treatise 
(Logos) of the Great Seth (CG VII,2), · and the Apocalypse of 
Peter (CG VII,3), in which we have the Savior laughing at the 
foolishness of the mob which mistakenly believe that they have 
crucified Him.62 In the former account (55.9-19, 31-56.19), we 
have the following passage: 

"And I was in the mouths of lions .... But I was not 
afflicted at all. Those who were there punished me. And I did 
not die in reality but in appearance .... For my death which 
they think happened, (happened) to them in their error and 
blindness, since they nailed their man unto their death. . .. 
Yes, they saw me; they punished me. It was another, their 
father, who drank the gall and the vinegar; it was not I. They 
struck me with the reed; it was another, Simon, who bore the 
cross on his shoulder. It was another upon whom they placed 
the crown of thorns. But I was rejoicing in the height over all 
the wealth of the archons and the offspring of their error, of 
their empty glory. And I was laughing at their ignorance."63 

The account of the Apocalypse of Peter (8 I. I 5-24; 82.27-83.8) 
is strikingly similar: 

The Savior said to me, "He whom you saw on the tree, glad 
and laughing, this is the living Jesus. But this one into whose 
hands and feet they drive the nails is his fleshly part, which is 
the substitute being put to shame, the one who came into 
being in his likeness." 
"But he who stands near him is the living Savior, the first in 

him, whom they seized and released, w~o stands joy~ully 
looking at those who did him violence, while they are divide.j 
among themselves. Therefore he laughs ~t their lack of 
perception, knowing that they are born bhnd. So then the 

I 
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one susceptible to suffering shall come, since the_ body is the 
substitute. But what they released was my mcorporeal 
body."64 

In the First Apocalypse of James (CG V,3; 31.14-19) we have 
the following statement: "The Lord said, 'James, do not be con­ 
cerned for me or for this people. I am he who was within me. 
Never have I suffered in any way.' "65 In the Second Apocalypse 
of James (CG V,4) we have some possible doce_tic passa~es (e.g. 
57.10-20),66 but we do not have a wholesale demal of the identity 
of the crucified one with the Savior.67 
In the Letter of Peter to Philip we have the following passage 

(139.9-22): 
And Peter opened his mouth, he said to his disciples, 

"[Did] our Lord Jesus, when he was in the body, show us 
everything?" .... He spoke thus: "Our illuminator, Jesus, 

)
. [came] down and was crucified. And he bore a crown of 

thorns. And he put on a purple garment. And he was 
[ crucified] on a tree and he was buried in a tomb. And he rose 
from the dead. My brothers, Jesus is a stranger to this 
suffering. "68 

We have a similar denial of the suffering of the Savior in 
Zostrianos (CG VIII, I; 48.27-29): "He was there again, he who 
suffers although he is unable to suffer, for he was a power of a 
power."69 
In the very important tractate, the Trimorphic Protennoia(CG 

XIII,I) we encounter many parallels to the Prologue of the 
Gospel of John - so much so that James Robinson and members 
of the Berliner Arbeitskreis fur koptisch-gnostische Schriften, an 
East Berlin group which includes the West Berlin scholar Carsten 
Colpe, have hailed it as the Var/age of the Johannine Prologue. 10 
Pitted against this view are the arguments of Y. Janssens71 and R. 
Mel. Wilson" whose analyses lead them to conclude that the 
Trimorphic Protennoia is secondary. 
Supporting their position is the study of J. Helderman, who 

demonstrates that the use of the Greek loanword skene as a noun 
in 47.16, "The third time I revealed myself to them [in] their tents 
as the Word,"73 is a transformation of the verb eskenosen, "He 
tabernacled," in John 1:14 in a clearly docetic direction.74 The 
Redeemer reveals Himself to the elect in the world of light, rather 
than tenting with men in the world of matter. 

B. Possibly Docetic Texts 
There are a number of Nag Hammadi tractates whose alleged 

docetism is ambiguous or contested. Among these are the 
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following: 
The Gospel of Philip (CG 11,3) has the following passage (57. 

28-58.8), which has been considerably restored: 
Jesus took them all by stealth, for he did not reveal himself 

in the manner [in which] he was, but it was in the manner in 
which [they would] be able to see him that he revealed 
himself. ... He [revealed himself] to the small as small. He 
[revealed himself to the] angels as an angel and to men as a 
man. Some indeed saw him, thinking that they were seeing 
themselves, but when he appeared to his disciples in glory on 
the mount he was not small. 75 

In another passage, which has unfortunately been even more 
badly damaged, there is a reference to the Redeemer's flesh 
(68.34-37). As restored it reads: "[He did indeed possess] flesh, but 
his [flesh] is true flesh. [Our flesh] is not true, but [ we possess] only 
an image of the true. "76 

In the Gospel of Thomas (CG 11,2) we have in Logion 28 the 
following statement: "I took My place in the midst of the world, 
and I appeared to them in flesh." Gartner comments that it is not 
necessary to deduce from these words an incarnation in the New 
Testament sense: "This is supported by the term ophthen, as well 
as the Gnostics' use of the word sarx."?' 
Whether or not the Christology of the Gospel of Truth (CG 1,2) 

is docetic or not is contested. Grobel comments: 
Though the category of history is rarely touched, the 

history of Jesus' passion is both implicitly and explicitly 
present. Even whether Jesus on earth is Docetically con­ 
ceived is at least uncertain; the one expression which might 
decide the matter (3 I :6) is ambiguous. 78 

G. W. MacRae translates the key Coptic word cmat as represent­ 
ing the Greek homoioma, "appearance," in a docetic sense. 79 On 
the other hand, a Japanese scholar, Shibata, has argued that there 
is "no factor which hints the docetic nature of sarx" in the Gospel 
of Truth.w Another Japanese scholar has argued that the 
Christology of the tractate is hardly Gnostic and is secondary.s! 

In the Gospel of Truth (20.23-27) we have the following 
reference to the cross: "For this reason Jesus appeared; he put on 
that book; he was nailed to a tree; he published the edict of the 
Father on the cross. "82 But according to Menard the Christ on the 
cross is merely the symbol of men crucified on the cross of 
rnatter.P 

C. Non-Docetic Texts 
The tractate first called Rheginos, and now the Treatise on the 
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Resurrection (CG I,3), was regarded by its original editors as a 
Valentinian work with a docetic Christology.84 On the other 
hand, Malcolm Peel has argued that the references to "flesh" 
(44.14-15) and to "humanity" (44.24-26) indicate that the Savior 
used a body of flesh if only for a time: "It is difficult in the light of 
such passages to see how the editors could conclude that our 
Letter presents a thorough-going docetic Christology. "85 

One of the most remarkable documents in the collection is the 
tractate Mefchizedek (CG IX, I), which launches a vigorous 
polemic against docetism (5.1-12): 

[They] will come in his name, and they will say of him that 
he is unbegotten though he has been begotten, (that) he does 
not eat even though he eats, (that) he does not drink even 
though he drinks, (that) he is uncircumcised though he has 
been circumcised, (that) he is unfleshly though he has come 
in flesh, (that) he did not come to suffering though he came 
to suffering, (that) he did not rise from the dead though he 
arose from [the] dead.w 

The very diversity of Christological views in the tractates 
provides evidence for the nature of the Nag Hammadi collection. 
Jean Doresse, the earliest investigator, had suggested that this 
was the library of a Sethian Gnostic sect which lived in the area.s? 
But not all the texts are Sethian. Moreover, the researches of John 
Barns demonstrate that the books were written in a Pachomian 
monastery.88 But by whom? James Robinson has suggested that 
the texts were copied by Christian Gnostic monks before the time 
when they were considered as heretics and were expelled.89 

On the other hand, Barns himself felt that the orthodox monks 
had copied such works as references for their apologetic 
refutations.w This view has also been developed by T. Save­ 
Soderbergh: "The library can have been brought together for 
haeresiological purposes, let us say by persons who like Epi­ 
phanius wanted to collect a Panarion against the Gnostics."?: 
Lending support to the view that the tractates were copied for 
reference purposes is the scribal note attached to the Hermetic 
Prayer of Thanksgiving (CG VI,7): 

I have copied this one discourse of his. Indeed, very many 
have come to me. I have not copied them because I thought 
that they had come to you (pl.). Also, I hestitate to copy these 
for you because perhaps they have (already) come to you, 
and the matter may burden you, since the discourses of that 
one, which have come to me, are numerous.92 

In conclusion, the presence of docetic, quasi-docetic, and anti­ 
docetic tractates supports the view of the Nag Hammadi tractates 
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~s a reference c?llection rather than the view that they were the 
library of any smgle Gnostic sect. 

VI. LATER DEVELOPMENTS 
The struggle between the proponents of a docetic Christology 

s~ch as Simon Magus, Saturninus, Basilides, Cerinthus, Mar­ 
cion, Valentmus, Bardesanes, etc. 93 and the church fathers 
Ignatius, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Clement, Origen, and espechl~ 
ly Tertulhan94 has been well documented and fully discussed. 

One movement upon which new light has been shed deserves 
comment. Mani (216-276), a Persian born in Mesopotamia 
founded the syncretistic and dualistic religion of Manichaeism 9; 
which numbered among its adherents Augustine before his 
conversion. The sensational discovery of the Cologne Codex on 
the life of Mani and its publication in 1970 confirm Arabic reports 
that Mani emerged from the Jewish-Christian Elchasaites. 96 

According to the Manichaeans Jesus was "an apparent corpo­ 
reality and not a real person."97 Mani, who had been influenced 
by the teachings of Marcion, taught that Jesus was not born of 
Mary. Faustus, a Manichaean leader against whom Augustine 
wrote, held that Jesus' death was only apparent.vs 1be 
Manichaean Epistle of the Foundation maintained that the 
Prince of Darkness, who had hoped to have the Savior crucified, 
was himself nailed to the cross.v? Koenen comments: 

The suffering of the divine Light is the suffering in a body. 
Jesus, however, was supposed not to have such a body. 
Therefore, the crucifixion of Jesus lost its theological 
relevance. Consequently, it played almost no role in 
Manichaean rites. However, the Manichaeans celebrated the 
passion of Mani at the Berna Feast.100 

That is, though Mani was not crucified, his sufferings were under­ 
stood as equivalent to crucifixion. 

Augustine reports that the Manichaeans taught peculiar 
doctrines about Jesus Patibilis, "The Suffering Jesus," and Crux 
Lucis, "The Cross of Light." That these concepts were not 
invented by Augustine has now been confirmed by the Col?~ne 
Codex. The Manichaeans taught that particles of the divin­ 
Light, which had become captive in plants, were to be liberated by 
the elect through burping and digestion! . . . 

Christ dies daily, suffers daily and rs born dali)'. in 
pumpkins, leeks, purslane, and other I?lants. Cut.t1~g, 
cooking, chewing, and digestion cause pain _to the divine 
substance, to the limbs of God. Such suffenng was sym­ 
bolized by the cross .... 101 
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In the seventh century Muhammad may have revived a 
substitutionary docetism, similar to that held by Basilides, for we 
read in the Qur'an 4:157: "And because of their saying: 'We slew 
the Messiah Jesus son of Mary, Allah's messenger' -They slew 
him not nor crucified, but it appeared so unto them [Arabic: 
shubbiha Iahum]; and lo! those who disagree concerning it are in 
doubt thereof; they have no knowledge thereof save pursuit of a 
conjecture; they slew him not for certain."102 Most Christian 
interpreters ( e.g. F. F. Bruce'<') and Muslim commentators inter~ 
pret the verse as a docetic understanding of the crucifixion. On the 
other hand, G. Parrinder argues that the key Arabic words "it 
appeared so unto them" may originally have meant that the by~ 
standers misunderstood the crucifixion.tv- 

Be that as it may, the presence of Christians who held docetiz 
views of Christ among pre-Islamic Arabs is attested.t'" The 
docetic interpretation of Christ's crucifixion is now standard 
dogma among Muslims. The missionary-minded Ahmadiyyn 
sect, founded by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (d. 1908), teaches that 
Jesus survived the crucifixion and wandered off to Srinagar in 
Kashmir, where he finally died. !06 

VII. CONCLUSIONS 
By the fourth century, with the exception of the Manichaeans, 

the advocates of a docetic Christology had been almost complete­ 
ly refuted by the incarnational Christology of Irenaeus and of 
Tertullian. In the fifth century a minor movement did emerge, the 
"aphthartodocetists" who held that Christ was so glorified that 
His body was insensible to suff ering.t?? 
For most of the church the four ecumenical councils at Nicaea , 

Constantinople, Ephesus, and Chalcedon have clarified and 
defined the human nature and the divine nature of Jesus Christ. 10s 
In our day the major attacks upon orthodoxy come from those 
who would question the Lord's divinity rather than His humanity. 
But the following citation from a modern religious movement 
demonstrates that the tendency to docetism is always possible: 

The invisible Christ was incorporeal, whereas Jesus was a 
corporeal or bodily existence. The dual personality, of the 
seen and the unseen, the spiritual and material, the Christ 
and Jesus, continued until the Master's ascension, when the 
human, the corporeal concept, or Jesus, disappeared, while 
his invisible self, or Christ, continued to exist in the eternal 
order of Divine Science.Iv? ' 

This survey of docetism has sought to remind believers of the 
reality of the cross and of Christ's humanity by noting to what 
lengths people have gone who have denied both. 
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