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1
Alexandria!  

Not Rome, Not Jerusalem

A strange and ancient book has been moving from the bookshelves of 
scholars and into the hands of curious and (often) Christian think-

ers and spiritual seekers. Even though scholars have been able to read the 
Secret Revelation of John1 since it came to light in 1945,2 the odd images of 
the Yaldabaoth god, the Mother Barbelō, and the unwise Wisdom have left 
most modern readers scratching their heads.3 The title is rather obscure, its 
logic appears to run in circles, and many people say it's one of those “gnos-
tic” heresies. Understandably, many churchgoers have found little incentive 
to pick it up. But since scholars have been chipping away at these outer 
obstacles and polishing the rough gems, they’ve come to realize this book is 
of great value, especially to those who love the Bible!

1. Scholars also refer to the book as the Apocryphon of John or sometimes as the
Secret Book of John.

2. The Secret Revelation of John is one of the fifty-two texts that were discovered in
a cave near Nag Hammadi, Egypt, in 1945. That collection of codices (ancient books) is 
commonly referred to as the Nag Hammadi Library.

3. Reading the Secret Revelation of John even in English translation is not a simple
task. Some readers may find it easier to approach the text by first reading this book as it is 
laid out, with its cultural setting and explanations for contemporary perspectives. Others 
may prefer to begin with the paraphrase of the text near the end of this book, to get a feel 
for what the Secret Revelation of John is all about.



I l l u m i n at i n g  t h e  S e c r e t  R e v e l at i o n  o f  J o h n

2

The purpose of this book is to pick up the polished gems and look at 
them carefully in the light of our modern experiences and historical per-
spectives. To do so, we’ll drop in for a visit in the city where all the forces 
came together to give it birth in the second century. Religion teachers, 
philosophers, Christ-followers,4 Jews, and students flocked to this cultural 
center of the world. No, not Rome, and not Jerusalem. But they converged 
on Alexandria, the great city situated along the north coast of Egypt and 
founded by Alexander the Great centuries before Jesus was born. All the 
constituent parts of the Secret Revelation of John cohabitate in second-
century Alexandria, as we’ll see after we listen to a few of the people we 
encounter.

figure 1

Alexandria, Jerusalem, and Rome 
(courtesy of Manna Bible Maps)

4. People who followed Christ Jesus in the second century were seldom called Chris-
tians. That name came later. The closest terms for identifying this group of people would 
be either “Jesus-followers” or “Christ-followers.” “Jesus-followers” conveys the impor-
tance of the man they followed, whereas “Christ-followers” may represent the adoption 
of his teachings. 
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After getting acquainted with second-century Alexandrian life, we’ll 
look at the way the Secret Revelation of John speaks to the heart of twenty-
first-century readers as well. Then we’ll start to explore the text itself. The 
bulk of the book is organized like a kind of literary museum, where we can 
pause to think about some of the most important contributions to our lives 
today. We won’t be able to see all the possibilities, but there will be enough 
to whet our appetite for returning again and again.

WELCOME TO SECOND-CENTURY 
ALEXANDRIA

We want to start our tour in second-century Alexandria, because the Secret 
Revelation of John was written for people who were looking for answers 
to life’s tough questions of the time, a period of formidable upheaval. In 
the midst of political and social turbulence, people tend to seek a deeper 
understanding of their own identity, their communities, the divine Being, 
and the universe. This is the state of Alexandria we are about to encounter.

Alexandrians understood well the confluence of Roman, Greek, Egyp-
tian, and Jewish customs. This city, known for its attraction to writers and 
thinkers, seems to have been the perfect spawning ground for the radically 
new, but Christ-based, ideas in the Secret Revelation of John.

If we could walk through the neatly laid out streets of this bustling 
port city in the second century, we might be startled to discover such a 
visible blending of the multicultured way of life. The great Library, the cul-
tural center of the city, explains much of the draw for teachers and students 
throughout the Mediterranean area who are eager to learn philosophy, 
rhetoric, religion, science, or some other scholarly subject. The Library, a 
part of the vast Alexandrian Museum complex, holds the largest collec-
tion of papyrus scrolls in the world and functions like a modern interactive 
research center with a zoo, an observatory, and a medical laboratory. Greek 
philosophers belonging to all sorts of schools from Stoicism to Epicure-
anism have flocked to Alexandria and mingle readily with the Egyptian 
cosmologists and those who practice mystery religions. A large community 
of Jews have settled here too, since the destruction of their temple in 70 
CE forced even more of them to flee Jerusalem, augmenting the numbers 
already in Alexandria.
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figure 2

Interior of the Great Library of Alexandria. Nineteenth-century artistic rendering by  
O. van Corven, based on some archaeological evidence 
(Wikimedia Commons; image in the public domain). 

But the very success of this great metropolis may have also become the 
source of its heartache. Rome, over a thousand miles away, has installed its 
military authority throughout the Mediterranean area, but it is especially 
tough with Alexandria. Compared with Alexandria’s fertile ground for 
research, questioning, thinking, and writing, Rome and its preoccupation 
with conquest and gladiator entertainment presents a stark contrast. Here 
is an image of Roman attitudes toward success: 
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figure 3

Gemma Augustea: Roman cameo, onyx, 9–12 CE. Gold frame, seventeenth century. 
Vienna. Photo courtesy of the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. 

This Roman cameo, known as the Gemma Augustea, was carved in 
approximately 10–20 CE. It poignantly captures the contrast between the 
superior and dominant Romans (in the top half) and the people they have 
subdued throughout the Roman Empire (in the bottom half). In the image, 
the beam lifted in the lower left was the type used in victory parades with 
one of the prominent captives bound to it for display in the parade.

However, all the measures of Alexandrian success continue to threat-
en the Roman imperialists, who retaliate with ever-tighter domination over 
this second-largest city in the world. We can’t miss the heavy imprint of 
Rome’s conquest in everyday life. Ever since the Romans gained control of 
Egypt, some thirty years before Jesus’s birth, Alexandria’s huge production 
of grain and its largest port in the world had together made it the bread-
basket for Rome. A century later, when the Flavian dynasty (69–96) con-
trolled Egypt, the emperor had become so dependent on the produce from 
its wealthiest city, Alexandria, that he took it for granted as his personal 
territory.
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From beyond Rome in the West to Asia in the East, this Mediterra-
nean jewel attracted attention. A thriving Jewish community had already 
settled in Alexandria long before, along with Greeks and other foreign-
ers. No wonder multitudes of Jews found their way to this prospering city 
hundreds of miles away when Emperor Titus destroyed their temple in 
Jerusalem and the city along with it in the year 70! The new migrant Jews 
joined those already established, tried to rebuild their lives, and contrib-
uted to the Alexandrian prestige. It had become the world center of Jewish 
religion and culture.

But the next Jewish-Alexandrian generation could no longer tolerate 
intensifying Roman oppression. When exploitation reached the breaking 
point, rebellion became the next alternative. Failing to find any relief, thou-
sands of Jews rose up in desperate rebellion once again. But they ultimately 
perished at the overpowering hands of the Roman military during the so-
called Rebellion of the Exile of 115–117.

By now, the Jewish communities in Egypt are effectively diminished. 
And yet we understand why they’re still fighting. It’s a fight for survival 
against the incessant oppression of and aggressive control over Jews. Above 
all, though, they’re fighting for their God, the God who brought them out 
of bondage a couple of millennia before.

Many of the Jews who had become faithful followers of Jesus probably 
perished along with their fellow rebelling Jews,5 but the painful losses for 
everyone rearranged precarious relationships among the people of Alexan-
dria as they searched in all directions for solace and guidance. A mount-
ing anti-Jewish attitude has been pressuring the Jewish Jesus-followers to 
separate themselves from their traditional Jewish colleagues, causing them 
to sort out their own relationships with their Greek and Roman neighbors.

These Jews are eager to engage in conversation with the ubiquitous 
Greek philosophers and teachers of religion, as all of them respond to the 
human outcry. As they look more deeply into their own teachings and tra-
ditions, their search is not a scholastic, intellectual exercise. It is a response 
to the hard questions of the day: How can we survive war? What is the 
meaning of soul? Who is God, and what happens after death? How is God 
both good and omnipotent? Is healing related to salvation? How does any-
one cope with Roman oppression? 

5. For a fuller description of these relationships, see Boyarin, Dying for God. He ar-
gues that “various strands of Judaism and Christianity overlapped with each other rather 
than being separate monolithic entities” (Boyarin, Dying for God, 8, 21). 
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Pausing to listen to some of the teachers around the city, it is no sur-
prise that we run across the full gamut of answers to these urgent ques-
tions—answers from Stoics, Jews, astrologists, demonologists, and various 
groups studying Plato’s philosophical writings, which were enjoying an 
upswing in popularity. Christ-followers too are offering answers to the big 
questions. Among these was the teacher who had just finished writing his 
seminal work, the Secret Revelation of John.

Now we stop to listen intently. It could be his broad knowledge of 
Greek, Roman, Egyptian, and Jewish culture that attracts both Jews and 
non-Jews to his school, but his message is clearly a Christ-centered, Jewish 
one. The saving power inherent in his Christ message originates in Jewish 
teachings, but he uses non-Jewish customs and philosophies to demon-
strate the power of Christ.

Naturally, the soldiers, sent from Rome to keep control in Alexandria 
are nervous when they pick up on any implications of a disrupted hierar-
chical order. Claiming superiority for any power outside the Roman patri-
archal order threatens Roman hegemony.6 But we can discern a subversive 
and hidden message from this teacher. It makes sense to people who have 
lived among the conquered populations, and yet the Roman supervisors 
may or may not fully grasp what these pupils and this teacher are talking 
about.7

6. This panoramic overview of second-century Alexandria gives a broad image of
everyday life in this corner of the world, but some of the areas of city life are worthy of a 
more penetrating look. Elliott’s Family Empires takes readers into the heart of Roman-era 
households to feel the dynamic role of Roman influence on a more visceral level. 

7. Scott’s Domination and the Arts of Resistance is a valuable resource explaining the
shifts in conversation and behavior among the enslaved communities in relation to their 
dominant rulers. Knowledge of what Scott terms “hidden transcripts” helps modern 
readers understand some of the meaning of secret messages or the double meaning of 
certain terms used in ancient texts such as the Secret Revelation of John.
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figure 4

The Roman Empire, starting with the emperor himself and including 
the whole cosmos, operates as a strictly hierarchical order. Although the di-
vine remains supreme over all, human power originates from the emperor 
and descends to the Patricians (those with the highest advisory positions 
and great wealth), next to the Senators (with political power from ancestral 
lineage and wealth), and down to the Equestrians (possessing secure mini-
mum worth and involved in various types of businesses), descending fur-
ther to the Commons (all other freeborn Roman citizens with the right to 
legal marriage with other Roman citizens), and finally to the Freedpeople 
(men and women who earned or won their way out of slavery). Women 
subserve men, and children are governed by nonenslaved adults. Below all 
of them, at the lowest rank, are the enslaved (usually those whose fami-
lies had been captured in Roman conquests). They are the most numerous 
members of society, but they have no authority even over their own lives.

In the setting of this gathering of students around a teacher, how-
ever, a quick glance at the clothing of the learners clues us into the fact 
that they come from all social classes. We see how easily fellowship flows 
among the classes, including between the enslaved and those from higher 
stations. There is good reason for the Romans to be nervous about these 
students and their teacher. Not only his message of equal worth, but also 
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the common Greek language and culture, serves to unify master and pupils, 
classes and ethnic groups. Even the Jews who fled to Alexandria from Judea 
are more fluent in Greek than Aramaic now, so it is not surprising that the 
sacred texts were translated from Hebrew into Greek here in Alexandria.

This school, like most of the other small groups of pupils with their 
teachers, primarily uses the Greek version of the Hebrew Bible, known as 
the Septuagint. Although some of the pupils are Jewish, most of the newer 
students come from a Greco-Roman background, knowing only the Greek 
and Roman gods. The sacred Jewish text, in combination with the powerful 
and transforming ideas they hear from this teacher concerning the teach-
ings of Jesus of Nazareth, draw them in fellowship with these Christ-fol-
lowing Jews. Some Gentile philosophers in Alexandria have also begun to 
introduce the Jewish God into their own teachings, inspiring many Greeks 
throughout the city to find their way to the Christ-following teachers.

Despite the teachers’ deep interest in the teachings from the Septua-
gint, the resurgent interest in Plato has also grabbed the attention of the 
wider population. Greeks themselves recognize how the ideas from his 
Timaeus and Parminides take on new relevance five hundred years later in 
the heat of ever-increasing Roman oppression. Our teacher recognizes the 
influence of these Hellenized intellectuals in the struggle to reenvision so-
cial and political systems, but he uses their familiar teachings to distinguish 
them from his own Christ teachings.

Numerous other philosophical systems have gained popularity also. 
Almost everyone is conversant with Greek Stoicism, because it offers prac-
tical solutions, especially to the problem of ubiquitous demons. You can’t 
really see demons, but you know their existence by the feelings they instill 
in you. They are like the spirit of fear that takes over during a terrible storm, 
or great anger when someone with higher power abuses you.

People know these demons well—hundreds of them—because they 
stir up passions at just about any time or place, causing diseases and every 
form of human suffering. Since no one, from enslaved people to patricians, 
can escape the torment of demons, the Stoic solution of learning to control 
one’s own passions resonates with people of all classes.

However, one of the most important secrets of the Secret Revelation 
of John may well be that its author sees a direct link between the action of 
these unseen powers (demons) and the work of the Roman emperor’s min-
ions. Gaining control of the demons might provide the key that unlocks the 
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secrets of the power behind Rome, as well as the painful personal effects of 
demons.

The author of the Secret Revelation of John takes advantage of another 
source of support for the mastery of the demons. Local Egyptian scholars 
lecture particularly well on the all-important relationship between human 
body parts and numerous divinities and demons. Their popular Hermetic 
Vulgata offers a vast knowledge of the names of demons, and since demons 
can be exorcised through addressing them by name, this enormously help-
ful resource supports exorcists of all types.

Another Egyptian scholar, Ptolemy (100–170), continues to convert 
the worldviews of religious leaders, philosophers, and teachers through his 
well-known work in mathematics and astronomy. As he refocuses attention 
to the heavenly motion, he realigns their view of the universe. And now we 
notice how a combination of his (Ptolemy’s) new astronomy with Aristotle’s 
physics from five hundred years earlier is widely accepted. It is both practi-
cal truth and religious doctrine.

Crosscurrents of science, philosophy, and religion evoke creative ideas 
about God and the world, humanity and health, and the meaning of life. 
Our teacher encourages discussion on topics as broad as cosmology, an-
thropology, health, and ethics, because all of them relate to the larger pic-
ture of salvation. As most of the teachers of Alexandria do, this teacher also 
makes a wide variety of materials available to his pupils, including diverse 
philosophical and sacred traditions, astrology, magic, asceticism, baptismal 
experiences, and studies on exorcism and healing. As he nimbly weaves his 
way through the treacherous shoals of Roman threats, demonic powers, 
and religious contradictions, we hear a remarkable blend of imagery from 
Greek philosophy, Jewish scriptures, and Egyptian influences.

But his lectures always lead back to the teachings of Jesus. Whether 
he’s criticizing Jewish and Greek customs or drawing on their stories and 
myths, he persistently demonstrates how Christ provides the ultimate 
answers to their questions. He talks about a salvation from suffering and 
darkness. It’s also a salvation that inspires all people to live together in har-
mony. The more we listen to this teacher, the more amazed we become. Un-
like any other teacher, this man has woven together the greatest mysteries 
of the world. Who else has described the action of God’s creation and all of 
cosmology, its relationship to the world we live in, and the way Christ alone 
is able to finally save from all evil in completeness and perfection? No one! 
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Ever! These are truly the gems of Christ we had never noticed before, never 
realized their great beauty and worth.

Walking home after the class through the vast Jewish quarters, we 
can’t help but wonder about these Jews. They make up almost a fifth of the 
city population, and although some have contributed more broadly to the 
great cosmopolitan mix, others remain in closed communities, adhering to 
very strict ethnic behaviors. Our teacher leans heavily on their sacred texts, 
especially Genesis. But most of them think it’s too jarring to rethink what 
Moses said about creation. They don’t want to hear of it.

figure 5

The Jewish quarter in Alexandria, Egypt 
(courtesy of Manna Bible Maps).

Their isolation may contribute to their vulnerability in times of crisis. 
On the one hand, they and the Christ-following Jews were all persecuted 
together during the horror of the Roman-led Rebellion of the Exile (115–
117). But on the other hand, that agonizing event began to drive a wedge 
between the two groups.
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One of those Christ-following Jewish teachers, Justin (100–165), ex-
emplifies this sad separation between the Jewish sects. We can’t tell for sure 
whether Justin has ever stopped to converse with our teacher, the author 
of the Secret Revelation of John. But Justin makes his position quite clear 
in his own book, Dialogue with Trypho, a Jew, that the purpose of Jewish 
scripture is to prophesy Jesus, and the Jews who don’t see that are simply 
wrong.

On the other hand, our teacher has another way of regarding his an-
cient heritage in the Secret Revelation of John. Some of the earlier Hebrew 
texts inspire truth and should be taken seriously, he teaches. And some of 
them need second-century updating. His knowledge of the Jewish Bible 
and his concern for the value of these ancient, sacred texts demonstrate his 
proficiency and his faith. References to the Jewish book of Genesis and to 
Wisdom literature keep surfacing while he’s talking, and it is evident that he 
is also drawn to the newer gospels that have been circulating about Jesus. 

Conversations between the Secret Revelation author and his disciples, 
and between Justin and his disciples, might have also perked up our ears if 
either of them had ever moved to the subject of the Roman magistrates. Al-
though it would most certainly have taken place in hushed tones, we can be 
sure neither one of them would have believed in the ultimate power behind 
the Roman atrocities. Christ-followers united behind the conviction that 
evil power is not of the one God but of false powers or demons. 

Our teacher is drawing a lot of attention. Some of us are simply curi-
ous, but we notice students from faraway places have started listening in 
too. The teacher does not evade the deepest questions, such as why and 
how evil came to be, what God means in the midst of death and fear, and 
how to be saved from this evil—whether evil is identified as demons or 
Roman oppressors. Jews explain the cosmos and the origin of evil from 
their book of Genesis. But those answers are not thorough or deep enough 
for the Greek converts, who seek answers to new philosophical questions 
challenging the second century. Jesus had introduced a novel approach to 
his Judaean faith, and his ideas, particularly concerning the nature of the 
divine presence, are especially pertinent to the second-century struggles 
with Rome. The world has changed since Jesus’s time, but his teachings of 
the present realm of God and dominion over evil seem to translate clearly 
to the current situation.
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WELCOME TO THE TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY 
WORLD

Almost the same could be said about the twenty-first century as the second 
century. That is, the world has changed since Jesus’s time, but his teachings 
of the realm of God and dominion over evil seem to translate clearly to the 
current situation. Who wants to read an ancient book with multiple gods, 
attacking demons, two kinds of Adam, and set in such a foreign culture? 

We might consider reading an ancient book if it offers new ideas that 
help us navigate our identity in the world of artificial intelligence, guides us 
through a potentially cataclysmic climate change, offers equitable health-
care, and even reduces time-related stress.

Modern-day ideas such as these are some of the enduring gems from 
the Secret Revelation of John that we’ll stop to investigate. For unknown 
reasons, the Secret Revelation of John and other texts important to Christ-
followers disappeared within a couple of hundred years of being written 
down, not to be seen for another sixteen hundred years or more. Copies of 
the Secret Revelation of John had already circulated at least as far as from 
Egypt to France, and probably farther.8 What happened to these texts and 
all the others discovered in Nag Hammadi is a contentious issue. Some say 
they were banned; others say readers simply lost interest. But now they look 
like treasures to both scholars and current followers of Jesus.

We can imagine the thrill of the archaeologists and scholars who first 
saw the ancient papyri in 1945 and realized what they were looking at!

8. For a more thorough record of when and where the ancient text, the Secret Revela-
tion of John, might have been read, see King, The Secret Revelation of John, 5, 9–12.
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figure 6

This is the collection of ancient codices known as the Nag Hammadi Library. The 
Secret Revelation of John appears in three of them. This photo is housed digitally 

in the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity at Claremont College, Claremont, 
California (https://ccdl.claremont.edu/digital/collection/nha/id/1617/rec/1). 

But, as with most major discoveries from ancient times, a huge amount of 
work lies between the discovery and the understanding of what it means. 

These ancient texts had been hidden and buried in the sands of east-
ern Egypt, near Nag Hammadi, which is about five hundred miles south of 
Alexandria.

But what did they mean? In our age of instant cell-phone translators, 
it is hard to realize the difficulty involved in removing the roughened outer 
layers of these gems. Brittle and broken pages of papyri,9 the ancient Coptic 
language, and centuries of cultural sea changes all contributed to challenges 
for the translators. Although all of the texts in the Nag Hammadi collec-
tion (sometimes called the Nag Hammadi library) were written in Coptic, 
there is a good possibility many or all of them were copies of original texts 
composed in Greek. And when they first came to light, few scholars were 
familiar with Coptic. 

9. Papyrus was the writing surface used in the construction of books. Papyri (the
plural form of papyrus) also refers to the sheets of papyrus joined together side by side 
to form codices (books). This form of publishing marked a major difference from the 
ancient Hebrew tradition of creating scrolls.
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figure 7

Nag Hammadi, Egypt, the site of the discovery of the collection of codices 
(courtesy of Manna Bible Maps)

Furthermore, dealing with the Coptic version of a lost Greek text is not 
the only difficulty for translators. Even if the language were better known 
and many of the pages and words hadn’t been destroyed, good translations 
are more than word-for-word exchanges. In order to understand the con-
versations in the Secret Revelation of John, for example, translators need 
to know something about the cultural meaning of the words. And beyond 
these difficulties, the greatest translating challenge may come from the fact 
that the ensuing church traditions and doctrines have established a certain 
mindset that still distorts the intended message for modern readers. 

Reading a text written in the second century requires a kind of vi-
sion that transcends most of what we’ve learned from the church over the 
millennia. What do these stories tell us—stories written before there was 
a canon of literature to defend; before there was a cathedral to pay for; 
before there was a church council to judge; before there was anything like a 
“Christian” center in Jerusalem, Rome, or Constantinople; and before Gre-
gorian chants and Renaissance painters created our images of God? There 
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is a Savior in the Secret Revelation of John, but he/she did not require a 
confession of creed to determine who is in or out. 

The teacher who wrote the Secret Revelation of John was also aware 
that times had changed since Jesus had awakened so many hearts and minds 
over a century earlier. Jesus’s spiritual call for awakening and transforma-
tion spoke to the hearts of his own generation, just as the people of second-
century Alexandria experienced it in their time. Alexandria had been the 
heartbeat of the second century. Such luminaries as Philo, Basilides, Clem-
ent, Ptolemy (the philosopher), Galen, Valentinus, Justin, and Origen had 
all contributed in some measure to the explosive thinking, struggling, and 
learning in Alexandria. And the author of the Secret Revelation of John still 
had something new to say.

How do we make sense of it in the twenty-first century? Does it bring 
comfort and wisdom to those of us who live in a culture so extremely re-
mote from its second-century origin? People today are more concerned 
about whether our grandchildren will survive a dramatic climate change, 
whether the world has enough space for the movement of refugees and 
emigrants, or what is in charge of the new world order. But true gems hold 
their value through the changing millennia, and the literary gems in the 
Secret Revelation of John convey an element of confidence and assurance 
we need especially now, when the pace of life is accelerating so rapidly.

The story of the Secret Revelation of John captures the hearts and 
minds of modern readers as well as it did those of second-century Alex-
andrians, because it opens with a picture most people relate to at some 
point in our human experiences. Jesus’s disciple John (not the real person, 
but a character dramatizing the role) is distraught, struggling in the midst 
of a crisis of faith. Everything Jesus had taught him to love and believe in 
seemed to have gone up in smoke when Jesus was suddenly arrested, hu-
miliated, and crucified by the Romans. Where was God? How did evil gain 
such power? Where would he (John) go next? What could he trust now? 

The horror behind the questions was all too real in the second-century 
Mediterranean world. Twenty-first-century fears are not too different. What 
should we do when the fabric of global existence wears dangerously thin? 
Science and technology, politics and education have so far failed to reverse 
the threat. Strangely, our weakening faith in the promises of technology 
and biomedicine returns us to an equal footing with the ancient world be-
fore those promises ever appeared. We are glimpsing further evidence that 
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our thoughts govern the health of our personal and corporate bodies more 
than technological wonders have ever been able to do. 

Rome’s endless military conquests exemplified the nature of power 
struggles. Emperors kept amassing greater power to bolster their hierarchi-
cal authority over the empire. Persons were captured and enslaved with 
every victory, women were raped, and thousands of dissenters (maybe 
like Jesus) were crucified. Women, poor people, and enslaved people—the 
majority of society—all served the preservation of power at the top. Every-
thing and everyone had to remain and function within the proper order of 
hierarchical control. 

Sadly, oppression still operates in almost every form of human society. 
Political extremism excites fear of disenfranchisement in new forms. The 
barbarity of pedophilia and sexual abuse is not yet erased from our modern 
world, and violence strikes indiscriminately. 

When the Secret Revelation of John was written, there were signs that 
the Roman Empire was weakening. Could it sustain its expansion and he-
gemony into the future? As superpowers rearrange their relationships with 
each other and with other types of power on the world stage today, we still 
wonder where the power will come from and how it will be used. 

Questions of health and of how people identified themselves as indi-
viduals in antiquity show up in the press and in scholarly inquiries today. 
But the questions arise for different reasons. Computer knowledge, from 
artificial intelligence to quantum-mechanics computers, threatens privacy 
and even our worth and identity. Do our minds belong to us or to comput-
ers, governments, or cyberspace criminals? 

Illness plagues every society, ancient and modern. Our attitudes to-
ward the body and the means of health are radically different from attitudes 
about health at the time of John’s revelation. Even during the second cen-
tury, ideas about health varied greatly. But the vision of healthcare that the 
Secret Revelation of John lays out is bold. Since the Savior rescues people 
from mental and bodily anguish, the Secret Revelation presents the idea 
of health itself as a state of thought. Salvation is not restricted to the sinful 
soul, but the Savior is a specialist in mind-comforting, mind-correcting, 
and mind-guiding. Therefore, people who respond to the Savior’s teach-
ings can ultimately learn how to avoid the thoughts of sin and sickness. 
The author of this revelatory message appeals to Jesus’s style of healing-
by-awakening rather than to the biomedical theories of antiquity, so his 
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healing message resonates with people today who are thinking beyond the 
limitations of biotechnology. 

The secret of John’s revelation is that Jesus’s teachings are available to 
meet cosmic and personal questions for all eras. The teachings are available, 
but they are secret—an ancient method of transmission. The teachings are 
secret, not just because they would offend some, but because they are hard 
to grasp. It requires more humility than intellectual depth, more sincerity 
than social prestige to understand them. 

The ideas are abundantly available in the other texts in the Bible, but 
this second-century writer pulls them out of obscurity and defines them as 
the three essential explanations for healing and salvation. The book consists 
of three major parts, each one representing a major gem.

1. God is both loving and omnipotent good.

2. Evil is an impotent counterfeit or fraud.

3. The experience of healing is an essential element of full salvation for
everyone.

The first gem—that God is both loving and omnipotent good—has
entangled scholars and theologians for centuries. How could God be loving 
and let horrific things happen to people if God is really more powerful than 
evil forces? This is a brave author who tackles such a tough problem about 
God. The second gem is equally challenging: When every person on earth 
experiences evil as a reality, how could this author even think about evil 
as a mere fraud? But if this second gem is proven true, then it serves as a 
marvelous gift to the world. And, the third gem is probably more startling 
to church authorities than ordinary people. The idea that everyone has the 
opportunity to experience healing and being saved from evil forces rings 
true to those who are truly humble and sincere. Each gem first enters the 
human mind as a rough and worthless rock, but as the author of the Secret 
Revelation polishes them, one chapter at a time, they bring light, hope, and 
joy.

In the story’s conclusion at the end of the Secret Revelation of John, 
the Savior tells John that he has “finished everything for you in your hear-
ing” (Meyer, 132).10 “The Savior communicated this to John for him to 
record and safeguard” (Meyer, 132).

10. The translations quoted in this book in a given context are chosen for how clearly 
they convey meaning in that context. The four most-quoted translations are (1) Davies, 
trans., The Secret Book of John; (2) King, The Secret Revelation of John; (3) Layton, The 
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Now, to open the pages of the book itself, imagine this Jewish teacher 
we met in Alexandria trying to make sense of the second-century upheaval 
he lived in. He imagines what Jesus might have said in a kind of post-res-
urrection scene to comfort his disciples in Jerusalem after his violent death, 
some 180 years before. The Alexandrian teacher envisions Jesus coming to 
his disciple John, who is distraught over the failure of the new movement, 
and Jesus opens John’s eyes to a deeper understanding of the work of salva-
tion. This is the story of the Secret Revelation of John.

Gnostic Scriptures, (4) Meyer, ed., The Nag Hammadi Scriptusres. They are to be abbrevi-
ated as King, Davies, Layton, and Meyer. For ease of locating references, I use book page 
numbers for Davies, Layton and Meyer, but chapter and verse for King. (There is no 
universal numbering system yet.)
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