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BOOK REVIEW

Desiring Divinity: Self-deification in Early Jewish and Christian Mythmaking, by
M. David Litwa, New York, Oxford University Press, 2016, xii + 239 pp., £74.00
(hardback), ISBN 978 0 1904 6716 6

Deification and self-deification are indeed common and essential characteristics of all (or
almost all) religions. From the most ancient religious traditions recorded to the modern mono-
theistic worldviews, various individuals have sought or claimed to be divine. The list is truly
vast: from Moses and the Egyptian Pharaohs to Alexander the Great and the Ptolemaic
dynasty in Egypt, and from Jesus to African indigenous ancestor cults or Meso- and South
American divine kingship, humans have either proclaimed the divinity of other members of
their social milieus or have promoted their own self-deification via different channels triggered
by diverse implicit and explicit motivations.

M. David Litwa, arguably the most important contemporary scholar on deification, has
offered an extremely engaging volume focusing on examples of self-deification stemming
from the early Jewish and Christian periods (here defined as spanning from the 6th century
BCE to the 3rd century CE). Rather than merely providing and superficially examining a
sample of self-deified figures, Litwa combines his deep historical knowledge and his theoretical
and methodological erudition with certain examples that fit his twofold scheme of self-deifiers:
the cosmic rebel and the hero. The former eventually perishes, defeated by the powerful and
‘true’ divinity, whereas the latter – although persecuted and greatly suffering – finally gains the
deserved divine status.

The volume is divided into two parts, the first covering three cases that fit into the ‘rebel’
template and the second discussing three cases that seem better suited under the ‘hero’ rubric.
All six examples that Litwa uses are theoretically approached by employing the work of Bruce
Lincoln on myth and mythmaking, that is, the examples discussed are seen ‘as a communal act
of self-reservation serving to eternalize – indeed, self-deify – the religious community itself’ (9).

The first chapter discusses the primordial self-deifier, the first human, Adam. Litwa mas-
terfully uses two stories to address the issue, Genesis 2-3 and Ezekiel 28. Whereas the
former can hardly qualify as a case of self-deification (at least at first glance), the latter not
only provides an alternative version but constitutes a clear case of self-deification according
to the rebel paradigm. Litwa correctly points out that our ‘modern tendency to neatly separate
the human and the divine does not apply to ancient myth’ (20). This is not a revelation, of
course, but Litwa’s point often seems to be a neglected one by many scholars who tend to ana-
chronistically impose modern conceptions to antiquity. This is a recurrent statement in the
volume and Litwa must be lauded for drawing the reader’s attention to this very important
issue.

Chapter two goes even further back before the primordial human and the creation of the
world addressing the first sinner motivated by the desire to be self-deified: Satan (or
Lucifer, or Helel) vs. Yahweh. Methodologically, Litwa is very cautious with his sources. In
the case of the Helel myth, he rightly points out that any ‘original’ version or meaning of
this myth cannot be explored nor located in time. What we are left with is the ‘final’
version of the story as it appears in Isaiah 13-27. Litwa effectively proceeds to identify the
motivation behind the myth, which he traces to the need of Jewish writers to reconfigure
‘the myth [of Helel] to tell the story of their deity’s sovereignty and to stimulate sentiments
of awe and submission consonant with that sovereignty’ (41). In other words, although the
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Helel myth can be seen as merely a theological case of transgression and punishment, Litwa
offers a deeper and more valuable interpretation relevant to the function of myth within a
given social and cultural milieu.

The first part concludes with the self-deification of Yaldabaoth in the Gnostic literature
(47–64). Whereas Adam/primordial human deals with the post-creation period and Helel/
Satan with what preceded the creation, here Litwa is preoccupied with a yet more primordial
period, in which ‘the creator himself becomes the rebel against the real God’ (48). Drawing his
information from the Nag Hammadi corpus, Litwa unfolds his take on the Yaldabaoth myth
by emphasizing the motivation behind the story that goes against the ‘mainstream’ Genesis
version. Rather than seeing the Gnostic story as merely heretical ‘nonsense,’ Litwa points
out that for that group within early Christianity the ‘all-powerful God’ could not be seen as
‘a cause (however indirect) of evil,’ thus forcing them to make a ‘firm distinction between a
good high God and an imperfect, evil creator who controls the world’ (63). This ‘solution’
to the problem of theodicy was a sophisticated approach employed by the Gnostics, which
indicates how the rebel self-deification template can function toward offering not merely a jus-
tification but an acceptable explanation of the problem of evil in the world.

The second part, addressing the ‘hero’ paradigm, opens with the quintessential example,
that of Jesus’ self-deification as portrayed in the Gospel of John (Chapter four). Contrary to
the claims made by the rebel cases in the first part of the book, Jesus is not a threat to the
supreme God; rather, he is legitimately arguing about his divinity as per the supreme God’s
mandate. Jesus, as the son of God, does not wish to ‘take over God’s status, but claims that
God himself appointed him to a position of cosmic command’ (89). Although one may
have objections regarding Litwa’s approach here, it is nevertheless clear that it is absolutely
consistent with his main theme and he is not interested in offering an exhaustive discussion
on Jesus’ divine nature (for a detailed study, see Ehrman 2014).

The focus of the fifth chapter is Simon of Samaria. As Litwa rightly points out, our access to
Simon’s mythology is available only through Christian sources, which should make us more
cautious regarding our assessment of him. This claim guides Litwa’s discussion of this arch-
enemy of early Christians. The presentation of Simon as a self-deifying magician, Litwa
argues, can hardly be seen as a historical fact, or even more, as a claim made by Simon
himself. On the contrary, ‘the various myths of Simon constitute discursive practices
whereby early catholic writers increasingly defined Simonians and other Christians as
foreign and demonic’ (116). Again, consistent with his adoption of Lincoln’s discussion of
myth, Litwa goes beyond the mere presentation of Simon’s self-deification process as por-
trayed in the Christian sources and explicates the Simonian myth as a tool for Christian
legitimation.

The last chapter returns to the Gnostics, but this time not to further discuss the primordial
struggle between the great benevolent God and the evil creator god, but to address the
phenomenon of self-deification stemming from self-knowledge. Litwa’s example is Allogenes,
the model patriarch who achieved deification through three steps/‘moments’ available to all
Gnostics: the existence of ‘an innate divine core’ (121); the ‘practices of reflexivity that
enable them to develop and realize their divine core’ which, in turn, ‘awakens the true self
to its inward divinity’ (122); and thus, the ability of the ‘gnostic [to] ascend with divine aid’
(127). For Litwa, such a journey constitutes the ideal Gnostic, a figure who accomplishes
self-deification via self-knowledge and self-empowerment.

The volume concludes with a discussion in which Litwa further analyzes the two types of
deification that preoccupy him throughout the volume. Although the ‘rebel’ and transgressor
seems to be the exact opposite of the ‘hero’ who achieves transcendence, Litwa rightly argues
that, eventually, ‘the act of self-deification … remains in both cases threateningly similar’
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(137). Litwa’s typology is supported by the chosen examples and his presentation of the topic
overall is persuasive and coherent. One question that might be posed, however, is whether
Litwa’s typology can also be used in other contexts beyond the early Jewish and Christian writ-
ings. Certainly, one would argue, such a typology is not exhaustive, and the cases of self-dei-
fication across time and space beg for further categories of individuals who claimed to be
divine. Such an exhaustive typology is not Litwa’s goal though. On the contrary, his take is
clearly limited to the historical framework of his choice and within the borders of early
Jewish–Christian mythology and culture. A final note could be that Lincoln’s approach to
myth and mythmaking has merits but also problems (on this, see Segal 2002). Lincoln’s
work is focused on meta-theory, whereas the theoretical question of what a myth does (func-
tion) remains in many respects a complicated issue for theorists of myth (cf. Segal 2004).
Despite these admittedly secondary considerations, Litwa has offered an extremely well
written and well thought-out volume that will be indispensable to anyone interested in the
phenomenon of self-deification, regardless one’s chosen historical period or religious milieu.
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