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PREFACE

Th e present Handbook of Patristic Exegesis was in the making for over a 
decade. A fi rst incentive for its conception came in the form of a circular 
letter from Brill inviting experts to collaborate on a number of projected 
handbooks. Soon aft er the signature of the contract the idea of a collection 
of essays dealing with the whole history of patristic exegesis revealed itself 
to be unworkable and counter-productive. Th e diversity of viewpoints in 
specialized aproaches excluded a coherent oversight of biblical hermeneutics 
during the patristic period.

I made the risky decision to become solely responsible for the whole 
project under consideration, while calling on a number of friends and col-
leagues for help. Th eir sixteen “Special Contributions” enhance the present 
publication. One of these contributions, “Patristic Exegesis of the Books of 
the Bible,” by David L. Balás and D. Jeff rey Bingham is noteworthy in its 
sheer volume (here the entire chapter 4 of Part A) and its methodological 
complementarity: whereas the Handbook presents patristic authors with 
regard to the Bible, Balás and Bingham concentrate on the Books of the 
Bible as presented by patristic authors.

Th e unselfi sh commitment and extreme patience of the contributors 
are for me a source of intense gratitude. My comparatively recent familiar-
ity with written English, together with the challenges of teaching commit-
ments, as much as the amassing of bibliographic information needed for a 
synthesis never attempted before, underlies the over-long incubation of the 
Handbook.

Without the assistance of Deacon Phil Dunn, my former student at 
Concordia University, who relentlessly computerized all bibliographic data, 
and without the friendly welcome of Father Claude-Roger Nadeau, s. j. in the 
oasis of his Bibliothèque de Th éologie in Montreal, the project would have 
failed. Th e full support of Dr. Martin Singer, Dean of the College of Arts and 
Science at Concordia University, and that of the Department of Th eological 
Studies since 1992 were another vital input towards the conclusion of the 
project. Heartfelt gratitude goes to all helping hands from which the incu-
bating handbook benefi tted during the past decade: my Australian relatives 
and friends, Anne and John Bright, Maureen and Denis McNamara, Pauline 
Allen and her staff ; my French family, especially Josèpha and Fernand Jenny; 
my Japanese colleagues; and closer to home, my colleague at Concordia 
University, Russel Moroziuk, in the last stages of proofreading, and Bernard 
Glover, also of Concordia, whose expertise with computers made miracles. 
In diff erent ways they all allowed the project to reach completion. Last but 
not least, the publisher Brill, taking on for me a human face through the 



xvi Preface

enthusiastic commitment of Hans van der Meij, Pim Rietbroek and their staff  
(in particular, Edgar Smith and Michel Pauw) in Leiden (Holland) and of 
Patrick Alexander in Boston, Mass. (USA) never failed to provide a generous 
and highly competent support. Prof. D. Jeff rey Bingham, already mentioned 
as a special contributor, was also kindly helpful in the editorial stage.
With four modest Latin words, the dedicatory formula tries to express the 
debt of gratitude beyond all words which I owe to my wife, my best friend 
and student for almost a quarter of a century, and my inspiration for years 
to come.

C. Kannengiesser
Castillon La Bataille,
next to Saint-Émilion.
September 15, 2003.  
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 Th e Project of the Handbook 

I
THE PROJECT OF THE HANDB O OK: 

ITS FO CUS AND READERSHIP

Th e term “patristic” fi rst appeared in print in the work of the Lutheran 
scholar J. F. Buddeus in  (Mühlenberg , ). Th e word calls on a 
very ancient, inner-church tradition in vigor at least since the fourth cen-
tury, recognizing certain former leaders of Christian communities as patres, 
“Fathers.” Th is honorifi c title implied orthodoxy, intellectual leadership, and 
in most cases, a literary legacy. While the title “Fathers” continues to be widely 
used for its convenience (but not without criticism for its gender bias), in 
contemporary scholarship it denotes the heritage of the early church as 
forming a distinctive cultural reality. Th e “patristic” era is located in history 
between the gospel event, to which the nt witnesses, and the collapse of the 
Roman Empire, that is, from the fi rst to the seventh century of the Common 
Era in the West or to the ninth century in the East.

For many readers, rather than Handbook of Patristic Exegesis, a more 
accessible title might be Handbook of Ancient Christian Exegesis, since the 
phrase “ancient Christian” has a broader currency than “patristic.” On the 
other hand, if “patristic” has been preferred, it is because the precise focus 
of the Handbook is on the academic achievements in the fi eld, that is, on the 
work of modern “patristic” scholars about ancient Christian exegesis, rather 
than about ancient Christian exegesis for its own sake. Hence its goal is not 
to add another study to the many publications already registered within its 
pages, but through analyzing relevant scholarly contributions, to attempt a 
coherent understanding of scholarly achievements within the whole fi eld of 
patristic exegesis for almost a century. Th us an important goal is to provide 
a broader readership with an easy access to what has become highly special-
ized research and, on occasion, even to inform the specialists themselves of 
what is going on within the discipline.

Th ere has been no earlier attempt to produce such a Handbook in the 
fi eld of patristic exegesis. A survey of patristic literature centered on her-
meneutical issues, valuable and needed as it may be, such as the recent In-
troduction à l’histoire de l’exégèse by B. de Margerie, or the succinct Profi lo by 
M. Simonetti, or again, the attractive Epochen der Bibelauslegung by H. Graf 
Reventlow, does not adequately comply with the requirements of a Handbook. 
Two main reasons may explain the lack of such an important tool:

() Th e study of patristic exegesis as the scientifi c retrieval of early Chris-
tian traditions in a distinctive fi eld of historical research found its proper 
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scholarly recognition only aft er World War II. Hence a short survey of the 
development of relevant studies during the fi ve decades – needs 
to follow the present introductory remarks.

() Th e recognition of patristic exegesis as a distinctive fi eld since the 
early s resulted in such a prolifi c outpouring of studies that at fi rst it 
seemed impossible to attempt a coherent and balanced assessment of all the 
scholarship involved. Th at very recognition has itself now reached the status 
of a critical expertise, in addition to new hermeneutical questions also to be 
discussed in the present introduction.

As long as the basic notions about the ancient interpretations of the Bible 
remained blurred, a handbook of patristic exegesis was hardly conceivable. 
Th e problem of the absence of a critical consensus about patristic hermeneu-
tics among the experts themselves was compounded by the negative attitude 
towards this exegesis entertained in most circles of biblical scholarship. As a 
result, the interpretation of Scripture in the earliest Christian centuries, prior 
to Western and Byzantine Middle Ages, was relegated to the realm of erudite 
curiosities, irrelevant for any form of creativity in contemporary thought, 
and dispensable for serious theology. It must also be admitted that over the 
fi ve decades, –, it was not only ignorance or indiff erence that con-
stantly slowed the needed theoretical clarifi cation of patristic hermeneutics. 
It was also sectarian prejudice and confessional apologetics in the fi eld itself. 
Only an extended bibliographic inquiry can adequately illustrate the slow 
process since the end of World War II by which patristic scholars fi nally 
succeeded in securing freedom of judgment and methodological criteria in 
regard to the hermeneutical aspects of Christian foundations, for quite too 
long obscured by conscious or unconscious partisanship.

If a handbook of patristic exegesis like this is now a viable and opportune 
project, two considerations, apparently contradictory, must be taken into 
account. On one side, the closing years of the twentieth century marked the 
end of an intense period of patristic scholarship which had been grounded 
in ecclesiastic and academic institutions all over Europe. It was a period 
which started with the strong cultural revivals aft er World War II, which 
had benefi ted from the institutional transformation of the s and the 
fi nancial facilities of the s, before maturing in the achievements of the 
s and s. Th e collapse of many clerical institutions, the recession of 
theological and classical studies, together with the lack of private and public 
funding, may well entail a severe limitation of substantial contributions in 
the fi eld for the future.

On the other side, more innovative thinking, reaching beyond the 
conventional boundaries of clerical and scholastic disciplines imposed on 
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former generations of students, has opened a new horizon for the study of 
Western traditions considered in their religious and cultural foundations. 
Since World War II, the period of time coinciding with the fi rst centuries of 
the Christian movement has become identifi ed as the highly complex era 
of Late Antiquity, no longer couched in terms that Gibbon had so dramati-
cally styled “the decline” and “the fall” of the Roman Empire, but rather as 
the era of the “Christianization” of Greco-Roman classical culture which led 
to medieval and modern forms of society in East and West. Th e renewal of 
the historical defi nition of the period as Late Antiquity, at once provides 
a proper cradle for nascent Christian tradition as well as a more adequate 
perspective for the interpretation of the original structuring of Western 
identity.

Instead of being isolated from their secular context for more narrowly 
theological purposes—too frequently the practice in patristic studies of the 
past—the founding achievements of men and women in the early church 
became more and more perceived as exemplifying the social, political, and 
spiritual behavior proper to their own time. Th is changed perspective of 
Christian origins underlines the shift s currently at work in patristic scholar-
ship. Th us, in becoming open to more secular questions, the basic status of 
Christian origins found itself profoundly changed, at long last released from 
the confi nes of confessional apologetics. Th e corresponding  modifi cations 
within the discipline of patristic exegesis refl ects an ongoing process of 
a much broader foundational re-modeling of Christian traditions among 
theologians and historians of Christian thought. Th ere is no place here for 
further speculation on these lines. Only a few basic considerations may be 
suggested.

Christianity has played a major role as one of the major forces in the 
making of a Western culture. While keeping its constant focus on the inter-
pretation of the Bible, the Christian movement slowly structured itself as it 
pervaded the whole texture of ancient society of the Roman Empire. When 
the barbarian kingdoms replaced the imperial administration in what was 
to become Europe, the culture of Late Antiquity merged into the Western 
Middle Ages, carrying with it a panoply of methods and models pertinent 
to biblical exegesis standard for long centuries. Even before trying to explore 
the riches of patristic exegesis it is important to note that medieval authors 
never attempted to revise, or even to question, these ancient methods and 
models. Peter Lombard in his Liber Sententiarum (shortly aft er ), or even 
the questing mind of Abelard (–) in his own scriptural references, 
did not sift  through the opinions of earlier theologians with the intention of 
replacing or even modifying the earlier hermeneutical system. Th ey discussed 
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theological statements based on the quoted biblical references rather than 
the ways in which the Bible was understood by the Fathers.

If the authority of the Fathers was the focus for the early Scholastics, it 
was the divine authority of Scripture itself that was at stake for the Reformers. 
Th eir new stance in the history of biblical interpretation did not directly 
target the principles of patristic hermeneutics, rather it fi rmly denied a sys-
tem of interpretation based on papal authority. Th e divine inspiration of 
Scripture was to be considered as guiding interpreters by its own intrinsic 
authority. By investing each reader with the capacity for a correct interpreta-
tion of Scripture delegated to him or her by Scripture itself, Luther did not 
engage in a critical retrieving of patristic exegesis. More radically, he declared 
it obsolete. Confessional apologetics superseded the stereotyped commen-
taries of the Fathers, simply paraphrased until then. It was still the case in 
the fi rst half of the twentieth century. While the biblical sources served as a 
proof-text for theologians in the frame of their scholarly (and less scholarly) 
disputes, in large measure the hermeneutical system of the early church was 
lost for the common believer.

In the following centuries, the history of interpretation did not follow 
the same paths or the same pace in Protestant and in Roman Catholic insti-
tutions. As early as the eighteenth century, due to a greater availability for 
assuming the challenges of Modernity, the Reformation churches, both on 
the Continent and on the British Isles, engaged into the fi erce confl ict of 
interpretations in opposing the rationalistic trends fueled in European minds 
by the Enlightenment. Th e Roman Church, choosing to keep true to her own 
institutional past, bluntly rejected Modernity. Nowhere was that negative at-
titude of the pontifi cal administration to produce more devastating eff ects 
than in her handling of sacred Scripture. A defensive reinforcement of all 
doctrinal positions inherited from the Christianity of the fi rst millennium 
and from medieval scholastics not only consolidated the obsolete reading 
of Scripture on which those positions were based, but, by an inevitable 
circular eff ect, the fossilized biblical hermeneutics linked with the defense 
of that doctrine also led to a complete closure of any Roman doctrine to 
Enlightenment criticism.

From the seventeenth and eighteenth century, the impact of the European 
Enlightenment on the Christian churches was to result in a new kind of 
academic exegesis, fi rst in Protestant circles, then much later, in fact only in 
mid-twentieth century, in the central offi  ces of the Roman church. Th ough 
maintaining its fortress-like isolation, the Roman Church remained perme-
able to non-Roman hermeneutics. In fact, in predominantly Roman Catholic 
countries enough scholarship had prospered throughout the nineteenth cen-
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tury to allow some individual initiatives which announced the future, despite 
the control of a very conservative Pontifi cal Biblical Commission. In fact, the 
same questions about inerrancy, divine inspiration, canonicity, or historicity 
of Scripture were debated in the separate churches. Th e immediate pastoral 
impact of these debates was to open a gap between ordinary churchgoers 
and learned students of Scripture. On the one hand, the academic founda-
tions of exegesis favored a real collaboration between experts of diff erent 
Christian denominations, but, on the other hand, in all churches a fundamen-
talist reaction grew out of the frustration and the resentment of Christian 
communities to whom no access to the academic debate was given. In fact, 
the new perspectives of biblical academia were basically distorted by these 
critical challenges to which Christian exegesis claimed to respond.

Th e critical notions of truth and verifi cation, even the critical estab-
lishment of the literal content of Scripture, were the very prerequisites of 
the Enlightenment itself. Th ey distracted Christian exegetes from the less 
sophisticated concerns of pastors, priests, and other community leaders in 
charge of their fl ocks. Th e pastors continued to use Scripture as divinely 
inspired proof-texts whose narrative and didactic statements could still be 
paraphrased in order to perpetuate a traditional set of beliefs, attitudes, 
and practices. At the same time, their colleagues in the specialized ranks 
of biblical exegetes spent all their time and energy in trying to solve the 
methodological problems imposed on them by their exegetical presuppo-
sitions, oft en without taking into account the actual needs of the church 
communities. Th e recent situation, seen through the eyes of the common 
believer, is that of a sophisticated fi eld of scientifi c research called biblical 
exegesis, which has very little connection with actual church communities. 
Th e exegesis of the biblical text was detached from its founding religious 
culture by the very fact of its secular study in conformity with the requests 
of the Enlightenment and therefore was oft en deeply alienated from the 
believing church assemblies.

In a word, the need for the academic study of Scripture in its traditional 
status (as exemplifi ed in ancient Christianity) cannot be detached from the 
need to give the Bible back to the churches. Th e fundamental issue is to con-
ceive the task of exegesis as a spiritual exercise within a necessary submission 
to academic constraint and sophistication. Th is does not mean indulging 
in the romantic nostalgia of those who would suggest going back to the 
ancient reading of Scripture with its particular symbolic imagination and 
its specifi c literary ornaments. One rather must dare to interpret Scripture 
with a postmodern mind-set, without fearing the inevitable collision between 
canonized beliefs, apparently taboo in the common understanding, and on 
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the other hand to sharpen a critical awareness in theological matters, an 
awareness and creativity that can only be intensifi ed by a consistent study 
of Scripture in line with present-day exegesis.

If this problematic situation is correctly evaluated, it seems necessary to 
defi ne more precisely () the very purpose of the present Handbook and its 
method, () its scholarly background, and fi nally () its tools and requirements. 
A global survey of the past fi ft y years is facilitated by synchronic studies of 
given themes and of limited periods of time. It benefi ts from general evalu-
ations made by the experts from diff erent viewpoints.

While the fi rst chapter of this Handbook is devoted to an analysis of 
the scholarship of the second half of the twentieth century, a very accurate 
and thoughtful survey was secured in France by experts from diff erent 
countries on the occasion of the fi ft ieth anniversary of Sources Chrétiennes 
(–): Les Pères de l’Église au XXe siècle. Histoire-Littérature-Th éologie: 
“L’aventure des Sources Chrétienne” (Paris, ). It includes the following 
essays relevant for patristic exegesis, listed in the volume order:

A. Guillaumont, “La diff usion de la culture grecque dans l’Orient chrétien” (–).
J. Fontaine, “Esthétique et foi d’après la poésie latine chrétienne des premiers siècles” 

(–).
M. Alexandre, “Les écrits patristiques grecs comme corpus littéraire” (–).
J.-C. Fredouille, “Les écrits patristiques latins comme corpus littéraire” (–).
A. Le Boulluec, “L’apport des chrétiens au langage symbolique de l’Antiquité: Les 

Pères grecs” (–).
J.-D. Dubois, “L’apport des chrétiens au langage symbolique de l’Antiquité: L’exemple 

de la littérature apocryphe chrétienne” (–).
S. Deléani, “Le latin des pères: un domaine encore mal exploré” (–).
R. Braun, “Tertullien et le renouvellement du latin” (–).
G. Dorival, “La mutation chrétienne des idées et des valeurs païennes” (–).
C. Dagens, “Une certaine manière de faire de la théologie: De l’actualité des Pères de 

l’Église à l’aube du IIIe millénaire” (–).
M.-J. Rondeau, “Jean Daniélou, Henri-Irénée Marrou et le renouveau des études 

patristiques” (–).
A. Di Berardino, “Orientations actuelles des recherches patristiques” (–).
J. Martinez, “La patrologie en Espagne: Les défi s et les tâches” (–).
H. J. Vogt, “Ce qui se fait en Allemagne dans le domaine de la patrologie” (–).
B. Bobrinskoy, “Le renouveau actuel de la patristique dans l’Orthodoxie” (–).
P. Maraval, “La Bible et les Pères: Bilan de cinquante ans de recherches” (–).
A. De Halleux, “Pourquoi les Églises ont-elles besoin aujourd’hui d’une théologie 

patristique” (–).
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Other titles useful for an overview of the scholarship of the same period are:

. Overviews of Patristic Studies –:

Cavalcanti, E., “Quindici anni di studi patristici in Italia (Orientamenti metodolog-
ici),” in Metodologia della ricerca sulla tarda antichità (ed. A. Garzya; Naples, 
), –.

Kannengiesser, C., “Fift y Years of Patristics,” TS  (): –.
Margerie, B. de, Introduction à l’histoire de l’exégèse ( vols.; Paris, –).
Mühlenberg, E., “Patristik,” TRE :– (bibliography).
Reventlow, H. Graf, Epochen der Bibelauslegung I: Vom Alten Testament bis Origenes 

(Munich, ).
Simonetti, M., Profi lo storico dell’ esegesi patristica (Rome, ).

. Th e Fathers as Interpreters of Scripture:

Agouridis, S., “Th e Fathers of the Church as Interpreters of the Holy Scriptures,” in 
Eisegeseis Prôtou Orthodoxou Hermeneutikou Synedrou (Athens, ), –.

Bardy, G., “La diff usion de la Bible aux premiers siècles,” BVC  (): –.
—. “Interprétation. Exégèse patristique,” DBS  (): –.
—. “La lecture de la Bible aux premiers siècles,” BVC  (): –.
Basevi, C., “Hacia la estructuración de una ‘Historia de la exégesi biblica’. Ensayos y 

Perspectivas,” ScrTh   (): –.
Benedetti, G.,  “La Bibbia nella teologia patristica e medievale,” in I libri di Dio (ed. 

C. M. Martin; Turin, ), –.
Bromiley, G. W., “Th e Church Fathers and Holy Scripture,” in D. A. Carson and J. D. 

Woodridge, Scripture and Truth (Leicester, ), –.
Cignelli, L., “Iniziazione alla Bibbia nella chiesa patristica,” PaVi  (): –, 

–, –, –.
Curti, C., “Tradizione esegetica e teologica nel Basso Impero,” La cultura in Italia , 

–.
Daniélou, J., “Th e Fathers and the Scriptures,” TLond  (): –.
Flesseman van Leer, E., Tradition and Scripture in the Early Church (Assen, ).
Fontaine, J., “Les laïcs et les études patristiques latines dans l’Université française 

aux XXe siècle,” RBen  (): –.
Gandolfo, E., La lettera di Dio agli uomini: La Bibbia secondo lo spirito dei Padri 

(Saronno, ) (texts).
Gargano, G., “La lettura biblica dei Padri,” StEcum  (): –, English .
Grant, R. M., A Short History of the Interpretation of the Bible (); R. Grant and 

D. Tracy, .
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—. “Th e Bible in the Ancient Church,” JR  (): –.
Green, W. M., “Patristic Interpretation of the Bible,” RestQ  (): –.
Herzog, R., ed., Restauration und Erneuerung: Die lateinische Literatur von  bis 

 n. Chr. (Handbuch der lateinischen Literatur der Antike ; Munich, ).
Kannengiesser, C., “Patrologie,” Grande Encyclopédie Larousse : –.
—. “Th e Spiritual Message of the Great Fathers,” in B. McGinn, ed., World 

Spirituality. An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest (New York, ), :
–.

—. “La Bible dans l’Église ancienne. Nature et présupposés de l’exégèse patristique,” 
Conc  (): –; German: “Die Bibel wie sie in der frühen Kirche gele-
sen wurde. Die patristische Exegese und ihre Vorausssetzungen,” Conc (D)  
(): –.

Florovsky, G. V., Th e Heritage of the Early Church: Essays in Honor of G. V. F. (ed. 
D. Neiman and M. Schatkin; OrChrAn ; Rome, ).

Leloir, L., “La lecture de l’Écriture selon les anciens Pères,” RAM  (): –.
Margerie, B. de, “Réfl exions sur l’exégèse patristique,” EeV (): –.
—. “Th ree Suggestions about the Study and Diff usion of the Biblical Commentaries 

of the Fathers,” DoC  (): –.
Marin, M., “Orientamenti di esegesi biblica dei Padres,” VetChr  (): –.
Naduvilezham, J., “Th e Biblical Interpretation of the Fathers,” Bible Bhashyam  

(): –.
Orme, A. D., Th e Doctrine of Scripture in the Doctors of the Western Church (diss., 

University of Georgia, ).
Panagopoulos, I., Hè hermeneia: Patristic Interpretation of Holy Scripture. Th e First 

Th ree Centuries and the Alexandrian Exegetical Tradition to the Fift h (Orthodoxè 
Martyria ; Athens, ).

Pellegrino, M., “L’esegesi biblica nei Padri della Chiesa,” Asprenas  (): –.
Perrone, L., “L’iniziazione alla Bibbia nella letteratura patristica,” CrSt  (): 

–.
Sadowski, F., Th e Church Fathers and the Bible: Selected Readings (New York, ).
Schäfer, R., Die Bibelauslegung in der Geschichte der Kirche (Gütersloh, ).
Vernet, A., La Bible au Moyen-Age. Bibliographie (Paris, ).
Wilken, R. L., “Scripture and Dogma in the Ancient Church,” LW  (): –.
Wood, J. D., Th e Interpretation of the Bible: Historical Introduction (London, ).
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I I
PURPOSE AND METHOD

i. The Purpose of the Handbook

If the purpose of any handbook is to off er an easy access to specialized 
research for the ordinary reader, how should one specify “the ordinary 
reader” in the present case? A blurred defi nition, resulting from vague dis-
tinctions between scholarly and non-scholarly audiences, would not help 
to pinpoint the intended purpose. Such distinctions impose superfi cial 
categories, whereas the current transformation of society places “learned” 
and “unlearned” alike in front of an unprecedented newness of life. On the 
threshold of a civilization characterized by electronic communication, uni-
versalized to the point of being a “global village,” the spontaneous behavior 
of people in far-fl ung parts of the world announces the end of the Gutenberg 
era: television, computers, and internet not only challenge the primacy of 
the printed text for transmitting knowledge, but also challenge the age-old 
hegemony of the convention of book-reading. From the point of view of 
scholarship, these new sources of communication appear to dispense with 
the most laborious aspects of researching primary sources, which since the 
time of the Humanists was one of the main duties of a trained scholar. Unlike 
the reaction a century ago, few would uncritically applaud the impact of 
the present technological changes on social and economic procedures as 
evidence of progress. One would rather suspect that the enormous improve-
ments introduced everywhere by electronics, in particular in production and 
distribution systems, may entail cultural ruptures with both the recent and 
distant past. Most young people today have become accustomed to learn 
history through television programs. Familiar with computers from primary 
school on, they may well become “readers” of the present Handbook as a 
product dating from a former stage of scholarship. Yet far from eliciting 
alarm, such considerations, while well grounded in the hard facts of current 
cultural mutations, hold out the prospect of an even wider communication 
for the many topics included in the Handbook. Specialist and non-specialist 
alike, willy-nilly we stand on the threshold of the “post-Gutenberg” era. Th e 
present Handbook addresses readers who may already no longer be “readers” 
in the conventional sense.

Th e question of readership leads to a further consideration. Pace some 
of my learned colleagues, I cannot see how a Handbook of Patristic Exegesis 
conceived in the precarious situation of today’s patristic enterprise can 
entirely dispense from being an “Introduction” to the fi eld. Indeed such a 
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Handbook inevitably addresses readers alienated (oft en against any conscious 
intention) from the traditional, humanistic, and Christian culture inherited from 
Europe. Th e recent ruptures in Western traditions include the loss of classi-
cal languages, a distanciation from established religious institutions, and a 
bewildering ideological vacuum as soon as historic foundations are invoked 
for any paradigmatic evaluation. Such readers deserve to be informed ob-
jectively and clearly about the cultural legacy of ancient Christianity. Th e 
Handbook does not intent to deliver a self-celebratory discourse of patristic 
scholarship, but to put that scholarship to the test of its actual relevance in 
the cross-cultural and nontraditional public arena of today.

As a Handbook of Patristic Exegesis, the attempted work focuses on only 
one aspect of the cultural Christian legacy from before the Middle Ages, that 
is, its biblical core. A more general survey of the ancient Christian legacy 
would have to review all aspects of the Christianizing of Late Antiquity, 
diverse in nature and relative in importance as it was. Th e gigantic size of 
the encyclopedic Festschrift  for Joseph Vogt (Tübingen), ed. by H. Temporini 
and W. Haase, Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt, tries to catch 
the multiple aspects of that Christianizing process during the fi rst two 
centuries c.e., out of which emerged “Christian” Middle Ages in the East 
and the West of the Mediterranean world. As the neoplatonist philosopher 
Iamblichus noted sometime in the early fourth century, the time of found-
ing a religious tradition by strictly oral communication was foregone aft er 
Alexandrian culture had spread over the whole Empire in Late Antiquity. 
In that postclassical context, religious mysteries nourished generations of 
devotees through written documents. Christianity was no exception in add-
ing to Hebrew Scriptures its own revelatory, though not secret, literature. 
Th e formation of that collection of authorized, or “canonical,” writings was 
central as far as the church was concerned, not central as a static reference, 
but as a dynamic source of intellectual creativity.

Th e centrality of the Bible to the whole patristic reality is something that 
is not generally recognized. As written revelation, the Bible quickly became 
the exclusive proof-text for establishing the main features of Christian iden-
tity. Written in vernacular Greek, the nt itself was the work of the church. 
Under the aegis of apostolic authority, the nt texts presented God as speak-
ing to early Christian generations in their native language, Koine Greek, 
the lingua franca of that time in the Mediterranean world as today English 
is around the planet. Linguistic immediacy was even experienced with the 
ot, because it was inherited in the Greek version, the Septuagint (lxx). One 
of the main challenges for the earliest Christian interpreters of Scripture 
would consist in stressing such an immediacy. Th ey would reformulate lxx 
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sentences, too obviously marked by the Hebrew original, in Koine Greek and 
in a stylistic fashion more palatable to Late Antique readers. In the middle 
of the fourth century, the Donatist Tyconius in Roman Africa, became the 
fi rst Western theoretician of biblical hermeneutics. Capitalizing on centuries 
of a strong dedication to Scripture as a sacred book, Donatism claimed to 
be a legitimate protest against bishops accused of being traditores, “giving 
away” or “betraying” the sacred books. Th e African dispute underlines the 
fact that the whole life of the early church communities gravitated around 
its scriptural pole, in the baptismal reception of its new members and its 
eucharistic liturgy, in the building up of a common understanding of faith, 
and in any encounter with cultural or religious opponents. Th e Bible as a 
patristic reality meant life or death for the church as a whole.

If patristic exegesis is at the very core of the cultural legacy of the early 
church, it is because generations of believers built up the church by iden-
tifying with the divine revelation received from the Bible. Th ese believers 
initiated a rare, if not unique, process in the history of religions: they took 
over an intrinsically exclusivist body of sacred writings, proper to a particular 
religious tradition, and appropriated it to their own tradition, a tradition born 
out of the former one, but open to a spiritual self-defi nition which rejected 
that proper and genuine exclusivism. Th e inner dynamic of religious faith 
expressed in the early church was also strong enough to overcome the arti-
fi ces of syncretism, when Christian believers spoke out their conviction in 
the terms of the Hebrew Scripture or in those of their own pagan religious 
backgrounds. Th e hermeneutical circle of early Christianity was complete: 
through the Bible the converts to Christianity dared to identify themselves 
as Christian, and only as Christians could they do so, as the church com-
munity which welcomed them claimed to be nothing else but a concrete and 
collective embodiment of the scriptural message. For that reason, Scripture 
never failed to satisfy the needs and to respond to the expectations of early 
Christians.

Before engaging in the methodological considerations imposed by the 
complexities of the patristic reality, a fi nal precision is required concerning 
the purpose of the Handbook. Even those only marginally informed about 
patristic exegesis are aware that it is very diff erent from contemporary ex-
egesis. It would be beyond the proper scope of the Handbook to engage in 
a discussion about the extent of that diff erence. However, it has to give an 
account of patristic exegesis in its own right, while at the same time keeping 
the reader aware of the cultural gap between ancient and modern biblical 
exegesis. Th us the Handbook addresses readers oft en prejudiced against, even 
when interested by, the exegesis of the Fathers. It also addresses readers who are 
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not Christian, or not necessarily Christian, but who seek to evaluate accord-
ing to contemporary criteria the achievements of early Christian interpreters 
of the Bible. It is an inescapable fact that it was in that form of activity that 
Christians gave the most coherent account of their self-understanding and 
their view of the world.

Th e classical foundations of Western traditions were initially formulated, 
or were re-formulated, by intellectual leaders of ancient Christianity, but 
all these “founders,” unconscious as they were in most cases of the historic 
momentum of their own times, unfailingly sought to elaborate and articulate 
their thought in biblical terms. What is called their “exegesis” of the Bible 
was in fact a cultural inclusion of themselves as individuals or as a group 
into the symbolic frame off ered to them by the Bible. Perhaps the best way 
to perceive what Scripture meant for early Christian generations could be 
through the following comparison: what people admit today about the om-
nipresence of television and the media in their lives fi nds its parallel in the 
omnipresence of the Scriptures in ancient Christianity. In Late Antiquity the 
Bible served as the very best mirror for souls in quest of transcendency and 
for Christian society in quest of itself. In fact, in his Letter to Marcellinus, 
this is the precise argument that Athanasius of Alexandria uses in his essay 
on how to pray the Psalms. It was through seeing themselves in that mirror 
that Christian believers found a coherent expression for both their most 
intimate convictions and their collective behavior.

Th e gradual recognition for the need for an in-depth study of the mean-
ing of exegesis for the ancient church began to be articulated aft er World 
War II. In  the “Elenchus Bibliographicus” of Biblica vol.  inaugurated 
a new section: “. De ipsa Historia Scientiae Biblicae,” with the remark: “On 
the proper history of biblical science a consistent exposition seems to be 
missing” (De ipsa historia scientiae biblicae tractatus systematicus videtur 
desiderari, * n. ). However, only four titles served to emphasize the 
expressed need:

Ebeling, G., Kirchengeschichte als Geschichte der Auslegung der Heiligen Schrift  
(Tübingen, ).

Hirschberg, M., “Die ‘Einfältigen’ und die Verkündigung. Zur Frage einer Breiten- 
und Höhentendenz in der Geschichte der Hermeneutik,” EvTh   (–): 
–.

Leipoldt, J., “Zur Geschichte der Auslegung,” TLZ  (): –.
Linton, O., “Ist die exegetische Forschung bloss ein Refl ex von allgemeinen und 

 theologischen Geistesströmungen?” (Swedish), STK  (): –.
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In order to illustrate the state of studies on the history of theology during 
the patristic period the “Elenchus” () added the following titles:

Altaner, B., Patrologie (nd ed., enlarged; Freiburg, ).
—. “Der Stand der patrologischen Wissenschaft  und das Problem einer neuen 

altchristlichen Literaturgeschichte,” FS G. Mercati, vol. : Bibbia, Letteratura 
cristiana antica (Studi e testi CXXI; ), –.

De Ghellinck, J., Patristique et Moyen-Age: Études d’histoire littéraire et doctrinale. I: 
Les recherches sur les origines du symbole des apôtres; II: Introduction et com-
pléments à l’étude de la patristique; III: Compléments à l’étude de la patristique 
(Louvain, –).

Labriolle, P. de, Histoire de la littérature latine chrétienne (d ed., by G. Bardy;  vols.; 
Paris, ).

Quasten, J., Patrology I (Westminster, Md., ).
Siegmund, A., Die Überlieferung der griechischen christlichen Literatur in der latein-

ischen Kirche bis zum . Jahrhundert (Munich, ).

Th ese publications announce the laying down of a scholarly foundation of 
high quality on which post-World War II generations of scholars would build 
their own vision of patristic exegesis. Altaner’s “Der Stand” is highly signifi -
cant for the general perception in his day about a new beginning in patristics. 
Th e same awareness was articulated by W. J. Burghardt, “On Early Christian 
Exegesis,” TS  (): –; W. Schneemelcher, “Wesen und Aufgabe 
der Patristik innerhalb der evangelischen Th eologie,” EvTh   (–): 
–; L. Bouyer, “Le renouveau des études patristiques,” Vie Intellectuelle, 
February, , –: “Fullness and unity of the vision of faith with the 
religious and ‘existential’ features of its required understanding, fi nally the 
adoring recognition of the mystery expressed in dogmatic terms, such are 
the benefi ts to be expected from the patristic revival. Inseparable from the 
return to the Bible and the new interest in the liturgy, it is supposed to give 
us back a Christian way of life full of vitality” (); F. L. Cross, “Th e Present 
Relevance of the Patristic Age,” CQR  (): –; J. De Ghellinck, 
“Les recherches patristiques, progrès et problèmes,” Institut Catholique de 
Toulouse, ed., FS Cavallera (Toulouse, ), –.

Additional titles in “Elenchus”  mentioned the launching of “Sources 
Chrétiennes” and of two new American series of patristic texts, “Ancient 
Christian Writers” and “Th e Fathers of the Church” (see below, ch. , IX), 
as well as another fundamental tool for research, the Index locupletissimus, 
“Exhaustive (!) Index,” of Migne, realized by T. Hopfner, Berlin –. 
Th e start was given to a bibliographic survey of the history of patristic 
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exegesis which would gain in size and substance each year for the next fi ve 
decades:

Charlier, C., “Exégèse patristique et exégèse scientifi que,” Esprit et Vie  (): –.
Grant, R. M., “Historical Criticism in the Ancient Church,” JR  ():  -.
Jouassard, G., “Les Pères devant la Bible,” in Études de Critique et d’Histoire Religieuse 

(ed. Faculté Catholique de Th éologie de Lyon; FS L. Vaganay; Lyon, ), –.
Wallach, L., “Th e Origin of Testimonia Biblica in Early Christian Literature,” RR  

(): –.

Th e same new section, “History of Biblical Science,” makes mention of the 
following authors in vol.  ():

Darby, J. H., “Patristic Commentary on the Holy Scriptures in the Breviary,” IER  
(): –.

Grant, R. M., “Th e Place of the ot in Early Christianity,” Interp.  (): –.
Rankin, O. S., “ot Interpretation, Its History and Development,” HibJ  (): 

–.

Vol.  () added:

Bardy, G., “La diff usion de la Bible aux premiers siècles,” BVC  (): –.
Daniélou, J., “Th e Fathers and the Scriptures,” TLond  (): –; Th e Eastern 

Churches Quarterly  (): –.
Flesseman-van Leer, E., Tradition and Scripture in the Early Church (Assen, ).

Vol.  (): Ehrhard, A. Überlieferung und Bestand der hagiographischen 
und homiletischen Literatur der griechischen Kirche von den Anfängen 
bis zum Ende des 16. Jahrhunderts. Erster Teil: Die Überlieferung. 
Leipzig, J.C. Hinrichs, –.

Alexander, J. N. S., “Th e Interpretation of Scripture in the Ante-Nicene Period. A 
Brief Conspectus,” Interp.  (): –.

Vischer, L., and D. Lerch, “Die Auslegungsgeschichte als notwendige theologische 
Aufgabe,” StPatr  (): –.

Wood, J. D., Th e Interpretation of the Bible. Historical Introduction (London, ).

Th is was a modest start, which in only one decade led to an extraordinary 
increase in the number of studies on patristic exegesis, among them the fol-
lowing General Considerations on Biblical Exegesis in the Early Church (titles 
compiled in Biblica, but listed in alphabetic order):
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Cambridge History of the Bible (Th e) (Cambridge, , ).
Agouridis, S., Th e Fathers of the Church as Interpreters of the Holy Scriptures (in 

Greek) (Athens, ).
Bauer, J. B., “L’exégèse patristique créatrice de symboles,” SacPag  (): –.
Benedetti, G.,  La Bibbia nella teologia patristica e medievale (Turin, ).
Bormann, C. von, “Hermeneutik I. Philos.-theol.,” TRE : –.
Collins, T. A.,  “History of Exegesis,” New Catholic Encyclopedia : –.
Crouzel, H., “Comment comprendre l’exégèse des Pères?” AsSeign  (): –.
Ebeling, G., “Hermeneutik,” RGG (d ed., ) :–.
Gandolfo, E., La lettera di Dio agli uomini: La Bibbia secondo lo spirito dei Padri 

(Saronno, ).
Gerber, W. E., “Exegese” III (nt und Alte Kirche), RAC :–.
Grant, R. M., A Short History of the Interpretation of the Bible (London, ).
—. “Historical Criticism in the Ancient Church,” JR  (): –.
—. “Th e Place of the ot in Early Christianity,” Intr  (): –.
—. “Th e Study of the Early Fathers Today,” ATh R  (): –.
Green, W. M., “Patristic Interpretation of the Bible,” ResQ  (): –.
Karpp, H., “Die Funktion der Bibel in der Kirche . Alte Kirche,” TRE : –.
Lods, M., “L’autorité de la Bible chez les Pères de l’Église,” Reéf  (): –.
Margerie, B. de, “Réfl exions sur l’exégèse patristique,” EeV  (): –.
Oikonomou, I., “Proposals for the Evaluating Classifi cation of Patristic Interpre-

tations of the ot,” in Eigêgêseis Prôtou Orthodoxou Hermêneutikou Synedriou 
(Athens, ), –.

Orme, A. J., Th e Doctrine of Scripture in the Doctors of the Western Church (diss., 
University of of Georgia [DissAb , –] ).

Pépin, J., “Hermeneutik,” RAC :–.
Recchia, V., “L’iniziazione biblica negli autori christiani antichi,” VetChr  (): –.
Salguero, J., “Historia de la interpretatión de la Biblia,” Introdución a la Biblia (BAC 

; Madrid, ).
Schäfer, R., Die Bibelauslegung in der Geschichte der Kirche (Gütersloh, ).
Vogt, H. J., “Exegese und Kirchengeschichte: Antwort auf J. Blank,” TTh Q  

(): –.
Wilken, R. L.,  “Scripture and Dogma in the Ancient Church,” LW  (): –.

ii. Points of Method

. Territorial Determination

A fi rst point of method is to determine more precisely the object of inquiry. 
It is a territorial determination, and consists in delimiting the proper fi eld 
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to be covered by the Handbook as distinct from neighboring domains of 
research with which patristic exegesis entertains all kinds of connections.

Th us, with the exception of the special contribution secured by Michael 
Signer, my former colleague at the University of Notre Dame, and jointly 
signed by himself and Susan L. Graham, one will not fi nd in this Handbook 
any consistent study about early Jewish or rabbinic exegesis, Philo of 
Alexandria, or the Dead Sea Scrolls, or again, Jewish Apocryphals and 
Jewish apocalyptic literature. Even Jewish-Christian Apocryphals in line 
with ot or nt, though mentioned, have been excluded from the fi eld to be 
covered, not to speak about the immense contemporary literature on the 
biblical writings themselves. Such exegetical studies can only be mentioned 
when explicitly dealing with patristic data, in other words, with the history 
of patristic exegesis.

Another necessary delimitation separates the territory proper to this 
Handbook from the ever-growing domain of studies on ancient Gnosticism. 
In this case, the specifi c confi nes remain oft en blurred, as Christian Gnostics 
kept alive their allegiance to church communities. It would be wrong to 
exclude their exegetical achievements from a survey of ancient Christian 
exegesis, even if their hermeneutical and doctrinal principles diverged from 
mainstream teachings in the church. Anne Pasquier’s special contribution on 
“Valentinian exegesis” demonstrates the vital importance of keeping gnostic 
thought in focus when discussing Christian exegesis of the second century. 
But it has been one of the major improvements of patristic studies in the 
second half of the twentieth century, thanks to a better informed knowledge 
of Gnosticism itself, to take its study out of the patristic viewpoint and to 
establish the history of ancient Gnosticism as a separate domain with its own 
methodology and its own tools for research. Th erefore, like the disciplines 
of biblical exegesis, the proliferating monographs and articles on ancient 
Gnosticism had to be excluded from the present survey.

In the proper range of publications concerning patristic exegesis surpris-
ing limitations were also imposed:

(a) Th e Handbook is concerned only with edited sources. Studies on 
yet-unedited documents, interesting for the history of early Christian ex-
egesis, may be mentioned, but the documents in question would not be 
further explored. Such fascinating research would be beyond the scope of 
the present work. Th e same is true of papyrology, paleography, codicology, 
or other technical aspects of the recovery of ancient sources, as long as in 
such publications patristic exegesis is not directly addressed.

(b) Th e textual history leading to new editions of biblical books, such 
as Kurt Aland’s nt, must also be kept at a distance, when focusing on the 
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bibliography of patristic exegesis, and so must the extensive literature on the 
so-called Vetus Latina, the Latin text of the Bible older than Jerome’s transla-
tions, and Jerome’s Vulgata itself, be considered alien to the proper focus of 
such a bibliography. Nevertheless, the obvious relevance of such erudite data 
for a historical study of early Christian exegesis has to be taken into account 
in the Handbook as soon as the experts call on them for a better understand-
ing of patristic exegesis, and in such cases they must be registered.

Th e edition of the Vetus Latina is a work of major proportion realized 
at the Benedictine abbey of Beuron: Vetus Latina. Die Reste der altlatein-
ischen Bibel nach Petrus Sabatier, neu gesammelt und in Verbindung mit der 
Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaft en herausgegeben von der Erzabtei 
Beuron (Freiburg):
vol.  Genesis (B. F. Fischer)
vol. . Canticum Canticorum (partly, E. Schülz–Flügel)
vol. . Sapientia Salomonis (W. Th iele)
vol. . Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) (partly, W. Th iele)
vol.  Esaias (partly, R. Gryson)
vol. . Epistula ad Ephesios (H. J. Frede)
vol. . Epistula ad Philippenses et Colossenses (H. J. Frede)
vol.  Epistula ad Th essalonicenses, Timotheum, Titum, Philemonem, 

Hebraeos (H. J. Frede); Epistulae catholicae (partly W. Th iele).
(c) Th ough focusing on patristic exegesis, the Handbook does not report on 
all aspects of modern scholarship about it, nor does it retrace in detail the 
history of relevant Western erudition since the time of the Reformation. In 
particular, a distraction would have been imposed on the reader in describ-
ing all the editions of patristic texts secured during the past four centuries. 
A constant reference to M. Geerhard’s Clavis Patrum Graecorum and to the 
latest edition of E. Dekkers’ Clavis Patrum Latinorum (st. ed., ; d. ed., 
) should suffi  ce to guide the students’ attention to a broader informa-
tion in that regard. Only the more recent or more easily accessible editions 
will be indicated for practical purposes, and not always in a systematic way. 
Again, the present Handbook never dispenses from consulting Patrologies 
for contextual information, nor does it intend to repeat their bibliographi-
cal references.

. Chronological Decisions

A second point calls for chronological decisions. Patristic exegesis is deeply 
rooted in hermeneutical and rhetorical practices of an earlier time, in 
Judaism with Philo and the rabbis, in Hellenism with the grammarians and 
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the rhetors of century-old school traditions. It also has its own cultural aft er-
life, for instance in the West with Old Irish scholarship, Bede, and many other 
learned monks of the early Middle Ages. In order to avoid an undue infl ation 
of information, a consistent dating of the period in which ancient Christian 
exegesis fl ourished needs to be established. Th e time scale would not be the 
same in the Latin West and on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean. In 
the Oriental Empire and beyond its eastern border, ethnic and linguistic 
diff erences would impose their own chronology of patristic exegesis.

. Th e Prosopographic Presentation

A third point of method, whose clarifi cation is essential for the structuring 
of the Handbook, is prosopographic in nature. In patristic, more than in con-
temporary exegesis, the personal experience of the interpreters plays a vital 
role in their interpretive practice. Th ey did not detach their commentary on 
sacred Scripture from their private commitment and their public offi  ce in 
the church or from the world of their local setting. In the necessary inclu-
sion of individual studies of ancient interpreters in the Handbook, there is 
the need to avoid a reduplication of what can be found in any Patrology. 
Since the seventeenth century, from generation to generation, these manuals 
of “patrology” (the fi rst appearance of that title is due to J. Gerhard, whose 
posthumous work dates from ) have accumulated information on the 
studies of individual authors in the patristic era. Th ese outlines were, and still 
are, essentially prosopographic, author aft er author forming an impressive 
panoply of known Christian writers from before the Middle Ages, invento-
ried with extensive bibliographic and critical commentaries.

In a Handbook of patristic exegesis, however, the task should not consist 
in selecting only those authors who are specifi cally exegetes or in analyzing 
only exegetical writings. Indeed one of the most problematic aspects of the 
present Handbook consists in the need to describe in summary or to sketch 
a profi le of the exegetical achievements of so many authors whom one would 
not consider as exegetes in the modern sense. Personal preferences as well 
as editorial choices inevitably imposed their mark on the writing of the 
Handbook. One of the unexpected consequences of writing a Handbook 
may well be that the process of focusing on questions of the purpose and 
methodology of a Handbook itself imposes a reshaping of the biographical 
profi le of the “Fathers.” Th eir relevance in the church of their time or for 
posterity has long demanded a reconsideration determined specifi cally by 
their use of the Bible.
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INTRODUCTION

Among the many cultural and intellectual surges of the period following the 
end of World War II was a spectacular development in the study of patristic 
exegesis. As part of a more general and internationally based revival of patris-
tic scholarship, it caught the wave of new interests and methods of research in 
biblical exegesis. Benefi ting from a shift  of attention from the classical to the 
post-classical heritage of Antiquity in the secular academia, the exploration 
of patristic interpretations of the Bible became the privileged endeavor of a 
whole new generation of scholars. Th e purpose of this chapter is to retrace 
the history of the relevant scholarship since , on the one hand tracing 
the prodigious number of publications on which this Handbook rests, and 
on the other hand, noting the inevitable limitations of the research in these 
same publications throughout the decades under scrutiny.

Th e half century that followed World War II was fi lled with a wealth of 
publications on patristic exegesis illustrated by a set of collections of primary 
texts and critical studies launched near the end of the war. More than any 
individual publication of the following decades the enduring success of these 
editorial initiatives, together with collections of patristic sources which were 
reactivated aft er , testifi es to the scale and the intensity of patristic stud-
ies in the second half of the twentieth century. Th ough necessarily sketchy 
and limited, the following survey of those invaluable editions of sources in 
their original texts or in translation as basic tools for specialized research is 
an indication of the extent of the patristic scholarship of the period.

Th is documentary chapter pays tribute to the generations of scholars 
whose commitment in Europe, in the Americas, and in Japan resulted in 
a prodigious explosion of patristic studies during the second half of the 
twentieth century. It presents a summary of some of the most spectacu-
lar achievements in the fi eld without claiming to give a full picture of any 
of them.

First, the attention focuses on the publication of (I) primary sources. 
Individual editions and translations shall be mentioned for each patristic 
author in the historical survey of Part Two, again not all editions and transla-
tions, but only the best known or those actually in use. In Part Two chapter 
, a complementary list of such publications in the CSCO notes non-Greek 
and non-Latin sources.

Secondly, (II) tools for research, elaborated during the second half of the 
twentieth century, are reviewed: encyclopedias, dictionaries, lexica, patrolo-
gies. Th ough not ignored in the survey, electronic forms of publications 
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would quickly need an updating. Characteristically, the history of patristic 
research in the twentieth century is marked by a fi nal dramatic change, this 
time in the fi eld of technology.

Th irdly, one embarks on a navigation of the mare magnum of (III) stud-
ies on patristic sources. Brief descriptions of major series of such studies will 
provide some poles for orientation across the currents of a veritable ocean 
of specialized literature. Here even more than in the former sections of 
the chapter, though the erudite sight-seeing is very restricted, the resulting 
overview of the results of collective undertakings has never been before 
attempted on such an international scale.

Fourthly, a list of (IV) learned journals completes the introductory survey 
of the specialized documentation presupposed by the Handbook or included 
in it. Th e list is strictly limited to periodicals referred to elsewhere in the 
present work. Other journals may fi gure in subsequent bibliographies but 
those listed here were used in the elaboration of the Handbook. Some are 
subjected to closer analysis because their practical help was outstanding.

Such a survey of publications as the one investigated in this chapter is 
inevitably marked by personal factors. Doubtlessly, if compiled by a British 
or a German, an Italian or American author, the present chapter would shift  
its orientation. In spite of obvious limitations, one hopes that the presenta-
tion that follows opens a needed access to information in many of the main 
Western languages.
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I
COLLECTIONS OF PRIMARY TEXTS, 

NEW EDITIONS, AND TRANSLATIONS

In  A. Keller began the publication of a major source of information: 
Translationes Patristicae Graecae et Latinae. Bibliographie der Übersetzungen 
altchristlicher Quellen. Erster Teil: A.-H. Stuttgart. Vernacular editions are 
listed in English, French, German, Italian, Spanish.

i. Bibliothèque Augustinienne (BA)

Among the eighty-nine volumes planned before World War II by F. Cayré, the 
founder of the corpus, nine are dedicated to Augustine’s exegetical writings 
in the strict sense. So far only one of them, De Genesi ad litteram (BA –, 
ed. P. Agaësse and A. Solignac, ) has been published. Add BA –, 
the Homilies on the Gospel of John, M. F. Berrouard ed.,  and . All 
thirty-nine volumes published at this date, of which the most recent is De 
doctrina christiana (vol. /, ), date from aft er World War II with the 
exception of BA , , ,  and , which were all republished in second edi-
tions between  and . See G. Madec, La Bibliothèque Augustinienne: 
Présentation d’ensemble: Table analytique des introductions et des notes 
complémentaires (Paris, ).

ii. Corpus Christianorum (CC)

An enterprise of gigantic proportions, the Corpus Christianorum was 
launched by the Belgian publisher Brepols in  for the Series Latina, 
in  for the Series Graeca, and in  for the Series Apocryphorum. A 
selection of titles more directly relevant for the study of patristic exegesis in 
each of the three Series should suffi  ce as a preliminary information. All these 
titles are referred to in the historical survey of the present Handbook.

Series Latina (CCSL)

III. Cyprian C., Ad Fortunatum (), IIIA. De dominica oratione ()
IX. Fortunatus Aquileiensis, Tractatus XVII in Evangelium Mathaei ()
IX A. Chromatius Aquileiensis, Tractatus in Mathaeum ()
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XIV. Ambrosius, In Lucam, Esaiam ()
XIX. Apponius, In Canticum ()
XXXII. Augustinus, De doctrina christiana ()
XXXIII. —. Quaestionum in Heptateuchum Locutionum libri VII, De 

octo quaestionibus ex Veteri Testamento ()
XXXV. —. De Sermone Domini in monte ()
XXXVI. —. In Iohannis evangelio tractatus CXXIV ()
XXXVIII. —. Enarrationes in Ps. I–L ()
XXXIX. —. Enarrationes in Ps. LI–C ()
XL. —. Enarrationes in Ps. CI–CL ()
XLI. —. Sermones I–L de Vetere Testamento ()
XLIV B. —. Quaestiones evangeliorum. Quaestiones XVI in Ma-

thaeum ()
XLIX. —. Contra adversarium legis et prophetarum ()
LX. Quodvultdeus, Liber promissionum ()
LXVIII A. Prosper Aquitanus, Expositio Psalmorum ()
LXXII. Jerome, Hebraicae Quaestiones in libro Geneseos. Liber 

interpretationis Hebraicorum nominum. Commentarioli in 
Psalmos. Commentarius in Ecclesiasten ()

LXXIII A. —. Commentarius in Esaiam ()
LXXIV. —. In Hieremiam ()
LXXVI A. —. In Prophetas minores (–)
XXVII. —. In Mattheum ()
LXXVIII. —. Homiliae in Psalmos, In Marci evangelium ()
LXXXVIII. Julian Aeclanensis, Expositio libri Iob, Tractatus Prophe tarum 

Osee, Iohel et Amos ()
LXXXVIII A. Th eodore Mopsuesteni, Expositionis in Psalmos Iuliano 

Aeclanensi interprete in Latinum versae quae supersunt 
()

XC. Florilegia Biblica Africana saeculi V ()
XCII. Primasius Hadrumetinus, Commentarius in Apocalypsin 

()
XCVII–XCVIII. Cassiodorus, Expositio Psalmorum I–LXX ()
XCVIII. Expositio Psalmorum I–CL ()
CVIII B–C. Scriptores Hiberniae Minores (–)
CVIII D. Florilegia; Testimonia divinae Scripturae ()
CXLII. Gregorius Magnus, Homiliae in Hiezechihelem Prophetam 

()
CXLIII. —. Moralia in Iob I–X ()
CXLIII A. —. Moralia in Iob XI–XXII ()
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CXLIII B. —. Moralia in Iob XXIII–XXXV ()
CXLIV. —. Expositio in Canticum Canticorum, In librum Primum Regum 

()
CXLV. —. Ecloga quam scripsit Lathcen fi lius Baith de Moralibus Iob quas 

Gregorius fecit ()

Series Graeca (CCSG)

More technical and published without translations, the Series Graeca is the 
work of specialists writing on a high level of erudition, for their peers. As 
one notices, almost all the volumes of the Series are directly exegetical.
 . M. Geerard, Clavis Patrum Graecorum, vol. I (), II (), III (), 

IV ().
 . F. Petit, ed., Catenae graecae in Genesim et Exodum I (), II Collectio 

Coisliniana in Genesim ().
 . C. Datema, ed., Amphilochii Iconiensis Opera ().
 . S. Leanza, ed., Procopii Gazaei Catena in Ecclesiasten. Pseudo-Chrysostomi, 

Commentarius in eundem Ecclesiasten ().
 . J. M. Olivier, ed., Diodori Tarsensis Commentarii in Psalmos, I. Com-

mentarius in Ps. I–L ().
. S. Lucà, ed., Anonymus in Ecclesiasten Commentarius qui dicitur Catena 

trium Patrum ().
. K.-H. Uthemann, Anastasii Sinaitae Sermones duo in constitutionem 

hominis secundum imaginem Dei nec non Opuscula adversus monothe-
letas ().

. M. Hostens, Anonymi auctoris Th eognosiae (saec. IX/X). Dissertatio contra 
Iudaeos ().

. F. Petit, Catenae Graecae in Genesim et Exodum, II Collectio Coisliniana 
in Genesim ().

Series Apocryphorum

Th e Series Apocryphorum results from a team working under the leader-
ship of F. Bovon, then at the University of Geneva, a superb result indeed 
which attracted competent specialists on an international scale. Th e texts 
pub lished in the fi rst critical editions of this series are hardly known by 
the general scholarly community. Th eir translations from Greek, Latin, 
Cop tic, Armenian, Ethiopian, or Paleo-Bulgarian are therefore the more 
indispensable for future scholarship. A volume of commentaries, oft en the 
work of a whole group of experts follows each edition of a text. A special 
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mention must be made of the Clavis Apocryphorum Novi Testamenti, by 
M. Geerard (), which became part of the series, and which contained 
detailed information on the present stage of research and publication of all 
known nt Apocryphals. Th ere is no need to emphasize that such apocryphal 
literature, though distanced from the present Handbook, cannot be ignored 
when it impinges upon patristic exegesis.
J.-C. Haelewyck, Clavis Apocryphorum Veteris Testamenti ().
M. Geerard, Clavis Apocryphorum Novi Testamenti ().
.–. E. Junod – J.-D. Kaestli, Acta Iohannis ().
.–. L. Leloir, Écrits apocryphes sur les Apôtres Traduction de l’édition 

arménienne de Venise, I. Pierre, Paul, André, Jacques, Jean ()—II. 
Philippe, Barthélemy, Th omas, Matthieu, Jacques frère du Seigneur, 
Th addée, Simon, Listes d’ Apôtres ().

.–. J.-M. Prieur, Acta Andreae ().
.–. P. Bottiolo, ed., Ascensio Isaiae (), II. E. Norelli, Commentarius 

().

iii. Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium (CSCO)

Created at the beginning of the twentieth century by J.-B. Chabot, I. Guidi, 
H. Hyvernat and B. Carra de Vaux, the Orientalistic Series of Louvain, Corpus 
Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium (CSCO), reached a total of eighty 
publications before World War II. With its exceptional vigor, its new start in 
 illustrates the collective dynamic which motivated scholars for the next 
fi ve decades. Approximately  fascicles of critically edited texts and trans-
lations in diff erent modern languages with “Subsidia,” or additional erudite 
contributions in form of dictionaries, concordances, text critical analyses 
and other studies, were produced in CSCO between  and the end of 
the twentieth century. European and North American scholars joined forces 
in a relentless eff ort to cover the whole of ancient Oriental literature whose 
works up to the thirteenth century c.e. witness to the riches of the patristic 
legacy either secreted away or still openly fl ourishing under the ruling of 
Islam. In Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, Ethiopian, Iberian (or Old Georgian), 
and Arabic, the series included lectionaries and other liturgical documents, 
biblical texts and exegetical commentaries, catenae and innumerable homi-
lies, able to communicate the values of patristic traditions still alive in the 
Orient a long time aft er the collapse of the Roman Empire.

Th e overwhelming achievement of the CSCO presents a clear case of a 
treasure house of documentation which has hardly been exploited by the 
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scholarly community, but which will provide a sound foundation for future 
interpretive work still to be undertaken in a systematic retrieving of an-
cient Christianity. Patristic exegesis being a central concern in the Louvain 
Corpus, the relevant fascicles will be listed below, in Part B, Chapters  and 
 in the chronological order of their publication and classifi ed according 
to their original languages. Th us at a glance, the reader discovers unfamiliar 
sources. Th anks to the determined investment of a relatively small number 
of specialists, a whole world of Christian literature covering long centuries 
and vast territories east of the Mediterranean is still waiting in the CSCO 
for the endeavors of future scholarship.

iv. Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum (CSEL)

Another ancestor among the current collections of patristic texts which dis-
played a renewed vitality aft er World War II is the Corpus of Vienna. Created 
by the Imperial Academy of Austria in , the Corpus Vindobonense 
counted  volumes in . For a new start aft er , it changed its 
title into Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum, thereby like GCS 
marking the explicit will to open its horizon of erudite publications. Th e 
Commentary on Acts by Arator (A. P. McKinlay, ed., ), Augustine’s De 
doctrina christiana (G. M. Green, ed., ), Ambrose’s Commentaries on 
the Pauline Letters (H. J. Vogels, ed., , , ), the Opera Exegetica 
of Marius Victorinus (F. Gon, ed., ), Augustine’s Expositio quarundam 
propositionum ex epistola ad Romanos, Epistolae ad Galatas expositionis liber 
unus, Epistolae ad Romanos inchoata expositio (J. Divjak, ed., ), De Genesi 
contra Manichaeos (D. Weber, ed., ), as well as four volumes of Jerome’s 
Letters (the fourth volume of “Indices et Addenda,” is due to M. Kamptner) 
in the new edition of L. Hilberg (), represent a valuable addition to the 
critical editions of exegetic works secured by CSEL during the past forty 
years See M. Zelzer, “Ein Jahrhundert (und mehr) CSEL, Evaluation von 
Ziel und Veröff entlichungen,” Memorial Dom Eligius Dekkers, OSB = SacEr 
 (Louvain, –), –.

v. Griechische Christliche Schriftsteller (GCS)

Th e prestigious Corpus of Berlin was initiated in  by a Commission 
of the Prussian Academy of Sciences whose members were the philological 
celebrities Diels, Dillmann, Gebhardt, Harnack, Loof, and Mommsen. Th e 
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fi rst volume with the exegetical and homiletic works of Hippolytus appeared 
in . Th irty volumes were published up to the end of World War I, a 
task uninterrupted by the war itself, while a total of forty volumes were in 
print before the collapse of the Th ird Reich. When giving the series a new 
start in the early s, the editors decided to drop “drei” in its original title: 
“Griechische Christliche Schrift steller der ersten drei Jahrhunderte.” Th e new 
open chronology allowed the integration of Basil of Caesarea’s Homilies on 
the Hexameron (E. Amand de Mendieta and S. Y. Rudberg, eds., ) into 
the Corpus, as well as Eusebius of Caesarea’s voluminous Commentary on 
Isaiah (J. Ziegler, ed. ).

Highly signifi cant also in GCS were new critical possibilities given by 
a more thorough study of ancient manuscripts in the “Neubearbeitung 
aller bisher erschienenen Origenes-Bände,” “the reworking of all volumes 
of Origen published so far” as announced in “Origenes IX” (). At 
least, Origen’s Homilies on Luke in the Translations of Jerome and the Greek 
Fragments of the Homilies and the Commentary on Luke (M. Rauer, ed.) started 
to materialize the project in that volume of , but the expressed intention 
apparently had no other following.

vi. Patrologiae Cursus Completus. Series Latina. 
Supplementum (PLSup)

Special attention must be paid to the Supplementum of Migne’s Latin Patrology 
(PLSup), published by A. Hamman, from  to  in fi ve volumes. Th e 
updating of PL up to the early s presents all patristic and medieval texts 
discovered and published since Migne’s PL was printed. Th ese new texts 
constitute many additions to Migne which would normally fi nd their place 
in a new edition of the celebrated Patrologia. Even for small fragments of 
texts already in PL, if ever produced in a new critical edition, A. Hamman 
consistently indicates in full detail how the fragments have been edited as 
well as the manuscripts on which the newly reproduced texts are based, 
with an acknowledgment of their fi rst publishers. In other words, not only 
is PL thereby updated, but at the same time an updated survey is secured 
for the critical work on Latin patristic sources completed in the fi rst half of 
the twentieth century. Such an initiative, benefi cial as it is for generations 
of students to come, witnesses to a remarkable collective awareness among 
patristic experts in the immediate aft ermath of World War II, that a new era 
was dawning for patristics.

Th e list of titles in PLSup, Textus singulis scriptoribus attributi, enumer-
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ated in vol. V, Indices (), the work of L. Bailly and J.-P. Bouhot, covers 
over sixty pages PL format. From Ambrose of Milan to Pope Zosimus, each 
author’s name is followed by the list of his writings reprinted in PLSup: eight 
such titles for Ambrose, for Augustine  (essentially the collections of his 
sermons published by Caillau-Saint-Yves, Lambot, Mai, Morin, Willmart 
and others), with even a greater number for pseudo-Augustine. Caesarius of 
Arles, almost entirely authenticated in the sources since the early twentieth 
century, has almost as many titles as Augustine. Other heavy-weights of the 
twentieth-century critical editions are Chrysostomus Latinus, Epiphanius 
Latinus, Eusebius Gallicanus, Gregorius Magnus, Pelagius I. Jerome accounts 
for  titles. It is fascinating to examine the editorial work leading to such 
an accumulation of up-dated primary sources, especially when one considers 
the achievements of the second half of the century, such as the discovery 
of new sermons and letters of Augustine which surprisingly enough had 
escaped the attention of all former editors.

vii. Patrologia Orientalis (PO)

As a project conceived in  at a “Congrès des Orientalistes” in Paris, the 
Patrologia Orientalis was founded by R. Graffi  n and, for a long period of 
time, directed by him and F. Nau. Th e fi rst volume of the series appeared in 
, its volume  in , the series maintaining its publications and its 
standards throughout World War II under R. Graffi  n’s fi rm direction. Still 
under his supervision, volume  came out in . Aft er R. Graffi  n’s death, 
years past before the series took a new start with his nephew, F. Graffi  n, a 
Jesuit expert in Syriac, as director. From  until the late s. twenty 
imposing volumes enriched this prestigious collection.

Th e following titles of PO since  are of a special interest for stu-
dents of patristic exegesis. Note that vol.  is dated from , but its fi ve 
fascicles are actually to be dated as follows:  (fasc. ),  (fasc. ). 
 (fasc. ),  (fasc. ),  (fasc. ). Th e same disposition is kept in 
the subsequent volumes.

In vol.  (–) among other works is that of M. Brière, L. Mariès, 
B.-C. Mercier, eds., Hippolyte de Rome, Sur les Bénédictions d’Isaac, de Jacob 
et de Moïse ().

Th e Ethiopian Synaxarion, or Book of the Saints, started publication in 
PO, vol.  (I. Guidi, ed., ). It was continued in vol.  (I. Guidi, ed., ), 
vol.  (I. Guidi and S. Grébaut, eds., ) and vol.  (S. Grébaut, ed., ). 
Its critical edition and translation received a new start still with S. Grébaut 
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as editor in , and was freshly energized by G. Colin from vol.  () 
to vol.  ().

Th e critical edition and French translation in PO of Severus of Antioch’s 
one hundred twenty-fi ve Cathedral Homilies required even more enduring 
eff orts if not a longer period of time. Started in vol.  () with R. Duval 
as editor, their publication continued in vol.  () and  () with 
M. Brière, Vol.  (), with M.-A. Kugener and E. Triff aux as editors, 
vol.  () with M. Brière, ed., and vol.  (), again with I. Guidi, 
ed. Aft er World War II the editing of Severus’s Homilies started again in vol. 
 (), still with M. Brière as editor. In vol.  () Brière’s work was 
published posthumously; it continued to serve as the basis for F. Graffi  n’s 
editing in vol.  (), for F. Graffi  n and C. J. A. Lash’s collaborative edit-
ing in vol.  (), and again for F. Graffi  n’s tireless dedication in vol.  
(),  () and  (), the latter publication benefi ting also from 
the collaboration of C. J. A. Lash and J.-M. Sauget. During almost seventy 
years from  to , the perseverance of eight distinguished special-
ists of Syriac language fi nally made available for the fi rst time in a modern 
language one of the most amazing monuments of patristic preaching whose 
original Greek text is lost. Th is masterpiece still waits for a proper analysis 
with regard to its relevance for patristic exegesis.

Th e Old Georgian Version of biblical books called for a fi rst publication 
in vol.  (), Th e Old Georgian Version of the Gospel of John ed., R. P. 
Blake and M. Brière; then for a second in vol.  (), La version géorgienne 
ancienne de l’Evangile de Luc. M. Brière ed., and a third one, vol. , Th e Old 
Georgian Version of the Prophets, R. P. Blake ed.; Petits Prophètes, M. Brière 
(). Th e Old Georgian Version of the Gospel of Matthew had been edited 
by R. P. Blake in vol.  as early as .

Another example of a multi-authored editorship spread over a long pe-
riod of time is due to Le Candélabre du Sanctuaire de Grégoire Abou’ Ifaradj 
dit Barhebraeus: Quatrième Base: l’Incarnation, J. Khoury, ed., vol.  (); 
Neuvième Base: Libre Arbitre, P.-H. Poirier, ed., vol.  (); Dizième Base: 
Résurrection E. Zigmund Cerbü, ed., vol.  (); Onzième Base: Jugement 
dernier N. Séd, ed., vol.  (); and fi nally Douzième Base: Paradis, also 
N. Séd, ed., vol.  ().

La chaîne arménienne sur les Épîtres Catholiques, by C. Renoux, covers at 
present vol. , fasc.  (), “I. La chaîne sur l’Epître de Jacques”; vol. , 
fasc.  (), “II. La chaîne sur les Epîtres de Pierre”; vol. , fasc. – 
(), “III. La chaîne sur la première Epître de Jean.”

An important set of exegetical homilies and other writings highlight-
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ing the use of Scripture in Syriac and Armenian traditions complete the 
Orientalistic contribution of PO:
vol. , fasc. –: Hippolyte de Rome. Sur les Bénédictions d’Isaac, de Jacob et 

de Moïse ().
, fasc. : Hymnes de Saint Éphrem conservées en version arménienne, L. Mariès 

and C. Mercier, eds., ().
, fasc. – (), fasc. – (): Soma Deggua. Antiphonaire du Carême. 

Texte éthiopien avec variantes, B. Velat, ed.
, fasc. –: Homélies de Narsaï sur la Création, P. Gignoux ,ed., ().
, n. : Le Codex Arménien Jerusalem , I. Introduction aux origines de 

la liturgie hiérosolymitaine. Lumières nouvelles, (), C. Renoux, ed.
, n. : II. Edition comparée du texte et de deux autres manuscrits (), 

C. Renoux, ed.
, fasc. , n. : Homélies contre les Juifs par Jacques de Saroug M. Albert, 

ed., (); fasc. , n. : Trois homélies syriaques anonymes et inédites 
sur l’Épiphanie, A. Desreumaux, ed., ().

, fasc. , n. : Narsai’s Metrical Homilies on the Nativity, Epiphany, Passion, 
Resurrection and Ascension. F. G. McLeod (), vol. , facs. , n. : 
Barsabée de Jérusalem sur le Christ et les Églises M. van Esbroeck, ed., 
(); fasc. , n. : Homélies anonymes du ème siècle: Dissertation 
sur le Grand Prêtre, Homélies sur la pécheresse I, II, III, F. Graffi  n, ed., 
().

, fasc. , n. : Hésychius de Jérusalem, Homélies sur Job, C. Renoux, ed.; 
C. Mercier and C. Renoux, transl. ().

, fasc. , n. : Jacques de Saroug, Six homélies festales en prose, F. Rilliet 
().

viii. Sources Chrétiennes (SC)

Th e performance of Sources Chrétiennes is spectacular, even unique, as a 
series entirely dedicated to the Church Fathers. Projected by the Jesuit V. 
Fontoynont at Lyon in the years –, the collection eff ectively started 
in  and counted  volumes at the end of the s. Its initial  promoters, 
H. de Lubac, J. Daniélou and C. Mondésert, all three Jesuits, intended fostering 
a return to ancient “sources” of Christian spirituality which would counterbal-
ance the abstract aridity of the scholastic system prevalent in the seminaries 
and theological circles of Catholicism at that time. Targeting a broad public 
of educated lay-people as well as clerics, and thanks to a careful manage-
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ment and a well focused open-mindedness in their theological motivation 
(the “nouvelle théologie” of Fourvière was a contemporary phenomenon), 
the founders of Sources Chrétiennes attracted numerous collaborators. Aft er 
the fi rst few volumes of the series were published without critical editions 
(later on they all had such editions) one publication aft er another showed 
constant scientifi c improvement. At the start, Greek patristic sources were 
privileged; Henri de Lubac established Origen of Alexandria as a front-run-
ner among the many ancient authorities whose works were launched into 
the modern world in SC. Th e edition of Latin authors started only with vol. 
. A set of “non-Christian texts” (in fact, a highly problematic title! Later it 
became the “Série annexe de textes parachrétiens,” see vol. ) started with 
vol. , Extraits de Th éodote, and vol. , Ptolémée, Lettre à Flora. Th e ten-
tative inclusion of sources from the non-Greek speaking traditions in the 
Orient, Syriac and Armenian, in particular, with the Homilies of Philoxenos 
of Mabboug (vol. ), translated and commented on by E. Lemoine (), 
met with an immediate success. Th is initiative was followed by the publica-
tion of other sources of those traditions communicating a wealth of spiri-
tual commentaries on the Bible: Th e Book of Prayers by Gregory of Narek 
(transl. from Armenian, I. Kéchichian; vol. , ); the Commentary on 
the Diatessaron by Ephrem (transl. from Syriac and Armenian, L. Leloir; 
vol. , ); the Hymns on Paradise also by Ephrem (transl. R. Lavenant, 
vol. , ); the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch (transl. with commentaries, 
P. Bogaert, vol. , ,  vols.); the poetic work on Jesus the Only Son of 
the Father by Nerses Snorhali, who died in  (transl. from Armenian, I. 
Kéchichian, vol. , ; the Dialogues and Treatises of John of Apamea, 
a spiritual leader of the fi ft h century in northern Syria (transl. R. Lavenant, 
vol. , ); the Expositions by the fourth century Aphraat the Wise from 
Persia (transl. from Syriac, M. J. Pierre, vols.  and , –). A more 
eccentric edition was Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities, originally in Hebrew, 
the work of a Jewish scholar living in Jerusalem (?) apparently before  c.e. 
(transl. D. J. Harrington, vols. –, ).

Starting with Hilary of Poitiers’ Tractatus Mysteriorum (vol. , ) 
and Leo I’s Sermons (vol. , ), ancient Latin sources fl ourished in SC 
to a total of one hundred and twenty-fi ve volumes in . A new edition 
of Tertullian’s works is near completion with fi ft een volumes available, 
whereas Augustine, massively published elsewhere, is only present in SC 
with his Commentary on the First Letter of John, (vol. , rd. ed., ), and 
his Easter Sermons (vol. , ). Among the titles accepted for publica-
tion in the near future fi gures Tyconius’s Book of Rules. In short, Ambrose of 
Milan, Caesarius of Arles, Cyprian of Carthage, Gregory the Great, Hilary of 



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  Collections of Primary Texts, New Editions, and Translations 

Poitiers, John Cassian, Jerome, Lactantius, Leo the Great, Marius Victorinus, 
Rufi nus of Aquileia, and Tertullian, among others, form in SC a chorus of 
exclusively Latin voices, crossing fi ve centuries of ancient Christianity, and 
giving a diversifi ed account of ancient biblical exegesis in the West.

SC offers an impressive amount of primary texts inherited from 
Greek-speaking churches. Authors from the fi rst (Clement of Rome) to 
the thirteenth (Nicholas Cabasilas) century c.e. off er a broad access to the 
main genres of biblical exegesis notwithstanding anonymous productions 
such as the Letter to Diognetus, the “Chaîne palestinienne sur le Psaume 
” (vols. –, ), the Apophtegmata Patrum (vol. , ), and 
others. Some writings were totally unknown in their original texts before 
reaching the potentially world-wide readership of SC. Such were the two 
thousand Letters of Isidore of Pelusium (vol. , ; another volume to 
come); the Commentary on the Canticle by the monk Nilus of Ancyra (vol. 
, ; another volume announced) the Correspondence of Barsanuphius 
and John of Gaza (vols. –, –), as many fi rst critical editions 
of documents starting to vibrate with new life thanks to competent editors 
and commentators. Th e Greek Christian sources form an ocean of symbolic 
language in Late Antiquity. To chart that ocean and to record their fi ndings 
in modern critical editions, more than one series of SC would be required. 
Hence there in no surprise that many exegetical works are still missing even 
in the unparalleled achievement of SC, in which currently over a hundred 
titles signal a properly exegetical content, and most others allow the modern 
reader to become familiar in one way or another with exegetical practices 
in a variety of literary genres.

Th rough the agency of SC a complete edition with texts, French trans-
lations and commentaries, in thirty-six volumes, of Philo of Alexandria 
has been produced. A series “Medieval Continuation” was added to SC, 
inaugurated in  with Aelred of Rievaulx, When Jesus Was Twelve Years 
Old (vol. ), and continued with William of Saint-Th ierry’s Treatise on the 
Contemplation of God, (vol. , ), Richard of Saint Victor’s De Trinitate 
(vol. , ), and many others in the next four decades (among the forth-
coming volumes fi gure the second volume of Bernard of Clairvaux’s Sermons 
on the Canticle and the fi rst volume of his Letters). Th us the biblical mind 
of the Fathers is proven to be creatively at work in medieval scholarship at 
least in its monastic establishment.



 One Patristic Exegesis

ix. Sources of Patristic Exegesis in other 
Collections (by linguistic areas)

Dutch

Vigiliae Christianae, Supplements. Texts and Studies of Early Christian Life and 
Language, J. H. Waszink and J. C. M. van Winden eds., from :

vol. . J. H. Waszink and J. C. M. van Winden eds., Tertullianus, De idolola-
tria, .

. H. Marti, transl., Rufi nus of Aquileia, De ieiunio I–II, .
. G. A. M. Rowhorst, transl., Les Hymnes pascales d’Éphrem de Nisibe, II. 

Textes, .
. F. X. Risch, ed., Pseudo-Basilius, Adversus Eunomium IV–V, .
. M. Vinzent, transl., Asterius von Kappadokian, .
. R. Hennings, Der Briefwechsel zwischen Augustinus und Hieronymus und der 

Streit um den Kanon des AT und die Auslegung von Gal , –, .
. M. Marcovich, ed., Clementis Alexandrini Protrepticus, .
. M. Vinzent, ed. and transl., Markell von Ankyra, die Fragmente.Der Brief 

an Iulius von Rome, .

English

Ante-Nicene Fathers and Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers
Th is double series (ANF,  vols.; NPNF,  vols.; NPNF,  vols.), origi-

nally published in Great Britain during the second half of the nineteenth 
century as an imposing piece of Anglo-Catholic apologetics, was reprinted 
in the United States in  and . Th e latest reprint in Massachusetts 
dates from .

Texts and Studies (TS)
Initially created by J. A. Robinson in Cambridge in , but closed in 

, the series started again in  under the direction of C. H. Dodd. 
It has given fi ve additional contributions to the study of patristic exegesis, 
closely linked with critical editions:
M. Black, ed., A Christian Palestinian Syriac Horologion, .
I. A. Moir, Codex Climaci Rescriptus Graecus (Ms. Gregory , L), .
D. W. Gooding, Th e Account of the Tabernacle. Translation and Textual 

Problems of the Greek Exodus, .
Q. W. Muncey, Th e New Testament Text of St. Ambrose .
F. Lo Bue, Th e Turin Fragments of Tyconius’ Commentary on Revelation, .
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Ancient Christian Writers (ACW)
Created in Washington, D.C., in  by J. Quasten, W. J. Burghardt, and 

J. C. Plumpe, at the Catholic University of America, one hundred twenty 
volumes of patristic sources have been published in English translations, 
among them exegetical works by Augustine, Gregory of Nyssa and John 
Chrysostom. Th e original orientation of the series was towards ancient 
Christian apologetics.

Th e Fathers of the Church (FaCh)
Published in New York, N.Y., under the editorship of L. Schopp from 

 on, the series includes many exegetical works of patristic authors:

Ambrose of Milan, On Creation, On Paradise, On Cain and Abel, On Genesis, with 
other exegetical works.

Augustine of Hippo, On Genesis, On the Gospel of John.
Basil of Caesarea, Exegetical Homilies.
Jerome, Homilies on the Psalms.
John Chrysostom, Homilies on John.

Among the volumes published in the s one notes:
Vol. . St. Ephrem the Syrian, Selected Prose Works: Commentary on Genesis, 

Commentary on Exodus, Homily on Our Lord, Letter to Pustius. Transl. 
by E. G. Mathews, Jr., and J. P. Amar. Ed. by K. McVey. Washington, DC 
 (with general introduction and bibliography).

Vol. . St. Augustine, Tractates on the Gospel of John –. Tractates on 
the First Epistle of John. Transl. by J. W. Rettig, .

Vol. , Origen, Homilies on Luke. Fragments on Luke. Transl. by J. T. Lienhard, 
 (Introduction) .

Vol. , Origen, Homilies on Jeremiah. Homily on  Kings . Transl. by J. C. 
Smith ().

Oxford Early Christian Texts (OECT), H. Chadwick, ed.
Created by Henry Chadwick, the series provided the following pub-

lications:

M. Bévenot, Cyprian, De Lapsis and De Ecclesiae Catholicae Unitate, .
E. Evans, ed., Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem, .
W. R. Schoedel, Athenagoras. Legatio and De resurrectione, .
R. W. Th omson, Athanasius, Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione. .
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Oxford Early Christian Studies (OECS)
Also initiated by H. Chadwick in  and co-edited with R. Williams 

and A. Louth, the series provides the following titles for the study of early 
Christian exegesis:

R. Hillier, Arator, On the Acts of the Apostles. A Baptismal Commentary, .
T. De Bruyn, Pelagius’ Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, .
C. T. R. Hayward, transl., Jerome’s Hebrew Questions on Genesis, .
R. E. Heine, transl., Gregory of Nyssa’s Treatise on the Inscriptions of the Psalms, 

.
R. P. H. Green, Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, .
A. B. Scott, Origen and the Life of the Stars. A History of an Idea, .
P. W. L. Walker, Holy City, Holy Places? Christian Attitudes to Jerusalem and the 

Holy Land in the Fourth Century, .
C. E. Hill, Regnum Caelorum. Patterns of Future Hope. Apocalyptic Literature in 

the Early Church, .
R. P. Vaggione, Eunomius of Cyricus and the Nicene Revolution, .

Scriptores Latini Hiberniae, Dublin, .

French

Ictys. Lettres Chrétiennes was created by A. Hamman in  as a challenge 
to SC by distributing popular translations of Church Fathers on a large 
scale and at much more aff ordable prices. Th e success of the enterprise con-
fi rmed the existence of a genuine contemporary interest for sources of early 
Christian thought presented without scholarly apparatus. Th e prevalent use 
of Scripture in ancient Christian writings is obvious to the eye of any reader 
discovering such sources for the fi rst time. In full or partial quotation texts 
were presented under thematic heads:
 . Th e Birth of Christian Literature
 . Th e Empire and the Cross
 . Philosophy turns to Christ
 . Lives of the Desert Fathers
 . Baptism
 . Rich and Poor in Early Christianity
 . Christian Initiation
 . Th e Mystery of Christmas
 . Eucharist
. Th e Mystery of Easter



 Sources of Patristic Exegesis in Other Collections 

. Ways toward God
. Women
. Marriage

German

Bibliothek der griechischen Literatur was launched by the Byzantinist P. Wirth 
and the patristic scholar W. Gessel, in Stuttgart, “in this situation of farewel-
ling Antiquity” (in dieser Situation des ‘Abschieds von der Antike’)”:
. Origenes. Die griechisch erhaltenen Jeremiahomilien, ed. E. Schadel 

().
. Origenes. Der Kommentar zum Evangelium nach Mattäus, I, ed., H. J. 

Vogt ().

Fontes Christiani ()
With N. Brox, S. Döpp, W. Geerlings, G. Greshake, R. Ilgner, R. Schieff er as 

editors, the series “Fontes Christiani. Zweisprachige Neuausgabe christlicher 
Quellentexte aus Altertum und Mittelalter” constitutes since  a German 
equivalent of Sources Chrétiennes, whose critical texts are occasionally re-
produced. Th e elegant volumes multiplied in high speed with an obvious 
success in German-speaking countries. Over forty of them circulated by 
. Th e whole series is currently programmed with three hundred titles. 
Among the titles already published, some are specially valuable for the 
study of patristic exegesis, such as vol.  (), Didache-Traditio apostolica; 
vol. , – (–), Th . Heithers edition of Origen’s Commentary on 
Romans; vol. , – (), H. J. Sieben, Origen. In Lucam Homiliae; vol. 
/ (), N. Brox, Irenaeus. Ad Haereses; vol. , – (), F. Dünzl, 
Gregory of Nyssa. In Canticum Canticorum; vol. , -  (–), P. Bruns, 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia. Katechetische Homilien; vol.  (), G. Schnieder, 
Evangelia Infantiae Apocrypha. Apokryphe Kindheitsevangelien; vol.  (), 
M. Lattke, Oden Salomos. A fi rst series of twenty-fi ve volumes was com-
pleted in ;  simultaneously, a second series of another twenty-fi ve vol-
umes was announced, with Augustinus. Über die christliche Lehre,  vols. 
(); Gregor der Grosse. Evangelienhomilien,  vols. () among the 
forthcoming titles.

Testimonia. Schrift en der altchristlichen Kirche (Test), Düsseldorf, .

Patristische Texte und Studien (PTS), Berlin, , K. Aland and W. Schnee-
mel cher eds.:
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. M. Tetz, ed., Eine Antilogie des Eutherios von Tyana, .
. H. Dörries, E. Klostermann, M. Kroeger eds., Die  geistlichen Homilien 

des Makarios, .
. B. Kotter, Die Schrift en des Johannes von Damaskos, vol. I, ; vol. , II, 

; vol. , III, ; vol. , IV, ; vol. , V, .

Texte der Kirchenväter (TKV). Eine Auswahl nach Th emen geordnet,  vol-
umes, Munich, –.

Prepared and edited by A. Heilmann, with the scientifi c assistance of 
H. Kraft , these fi ve attractive volumes exemplify the desire, mainly expressed 
in Roman Catholic circles aft er World War II, to diff use patristic writings on 
a more popular level than the one J.-P. Migne had targeted in the nineteenth 
century. Th e French series SC had engineered such an attempt on the grand 
scale. TKV represents a much more modest achievement, the numerous 
exegetical quotations in its collections of excerpts translated with great care. 
Th e four collections of quotations are subtitled:
I. God, Creation, Man, Sin.
II. Grace, Christ, Sanctifi cation.
III. Christian Life, Charity, Christian Society (the most extended section).
IV. Church, Sacraments, Scripture (pp. –), Eschatology.
V. Realized by H. K. Kraft, includes a “Lexicon of Church Fathers” in 

al pha  betic order of fi ve hundred pages, a sort of mini-patrology, and 
“Indices.”
Each excerpt in the four series is introduced with an indication of its 

contents and followed by a reference to the quoted source. A complete list 
of those indications and references at the end of volume V facilitates the 
use of the collection.

Traditio Christiana (TC), Zurich, .

Greek

Consult the βιβλιοθήκν ῾Ελληνῶν Πατέρων καὶ ἐκκλησιαστικῶν συγγραφεῶν, 
“Library of the Fathers and Ecclesiastical Writers”, published by the Apostolic 
Diakonia of the Greek Church published in Athens.

Italian

Biblioteca Patristica was launched by M. Naldini and M. Simonetti, in 
Florence:
 . Clemente Alessandrino. Estratti profetici, ed., C. Nardi.
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. Ippolito. L’Anticristo, ed., E. Norelli.
. Origene. Omelie sui Salmi, ed., E. Prinzivalli ().

Collana di testi patristici, directed by A. Quacquarelli:
 . Origene. Commento al Cantico dei Cantici
 . Atanasio. L’incarnazione del Verbo
. Origene. Omelie sulla Genesi
. Gregorio Nazianzeno. La Passione di Cristo
. Gregorio Magno. Omelie su Ezechiele I–II
. Giovanni Damasceno. Omelie cristologiche e mariane
. Origene. Omelie sull’ Esodo
. Giovanni Crisostomo. Commento all lettera ai Galati

Corona Patrum Salesiana. Sanctorum Patrum Graecorum et Latinorum Opera 
Selecta, ed. P. Ricaldone, Turin, .

Th e series, directed at the instruction of the Italian clergy, includes Series 
Latina and a Series Graeca, with critical texts borrowed from earlier editions, 
easy translations, biblical references, and analytical tables of content.

Japanese

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, Augustine’s Confessions has 
been translated at least nine times into Japanese. A complete translation of 
Augustine’s works in thirty volumes (among them, vol. : De doctrina chris-
tiana, transl. T. Kato; vols. –: De Genesi ad litteram, tranl. E. Katayanagi; 
vols. –: Enarrationes in Psalmos, vols. –: Tractatus in Iohannis 
Evangelium, transl. H. Izumi, H. Kaneko, T. Shigeizumi, et al.) began to be 
published in  and is now completed.

An intense program of translations, put into eff ect at the Institute of 
Medieval Th ought at Sophia University, Tokyo, focuses on a Corpus fontium 
mentis medii aevi:
vol. . Early Greek Fathers: Didache, Justinus Martyr, Th eophilus Antiochenus, 

Irenaeus Lugdonensis, Clemens Alexandrinus, Hippolytus Romanus, 
Origenes, Gregorius Thaumaturgus, Methodius Olympus, Eusebius 
Caesariensis, Athanasius Alexandrinus.

vol. . Golden Age Greek Fathers: Arius, Alexander Alexandrinus, Eusebius, 
Athanasius, Cyrillus Hierosolymitanus, Basilius Caesariensis, Gregorius 
Nazianzenus, Gregorius Nyssenus, Johannes Chrysostomus.

vol. . Later Greek Fathers and Byzantine Fathers: Evagrius Ponticus, Nes to-
rius, Cyrillus Alexandrinus, Pseudo-Macarius, Pseudo-Dionysius Areo-
pagita, Johannes Climacus, Maximus Confessor, Johannes Damascenus, 
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Th eodorus Studita, Symeon Novus Th eologus, Michael Psellus, Gregorius 
Palamas, Nicolaus Cabasilas.

vol. . Early Latin Fathers (): Tertullianus, Novatianus, Cyprianus, Lac-
tantius, Marius Victorinus, Hilarius, Ambrosius, Hieronymus, Pruden-
tius, Paulinus Nolanus, Sulpicius Severus, Pelagius, Augustinus, Iohannes 
Cassianus, Prosper Aquitanus, Leo Papa, Caesarius Arelatensis.

vol. . Later Latin Fathers ( ): Boethius, Benedictus de Nursia, Cassiodo-
rus, Martinus episcopus Bracarensis, Gregorius Magnus, Isidorus  epi-
  scopus Hispalensis, Ildefonsus episcopus Toletanus, Defensor mona chus 
Loco giacensis.
Th is series constitutes a monumental achievement in the history of 

Japanese patristic studies.
Another series, Kyo-Bun Kwan’s Selected Works of Early Christian Writers 

(from the fi rst to the third century) includes vols. –: Origenes, Contra 
Celsum (transl. M. Demura) and Origenes, De Principiis, Commentarium in 
Iohannis Evangelium and Commenarium in Canticum Canticorum, (transl. 
T. Odaka). Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on the Song of Songs, is also translated 
in that series.

Spanish

Biblioteca de Patristica ()
Twenty-fi ve volumes published, comparable with the Italian Collana di 

Testi patristici, addressed to the general public.

Fuentes patristicas ()
With original texts, translations, and annotations directed to an academic 

readership, under the responsiblity of E. Romero Pose.

In process: Monumenta christiana iberica; see J. Martinez, “La Patrologie en 
Espagne”: Les Pères de l’Église au XXème  siècle. Paris , –.
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I I
INSTRUMENTA STUDIORUM:  

DICTIONARIES, ENCYCLOPEDIAS, PATROLO GIES, 
BIBLIO GRAPHIES

i. Basic Reference Books

Altaner, B. – Stuiber, A., Patrologie, was at its eighth edition in , aft er the 
seventh in , and the sixth in ; in addition there was an American 
translation in , a French edition in , a second Italian edition in , 
and a Spanish edition in  (Altaner’s original edition dates from , a 
fi rst Italian version from , a Hungarian version from ).

A. Di Berardino published the two volumes of the Dizionario Patristico 
e di antiquità cristiane in  and , with over  collaborators listed. 
Four important entries on patristic exegesis are signed by M. Simonetti: 
“Allegoria,” “Commentari Biblici,” “Diodoro di Tarso,” “Esegesi patristica.” 
Also relevant are the articles “Bibbia” (E. Peretto), “Cantico dei Cantici” 
(P. Maloni), “Catene Bibliche” (C. Curti), “Generi letterari” (P. Siniscalco), and 
contributions by E. Dassmann, J. Gribomont, A. Quacquarelli, V. Saxer. A 
French translation followed in Dictionnaire encyclopédique du Christianisme 
ancien, ; an English translation Encyclopedia of the Early Church in 
.

Ferguson E., Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity, supported by a strong 
team of contributors, fi rst appeared in , then in a second and enlarged 
edition in : pp. –, “Allegory” (J. W. Trigg); –, “Apocryphals” 
(D. M. Scholer: nt; J. J. Collins ot); –, “Canon” (of Scripture) (L. M. 
McDonald); –, “Genesis” (J. P. Lewis); –, “Interpretation of the 
Bible” (D. Farkasfahy); –, “Rhetoric” (F. W. Norris). Th ere is no entry 
on “Exegesis.” For individual entries of patristic interpreters or books of the 
Bible, consult the Index.

Hamman, A., Guide Pratique des Pères de l’Église, Paris, . Th is pub-
lication is not for the specialist, but conceived as an initiation of  pages 
for young (or not so young) students. It is pleasantly written, illustrated 
with well-chosen quotations: a masterpiece of “vulgarisation” in the French 
term, it was conceived as a companion volume to the series “Ictys,” which 
was created with similar intentions by the author.

Quasten, J., Patrology. Vol. I: Th e Beginnings of Patristic Literature; vol. II: 
Th e Ante-Nicene Literature aft er Irenaeus; vol. III: Th e Golden Age of Greek 
Patristic Literature. Utrecht – Brussels , , . A. di Berardino, 
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Patrologia vol. III: Dal Concilio di Nicea () al Concilio di Calcedonias 
(). I Padri latini. Cabale . French edition: J. Laporte, transl., Initiation 
aux Pères de l’Église,  vols. Paris , , . J.-P. Bagot, transl., vol. IV: 
“Les Pères Latins” Paris .

It took three decades to complete the best-known Patrology in the 
English-speaking world, a work of high erudition, pedagogical and attrac-
tive, with excellent bibliographies. It was quickly recognized as a classic.

ii. Augustinus Lexikon (AugL)

With Cornelius Mayer and others as editors, volume I: Fasc. – Aaron–
Anima, animus, appeared in , acclaimed by the critics as “a notable 
event and a most welcome addition to the resources available to the student” 
(H. Chadwick, JEH  [] ). In German, English, or French, its pro-
gramme announces  entries. It focuses on the person and the work of the 
bishop of Hippo without neglecting any of his friends or foes. To archaeology 
and topography (with maps), the AugL adds liturgical and doctrinal themes 
and concepts. All the writings of the versatile bishop have their critical notice 
brought up to the latest state of research. Some of Augustine’s more famous 
statements are introduced into the alphabetical set of entries and located in 
his written legacy. Most useful for the study of Augustine’s familiarity with 
Scripture are the articles dealing with ot or nt fi gures, those on allegory 
and other hermeneutical issues.

Th e leading experts of Augustinian studies from all over the world con-
tribute to the AugL. In  its fi rst volume was completed, a last double 
fascicle –, Civitas Dei—Conversio, bringing its content to a total of , 
columns. Eight years needed for the fi rst three letter of the alphabet represent 
a slow pace. In Y.-M. Duval’s words, the enterprise “might progress more 
slowly than one would wish for, but it progresses” (REAug  [] ). 
Five years later, no acceleration was noticeable, but the high standard of the 
AugL continued to be celebrated by the specialists.

C. Mayer, CD-Rom Corpus Augustinianum Gissense (CAG): In the 
same publishing house, Schwabe & Co, Basel (where the fi rst edition of 
Augustine’s works was printed in –!), Cornelius Mayer, teaching 
at the University of Giessen (Germany), produced the result of fi ft een years 
of a well-organized collective preparation, a CD-Rom with the full text of 
the Augustinian Opera omnia and a bibliography of circa , titles. Th e 
whole Augustinian text, painstakingly revised on the basis of the latest critical 
editions, includes the most recent discoveries, such as the Dolbeau sermons. 
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All biblical and other citations are identifi ed with their references; All forms 
are lemmatized as in the publications of Louvain’s CETEDOC. One fi nds 
in CAG “the integral materials for a Biblia Augustiniana; and I guess that if 
A. -M. La Bonnardière had known it, fi ft y years ago, she would have com-
pleted her programme of commentaries on the use made by Augustine of 
biblical books” (G. Madec, REAug  [] ).

iii. Biblia Patristica

In , André Benoit and Pierre Prigent created a “Centre d’Analyse et de 
Documentation Patristiques” (CADP) at the Protestant Faculté de Th éologie 
of Strasbourg (A. Benoit et P. Prigent, “Les Citations de l’Écriture chez les 
Pères,” RHPhR  [] –). Aft er a short time the Centre became as-
sociated with the CNRS, the “National Centre for Scientifi c Research” in Paris, 
whose fi nancial support allowed the launching of Biblia Patristica in . 
By the end of the century, six volumes and a Supplement were published:
. Des origines à Clément d’Alexandrie et Tertullien, Paris .
. Le Troisième siècle (Origène excepté), Paris .
. Origène, Paris .
. Eusèbe de Césarée, Cyrille de Jérusalem, Épiphane de Salamine, Paris .
. Basile de Césarée, Grégoire de Nazianze, Grégoire de Nysse, Amphiloque 

d’Iconium, Paris .
. Hilaire de Poitiers, Ambroise de Milan, l’Ambrosiaster, Paris .
Supplément: Philon d’Alexandrie, Paris .

Each volume collects between , and , biblical quotations in 
patristic sources. Aft er lists of the sources analyzed, of their editions and 
their abbreviated titles, all biblical occurrences are enumerated from Gn : 
 to Rv :, even when limited to small elements of verses or to allusions. 
Fruitful exchanges with the Vetus Latina Institute of Beuron and the Institut 
für Neutestamentliche Textforschung of Münster/W. facilitated the gigantic 
task. Aft er twenty years of a real success story, P. Maravel, the director of 
CADP announced forthcoming volumes on “the Egyptian writers, then those 
of the Syriac language, fi nally all the other Fathers and ‘minor’ writers (if that 
makes sense) of the fourth century”; he describes as “quasi- eschatological 
perspectives” the volumes projected on Jerome, Chrysostomus, Augustine, 
Cyril of Alexandria, Th eodoret of Cyrus, and others (Les Pères de l’Église 
au XXe siècle, ). A lack of public funding and fewer human resources 
may bring the enterprise to a halt despite the continuous improvement of 
electronic technology.
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iv. Corpus Christianorum (CETEDOC)

Since , under the general title Instrumenta Lexicologica Latina, and 
thanks to the diligence of Paul Tombeur, the Corpus Christianorum fi nds 
itself enriched year aft er year by fascicles of computerized forms of words 
for some volumes of the Latin series, presenting the lexical thesaurus, or 
“treasure,” of specifi c authors or works. For instance:

CC—Th esaurus Patrum Latinorum: Th esaurus Sancti Gregorii Magni: 
Series A. Formae: Enumeratio formarum. Index formarum a tergo ordinata-
rum—Concordantia formarum (on microcards). CETEDOC, Paul Tombeur, 
ed., Catholic University of Louvain, Louvain-la-Neuve, .

CC—Instrumenta Lexicologica Latina: “Th e Instrumenta Lexicologica 
Latina have been conceived to provide experts with fundamental tools for 
research, needed by the scientifi c study of a text or the inquiry about given 
phenomena whose occurrence in a specifi c work needs clarifi cation (forms, a 
set of forms or expressions, citations, entries signifi cant for their orthography, 
morphology, syntax and style,” “Les Instrumenta Lexicologica Latina ont été 
conçus de telle manière que les chercheurs puissent disposer des instruments 
de travail fondamentaux que nécessitent l’étude scientifi que d’un texte ou la 
recherche concernant des phénomènes donnés dont on veut savoir s’ils sont 
attestés dans une oeuvre précise (formes, ensembles de formes ou expres-
sions, citations, lemmes caractéristiques orthographiques, morphologiques, 
syntaxiques et stylistiques” (P. Tombeur).

Several fascicles of the series are of special interest for the study of 
patristic exegesis:
Fasc. : Jerome, C. Rufi nus
 : Ars Ambrosiana
 : Gregory the Great, In Canticum Canticorum, In Librum Primum Regum
: Primasius, Commentary on the Apocalypse
: Apponius, In Canticum
: Leo the Great
: Florilegia: Flor. Frisingense

In addition to the Instrumenta already mentioned, the Cetedoc Index 
of Latin Forms, or Th esaurus formarum totius latinitatis a Plauto usque ad 
saeculum XXum, “represents a fi rst step towards producing a huge Latin 
dictionary database, . . . a revolutionary tool, containing almost  million 
forms drawn from the entirety of ancient Latin literature, from the literature 
of the patristic period, from a vast body of medieval material (including in 
particular the opera omnia of Th omas Aquinas), and from collections of 
Neo-Latin works. . . . By ‘forms’ is meant the diff erent actual occurrences of 
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a lexical entry within any extant discourse. . . . Within the limits of the texts 
incorporated in the database, scholars get information on the fi rst occur-
rence of a form, all the works in which it appears, the authors who use it, its 
frequency of occurrence throughout the centuries.”

Since the end of , the Cetedoc Index of Latin Forms is available as a 
printed Wordlist providing the complete alphabetical list of forms, together 
with indication of frequencies according to period; and as a CD-ROM “which 
allows users to search the entire database of  million forms in the most 
complex ways.”

v. Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation

With John H. Hayes as general editor and four hundred contributors, the 
Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation, published in , in Nashville, Tenn., 
contains a synthesis of world-wide scholarship in two volumes of over  
pages each. Experts with Jewish, or Christian, or Muslim and other religious 
backgrounds, present a very readable text, divided into two columns per 
page. Th e reception-history of each book of the Bible receives special atten-
tion, for instance Genesis in  cols., Exodus in over , Deuteronomy in , 
Jeremiah in , and Job in . A bibliography follows each notice. Some major 
trends or distinctive areas are singled out such as “Afrocentric-, Armenian-, 
Asian-, Ethiopian-, Evangelical-, Feminist-, Gnostic-, Hispanic American-, 
Mujerista-, Orthodox-, Post colonial-, Postmodern-, Womanist Biblical 
Interpretation.” Other general surveys deal with “Th e Bible and Art”( 
cols.), “Th e Bible and Western Literature,” (almost  cols.), “Liberation 
Th eologies” ( cols.), “Th e Bible and Music,” ( cols.). Special attention is 
given to the various disciplines engaged in the study of the Bible, such as 
archaeology, Assyriology, Egyptology, lexicography, geography (“Maps of 
the Biblical World”), mythology, sociology, theology; or of the procedures 
of biblical interpretation, such as form-, literary-, narrative-, redaction-, and 
rhetorical criticism, as well as structuralism and deconstruction, and textual 
criticism. Th e bulk of the work consists in a spectacular array of individual 
notices dedicated to biblical interpreters from the second to the twentieth 
century, including some contemporary scholars.

For the patristic period, a few general articles are joined to the indi-
vidual notices: “Alexandrian School,” “Antiochene School,” etc. Nowhere is 
the distinctive contribution of the th century to the millennia of biblical 
interpretation better exemplifi ed and documented than in this dictionary.
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vi. Dictionnaire critique de théologie (DCT)

Edited by J.-P. Lacoste, Paris, , the Dictionnaire critique de théologie 
includes only three articles relevant for the Handbook:
“Exégèse: juive, de l’Église, savante,” A. E. Harvey, pp. –, with a sound 

evaluation of contemporary issues.
“Sens de l’Écriture,” P. Beauchamp, pp. –.
“Pères de l’Église,” G. M. de Durand, pp. –.

vii. Dictionnaire d’Archéologie Chrétienne 
et de Liturgie (DACL)

Th e bulky volumes (vol. : , pages!) of the DACL started appearing 
in fascicles from  on, with F. Cabrol, a Benedictine abbot exiled in 
Farnborough, England, as editor-in-chief. Th e fi rst completed volume is 
dated from . It reached a total of fi ft een volumes approximately of the 
same format. From volume , H. Leclercq assisted Cabrol. Th e last volume, 
“Smyrne-Zraïa” (), was directed by Henri Marrou. Th e gigantic task, 
executed by a great number of contributors, can only be compared with the 
corresponding articles of the Th eologische Realenzyclopädie being published 
at the end of the twentieth century. A belated study on “Th e Excavations 
of the Vatican,” dated Christmas  by H. Marrou was joined to the last 
volume of the series. For the study of the reception and the interpretation 
of Scripture in the early church the DACL off ers extended essays on the ar-
chaeological, geographical, iconographic, and liturgical evidence, relevant for 
biblical notions and themes. Th us the Christian symbolism of wine induces 
Leclercq to present all known archaeological traces of vineyards, of grape 
harvests and wine drinking in ancient Christianity (, :–).

viii. Dictionnaire de la Bible. Supplément (DBSup)

Th e Dictionnaire de la Bible. Supplément counted three volumes in , which 
had been published between  and  under the direction of L. Pirot. Dur-
ing the past fi ve decades ( to ) nine more volumes have appeared.

In vol.  (), edited by H. Cazelles, patristic exegesis made a spec-
tacular entry into DBS with the lengthy article “Kénose” by P. Henry (“IV. 
L’exégèse patristique,” col. –!), while in the previous volume directed 
by A. Robert (vol. ., ), substantial articles on Isaiah, Jeremiah and John, 
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had remained entangled in the frame of a biblical exegesis which ignored 
the presence of the Bible in Christian traditions. Also in vol. , B. Botte con-
tributed a helpful summary on the Latin versions of the Bible before Jerome, 
the Vetus Latina (col. –); another article, on the Greek manuscripts 
of the nt (col. –). G. Bardy wrote on Marcion and the Marcionite 
prologues, but the articles on Luke, Mark and Micah continued to ignore 
the status of those biblical books in the church. In vol.  (), J. Daniélou 
commented on the Odes of Solomon (col. –) and the versions of the 
Bible in Arabic (B. Botte), Armenian (L. Leloir), Coptic (B. Botte), Ethio-
pian (B. Botte), Georgian (L. Leloir), and Syriac, by far the most important 
(C. van Puyvelde), received careful attention. One should also note J. Danié-
lou’s study on Origen (col. –). Again the articles on the books of Hosea 
and Chronicles lack any mention of their Christian reception in conformity 
with a notion of exegesis excluding such a consideration. Papias, the author 
of the Diatessaron, is discussed in a short notice by M. Jourjon, whereas 
“Papyrus, bibliques” is treated more extensively by B. Botte (col. –).

Vol.  () opens with a magisterial presentation of the Pastoral Letters 
by C. Spicq (col. –). A surprising contribution, “Pentateuque chez les 
Pères,” by J.-P. Bouhot (col. –), engages into a historical survey of the 
Pentateuch’s Christian reception, as an introduction to a more elaborate 
study of its inner structure by H. Cazelles. Philo of Alexandria calls for joint 
contributions of several experts. Vol.  () informs about “Prologues and 
Summaries of the Bible” (B. Botte). Vol.  () at least mentions Jerome’s 
Commentary on Ecclesiastes (col. ); it includes a survey of rabbinic lit-
erature by C. Touati (col. –), with a detailed enumeration of all items 
in the six sections of the Mishnah. In vol.  (), J. Trinquet provides 
a list of biblical journals, a bibliographic information of high quality (col. 
–). Vol. , edited by J. Briend and E. Cothenet (), includes a 
remarkable synthesis, one of the best available for a French readership, on 
“Sens de l’Écriture” (col. –), by P.-M. Beaude. Th e article “Septante” 
(lxx), signed by several specialists is of monograph size (col. –). 
Some essential patristic data are recalled about the Sermon on the Mount 
(col. –), on which M. Dumais presents a voluminous study with a 
bibliography (–).

ix. Dictionnaire de Spiritualité (DSp)

Th e Dictionnaire de Spiritualité was initiated by M. Viller and other French 
Jesuits, with a first fascicle appearing in , the complete volume  
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 published in . Its real start occurred only aft er World War II when vol-
ume  appeared in . Th e DSp is a world-wide “Who’s Who” of spiritual 
authors located through two millennia of the Christian tradition. From 
volume , it also presents very valuable general articles on topics closely 
linked to patristic exegesis.
  “Démons”: J. Daniélou
  “Discernement des esprits”: G. Bardy
  “Divinisation”: I.-H. Dalmais, G. Bardy
  “Dons de l’Esprit”: G. Bardy
  “Écriture Sainte et spiritualité,” col. –: seventeen con-

tributors.
  “Esprit Saint”: J. Gribomont, P. Smulders
  “Eve”: M. Planque
  “Exode”: R. Le Déaut, J. Lécuyer
  “Extase”: J. Kirchmeyer
  “Ezéchiel”: J. Harvey
  “Fins dernières” (Méditation des): P. Tihon
  “Florilèges spirituels”: H. M. Rochais, M. Richard
  “Fruitio Dei”: P. Agaësse (Augustinian “fruitio”)
  “Genèse”: J. Guillet
  “Géorgienne (littérature spirituelle): G. Garitte
  “Gloire de Dieu”: P. Deseille
  “Gourmandise et gourmandise spirituelle”: W. Yeoman, 

A. Derville
,   “Hilaire de Poitiers”: C. Kannengiesser
  “Hippolyte de Rome”: M. Richard
  “Homéliaires”: R. Grégoire
  “Homme intérieur”: A. Solignac
  “Humanité du Christ”: C. Kannengiesser, P. Agaësse (Hebrews 

and Isaiah omitted)
  “Jacob”: P. M. Guillaume
  “Jérémie”: C. Kannengiesser
  “Job” (“Livre de”): C. Kannengiesser
  “Lectio divina”: J. Rousse
  “Lumière”: P-T. Camelot
  “Macaire”: M. Canévet
  “Marie”: D. Fernandez
,   “Paradis”: P. Miquel
,   “Perfection”: G. Couilleau
  “Prière”: A. Méhat, A. Solignac
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  “Tables Générales”: “Allégorie,” with the exclusion of patristic 
exegesis; no entry “Exégèse”; “Typologie”: J. Daniélou.

With the exception of Daniélou’s helpful contribution on typology, the 
hermeneutic relevance of the Bible in patristic traditions is for the most 
part ignored, or at least never considered for what it really was, the most 
productive source of Christian spirituality during the fi rst millennium c.e. 
For Genesis, Exodus, Canticle, Jeremiah and Job, a survey of patristic exegesis 
is provided, but no other biblical books are presented as spiritual nourish-
ment for the patristic era. In the articles “Isaïe” and “Matthieu” a short list 
of patristic commentaries is added as an appendix with the bibliography of 
the articles. In the articles “Jean l’Évangéliste,” “Hebreux (Épître),” and “Pierre 
Apôtre,” the patristic relevance is ignored. Even the article, “Allégorie” omits 
any mention of patristic exegesis. Th us by its very omissions the DSp testifi es 
to the persistent lack, even in the second half of the century, of a scholarly 
vision that would focus on the centrality of biblical interpretations in the 
life of early Christian generations. Possibly the very notion of “Spiritualité” 
as conceived by the founders of DSp and its continuing directors through 
six decades continued to carry on, against any body’s will, something of the 
routine scholastic distinction between disciplines which prevented them 
from perceiving the fusion of biblical exegesis and spiritual doctrine in 
ancient Christianity in its just measure. Th at would not be the case in the 
Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum.

x. Dictionnaire d’Histoire et de géographie 
ecclésiastique (DHGE)

Th e DHGE’s vol.  came out in , a solid binding of fi ve fascicles pub-
lished earlier under the direction of A. Baudrillard, a luminary at the Institut 
Catholique of Paris. It off ered a compact text of , columns of large 
format. Th e second volume appeared in  on the eve of World War I. 
Th e third volume could only be distributed in . In , the DHGE, still 
nominally directed by Baudrillard, who had in the meantime been promoted 
to the cardinalate, reached the end of letter B with an article on “Byzance.” 
Volume  was on the market in , again under Baudrillard’s name as 
founder and director. In reality the work of putting together the many in-
dividual collaborations was fulfi lled by two professors of Louvain, A. De 
Meyer and E. Van Cauwenbergh, who had been engaged in that enormous 
task since .

Th e pace of publication slowed down with volume , out only in , 
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and volume  out in . From vol.  (), R. Aubert’s name replaced 
that of Baudrillard as chief editor and director, thus decidedly establishing 
the publication of the DHGE in the frame of the university of Louvain, 
where it is still located today. Aubert not only assumed the direction of the 
dictionary, but also became one of the most versatile of its contributors. 
Vol. , dating from , treats letter “J.” Like medieval cathedrals, such a 
contemporary achievement of erudition outlives its originators and calls for 
several generations of gift ed and dedicated leaders. Th e ambitious project 
of DHGE promises to concentrate the eff orts of many specialists well into 
the twenty-fi rst century.

Th e service of DHGE with regard to the study of patristic exegesis is 
contextual in nature. Many articles describe the countries and the local con-
ditions in which patristic interpreters of Scripture were at work. Doctrinal 
trends conditioning patristic exegesis are also discussed. In all cases excellent 
bibliographies are added to the articles. In vol. , for instance, the latest 
historical inquiries on Hilary of Poitiers are reported by R. Aubert, a sub-
stantial article is dedicated to Hyppolytus of Rome by V. Saxer, an extended 
discussion by H. C. Brennecke (col. –) deals with the “Homeans,” while 
another study by A. M. Ritter is devoted to the “Homeousians.”

xi. Kirchenschriftsteller. Verzeichnis und Sigel. 
Repertorium scriptorum ecclesiasticorum latinorum saeculo nono 

antiquiorum siglis adpositis quae in editione Bibliorum Sacrorum iuxta 
veterem latinam versionem adhibentur, Frede, H. J., st ed. ; th ed., 

Freiburg,  (Vetus Latina I/)

At the Vetus Latina Institute of Beuron and in the frame of the series “Vetus 
Latina. Die Reste der altlateinischen Bibel” (st ed. by B. Fischer in ), 
H. J. Frede elaborated a complete list of authors, including the pseudonyms 
and the anonymous writings referred in the Beuron edition of the Vetus 
Latina. Each entry is completed with the title(s) of the patristic writings 
of signifi cance for that edition. Th e numbering of these titles in the Clavis 
Patrum Latinorum of E. Dekkers (nd ed., ; rd ed.,  = suppl. CC) 
or in the Clavis Patrum Graecorum of M. Geraard is always added. A regis-
ter of the Clavis numbers in both languages is included pp. –; also a 
list of Addenda: “Pro manuscripto (Dezember ).” As new data continue 
to surface concerning the contents or the dating or patristic sources, the 
Verzeichnis needs to be constantly updated, hence a set of “Updated Lists”: 
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Vetus Latina Kirchenschrift steller. Aktualisierungsheft (e), published by Frede 
in  and  in Freiburg.

xii. Lexicon Athanasianum
G. Müller

In the Preface, Guido Müller explains, in , that he needs to go back at 
least four decades in order to recapitulate his work. Th ousands of his cards 
were destroyed in World War I. He started again the integral analysis of the 
Athanasian vocabulary between  and , only to witness another 
loss of his results in World War II. At least a handwritten version survived. 
Overcoming despair he went once more through the ordeal of compiling 
his lexicon. Th e Academy of Sciences in Berlin had the fairness of publish-
ing the Lexicon Athanasianum based on the Migne edition though the fact 
that “it seemed excluded to adjust it (the Lexicon) to the future edition (of 
Athanasius) provided by the Academy,” futurae editioni ab Academia paratae 
vix adaptari posse (Praemonitio). Th at edition was still in the making at the 
start of the new millennium, whereas the Lexicon immediately enriched the 
study of Athanasius and patristic studies in general.

A fi rst fascicle was issued before the end of World War II in , a sec-
ond and third in , a fourth in  (J. Lebon’s announcement in RHE , 
, –); the complete volume appeared in . Biblical references 
follow always the biblical names used by Athanasius in his many writings. 
Th ey are also given each time when a word suggests a verbal or mental link 
with a biblical background. Th at such an analysis could be completed single-
handedly in the pre-computer age is almost unbelievable. Th e fact is that 
the Lexicon Athanasianum constitutes to this very day a tool for research 
without equivalent in the fi eld of Greek patristics.

xiii. Lexikon der antiken christlichen Literatur. 
S. Döpp and W. Geerlings, eds. Freiburg Br., 

xiv. New Documents Illustrating Early Christianity 
G. H. R. Horsley

A publication “intended to serve as a preliminary contribution” related with “the 
Macquarrie-based project to rework Moulton and Milligan” (vol. , p. ).
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Vol. , “A Review of the Greek Inscriptions and Papyri published in ,” 
Th e Ancient History Documentary Research Centre, directed by E. A. 
Judge, Macquarrie University, North Ryde, NSW, Australia, .

Vol. , “A Review . . . in ” ()
Vol. , “A Review . . . in ” ()
Vol. , “A Review . . . in ” ()
Vol. , “Linguistic Essays” ()
Vols. – were published by G. H. R. Horsley.
Vol. , “A Review . . . in –” (), published by S. R. Llewelyn, with 

the collaboration of R. A. Kearsley.
Vol.  presents papyrological and archeological evidence of biblical 

and related citations, from Psalms and Isaiah, Luke :, John :, Rom 
:,  Cor :–.

Vol.  discusses at length recently published fragments of lxx, miscel-
laneous quotations from Psalms, and some recently published nt fragments, 
with many pointed observations highlighting the social and religious con-
texts in which the Bible circulated during the fi rst four centuries c.e. in 
Egypt or elsewhere.

Vol.  off ers more fragments of the Greek ot and some miscellaneous 
nt quotations on papyri.

Vol. , in addition to “New Fragments of Sirach,” miscellaneous ot and 
nt quotations, and patristic (homiletic and exegetical) texts on papyrus 
(all abundantly commented on by A. L. Connelly), includes a useful survey 
of the published works of Didymus, discovered in the papyrus fi ndings of 
Tura, in .

Vol.  presents a strong denial of ‘Jewish Greek,’ as affi  rmed by N. Turner, 
Grammatical Insights into the New Testament (Edinburgh, ): “Jewish 
Greek is a ghost language and like all ghosts it needs to be laid to rest” (). 
It also engages into a social-linguistic discussion on “Koine or Atticism-A 
Misleading Discovery” (–) which is also relevant for patristic exegesis, as 
is the “Select Bibliography” (–). Added are cumulative indices to vols. 
–, in particular of “Biblical passages” (–) and “words” (–).

Vol.  includes a fascinating discussion of the still debated issue of 
“Monastic Orthodoxy and the Papyri of the Nag Hammadi Cartonnage” 
(–), by S. R. Llewelyn.
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xv. Patristic Greek Lexicon, 
G. W. H. Lampe. Oxford,  (PGL)

Th e PGL’s object “is primarily to interpret the theological and ecclesiasti-
cal vocabulary of the Greek Christian authors from Clement of Rome to 
Th eodore of Studium” (Preface, vii). “Many common words, of no theological 
importance in themselves have been included because they occur in typo-
logical or allegorical interpretations of biblical texts and so may serve as to 
illustrate patristic methods of biblical exegesis . . . a few proper names have 
been included because of their importance in theology or exegesis.” Th e edi-
torial policy was by necessity restricted to “samples of patristic thought and 
specimens of the way in which biblical words and phrases were interpreted 
in the homilies and commentaries of the period” (viii). For a full information 
about any word under scrutiny, “the user of this work is, in fact, assumed 
to have Liddell and Scott by its side” (ix). Th e list of “Authors and Works” 
analyzed in PGL covers pp. xi–xlv.

“Th e project for a Lexicon of Patristic Greek was originally suggested 
by the Central Society for Sacred Study in the year ,” as the Preface states 
at the beginning. Half a century of individual dedication by many respon-
sible scholars and an even greater number of helpers, all of them supported 
by institutional funding, led to the prestigious publication in  of , 
pages of large format, divided in two columns with small print of Greek 
and English, indeed an invaluable lexical survey. When needed, each entry 
is appropriately subdivided, and inside each subdivision the quoted samples 
are placed in chronological order. For instance, the article γραφή—“writing, 
written document” includes thirty subdivisions: A. Scripture: . use of term: 
a. in gen.; b. of individual books; c. of particular texts; . distinctive epithets; 
. characteristics: a. unity; b. diffi  culties, intended to lead men to deeper 
understanding; c. but unimpaired veracity; d. role as a tutor; e. suffi  ciency; 
f. canon of Scripture. . interpretation of Scripture: a. necessity; b. general 
rules; c. three-fold sense. . authority and inspiration: a. in gen. Scripture to 
be preserved intact; b. Scripture as rule of faith; c. inspiration, the work of 
H. Ghost; d. Scripture and tradition. . Scripture and spiritual life. . use by 
heretics: a. their methods of interpretation; b. appealed to (esp. by Arians) 
against conciliar defi nitions. B. “(royal) edict.” C. “indictment, accusation.” 
D. “image, picture.” E. “met.” (Note that “A” fi lls up two columns, whereas 
B, C, D, together occupy only ten lines.)



 One Patristic Exegesis

xvi. Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum (RAC)

Th e Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum, Sachwörterbuch zur Ausein-
andersetzung des Christentums mit der antiken Welt, was actively prepared 
under the direction F. J. Dölger from . Amazingly enough, its six fi rst 
fascicles were published by T. Klauser in –, but the seventh fascicle 
was lost in the burning of Leipzig under the bombardments of . Against 
all odds, it was re-composed and published in January . In March, more 
than  manuscripts ready for the next fascicle perished by fi re in the area 
of Bonn. Only in  could the publishing task be resumed. Vol.  presented 
contributions to the study of patristic exegesis in appropriately starting with 
the article, “Abraham” by T. Klauser. Five decades later, the article “Allegorese” 
by J. C. Joosen and J. H. Waszink remains essential for a comparative study of 
non-Christian and Christian allegorism in Late Antiquity. Other contribu-
tions on “Apokalyptik” and “Apokryphen” mark the limits of the common 
knowledge on these issues in the years –.

Vol.  () contains “Buch. II,” signed by S. Morenz and J. Leipoldt, 
richly documented, with a study in depth of the cultural status of sacred 
books and of their interpreters in Antiquity, joined with insights about the 
symbolic meaning of “Books.” In Volume  () T. Dölger announced the 
foundation two years earlier at the University of Bonn of a “Franz Joseph 
Dölger Institut zur Erforschung der Spätantike,” and from  a “Jahrbuch 
für Antike und Christentum” ( JAC). Th us the institutional frame of a long-
lasting enterprise was in place off ered to universal acclaim. More than , 
subscribers, with new fascicles circulated every three months, secured the 
rapid growth of the RAC: Vol.  appeared in , vol.  in  (in the third 
volume of JAC. T. Klauser inaugurated “Nachträge,” “Additions,” to the RAC. 
such as “Aphraat,” by A. Voöbus).

In the Preface to vol.  () T. Klauser stated “the Reallexikon gratefully 
acknowledges the results of modern biblical sciences. It is eager to fi nd a sup-
port in their lexical acquisitions, as they belong to a domain of an outstand-
ing importance for our purposes.” Hence the same vol.  included articles 
on “Esra im Christentum” (W. Schneemelcher), “Evangelium” (O. Michel) 
and “Exegese, christlich” (W. E. Gerber); vol.  (), “Exodus, Patristik” 
(J. Daniélou); vol.  (), “Heilige Schrift en” (C. Colpe), “Hermeneutik” 
(J. Pépin, K. Hoheisel), “Hesekiel” (E. Dassmann), “Hexaemeron” (J. C. M. 
van Winden); vol.  () “Hieronymus” (H. Hagendahl, J. H. Waszink), 
“Hiob” (E. Dassmann); vol.  () “Hoheslied” (K. S. Frank), “Homilie” 
(M. Sachot); vol.  () “Jeremiah” (E. Dassmann), “Jesaja” (P. Jay), “Jesus 
Sirach” (M. Gilbert).
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In , “Supplement-Lieferung” / and  added articles “Aaron” (G. W. E. 
Nickelsburg), “Ambrosiaster” (A. Stuiber), “Amos” (E. Dassmann), “Anfang” 
(H. Görgemanns); in , “Supplement-Lieferung”  added “Aphrahat” 
(A. Vööbus) and “Aponius” (F. Witek). Th ese are only contributions directly 
aimed at a critical survey of patristic exegesis in the context of the culture of 
Late Antiquity. One would have to consult many articles on ancient authors 
and realia which are signifi cant for patristic exegesis in order to round up 
the rich picture of what the RAC off ers to students of the Bible in ancient 
Christian traditions.

xvii. Theologische Realenzyklopädie (TRE)

In the planning since , the fi rst fascicle appeared in . Currently 
twenty-eight volumes and a few fascicles are available, the alphabetic 
content having reached the letter “R.” It replaces the third edition of the 
Realencyklopädie für protestantische Th eologie und Kirche (RE), published 
in . Its ecumenical and international structuring refl ects the profound 
changes in European faith-awareness which occurred at the cost of two 
World Wars. Its emphasis on the biblical foundations of Christian theology 
highlights an on-going concern for the exegetical and hermeneutical achieve-
ments of early Christian traditions. Th e reader will easily be aware of how 
much the present Handbook owes to the authors of TRE.

As samples of main entries in TRE specially relevant for the study of 
patristic exegesis in Vol. –, only for letter “A” one may list:
 () “Aphrahat,” –; “Africanus, Julius,” –;
 () “Alexandrien,” –; “Ambrosiaster,” –; “Ambrosius von 

Mailand,” –; “Ammonius Sakkas,” –.
 (also ) “Antike und Christentum,” –; “Antiochien,” –; 

“Apokalyptik—Apokalypsen, V. Alte Kirche,” –.
 () “Alte Kirche,” –; “Apokryphen des Neuen Testaments,” –

; “Apollinarius von Laodicea,” –; “Apologetik I. Alte Kirche,” 
–; “Apostolisches Glaubensbekenntnis,” –; “Arianismus,” 
–.
By their broad retrieving of former scholarship as well as their critical 

originality based on very extensive bibliographies, most of these entries in 
TRE achieve advances in the topics treated.
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Other dictionaries are:

Coggins, R. J., and J. L. Houlden, A Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation (See Chap. 
, ).

Panimolle, S. A., Dizionario di spiritualità biblico-patristica. I grandi temi della 
S. Scrittura per la “Lectio Divina” I. Rome .

Kazhdan, A. P., Th e Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium. Oxford .
Kelly, J. F., Th e Concise Dictionary of Early Christianity .
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I I I
STUDIES ON PATRISTIC EXEGESIS  

IN COLLECTIONS OF ESSAYS

i. Cambridge History of the Bible (The) (CHB)

Vol. : “From the Beginnings to Jerome,” eds., P. R. Ackroyd and C. F. Evans. 
(Cambridge ), v. “Th e Bible in the Early Church” (–, bibli-
ography ):
. R. P. C. Hanson, “Biblical Exegesis in the Early Church” (–).
. M. F. Wiles, “Origen as Biblical Scholar” (–).

 . M. F. Wiles, “Theodore of Mopsuestia as Representative of the 
Antiochene School” (–).

. H. F. D. Sparks, “Jerome as Biblical Scholar” (–).
. G. Bonner, “Augustine as Biblical Scholar” (–).
. J. H. Lamb, “Th e Place of the Bible in the Liturgy” (–).

Vol. : “Th e West from the Fathers to the Reformation,” G. W. H. Lampe, ed. 
(Cambridge ):

 i. B. J. Roberts, “Th e ot: Manuscripts, Text and Versions” (–).
 ii. C. S. C. Williams, “Th e History of the Text and Canon of the nt to 

Jerome” (–).
 iii. T. C. Skeat, “Early Christian Book-Production: Papyri and Manu-

scripts” (–).
 iv. E. F. Sutcliff e, “Jerome” (–).
 v. R. Loewe, “Th e Medieval History of the Latin Vulgate” (–).
 vi. “Th e Exposition and Exegesis of Scripture”

. G. W. H. Lampe, “To Gregory the Great” (–).
. D. Leclercq, “From Gregory the Great to St. Bernard” (–).
. B. Smalley, “Th e Bible in the Medieval Schools” (–).
. S. J. P. van Dijk, “ Th e Bible in Liturgical Use” (–).

 . E. I. J. Rosenthal, “Th e Study of the Bible in Medieval Judaism” 
(–).

Four other chapters in Vol.  are dedicated to the text and reception of 
Scripture until Erasmus.
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ii. Patristische Texte und Studien (PTS)

Th e series was initially edited by K. Aland and W. Schneemelcher.
Vol. , W. A. Bienert, “Allegorie” und “Anagoge” bei Didymos dem Blinden 

von Alexandria .
Vol. , D. Hagedorn, ed., Der Hiobkommentar des Arianers Julian .
Vol. , E. Mühlenberg, Psalmenkommentare aus der Katenenüberlieferung, 

 vols. –.
Vol. , U. u. D. Hagedorn, eds., Olympiodor, Diakon von Alexandria, Kom-

mentar zu Hiob .
Vol. , K. Torjesen, Hermeneutical Procedure and Th eological Method in 

Origen’s Exegesis .

iii. Studia Patristica (StPatr)

Studia Patristica I–II, K. Aland and F. L. Cross, eds., Akademie-Verlag, 
Berlin, , published the “Papers presented to the Second International 
Conference on Patristic Studies held at Christ Church, Oxford” in the summer 
of . Th e fi rst such Conference at Christ Church, Oxford from the th 
to the th September, , had been “un succès au-delà de toute attente,” 
“a success beyond anyone’s expectations.” (RHE  []: ). Th anks to 
F. L. Cross, then the Librarian of Christ Church, whose inspired initiative in 
founding the Conferences was motivated as much by ecumenical concerns 
as by patristic scholarship, the “unexpected” success continued from decade 
to decade. Th e international gatherings of patristic scholars every fourth year 
played a central role in the spectacular fl ourishing of patristics for the rest 
of the century. From one Conference to the other, the regular publication 
of hundreds of papers represented a powerful river of erudition irrigating 
the many fi elds and levels of studies related to the historical retrieving of 
ancient Christian traditions.

Th e fi rst two volumes of StPatr included twenty-one papers explicitly 
dealing with patristic exegesis. Four other volumes, StPatr III–VI, with a 
total of almost , pages, were not too much for publishing the papers of 
the next Conference, held in ; they were made available at remarkable 
speed in  and . Already A. Mandouze was alarmed by what he called 
“Mesure et démesure de la Patristique” (StPatr III, –), denouncing the “ex-
cessiveness” of patristics. Yet at the same time he seized the opportunity to 
express specifi c reactions, representative of secular academics, in what had 
been a predominantly clerical domain of studies. Th e secularizing of patristic 
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studies from the late s introduced new contributors, men and women, 
in a fi eld which they quickly and methodologically reshaped and enriched in 
line with their own scientifi c interests. Th e phenomenon was nowhere more 
visible than at the Oxford Conferences, and it became specially benefi cial for 
the study of patristic exegesis. Th irty-three titles in StPatr III–VI announce 
essays related to the interpretation of the Bible.

Th e Conference of  resulted in the three volumes of StPatr VII–IX 
published in , thanks to E. A. Livingstone, the editorial assistant of an 
aging Dr. Cross. Th e section “Biblica” in StPatr VII numbers sixteen titles, of 
which eight deal with the patristic interpretation of isolated passages from 
Scripture, a trend still in favor among the experts at that time which later on 
would lead to more comprehensive surveys of patristic exegesis.

Aft er the death of Dr. Cross in December , Elizabeth Livingstone 
published StPatr X and XI in , with one hundred and twenty-fi ve pa-
pers from the Conference of , among which only ten could be located 
under the rubic “Biblica.” Published in , StPatr XII–XIV collected the 
papers of the Conference held in , with fourteen contributions under 
the rubric “Biblica”; StPatr XV–XVI off ered a selection of papers from the 
Conference of , but these two volumes became available only in  
and . Th is marked the end of StPatr in TU. It is worth observing that 
all ten papers under “Biblica” in StPatr XV handled topics which called on 
a comprehensive idea of the history of patristic exegesis: J. S. Alexander 
discusses “Aspects of Donatist Scriptural Interpretation at the Conference 
of Carthage of ” (–), as understood in particular “against the 
background of earlier African exegesis” (). “Th e Hermeneutic Approach 
of Th eodoret of Cyrrhus to the ot” (–) is best clarifi ed, according to 
G. W. Ashby, by a comparison with Alexandrian and Antiochene herme-
neutics. M. J. Delage examines the signifi cance of the First Letter of John in 
the sermons of Caesarius of Arles (–) in keeping in view the whole 
patristic tradition behind these sermons. G. Dorival off ers a rich survey 
over the “history of exegetical patristic catenae on the Psalter (th–th c.)” 
and a study of Eusebius of Caesarea’s Commentary on the Psalms (–). 
G. Sfameni Gasparro considers Origen’s comments on the parable of the 
Good Samaritan in the light of “dualisti medievali” (–). V. Messana 
examines “the biblical fi gures of Abel and Cain in Ambrose and Augustine” 
against the background of patristic tropology (–) etc.
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iv. Texte und Untersuchungen (TU)

As a series parallel to GCS, Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der 
altkirchlichen Literatur, provides commentaries and additional studies. Th e 
series was launched by O. von Gebhardt and A. Harnack in  at the 
University of Berlin. Interrupted from  to , by the end of the s 
the reborn series included more than twenty volumes off ering a special inter-
est for the study of patristic exegesis. In addition, TU hosted Studia Patristica 
I–XVI, from  to , discussed above. Th e relevant monographs, or 
collections of essays with their numbers in the series are:
. A. Ehrhard, Überlieferung und Bestand der hagiographischen und 

homiletischen Literatur der griechischen Kirche bis zum Ende des 
. Jahrhunderts, Lfg. III , – ().

. J. Reuss, Matthäus Kommentare aus der griechischen Kirche. Aus 
Katenenhandschrift en gesammelt und herausgegeben ().

. H. Köster, Synoptische Überlieferung bei den apostolischen Vätern 
().

. E. Amand de Mendieta et S. Y. Rudberg, Eustathius. Ancienne 
version latine des neuf homélies sur l’Hexaéméron de Basile de 
Césarée. Édition critique avec prolégomènes et tables ().

. Kommission für spätantike Religionsgeschichte, ed., Studien zum 
Neuen Testament und zur Patristik, Fs. E. Klostermann,  vols. 
().

. G. Glockmann, ed., Berthold Altaner. Kleine Patristische Schrift en 
().

. J. Reuss, Johannes-Kommentare aus der griechischen Kirche. Aus 
Katenenhandschrift en gesammelt und herausgegeben ().

. H. Rathke, Ignatius von Antiochien und die Paulusbriefe ().
. A. P. O’Hagan, Material Re-Creation in the Apostolic Fathers 

().
. F. Hintze und H.-M. Schenke, Die Berliner Handschrift der 

Sahidischen Apostelgeschichte (P.  ) bearbeitet und heraus-
gegeben ().

–. F. Petit, L’ancienne version latine des Questions sur la Genèse de 
Philon d’Alexandrie. I. Édition critique; II. Commentaire ().

. C. Wolff , Jeremia im Frühjudentum und Urchristentum ().
. A. Strobel, Ursprung und Geschichte des frühchristlichen Oster-

kalenders ().
. K. Zelzer, Die alten lateinischen Th omasakten ().
. E. Amand de Mendieta et S. Y. Rudberg, Basile de Césarée. La tra-
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 dition manuscrite directe des neuf Homélies sur l’Hexaéméron. Étude 
philologique ().

. K. Treu, ed., Studia Codicologica ().
. F. Paschke, ed., Überlieferungsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen ().
. H.-M. Schenke, ed., Das Matthäusevangelium im Mittelägyptischen 

Dialekt des Koptischen (Codex Scheide) ().
. J. Reuss, Lukas-Kommentare aus der griechischen Kirche. Aus Katenen-

handschrift en gesammelt und herausgegben ().
. A. F. J. Klijn, ed., Der lateinische Text der Apokalypse des Esra. Mit einem 

Index grammaticus von C. Mussies ().
. J. Dummer, ed., Texte und Textkritik. Eine Aufsatzsammlung (). Vols. 

,  and  represent a Festschrift  which became a Memorial for 
Marcel Richard aft er his death in .

. H.-M. Schenke, ed., Apostelgeschichte , –,  im mittelägyptischen 
Dialekt des Koptischen (Codex Glazier) ()

. H. G. Th ümmel, Die Frühgeschichte der ostkirchlichen Bilderlehre. Texte 
und Untersuchungen zur Zeit vor dem Bilderstreit ().

Th e monumental contribution of TU to twentieth-century patristics not 
only fi xed high standards for generations of scholars, but achieved in a large 
measure the complex integration and inner cohesion of the discipline itself. 
Th e characteristic move of twentieth century patristics from the status of an 
auxiliary science for biblical scholars and church historians to the autonomy 
of a consistent fi eld of historical studies was strongly promoted by TU. TU’s 
own self-imposed limitation was due to the fact that its main editors never 
made a clear-cut diff erence between the study of nt writings and the study 
of the patristic legacy in their “history of early Christian literature,” hence 
they welcomed massive volumes of “Studia Evangelica” papers from Oxford 
conferences. Kurt Aland, who was the prominent force among the editorial 
team of TU aft er World War II, was also in the process of producing the 
twentieth century edition of the nt, presenting a critical apparatus with all 
the signifi cant readings of the nt text noted in patristic literature. Th at highly 
promising junction of exegetical and patristic inquiries on the level of nt 
text criticism was a clear signal for the future: professional exegetes of both 
Testaments became increasingly aware of the needed complementarity of 
patristics, at the same time that patristic scholars began to pay more atten-
tion to exegetical methodologies. As K. Aland was at that time the editor of 
TU, one easily sees why the Berlin series of TU welcomed the Oxford series 
of “Studia Evangelica.”

As the French saying goes, “Qui trop embrasse mal étreint.” Because 
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of the overwhelming abundance of material to be published, unacceptable 
delays were imposed on some of the volumes, and the “Studia Patristica,” 
chronologically conditioned by the Patristic Conferences held at Oxford 
every four years, had to fi nd another editorial frame aft er .

v. Traditio Exegetica Graeca (TEG)

–. F. Petit, La chaîne sur la Genèse. Édition intégrale. –.
. J. Frieshman and L. Van Rompay, Th e Book of Genesis in Jewish and 

Oriental Christian Interpretation. A Collection of Essays. .
. R. B. ter Haar Romeny, A Syrian in Greek Dress. Th e Use of Greek, 

Hebrew and Syriac Biblical Texts in Eusebius of Emesa’s Commentary 
on Genesis. .

. D. J. Bingham, Irenaeus’ Use of Matthew’s Gospel in Adversus Haereses. 
.

. M. De Groote, Oecumenii commentarius in apocalypsin. .

vi. Verba Seniorum
Collana di testi patristici e medievali, Rome,  (VS)

A fi rst series, begun in  in Alba, had no scientifi c aims as such. In  
a new series was begun in Rome by the directors M. Pellegrino (d. ) 
and G. Lazzati (d. ), focusing on the patristic era and off ering scientifi c 
monographs. Vol.  of the new series (): F. Cocchini, Il Paolo di Origene. 
Contributo alla storia della receptione delle epistole paoline nel III secolo.
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IV
JOURNALS

i. Some Fifty Sources of Information

For a wide-ranging study of patristic exegesis in the light of the world-wide 
research of the second half of the twentieth century the following journals 
have proven most helpful. Th e list is not exhaustive and is only indicative 
of sources of information readily available in the fi eld, even though articles 
concerning the history of patristic exegesis may appear in all sorts of other 
periodicals:
AnBoll Analecta Bollandiana. Brussels .
ASE Annali di Storia dell’Esegesi. Bologna .
Augustinus Augustinus. Madrid .
Bib Biblica. Rome .
BLE Bulletin de littérature ecclésiastique. Toulouse .
CNS Cristianesimo nella Storia. Milan .
ECS Early Christian Studies. Baltimore, MD .
ETh L Ephemerides theologicae Lovanienses. Louvain .
IZBG Internationale Zeitschrift enschau für Bibelwissenschaft  und Grenz-

gebiete. Düsseldorf /.
JAC Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum. Münster .
JTh S Journal of Th eological Studies. Oxford , n.s. .
MSR Mélanges de science religieuse. Lille .
Mus Muséon. Revue d’études orientales. Louvain .
OCP Orientalia christiana periodica. Rome .
RechAug Recherches augustiniennes. Paris .
RBen Revue bénédictine de critique, d’histoire et de littérature religieuses. 

Maredsous .
RHE Revue d’histoire ecclésiastique. Louvain .
RHPr Revue d’histoire et de philosophie religieuses. Strasbourg .
RHT Revue d’histoire des textes. Paris .
REA Revue des études anciennes. Bordeaux .
REAug Revue des études augustiniennes. Paris .
REG Revue des études grecques. Paris .
REL Revue des études latines. Paris .
RevSr Revue des sciences religieuses. Strasbourg .
RSR Recherches de science religieuse. Paris .
RTL Revue théologique de Louvain. Louvain .
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SacEr Sacris Erudiri. Jaarboek voor godsdienstwetenschappen. Steen-
brugge .

Schol Scholastik Freiburg, Br. –.
SecCen Second Century Dallas –.
Th Ph Th eologie und Philosophie. Freiburg, Br. .
TQ Th eologische Quartalschrift . Tübingen .
Tr Traditio. New York .
TRev Th eologische Revue. Münster .
TS Th eological Studies. Woodstock, MD .
VetChr Vetera Christianorum. Bari .
VigChr Vigiliae Christianae. Amsterdam .
WSt Wiener Studien. Vienna , n.s. .
ZKG Zeitschrift  für Kirchengeschichte. Stuttgart .
ZKT Zeitschrift  für katholische Th eologie. Vienna .
ZNW Zeitschrift  für die neutestamentlische Wissenschaft  und die Kunde 

der älteren Kirche. Berlin .
ZTK Zeitschrift  für Th eologie und Kirche. Tübingen .

ii. Comments on Selected Journals

Annali di Storia dell’ Esegesi (ASE)
Th e Annali di Storia dell’ Esegesi was launched in Bologna only in . 

Th e journal illustrates both the growing need and the rich promises of a 
comprehensive study of the history of biblical exegesis. Several attempts to 
cover the whole patristic period in order to highlight the commentary and 
the many uses of the Bible in ancient Christianity were made since .

Cristianesimo nella Storia (CNS)
Launched in Bologna under the direction of G. Alberigo, with P. C. Bori 

as chief editor and an international group of collaborators, Cristianesimo nella 
Storia’s interdisciplinary orientation with a strong ecclesiological focus was 
announced by the sub-title: “Ricerche storicha, esegetiche, teologichi.” For 
studies relevant to the history of patristic exegesis one notes in vol.  (): 
M. Pesce, “L’apostolo di fronte alla crescita pneumatica dei Corinti ( Cor 
–), Tentativo di un’ analysi storica della funzione apostolica.”

Journal of Early Christian Studies (JECS)
Launched as the journal of the fl ourishing North American Patris-

tics Society in , with E. A. Clark and E. Ferguson as editors, the JECS 



 Journals 

began its career by merging with a slightly older American publication, 
Th e Second Century, also edited by E. Ferguson since  with the sub-
title “Early Christian Studies.” Th e JECS deserves a special mention in the 
present Handbook: it illustrates, or at least suggests, the end of a certain 
idea of patristics, which traditionally included theological concerns, and 
consequently sought to retrieve early Christian exegesis. Since its fi rst issue 
in Spring , the journal has included only fi ve essays on the patristic 
reception of Scripture. Signifi cantly, the fi rst, by L. Painchaud, discussed 
“Th e Use of Scripture in Gnostic Literature,” vol.  () –; another, 
by J. A. Draper, examined the use of Zechariah : in the Didache. Only 
two other articles investigate instances of biblical reception, in vol.  () 
D. Krueger, “Typological Figuration in Th eodoret of Cyrrhus’s Religious 
History and the Art of Postbiblical Narrative,” –; and R. C. Hill, “Th e 
Spirituality of Chrysostom’s Commentary on the Psalms,” –; and a third 
in vol.  () N. Koltun-Fromm, “Psalm ’s Christological Interpretive 
Tradition in Light of Christian Anti-Jewish Polemics.” Contextual studies, 
determined by social history and/or feminism, prevail in JSEC. Th e result 
is a lively, oft en unusual picture of ancient society in the process of being 
Christianized, though by its omission of theology the journal ignores the 
foundational role of the Bible in that historic process.

In Th e Second Century each volume and almost each issue included essays 
on the reception of the Bible in the church. On the contrary, JECS emphasizes 
that “early Christian studies” are no longer necessarily “patristic” in a theo-
logical and reception-historical sense. Against the overwhelming interest in 
such traditional studies demonstrated on an international scale, the strictly 
secular agenda of the journal off ers a valuable challenge inside the fi eld of 
patristic studies, calling for a clear-minded reformulation of these studies. 
As already noted elsewhere, the exploration of Christian origins represents a 
complex operation. No critical methodology should be excluded from such 
a retrieving, and no particular methodology can operate in isolation.

Similar to JECS, but in the fi eld of biblical studies, a recent shift  of 
concerns has resulted in the creation of Biblical Interpretation. A Journal of 
Contemporary Approaches, published since  by J. Cheryl Exum (Boston 
College, Chestnut Hill, Mass.) and M. G. Brett (Whitley College, University 
of Melbourne, Australia). Th e journal is directly concerned with the recep-
tion of Scripture but its focus is exclusively decided by postmodernism: vol. 
 () M. Bal, “Th e Elders and Susanna”; vol.  () R. M. Jensen, “Th e 
Off ering of Isaac in Jewish and Christian Tradition. Image and Text”; vol.  
() R. Kimel man, “Th e Seduction of Eve and the Exegetical Politics of 
Gender.”
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Journal of Th eological Studies ( JTh S)
A venerable monument of Christian scholarship in the British academia, 

the JTh S started its career in  with C. H. Turner as fi rst editor, assisted 
by W. E. Barnes and a “Committee of Direction” of eleven Rev. Drs., all dis-
tinguished scholars in the fi elds of biblical, patristic, liturgical and historical 
studies. In vol. , C. H. Turner himself, in addition to “Chronicle: Patristica” 
exclusively discussing recent critical editions, published a substantial study on 
“Th e Early Episcopal Lists” (–, –), and a set of learned “Notes” 
on ancient Latin manuscripts, biblical and others, or on problems dealing 
with text criticism. In the same line of research, F. C. Burkitt off ered seven 
contributions, K. Lake three. Th e stage was set for a brilliant competition 
with Continental, mainly German, scholars, and the orientation of JTh S was 
clearly of a historical and text-critical nature.

When the “New Series” was launched in , the editor of JTh S was the 
biblical scholar R. H. Lightfoot, assisted by a committee of seven members. 
As imposed by extreme circumstances during World War II, the journal was 
programmed henceforward to appear twice yearly, without reducing the 
output of its quarterly publication from before the War. “Articles” proper 
to patristics were extremely rare. In the fi rst volumes of the New Series, 
some of the “Notes and Studies,” dealing with patristics, preferred text criti-
cal problems in works of the Fathers. Such was the case with the pointed 
remark about  Th es : made by H. Chadwick in vol. . Th irty years later, 
from  to , it was Chadwick who edited JTh S, with happy patristic 
scholars fi nding more breathing space in the prestigious journal: of the eight 
“Articles” of /, for instance, fi ve were dedicated to the early church 
(–) and so were fi ve of the nine “Notes and Studies” in the same issue. 
In / again, two of the four “Articles” focus on patristics, more precisely 
on Augustinian topics.

In her “Index,” N. S. Vols. – (–), E. A. Livingstone lists sixteen 
contributions and more than  book reviews by H. Chadwick. In the Syriac 
domain, notes and reviews by S. P. Brock prevail. Th e off erings on Origen 
equal in number and substance those on Augustine. In the recent past many 
essays on patristic exegesis were published as “Articles”: D. G. Hunter “Th e 
Paradise of Patriarchy: Ambrostiaster on Women as (not) God’s Image” (, 
, –); four “Articles” in /, two of three “Articles” in / (); 
again two of four in / as well as in / (); only one of fi ve in /, 
but once more two or four in / (); three of four in /, two or 
four in / (); three of fi ve in / (; four of four in /, one of 
three in / (), a total of twenty-seven contributions in less than ten 
years on sources and historical data relevant for studying the use of Scrip-
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ture in the early church, a result confi rming the priority given now to such 
 issues.

Recherches de Science Religieuse, “Bulletin.”
A short “Bulletin de Littérature Patristique” signed by J. Lebreton com-

mented on four new publications in the RSR of . In , the same author 
restricted his review in the “Bulletin” to one single title. A new inspiration 
was needed. It came with an ebullient Jean Daniélou who started in  
his “Bulletin d’Histoire des Origines Chrétiennes” in presenting seventeen 
new publications, fi ve of them under the subtitle “Exégèse patristique.” In 
, twenty-fi ve new works were reviewed; twelve in ; twenty-two in 
–, six of them under the sub-title “Exégèse et typologie” which signals 
the lively discussions of those years among French-speaking experts about 
patristic hermeneutics; twenty-one in , and so on. In , the section 
“Exégèse patristique” echoes the same lively discussions on patristic herme-
neutics. Still in  a fi nal section of the “Bulletin” is devoted to “Typologie 
et symbolisme” (Vol. , –).

With Daniélou’s replacement by C. Kannengiesser in , the book 
reviews, now entitled “Bulletin de Th éologie Patristique,” maintained their 
yearly issues with hundreds of publications analyzed and discussed. In , 
for instance, the section “Bible des Pères” presented a critical survey of works 
by Van der Horst, Merkel, Cantalamessa, Mees, Rius-Camps, Meinhold, 
Hilhorst, Hellholm, Stylianopoulos, Ibanez Ibanez, Mendoza Ruiz, Holl 
and Lattke, enough to give an indication of the high tide of publications in 
the fi eld. In , again, a special section announced sixteen new works on 
“Exégèse biblique.” In  not less than fi ft y-two recent publications were 
included in the survey, with a section “Alexandrie chrétienne” devoted to 
discussing questions related to patristic exegesis.

In , another set of twenty-one titles was presented to the readers of 
the “Bulletin de Th éologie Patristique.” Among those titles fi gured several 
new editions of exegetical sources. As early as , a special feature of 
the “Bulletin” was an extensive account of the monumental publication by 
W. Haase of Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt for which each vol-
ume was examined with regard to its relevance for patristics, and in particular 
for patristic exegesis. In , the fi rst section on “Bible des Pères” examined 
the latest publications of Mondésert, Fontaine, Piétri, La Bonnardière (the 
last three volumes belonging to the series Bible de Tous les Temps created 
by C. Kannengiesser), Rondeau, Kürzinger, Poff et, Y.-M. Duval, Canévet 
and Guinot, the prevailing number of French authors refl ecting the French 
leadership in the fi eld in the s and early s.
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In , B. Sesboüé took over the “Bulletin,” in giving it the title “Bulletin 
de Th éologie Patristique Grecque.” In addition to many other titles dealing 
with patristic exegesis, a special section, “La Bible des Pères,” presented pub-
lications by Massaux, Bodenmann, Ko Ha Fong, and “autori varii.” A “Bulletin 
de Patrologie Latine” by Y.-M. Duval followed in . Only in  did 
B. Sesboüé survey recent works representative of Greek patristics. Th ough 
limited to an enumeration of sixty-one new publications, the impressive 
bulk of the new works themselves perfectly well illustrates the on-going 
dynamism of scientifi c research in the fi eld, section VI dealing with “La 
Bible des Pères.”

A same subtitle was included in the next “Bulletin de Th éologie Grecque” 
of , co-signed by B. Sesboüé and M. Fédou. Two years later, in , Y. -M. 
Duval secured again a survey of Latin patristics, and another “Bulletin de 
Patristique Grecque” appeared in . Th e slow pace of the Greek “Bulletin” 
and the diversifi ed redaction of the whole Bulletin by three diff erent authors 
clearly shows how diffi  cult it had become to survey the world-wide produc-
tion of patristic studies. Th is is especially true for the present Handbook, 
since by the end of the twentieth century the strongest current of patristic 
studies deals with the reception of the Bible in ancient Christianity.

Traditio. Studies in Ancient and Medieval History, Th ought and Religion 
(Tr)

Traditio was launched in  by J. Quasten and S. Kuttner, both teach-
ing at the Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C. From its very 
fi rst issue, the journal has regularly included contributions dealing with 
patristic exegesis.

Th eological Studies (TS)
Th e Jesuit journal of theology in the U.S.A, existing since , did not 

remain indiff erent to the patristic revival aft er World War II. In his interven-
tion of , “Current Patristic Projects,” “On Early Christian Exegesis,” W. J. 
Burghardt presented to an American readership the lively European contro-
versy around the notions of “allegory” and “typology” in the early church.

Vetera Christianorum (VetChr)
Th e journal of the “Istituto di Letteratura Cristiana Antica” at the Uni-

versity of Bari in southern Italy owed its creation in  to the initiative 
of Antonio Quacquarelli, who in the past three decades became also one of 
its most prolifi c contributors. In a close linkage with classical studies and 
archeology the journal off ers a rich amount of essays related with style and 
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rhetorics in patristic literature. Th e liturgical setting of patristic exegesis has 
always been explored in VetChr with a special interest. Since the start of the 
journal, G. Lomiento was instrumental not only as secretary of redaction, 
but in particular for the substantial bibliography added to each fascicle. As 
early as , a series of Quaderni di ‘Vetera Christianorum’ started its career, 
with a total of twenty-four volumes thirty years later, when the “Acts of the 
Second Seminar of Christian Antiquity” at the University of Bari appeared 
under the title Retorica ed esegesi biblica. Il rilievo dei contenuti attraverso 
le forme. With regular contributions by S. Leanza, V. Loi, G. Lomiento, 
A. Quacquarelli, M. Simonetti, and others, VetChr fi rmly established Italian 
scholarship as one of the most promising resources for the future develop-
ment of studies on patristic exegesis.

Vigiliae Christianae. A Review of Early Christian Life and Language (VigChr)
Launched in , with C. Mohrmann, G. Quispel, W. C. van Unnik, and 

J. H. Waszink as its fi rst editors-in-chief, the Dutch Journal from the start 
took on an international board of associate editors, and published articles in 
several Western languages. With its special stress on language and on society, 
VigChr quickly gained a fi rst rank authority among the experts. Its extensive 
book reviews were oft en signed by distinguished specialists. Gnostic litera-
ture became the object of a collective fascination aft er the discovery of Nag 
Hammadi; it remained for many years a priority in VigChr under the enthu-
siastic leadership of G. Quispel. Th e various links between Christian life and 
late-antique culture formed another focus in the journal, keeping it in line 
with contemporary research on Antiquity and Christianity. In the diversity 
and openness of its horizons VigChr produced a valuable, though limited, 
contribution to the study of patristic exegesis ranging from text criticism to 
monographic essays on the reception of Scripture in the early church.

Zeitschrift  für die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft  (ZNW)
Th e ZNW was founded in . It issued its fi ft ieth annual volume in 

, with ten volumes missing because of two World Wars. Vol.  opened in 
 with a moving salute to its dead collaborators, among them M. Dibelius, 
G. Kittel, and R. Abramowski. W. Eltester remained its editor-in-chief from 
that date until . In , the journal could resume its pre-war practice 
of adding an annual review of theological journals outside of Germany. 
Th at review communicated much helpful information in form of authors 
and titles listed in those foreign journals, including material helpful for the 
study of patristic exegesis.
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V
BIBLIO GRAPHIC TO OLS

i. Année Philologique (AnPhil)

Issued by the Department of Classical Studies at the Sorbonne in , the 
AnPhil was the creation of J. Marouzeau, “Administrateur de la Société de 
bibliographie classique” and a distinguished Hellenist. Th e same scholar su-
pervised the laborious new start of the “Bibliographie critique et analytique 
de l’Antiquité gréco-latine,” with a foreword dated from . Th e volume 
(XVII), presenting the bibliography for –, was published only in 
. Th e editor actually responsible for volume XVII was Juliette Ernst, 
her work consisting in the thorough analysis of  learned journals and 
periodicals. Th e number of these journals and periodicals increased over 
the years to more than ,, with reviews of books added as well. Ernst 
enlarged her team of collaborators, but continued to supervise the gigantic 
compilation until , with vol. LXII, published in , numbering , 
pages with ,  entries, many of which had additional small summaries 
of the works registered.

In the fi rst part of each volume, ancient authors are documented in alpha-
betic order. From the beginning the list included “Patres” and “Testamenta.” 
In the second part, diff erent “fi elds and disciplines” are covered, among them 
the “Littérature judéo-chrétienne,” later “Littérature chrétienne” in the sec-
tion “Histoire littéraire” and the “Religion judéo-chrétienne,” later “Religion 
chrétienne,” in the section “Histoire.” Even with a limited selection of patristic 
titles, the AnPhil succeeds in presenting data unnoticed elsewhere.

A closer look at the rubrics “Patres” and “Testamenta” confi rms the 
picture of an increasingly fast-fl owing current aft er World War II for the 
study of patristic exegesis. Th e bibliography of , with complements 
from earlier years, was published in  (vol. XIX). It presents a lexical 
analysis of Basileia tou theou, basileia Christou, by G. W. H. Lampe, who was 
then working on his epoch-making Patristic Greek Lexicon (see JTh S , 
–); also of H. Dörrie’s, “Die Bibel im ältesten Mönchtum,” and of R. M. 
Grant’s, Th e Bible in the Church (). In  (vol. XX), the bibliography 
for the year , under the rubric “Patres,” is more generous with at least 
six titles directly relevant for patristic exegesis: P. Courcelle, “Fragments pa-
tristiques (exegetical) de Fleury-sur-Loire”; J. Daniélou, “Traversée de la Mer 
Rouge et baptême aux premiers siècles”; H. Karpp, Biblische Anthropologie 
und philosophische Psychologie bei den Kirchenvätern des III. Jahrhunderts 
(diss.); J. Klevinghaus, Die theologische Stellung der apostolischen Väter zur 
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alttestamentlichen Off enbarung; I. Koep, Das Buch des Lebens. Weiterleben 
einer biblischen Metapher in der patristischen Literatur (diss.); G. M. Perrella, 
“La nozione dell’ ispirazione scritturale secondo i primitivi documenti 
cristiani.”

In addition to the recovery of unknown sources, the research on patristic 
exegesis as registered in AnPhil in the late s remained biased by heavy 
theological assumptions and without a hermeneutical theory of its own (a 
popular study by H. Rost, Die Bibel in den ersten Jahrhunderten, appears under 
the rubric “Testamenta”). Th is was about to change. Th e bibliography of , 
published in  (vol. XXI) included M. E. Boismard, “Critique textuelle et 
citations patristiques, as well as the signifi cant introduction for American 
readers by W. J. Burghardt, “On Early Christian Exegesis” (TS , –). 
In the bibliography for  (vol. XXII, ), specifi c studies on patristic 
exegesis started multiplying among the titles compiled in AnPhil: L. Brun, 
on Rom :–; P. Colli, on Eph ; ; J. Coppens, on Gen ; J. Daniélou, on 
“La théologie biblique des sacrements et des fêtes d’après les Pères de l’eglise,” 
“Abraham dans la tradition chrétienne”; J. Hild, on Exodus; G. Kittel, on James. 
Under the rubric “Testamenta” J. Daniélou appears again, with two books, 
Sacramentum futuri and Bible et liturgie of  and , both of which 
would enjoy a great popularity. With R. Bultmann’s work on “Typologie” and 
J. Guillet’s highly celebrated Th èmes bibliques the links between the exegetical 
advances of the time and the new interest in early Christian exegesis were 
clearly in evidence. More and more, Patristic scholars would approach the 
interpretation of the Bible in the early church with descriptive categories 
applied in contemporary biblical exegesis.

In  (vol. XXIII), the rubric “Patres” in the bibliography for  
jumps from covering half a page to almost three pages, with new essays on 
the inspiration of the lxx (P. Auvray), or even on “L’inspiration des Pères 
de l’Église” (G. Bardy, RSR , , –); J. Pirot, Paraboles et allégories 
évangéliques; P. B. Rebstock, Gedanken zum Johannes-Evangelium im Geist 
der Heiligen Väter. On-going work on the history of biblical interpretation 
in patristic sources continued to be analyzed under the rubric “Testamenta,” 
with major studies by J. Coppens, Vom christlichen Verständnis des Alten 
Testaments, and “Les harmonies des deux Testaments. En étudiant les divers 
sens des Écritures”; R. M. Grant, “Th e Bible in the Ancient Church” (). 
Added to these was the question of the biblical canon published by H. Diem 
and J. Ruwet.

Th e bibliography for  (vol. XXIV, ) contains under “Patres” 
an example of Tissot’s collections of quotations, Les Pères vous parlent de 
l’Évangile. It also includes A. Hamman, Le Pater expliqué par les Pères, and 
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L. Bouyer, “Gnosis. Le sens orthodoxe de l’expression jusqu’aux Pères alex-
andrins,” an inadequate image of the state of patristic research of the day, 
and far behind the intense critical debate concerning a proper theory of 
 patristic hermeneutics. Th at image was hardly corrected, under “Testamenta” 
by the mention of F. A. Seisdedos, “La ‘teoria’ antioquena” and P. T. Ternant, 
“La theôria d’Antioche dans le cadre des sens de l’Écriture.” In the bibliog-
raphy for  (vol. XXVI, ), under “Patres,” J. Enciso, “Observaciones 
acerca del sentido pleno” hardly fi lls the lack of information about pa-
tristic hermeneutics, but, under “Testamenta,” one notes with satisfaction 
R. E. Brown, Th e sensus plenior of Sacred Scripture, next to B. Bischoff ’s 
very important Wendepunkte in der Geschichte der lateinischen Exegese im 
Frühmittelalter.

A consistent checking of the rubrics “Patres” and “Testamenta” in the 
following years allows the tracing of the development of studies on patristic 
exegesis from one decade to another, with milestones such as the publication 
of H. de Lubac’s Exégèse médiévale. Les quatre sens de l’Écriture, I, in , 
or the presentation of the “Centre d’Analyse et de Documentation patris-
tiques de la Faculté de théologie protestante de Strasbourg” by A. Benoît and 
P. Prigent in .

ii. Bibliographia Patristica (BPatr)

Typical of the drive of patristic scholars during the s to participate 
in a major renewal of research in their fi eld was the decision made by a 
group of German experts at the second Patristic Conference in Oxford 
, to create a proper patristic bibliography. Under the leadership of 
W. Schneemelcher and K. Aland, redactional supervisors from Belgium, 
England, France, Germany, Greece, Holland, Ireland, Italy, Spain, Sweden, 
and the USA, secured a world-wide collection of data intending to cover 
patristic studies in all their diversity. Two parts of the BPatr program are of 
a special relevance here: “II. Novum Testamentum atque Apocrypha (quoad 
textum eiusque traditionem et criticam),” an exegetical bibliography beyond 
the scope of the present Handbook, but in line with the ambitious policy of 
TU noted above; “VII. Patrum Exegesis Veteris et Novi Testamenti”: this fi nal 
section serves as a recapitulation for the survey of individual authors by 
repeating the names of ancient authors listed in “III. , Auctores singuli,” and 
in adding the names of the modern patristic specialists. Th e BPatr also adds 
“. Generalia (Collections, Catenae, Hermeneutica),” and “. Exegesis auctorum 
ad singulos libros seu locos seu argumenta sacrae Scripturae pertinens.” Finally 
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there is an important section IV reserved for “Cultus,” in which fi gure studies 
concerning the cult of martyrs and saints, together with studies concerning 
any existing liturgical writings from early Christianity.

To constitute a special inventory of all publications relevant for the study 
of patristic exegesis is one of the distinctive features of BPatr. Another such 
singular merit is to cover the work done in Russia and in Eastern Europe with 
an unusual accuracy. Th e diffi  culties due to the Cold War and the division of 
Germany, East and West, challenged the early editors of BPatr to the point 
that their work became a strong and vibrant protest against the destructive 
aft ermath of World War II. BPatr was to become the only adequate source of 
information for Western scholars about the study of patristics, and of patristic 
exegesis in particular, behind the Iron Curtain. In Vol. I of , present-
ing the publications of , forty-six titles constitute the section “ot and 
nt Exegesis of the Fathers.” In vol. II, published only a few months later in 
, the production of  was analyzed. Th e pace of the promising BPatr 
seemed to match the rising tide of patristic studies. Again, vol. III followed 
hardly six months aft er II, and vols. IV–VII were available at a yearly rate ac-
counting for the production of –. In the meantime the redactional 
team had grown to thirty-three members, representing additional countries: 
Australia, Austria, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Egypt, Hungary, Israel, Japan, 
Poland, Romania, and Russia.

A range of diffi  culties, mainly due to fi nancial and technical reasons, 
imposed a longer delay on vol. VIII () for presenting the publications of 
, but BPatr continued its remarkable career until . Vol. XXIV–XXV 
of  was the last one published under the direction of W. Schneemelcher. 
It presented the publications of –. In , with K. Schäferdick as 
chief editor, the publications of – were analyzed, but the pace of 
BPatr slowed down. Only in  could the titles of  be made available. 
Th e “Foreword” of that vol. XXIX tried to achieve some damage control in 
observing that BPatr intended as one of its main purposes “to constitute a 
long-lasting bibliographical tool” not submitted to the fast procedures of 
commercial advertising.” Th at being so, K. Schäferdiek announced in  
that vol. XXXII–XXXV for the years – would be the last of the 
series, due to the “current tensions in public administrations” (“infolge der 
angespannten Lage der öff entlichen Haushalte”).

During four decades the BPatr had chartered its course through the 
hightide of patristic studies in the second half of the twentieth century. Its 
closing sounded like a premonitory sign of a possible ebb of patristic scho-
larship near the end of the century. Th e initial volume of BPatr had counted 
 pages; the fi nal double volume counted  pages. In each of the last 
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two volumes the section “Gnostica” overwhelmed the listing of “Patristic 
Exegesis” in sheer numbers, and the enormous investment of inquiries for 
the section “Recensiones” alone resulted in a dense report covering about a 
hundred pages. Th e editors of BPatr had reached the limit of their capacity 
comprehensively to control the fi eld of patristic studies. A future enterprise 
of that sort would need a more computerized infrastructure. More probably 
it would need the combination of a variety of bibliographical approaches, 
keeping in view the whole fi eld of patristics, but focusing on specifi c aspects, 
as is the case currently in the Annali di Storia dell’ Esegesi.

iii. Bibliothèque d’Information Bibliographique en Patristique, 
Bibliographic Information Base in Patristics (BIBP)

Th e BIBP was created and directed by R.-M. Roberge since  at the 
Université Laval, Québec (on the Internet: http://www.bibl.ulaval.ca/bd/
bibp/).

Th e BIBP aims at producing a computerized selection and analyses of 
patristic publications mainly in periodicals. Festschrift s and other collections 
of essays, or reports of patristic conferences, are added to the periodicals. 
BIBP began the twenty-fi rst century with approximately ,  “documents” 
(over  for Augustine alone) analyzing articles in  periodicals. In ad-
dition to articles, special attention is given to book reviews, of which more 
than ,  are either mentioned or, longer than four pages, analyzed as 
well. Included in the programme of the Base are also editions of primary 
sources and tools for research, such as concordances.

In all the periodicals under scrutiny, the analysis starts with the fi rst issue 
and reaches the present day. Special forms with detailed “grids” allow the BIBP 
staff  to off er strictly standardized descriptions of the selected items. Th anks 
to a clear indexation the BIBP reaches an unusually high degree of precision 
in its method of analysis. For instance, the “describer” (“descripteur”) for 
biblical exegesis counts sixty sub-divisions. In addition to patrology the fi elds 
covered are: archaeology, iconography, epigraphy, papyrology, codicology, the 
history of ancient Christianity, and of theology; the history of councils, of 
the liturgy, of spirituality and monasticism; specially the history of biblical 
exegesis and hagiography.
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iv. Bulletin AIEP

With the purpose of describing work in process on a strictly informative level, 
one fi nds a broad access to recent publications in the Bulletin d’information 
et de liaison of the Association Internationale d’Études Patristiques (AIEP), 
originally a French initiative due to the creativity of J. Daniélou, J. Fontaine, 
H. Marrou and others. Th at initiative became workable thanks to the in-
ternational gatherings of Oxford where the project was fi rst announced in 
. Each Bulletin by priority signals patristic work “still unpublished or 
forthcoming,” and also recent publications of books and articles by members 
of AIEP. A special section of fasc.  included the full text of communications 
about Instrumenta studiorum presented at Oxford; another section described 
the main centers of patristic research in Germany, Austria, Belgium, France, 
Greece, Ireland and Italy. Soon an Annuary of AIEP, published by Brepols 
(Belgium) and distributed freely inside the Association, was joined to the 
Bulletin with approximately  members registered in its issue of .

Checking only one issue of the Bulletin: Under the title “La Bible et les 
Pères” and the subtitles “Ouvrages généraux,” “Christianisme et Judaïsme,” 
“Ancient Testament,” “Nouveau Testament,” Bulletin  () enumerated 
 entries of work in process or recently published of which  focused 
directly on ot—nt. Th e same fi ft h section, “La Bible et les Pères,” counted 
also  entries concerning “Apocryphes, Pseudépigraphes,” and  others 
classifi ed under the subtitle “Gnose, manichéisme, etc.,” thereby illustrating 
the persistent vitality of research on these matters.

v. Elenchus of Biblica

Such an Elenchus, or “Selection,” of bibliographic data pertaining to bibli-
cal studies was part of the journal Biblica since its creation at the Pontifi cal 
Biblical Institute in . No mention of patristic exegesis was made in 
the fi rst issue, in which the last section of the Elenchus, under the title 
Subsidiaria, included: Th eologia biblica, Apologetica et Dogmatica, Historia 
Veteris Testamenti, Historia Novi Testamenti, Historia Religionum, Geographia 
biblica, but no subdivision for the reception of the Bible in Christian tradi-
tions. Th e situation remained unchanged for twelve years. In the Elenchus of 
, more rubrics were added to the Subsidiaria of , such as Archaelogia 
Biblica, Philologia Biblica, Talmudica, Iudaica, but still no trace of a retrieving 
of biblical interpretations in the church. In , the “General Introduction to 
Both Testaments” included at the end a small section (d), Historia exegeseos, 
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before the Quaestiones particulares, with ten titles of a patristic relevance. 
In , the same disposition of the Elenchus counted again a subdivision 
Historia exegeseos with a fi rst paragraph Aetas antiqua, calling for eleven titles, 
some of them followed by a mention of their reviews. Th e same outline was 
kept in the poorly documented issue of , with ten patristic titles, mainly 
of publications issued in Rome itself. Th e number of such titles grew quickly 
in the following years: fi ft een in , twenty-seven in , forty-one in 
. In , when P. Nober took over the redaction of Elenchus the section 
dedicated to the “History of Canon” was more developed than the one on the 
history of exegesis. New subdivisions were introduced under Hermeneutica: 
a) Generalia, b) De Sensu litterali et typico, c) De interpretatione litteraria et 
pneumatica, d) De interpretatione authentica (Ecclesiae), but there was no 
more space allowed for Historia Exegeseos, neither in .

A new section, Historia Scientiae Biblicae of  marked what could 
be considered as the offi  cial beginning, at least in Rome, of the history of 
patristic exegesis as a discipline in its own right. A laconic remark stressed 
the fact: “A proper and comprehensive inventory of the history of biblical 
science is missing” (Bibl , *). In the wake of the then fl ourishing “ker-
ygmatic theology,” and with a fresh interest in hermeneutical theories, the 
worksome editor of the Elenchus opened his new section with a compact list 
of publications covering the pages * to *, of which *–* referred 
to patristic research.

In , there were  titles of Patristica; in , ; in , ; in 
, . In  the Elenchus Bibliographicus Biblicus detached itself from 
Biblica, starting a new career in separate volumes. In , under the editorial 
direction of Carlo Maria Martini, the volume was introduced by congratu-
lations to the indefatigable P. Nober for his twenty-fi ve years of dedication 
to the redaction of Elenchus. From the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 
Professor M. H. Groshen-Gottstein expressed the wide-held admiration of 
scholars: “It is quite incredible that you have managed to build, all by yourself, 
the most reliable tool for basic research in our fi eld” ().

In the meantime only small changes had happened, subdividing Patristica 
in Generalia, Th emata biblica, Auctores aetatis patristicae, a disposition which 
lasted until Fr. Nober’s death in . His illness had prevented the publica-
tion of the fi nal section of Elenchus, vol. , including Patristica, in : 
“propter morbum compilatoris” (); as well as in –, vols. –, with 
 cards for that section in the waiting. Nober’s successor, R. North, S.J., 
introduced new subtitles under “History of Exegesis” in : Generalia, 
Patres apostolici et saeculi II, Patres Graeci, Augustinus et Latini, Patres 
Orientales, with a total of  titles. With the exception of , where no 
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Patristica were included, each of the following volumes of Elenchus added its 
share of titles by the hundreds, with only a few more detailed subdivisions 
of the patristic section. In , the  materials are published in two 
volumes: the fi rst, with an internet address, is entitled “Exegesis”; it includes 
only titles dealing directly with biblical books. An index “Sacra Scriptura” 
follows the index of authors.

With the ever-growing tide of these publications, even electronic proce-
dures hardly maintain control of the data. It is essentially on the basis of the 
Elenchus that the bibliography for the present Handbook has been worked 
out, completed and cross-checked with other bibliographic tools such as the 
bibliographies of Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique and of Année Philologique, 
or the Bibliographia Patristica, and other resources of that sort.

vi. H. J. Sieben, Exegesis Patrum
Saggio bibliografi co sull’ esegesi biblica dei Padri della Chiesa. Rome, 1983

A list of two thousand titles (numbered from  to  in the alphabetic order 
of the authors) of isolated verses, groups of verses, chapters, or even whole 
books of the Bible, the “Saggio bibliografi co,” “Bibliographic Outline,” of 
H. J. Sieben is intended to cover the twentieth century from its beginning. In 
addition there are sixteen titles belonging to the nineteen century, between 
 (n. ) and  (n. ). See also n. , , , , , , 
, , , , , , , , .

Th e twentieth century study of the ot in patristic traditions counts 
 titles (identical titles are only counted once). Only approximately  
titles date from before World War II (under the rubric “Sacra Scriptura in 
genere” it is not always possible to completely diff erentiate between ot and 
nt), for the period of seventy years stretching from  to . Th e Book 
of Genesis, with  titles for its reception in patristic literature counts for 
only  titles dating before World War II, more precisely from  to . 
Exodus calling on  titles, presents only  before World War II. Th e study of 
the nt in patristic traditions presents an accumulation of  titles, almost 
twice as many as the study of ot during approximately the same period of 
time. Under Matthew there are  titles of which  date from before World 
War II. Only  titles from before  are registered for Mark and Luke. Th e 
Gospel of John with a total of  titles, presents  from before World War 
II, while the Pauline Letters with a total of  titles, count for  dating 
from  to . Th e Apocalypse of John registers only  titles, of which 
fi ve date from before World War II.

 Bibliographic Tools 
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Th e analysis of Sieben’s bibliographical compilation is a striking confi r-
mation of the spectacular new beginning in the scientifi c study of patristic 
exegesis aft er World War II as one of the distinctive trends of a broader 
revival in the study of early Christianity during the past fi ve decades. Th e 
volume ends with a list of abbreviations, another list of modern authors, as 
well as a list of ancient authors, including Bede. It is notable that Augustine of 
Hippo probably counts for as many titles as all other Latin authors together. 
Further investigations in this valuable volume of “Sussidi Patristici,” published 
at the Istituto Patristico Augustinianum, would certainly call for many more 
interesting conclusions than those already essayed here. Electronic equip-
ment, appropriately applied, would add much more data precisely for col-
lecting what Sieben decided not to take into consideration: “capitoli o sezioni 
riguardanti l’esegesi patristica contenuti in lavori chi perseguono altri scopi,” 
“Chapters or sections concerning patristic exegesis in publications aimed at 
diff erent goals” (). Th e current bibliographic reports of the Annali di Storia 
dell’ Esegesi are engaged into that more comprehensive task.

vii. Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique (RHE)

Founded in  at the Université Catholique de Louvain/Katholicke Uni-
versiteit te Leuven, the RHE had always given great care to its bibliographi-
cal contribution. Even in extreme circumstances, vol.  for – kept 
its regular disposition in that regard, focusing on “Anciennes littératures 
chrétiennes. Éditions; Critique d’érudition,” as a subdivision of “Sources lit-
téraires” in the chapter on “Publications de sources et critique de sources.” 
Only three patristic titles were included in ; they were  in , 
 also in ,  in , only (!)  in , and  in . Always 
keeping to the same subdivisions in a global bibliography which was soon 
to become a separate volume, as in the case of Elenchus, and cover over  
pages,  patristic titles were introduced in ,  in ,  in . 
Titles of interest for the study of patristic exegesis need to be sorted out in 
diff erent untitled, but thematic, parts of the section “Anciennes littératures 
chrétiennes.”

Additional information concerning publications or conferences linked 
with the study of patristic sources can occasionally be found in a lengthy 
“Chronique” of activities related to historiography under all its aspects, and 
joined to the bibliography in the annual issues of RHE. In , for instance, 
the “Chronique” for France greeted the start of the series Sources Chrétiennes 
and the “Chronique” for Spain announced the Spanish translation of Altaner’s 
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Patrology. In  RHE also emphasized the progress of the series, Excelsa, 
in Spain, with four new volumes: Augustine’s Commentary on the Gospel of 
John; John Chrysostom’s Homilies on the Letter to the Romans, and his On 
Priesthood; Sermons of Leo I. In , under the signature of J. Lebon, the 
“Chronique” for Germany made much of the start of the publication by 
G. Mueller of his Lexicon Athanasianum, as well as of the creation of the 
Vetus Latina edition at the Abbey of Beuron.

 Bibliographic Tools 
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VI
CONCLUSION: THE RESEARCH ON 
PATRISTIC EXEGESIS SINCE 1945

Th e enormous amount of work published since  may be evaluated on 
diff erent levels.

On the level of the patristic sources themselves, critical editions of good qual-
ity and accurate translations multiplied, for the most part thanks to the close 
collaboration between the traditional (very oft en clerical) experts and new 
generations of academics working in secular universities or in other institu-
tions of high learning. Public funding of world-famous collections, such as 
GCS or SC, helped individual scholars to engage into the challenging task of 
reading manuscripts, collating variants, preparing critical apparatus, and, in 
many cases, translating into a modern language the original text established 
by them. Many years of preparation are usually required for the produc-
tion of such a work. No general pattern can be imposed systematically on 
that form of activity as any initiative in the fi eld depends on the individual 
experts. Th e only constant which seems to condition the critical recovery of 
ancient sources, in patristic exegesis like elsewhere, is that the scientifi c qual-
ity of an individual work imposes itself as a norm by generating qualitative 
improvements on a more general level. Hence the contemporary relevance 
of the image beautifully rendered in the stained glass of Chartres cathedral 
of the “giants on whose shoulders” experts of later generations  attempt to 
reach their own goals. Th anks to inspiring role models the arduous labor of 
critical editions is assumed by individuals of very diff erent status. Some of 
these have in mind their professional promotion as academics, others ben-
efi t from the security of scientifi c public institutions; others again remain 
established in a monastic frame freed from material concerns, all are cer-
tainly dependent on the general level of culture in their social context. Th e 
temporary (or permanent) loss of classical languages in secondary education 
throughout the West results in a dramatic diminution of human resources 
for the critical study of ancient texts. Unpredictable as the future may be, 
it is fair to conclude that the second half of the twentieth century marked 
an unprecedented eff ort to make patristic sources available for the broader 
readership. Such an eff ort had never been conceived nor orchestrated in the 
Western world on the scale on which it deserves now to be evaluated. Its 
logical following is not only a continuation of its dynamics in the West, (in 
spite of a possible diminution of classical studies), but a spilling over into 
other parts of the world, in particular into Asia.
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In Japan for instance, a priority for Christian academics during the whole 
twentieth century has been to translate key texts of the patristic legacy into 
Japanese. Th is has had a spectacular blossoming, one that is full of promise 
for the cultural and intellectual self-affi  rmation of the Christian minority in 
Japanese society. Th is interest in patristic thought is allied to considerable 
attention paid to the foundations of Western thought and spirituality in 
faculties of philosophy and history. In addition to the volumes of Japanese 
translations mentioned above in Section I, ix, Studies in Medieval Th ought 
have been published with contributions concerning patristic exegesis in 
, , , , :

Mizuochi, K., “Augustine’s Th oughts on Biblical Interpretation in De Doctrina 
Christiana,”  (): –.

Sakai, M., “Th e Relation between Bible and Philosophy in St. Augustine’s Inquiry—
A Consideration according to DeMagistro,”  (): –.

Mori, Y., “On Augustine’s Interpretation of imago Dei in De Genesi ad Litteram,”  
(): –.

Kannengiesser, C., “Th e Meeting between Classical Philosophy and Christian 
Exegesis in Ancient Alexandria”:  (): –.

Ogino, H., “Th e Patristic Tradition of the Exegesis of Genesis”:  (): –.

Other relevant publications appeared in the series Eikon. Studies in Eastern 
Christianity (Tokyo), vol.  (): Hiroyuki Ogino, “A Grammar of the 
Nativity. Gregory Nazianzen’s Th ird Th eological Oration,” pp. –; vol. 
 (): Miyako Demura, “How Did Origen Understand ‘Creation’? On 
the Interpretation of Prov :,” pp. –; and in the series Patristica. 
Proceedings of the Colloquia of the Japanese Society for Patristic Studies, 
vol. . (): Hiroyuki Ogino, “Th e Question of ‘In Principio’. Patristic 
Tradition of Hexaemeron,” pp. –; vol. . (): Takeshi Odaka, “Origen’s 
Interpretation of the Prologue of the Johannesevangelium in Comparison 
with the Other Greek Fathers” pp. –. Other studies include Y. Arai, “Th e 
Structure of Confessions: I . and invocare”: Studies in Medieval Th ought 
,  and “Th e Structure of clamor in Augustine”: Kyodai Studies in 
Mediaeval Philosophy , ; H. Ogino, “Quaerere invocans. Some Literary 
Remarks on St. Augustine’s Confessions, I, i, : Essays and Studies,  () 
–; “Interior Space of the Human Memory. St. Augustine’s Account of 
Memory in Confessions, Book X”: Essays and Studies  (): –. In 
, James Kuyama presented a doctoral thesis at the University of Kyoto 
on Origen’s doctrine on Creation.

In  P. Nemesheghyi, then a professor at Sophia University, Tokyo, 
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published a detailed survey of patristic studies in Japan, “Études patristiques 
au Japon,” REAug , –, in which he emphasized the personal com-
mitment of Japanese scholars in their master-disciple relationship with the 
patristic authors (). “Japanese experts engage the study of the Fathers 
with the freshness of a new view-point enriched by the original resources 
of a heterogeneous culture, and the eagerness of “disciples” who—like the 
Fathers—experienced the newness of Christ” (). He also stressed the 
decisive role played by K. Ishihara (–) and T. Ariga (–) 
in the development of patristic studies in Japan.

A fi nal evaluation of the scholarly developments over the past fi ft y years 
in the fi eld of patristic exegesis may be attempted with the two following 
criteria in mind: . Th e post-War renewal of biblical studies; . Th e inner 
structuring of the discipline of patristic exegesis.

i. The Post-War Renewal of Biblical Studies

Th e methodology of research on patristic exegesis during the past fi ve de-
cades was conditioned by the post-War renewal of biblical studies. Th e papal 
encyclical Divino affl  ante Spiritu of  had confi rmed and liberalized the 
Catholic exegetes obvious need for collaborating with their colleagues of 
other confessions in the spirit of modern scholarship. Soon aft er the end 
of the War, a growing ecumenical inspiration in the worldwide Council of 
Churches, contemporaneous with the earliest Patristic Conferences in Oxford, 
opened the minds for new forms of dialogue among professional exegetes. 
Th e renewal in exegetical schools of thought entailed many revisions of the 
global understanding of Scripture and of its interpretation. New methods, 
based on “Formgeschichte,” “Redaktionsgeschichte,” “Traditionsgeschichte,” 
transformed the way of interpreting Scripture.

At the time of the fi rst two Patristic Conferences in Oxford (, ) 
a lively debate was sparked concerning the complex interrelation of cultural 
realities around the links between “Scripture” and “tradition.” Long cherished 
priorities were challenged: “Tradition comes fi rst!.” Th e social status of sa-
cred Scripture in its very emergence needed reformulation. Th e debate was 
open to a hermeneutics of the reception of Scripture in Christian traditions, 
a notion still in its infancy at that time.

Th e discussion raging around R. Bultmann’s program of de-mytholo-
gizing brought to the attention of many patristic scholars the need for ex-
ploring more carefully the symbolic thought of the Fathers, in particular in 
their biblical hermeneutics. J. Daniélou, for instance, relished describing the 
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sophisticated intricacies of patristic symbols, always rooted in traditional 
readings of Scripture and molded by a variety of cultural settings. Another 
scholar who emphasized the symbolic nature of patristic thought was Hugo 
Rahner in Symbols of the Church.

Another school of thought during the s grew out of French exegeti-
cal scholarship, centered on the “genres littéraires” of biblical writings. It pro-
vided methodological clues applicable in the fi eld of patristic literature.

Very much appreciated aft er World War II was the notion of “biblical 
theology,” worked out by exegetes in tune with Von Rad’s classical study, 
and popularized in reference books like X. Léon-Dufour’s Vocabulaire de 
Th éologie Biblique, and in countless articles. Again a valuable model was 
put at the disposal of patristic scholars interested in similar themes. One 
of these scholars was Prestige, whose God in Patristic Th ought exercised a 
long-lasting infl uence.

Th e intensity of the biblical renewal following World War II was symp-
tomatic of the collective hunger for spirituality linked with the many dis-
ruptions of the traditional way of life during and aft er the War. “Biblical” 
spirituality became the popular aura of biblical scholarship, resulting not only 
with many new editions of the Bible itself but also with a fl ood of secondary 
literature all over the world. Th e same dynamic of a spiritual “return to the 
sources” spilled over to patristics where some authors became best sellers 
and collections of patristic translations multiplied in modern languages. Th is 
wide-spread popularizing of the writings of the early church is demonstrated 
in the s aft er the collapse of Communism, with the works of John 
Chrysostom (already studied among nineteenth century social theorists) 
being sold in Russia’s railway stations. On the academic level, dissertations 
dedicated to patristic spirituality in its pastoral and liturgical modes prolif-
erated for a number of decades. Signifi cantly, these studies explored mainly 
the biblical aspects of early Christian spirituality.

ii. The Inner Structuring of the Discipline 
of Patristic Exegesis

In the early years of the s the study of patristic exegesis was still consid-
ered either as an auxiliary to systematic theology or was entirely polarized 
by the interests of biblical exegetes. On the other hand the late s saw the 
popularizing of a number of new notions, such as that of “literary genre,” thus 
expanding the horizon of studies of patristic exegesis beyond the academic 
requirements of biblical exegetes or of the systematicians. At the same time 
the discovery of new patristic sources required a more  accurate analysis of 
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their cultural “Sitz im Leben.” Th eir very cultural rootedness imposed the 
necessity of identifying them as a special form of biblical exegesis in non-
biblical traditions. However even as late as the early s, confessional 
prejudice occasionally imposed its own agenda when patristic exegesis was 
at stake, in discussions about ecclesiastical institutions such as the papacy or 
sacraments. Another characteristic feature of that period was the multiplica-
tion of studies devoted to isolated verses of the Bible, when exploring the 
reception of Scripture in the early church. Both these phenomena demon-
strated lingering repercussions of an earlier stage of the discipline.

Th e main debate of the s turned around the “senses of Scripture,” 
the grounds for which had been prepared by signifi cant publications of two 
or three decades previously. At that time the “entry of obligation” into the 
hermeneutical debate was to address the question of biblical “typology” or 
“allegory” as understood by the Fathers. Th e climax of that controversy was 
reached in Henri de Lubac’s masterpiece Exégèse Médiévale. In his passionate 
advocacy of patristic exegesis, H. de Lubac symbolized a central problem for 
assessing the work accomplished by patristic scholars since World War II 
and especially for patristic exegesis. Th e title, Exégèse Médiévale, is in itself 
highly signifi cant. What was at stake for de Lubac was the securing of the 
continuity between the Patristic Age and the Latin Middle Ages. Th anks to 
the enduring prestige of biblical exegesis as conceived by the Fathers, the 
early Christian way of interpreting Scripture remained in common practice 
in the monastic culture of the High Middle Ages until the end of the eleventh 
century. It began to lose its relevance with the emergence of scholasticism. 
Indeed aft er Abelard and Peter Lombard the sayings of the Fathers, though 
still massively invoked, or readily paraphrased, no longer regulated the 
 exercise of biblical exegesis as a vital source of intellectual life. While in the 
best of cases, exegesis continued to imitate the patristic way of interpreting, 
more frequently it became an apologetic defense of the Fathers’ exegetical 
legacy. A careful analysis of H. de Lubac’s magisterial investigation of the 
achievement of Origen of Alexandria as an interpreter of Scripture, reveals 
a similar dynamic. While paying an eloquent tribute to the Alexandrian 
interpreter of the third century and to the exegetical tradition derived from 
Origen, at the same time the French theologian failed to question the data 
before him with an openness to the hermeneutics of his own time. De Lubac’s 
own hermeneutical theory remained enclosed in the descriptive analysis 
of the data under scrutiny, and so could not reach a framing evaluation 
of patristic exegesis formulated in twentieth century terms. His deliberate 
reluctance to produce a critical assessment of patristic exegesis resting on a 
positive evaluation of his own modernity, is a testimony to the basic lacuna 
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in twentieth century patristic studies as a whole, namely the lack of a clear 
defi nition for the present relevance of patristic exegesis.

Th e historical retrieving of patristic exegesis during the second half of the 
twentieth century took advantage of the new formulation of “Late Antiquity.” 
From the nineteenth century historical model of a “decline” of the Roman 
Empire, scholars shift ed to the notion of a period of transition fi lled with 
new energies, and no longer bound to the structures of the imperial past. 
A proper understanding of the complex process of the metamorphosis of 
Western Europe in the period now designated as Late Antiquity stretching 
across half a millennium (from the fourth to the ninth century) called for a 
daunting amount of scholarly explorations in order to redraw the historical 
“map” . Some of the volumes of ANRW off er a fi rst survey of that vast landscape 
and cover half of the patristic period in which modern Europe was born.

Th e interpretation of Scripture in such a period of transition could not 
remain alien to the social and political transformations of Late Antiquity. 
Biblical hermeneutics was eff ected by participating in the general shift  within 
the traditional culture toward its own challenging future. Its study by modern 
historians has benefi ted considerably from a better knowledge of the social 
change which conditioned the exegetes of Late Antiquity. Th e reading of the 
Bible as practiced by ancient exegetes became, in the eyes of modern critics, 
a reading of the society in which the exegetes lived, whether it was Augustine 
of Hippo explaining the Psalms to African audiences in the early fi ft h cen-
tury, Romanos the Melodist, composing poetic sermons in sixth century 
Constantinople or Gregory the Great telling miracle stories in late seventh 
century Rome. A social and political agenda is interwoven with the pastoral 
endeavors of out-spoken church leaders—hence the current development 
of a social and historical approach to biblical hermeneutics, independent of 
any form of biblical exegesis in the study of the patristic legacy.

Th e history of research on patristic exegesis since the end of World War 
II is the history of a discipline maturing in its self-awareness, that is in its 
capacity to claim a proper territory for its inquiries, to fi x a consistent set 
of goals for its achievements, and consequently to develop a dynamic of its 
own among sister disciplines.
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I
FROM THE HEBREW BIBLE 

TO THE SEPTUAGINT

In the patristic age the Bible was known only through translations. Jerome’s 
expertise in Hebrew language remained a very isolated phenomenon framed 
by the world-wide discourse of the Greek and Latin speaking churches in 
Antiquity. A greater familiarity with Hebrew persisted in Syriac speaking 
Christianity on the eastern confi nes of the Empire throughout the patris-
tic centuries, but even there the Bible was read in translations. Th e Greek 
translation of Torah was the work of a group of Hellenized Jews, the leg-
endary “Seventy,” hence the “Septuagint,” the work of the Seventy (LXX) in 
Alexandria three centuries before the Common Era. Th e other books of the 
Bible, following the Torah, or the Pentateuch, the “Five Books,” as it was called 
in Greek, were all translated in Alexandria by anonymous Jewish scholars 
before the birth of Christianity. No wonder therefore if the earliest Gospel 
communities knew no other texts of the Bible but the lxx, whose explicit 
or implicit quotations permeate the whole collection of canonical writings 
which became known as the New Testament.

“Th e LXX represents the fi rst large scale attempt to translate an oriental 
religious text into Greek” (S. P. Brock, TRE , ). Other translations of the 
Bible from Hebrew to Greek were realized during the fi rst three centuries of 
Christianity. Origen would take them into account for his textual criticism 
on the lxx as transmitted to him. However the lxx translation remained 
unparalleled in its reception by the Church. Th e lxx exercised a pervasive 
and profound infl uence on the patristic understanding of Scripture. Greek 
speaking Christian interpreters of the early centuries and deep into the 
Middle Ages found themselves constrained to give a reasonable account of 
a sacred text transmitted in their own language but issuing from a religious 
culture with which they had nothing in common. Th ough hellenized to the 
point of practically losing control over Hebrew language, the Alexandrian 
Jews, for whom the lxx had been completed in the fi rst place, had received 
from their religious leaders the needed basic knowledge about the institutions 
and the history of biblical Israel. For Christian believers, for the most part 
coming from a pagan background, the “foreign” Greek of the lxx translation 
was a problem in itself, not only because of the exotic (for them) contents of 
its narrative but also because of its very wording and its grammar. Th e clari-
fi cation of lexical data or the struggle with unfamiliar forms of syntax were 
a constant duty for anyone expounding Scripture in Christian communities. 
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Due to the cultural singularity of lxx Greek as an ancient form of the Koine, 
or “vernacular” Greek used as common idiom since Alexander the Great all 
over the territories of his conquests, the Greek-speaking churches needed 
literal explanations of the Bible in preaching and in sacramental actions.

In its Christian reception, the lxx is currently the focus of a lively col-
laboration among specialists, in particular those interested in the innumer-
able problems of translation with which patristic authors were dealing. By 
scrutinizing the procedures of patristic exegesis which had built up a whole 
vision of biblical data and a theology of its own on the basis of problematic 
renderings of the original Hebrew texts in the lxx, these specialized scholars 
open for the fi rst time a critical access to the most essential foundation of 
biblical exegesis in ancient Christianity, the very text of the Bible in its lxx 
translation.

G. Dorival, M. Harl, O. Munnich, La Bible grecque des Septante: Du juda-
ïsme hellénistique au christianisme ancien (Paris, ), off ers an introduction 
to the history, the text and the reception of lxx, with bibliography. A transla-
tion of the lxx in French, with introductions and extended critical notes is 
published thanks to the initiative of Marguerite Harl, Professor emeritus at 
the Sorbonne, La Bible d’Alexandrie (Paris, –). Th e fi rst volumes pub-
lished or forthcoming are:
 . La Genèse, M. Harl, .
 . L’Exode, A. Le Boulluec and P. Sandevoir, .
 . Le Lévitique, P. Harlé and D. Pralon, .
 . Les Nombres, G. Dorival, .
 . Le Deutéronome, C. Dogniez and M. Harl, .
 . Jésus (Josué), J. Moatti – Fine, .
 . Les Juges, P. Harlé.
 .  Règnes, M. Lestienne, et al.
 .  Règnes, P. Lefebvre.
. Esdras I, A. Canessa.

Th e following are a few major studies on the text of lxx:

D. Barthélemy, Les Devanciers d’Aquila (VT.S ; Leiden, ).
E. Bickermann, Studies in Jewish and Christian History ( vols.; Leiden, , ).
S. P. Brock, “Th e Phenomenon of Biblical Translation in Antiquity.” Pages – 

in S. Jellicoe, Studies in the Septuagint: Origins, Recensions, and Interpretation 
(New York, ).

C. Dagnicz, Bibliography of the Septuagint. Bibliographie de la Septante (–) 
(Leiden, ).

A. Rahlfs, Septuaginta-Studien (–; nd ed., Göttingen, ).
H. B. Sweete, An Introduction to the OT in Greek (Cambridge, ; reprint ).
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On the patristic exegesis of the lxx:

R. Devreesse, Les anciens commentateurs grecs de l’Octateuque et des Rois (Vatican, 
).

G. Dorival, “Des commentateurs de l’Ecriture aux chaînes,” pp. – in 
C. Mon désert, ed., Le monde grec et la Bible (BTT ; Paris, ).

FS M. Harl, Κατὰ τοὺϚ οʹ—Selon les Septante (Paris, ).
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I I
RABBINIC LITERATURE

a special contribution
by Michael A. Signer and Susan L. Graham

Introduction

Scripture and its interpretation are the center of religious life for the Jewish 
people. In Neh :–, Ezra reads from the book of the Law of God, sur-
rounded by the priests who translate and interpret it to the people. Th ese 
two activities, reading the word of God and interpreting it in the light of the 
contemporary milieu so that it might be applied to the life of Israel, are the 
fundamental axioms of biblical studies in Judaism. Th e dynamic relationship 
between concern for the sacred character of the words, their transmission 
to the next generation, and their application to the exigencies of life, has 
been the source of renewal for Judaism throughout its history. It is also 
the source of development of biblical interpretation in Judaism. However, 
the story of Judaism from  c.e. on is shaped and told by a single group 
within Judaism: the rabbinic movement initially centered in Eretz Israel. 
Because of the central place of Rabbinic literature in Jewish tradition, we 
have omitted discussion of Jewish Apocrypha, Hellenistic Judaism, and the 
Dead Sea scrolls. 

. Th e strength of this tradition is clear in the earliest assessments of Jewish exegeti-
cal history, the Seder Tannaim we-Amoraim, commonly thought to date ca.  c.e., 
and the Iggeret Rab Sherira Gaon, which is the letter that Sherira, the gaon (leader) 
of the Babylonian town of Pumbeditha, wrote ca.  to answer questions regard-
ing the redaction of the various rabbinic texts (G. Stemberger, Introduction to the 
Talmud and Midrash [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, ] –, cf. –).
. We can say confi dently, thanks to recent studies, that the Judaism of the Sec ond 
Tem  ple period was characterized by great diversity (e.g., the Qumran separatist 
community, the Alexandrian community, nascent Christianity). Even aft er the de-
struction of the Second Temple by Titus in  c.e., Judaism maintained a diversity 
which is manifested in the archaeological record, but not in the texts. (See Simon, 
Verus Israel,  and Stemberger, Introduction, –.) Th e diverse traditions of the 
late Second Temple period off er great potential for insight into the development 
of Judaism and Jewish exegesis in the early centuries of the Common Era (Shinan, 
World of the Agga dah), although whether these currents within Judaism aff ected 
Rab binic literary eff ort has not yet been determined (Stemberger, Introduction, ). 
Th e bibliography at the end of this essay includes some of these authors.
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a. Dual Torah

Th e student of rabbinic Judaism in the period ca. – c.e. should con-
sider the nature of the canon which constitutes its sacred literature. For the 
Rabbis, revelation consists of a “dual Torah.” One part is the Written Torah, or 
“written law,” מקְִרָא (Miqra), more generally called simply ָתּוֹרָה שׁבֶּכִתָב (Torah). 
Th e second part is the Oral Torah, or “oral law,” called ֶתּוֹרָה שׁבֶּעְלַ–פה. Rabbinic 
tradition holds that the Oral Torah contained a revelation of all possible 
interpretations of the written Torah to Moses. However, for those who came 
later, it required discovery: 

God said to Moses: “Write these things, for it is by means of these 
things that I have made a covenant with Israel” [Exod :]. When 
God was about to give the Torah, He recited it to Moses in proper 
order, Scriptures, Mishnah, Aggadah, and Talmud, for God spoke all 
these words [Exod :], even the answers to q uestions which ad-
vanced disciples in the future are destined to ask their teachers did 
God reveal to Moses! (Tanuma Buber (), Ki Tissa b.)

Th e principal text belonging to the Oral Torah was the Mishnah, which was 
seminal for subsequent interpretations of Scripture, including the Midrashim 
and Talmud, as we shall see. Th e concept of the dual Torah emphasizes that 
every genre of post-biblical Jewish literature is related to Scripture.

b. Dating the Texts

It is also necessary to consider that the traditions belonging to our period 
are embedded in later redactions and additions to the texts that the early 
Rabbis produced. Th is is in part due to the very nature of the development 
of the written documents of Rabbinic literature, which are compilations of 
their opinions and discussions. Rabbinic tradition evolved chiefl y in the –בּיֵת 
 and especially in the disputations which took place in ,(the synagogue) כֵּנֶסֶת
the ׁבּיֵת–הַמִּדְרָש (beit ha-Midrash), or house of study. Some of these opinions 
may have been transmitted orally, some in written form. Referring to the 
context of the original debates serves to clarify many passages which would 
otherwise remain puzzling. For example, only in the context of disputation 
does the following passage from the Mishnah regarding the daily recitation 
of the Shema (Deut :) make sense:

One who recited the Shema so soft ly that he could not hear it still ful-
fi lled his obligation.

R. Yose says, “He did not fulfi l his obligation.”
[Objection:] If he recited but did not enunciate the letters—.
R. Yose says, “He fulfi lled his obligation.”
But R. Judah says, “He did not fulfi l his obligation.”

 Rabbinic Literature 
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If he One who recited in reverse order does not fulfi l his obligation.
recited and erred, he should return to the place where he erred [and 
continue reciting from there to the conclusion].

Th e Rabbis’ lively scholarly discussions resulted in a proliferation of writ-
ten texts whose mastery became the dominant intellectual force in later 
Judaism.

Determining the stages of how Rabbinic texts evolved began as part of 
an ancient tradition, which identifi ed specifi c generations of rabbis with 
the emergence of particular texts. For example, the Mishnah is identifi ed 
with Rabbi Judah the Patriarch. Furthermore, many texts cite the names 
of important rabbis in connection with specifi c opinions. Some modern 
scholars treat such attributions, e.g., in the Mishnah, Talmud, etc., as his-
torically accurate, and take their attributions at face value. Other modern 
scholars consider these texts which consider the historical evolution of rab-
binic literature as a reconstruction of history or an apologetic by the later 
rabbinic elite. Despite the problems involved in historical reconstruction 
of rabbinic history even up to the eleventh century, it is possible to describe 
genres of rabbinic literature in their chronological sequence. In order to 
simplify the discussion we shall assign them to the eras which the medieval 
rabbis utilized when they described them. Th e work of Stemberger in the 
bibliography will provide guidance for the discussions of rabbinic chronol-
ogy by modern scholars.

c. Th e “Academies”

Schools, or academies, were the locus of Jewish religious education. Th e 
origin of these schools may be discovered in the scriptural commandment 
to provide religious education for children (Deut :). On the basis of 
rabbinic literature, we may reconstruct how this commandment was fulfi lled 
in the early period of rabbinic Judaism. A communal tutor met the students 

. M. Berakhot :, trans. Neusner, Mishnah, .
. Th e “historical” approach to rabbinic literature would be represented in the 
writings of S. Safrai ed., Th e Literature of the Sages, Part , Compendia rerum Iu-
daicarum ad Novum Testamentum, section two (Assen/Maastricht: Van Gorcum, 
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, ). Th e minimalist approach is taken by the school 
of Jacob Neusner, “Th e Use of the Mishnah for the History of Judaism Prior to 
the Time of the Mishnah: A Methodological Note,” JSJ  (): –, and in 
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in the בֵּית–הַסֵפֶר (beit sefer, “house of the book”), which seems to have been 
located in or near the synagogue, to learn the Scriptures. Teaching was by 
reading and repetition aloud, in a set manner of cantillation (see b. Megilla 
a). Th e students fi rst learned Written Torah, especially the Pentateuch, 
beginning with the book of Leviticus. Oral Torah would be taught later in 
the בּיֵת–הַמִּדְרָש (beit ha-Midrash), or house of study. Th e school for the study 
of the Oral Law might be called a יְשִִִיבָה (yeshiva, lit. “sitting”) from the third 
century on in Eretz Israel.

Th ese academies probably consisted of a small number of students who 
lived near the residence of the rabbi. A pupil would become a disciple of the 
rabbi, memorizing the traditions taught in the school. Eventually, the goal 
of the disciple was to acquire the ability to make independent decisions in 
matters of religious law. Th e license to make these decision was called סמיכה 
or ordination. Th is permitted the student to have the title of “Rabbi,” a matter 
which appears to have required Patriarchal approval.

Th e academies which gave ordination in Eretz Israel seem to have been 
more tightly controlled during the fi rst six centuries c.e. than those in 
Babylonia. In Eretz Israel the word “Rabbi” was utilized increasingly as an 
indication of professional standing rather than as an honorifi c form of ad-
dress during the fi rst two centuries c.e. In Babylonia the title “Rab” was used 
rather than “Rabbi,” and this may indicate that in the Babylonian schools 
there was no formal ordination corresponding to that in Eretz Israel.

. Tannaitic Period

Th e earliest group of Sages in rabbinic Judaism are called Tannaim. Th e term 
Tanna (תַּנָּא; pl. “Tannaim”) is an Aramaic word associated with the Hebrew 
root שָנָה (shanah, “repeat,” or “learn”). It is diffi  cult to determine precisely 
when the Tannaitic period begins. In the Mishnah tractate ‘Abot, the rabbis 
linked their authority to the “Men of the Great Assembly,” particularly Rabbi 

his many books. For a survey of the problem, students may consult the summary, 
“Handling Rabbinic Texts: Th e Problem of Method,” in Stemberger, Introduction, 
–. Stemberger provides a status questionis discussion of the redaction and tex-
tual histories of the major texts of rabbinic Judaism.
. When the Patriarchate was ended (by ), rabbinic ordination was replaced by 
other forms of declaring a scholar’s independence of opinion. See Stemberger, 
Introduction, –.
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Simon the Just. Modern scholars date his activity to the Hasmonean period. 
Th is would provide a beginning date for the rabbinic teachers toward the 
end of the second century b.c.e. However, most of the earliest masters cited 
in the Mishnah begin aft er the period of Hillel and Shammai, which would 
place their activity in the fi rst century c.e. Jacob Neusner and many other 
scholars argue that it is diffi  cult to make any defi nitive statements about 
teachings which are prior to the destruction of the temple in  c.e. Th ere 
seems to have been a signifi cant consolidation of rabbinic Judaism aft er the 
destruction of the temple. Th is is usually described as the Yavneh or Jamnian 
period. Many scholars raise questions about the accuracy of the traditions 
associated with Yavneh. Modern scholars ascribe to the post-Bar Kokhba 
period ( c.e.) a signifi cant development of the Tannaitic traditions. Th is 
period, from  to , represents the relocation of the academies to the 
Galilee region. Th e Mishnah itself defi nes the end of the Tannaitic period. 
Th is would mean that by the mid-third century c.e., the Tannaitic period 
came to an end.

Th e third century was a period of unrest. It was a time of crisis through-
out the Roman Empire, which the Jewish communities in Eretz Israel experi-
enced in the form of onerous taxation. By the end of the century, there were 
two geographical centers of rabbinic Judaism. In addition to the rabbis in 
Eretz Israel, still centered around Galilee, a second center of rabbinic study 
and exegesis had developed in the long-established Jewish community in 
Babylon. Rabbis who had fl ed from Eretz Israel aft er the destructions of 
 and  augmented this community and its academies. Th e many links, 
formal and informal, between these communities become clear through an 
investigation of the interrelationship between the two Talmuds: sayings of 
Babylonian sages can be found in the Jerusalem Talmud, and elements of 
the Jerusalem Talmud are found in the Babylonian Talmud.

. Amoraic Period

Th e next period is called “Amoraic,” named aft er the “Amoraim” (אָמוֹרָאִים, 
from the root אָמַר, amar, “say,” “name,” or “explain”). Th e Amoraim were 
the “interpreters” or commentators on the Mishnah. Th e compiling of 
the principal commentaries on the Mishnah, the two Talmud, defi ne the 
Amoraic period. Th is defi nition implies the development of two groups of 
scholars—in Eretz Israel and Babylonia—and the eventual redaction of the 
two Talmuds.

Th e Amoraic period in Eretz Israel follows the contours of the political 
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developments in the eastern Roman empire. Aft er Constantine’s fi nal con-
quest of the land in , Roman legislation became increasingly anti-Jewish, 
and by the end of the fourth century the Patriarchate and synagogues were 
principal targets of anti-Jewish laws (see Codex Th eodosianus .., , , , 
, and .., ). In mid-century there was a rebellion, followed by a decline 
of the capital cities (Tiberias, Sepphoris, Lydda) noted in the archaeological 
record. Tradition records that many rabbis emigrated to Babylonia at this 
time, possibly as a result of these events. Th e Patriarchate was abolished 
by Roman edict by , and in the latter half of the century the academies 
declined, and, perhaps responding to these political turns, the Jerusalem 
Talmud (JT) was redacted and the Amoraic period in Erez Israel came to a 
close ca. . In Babylonia, it extends another century, since the Babylonian 
Talmud (BT) received signifi cant redactions ca. , only to assume its fi nal 
form in the following period.

Th e Amoraic period in Babylonia extends from the third through the 
fi ft h centuries c.e. Relations between the Jewish communities and their 
non-Jewish rulers there seem to have been more harmonious than in the 
Roman empire. With the exception of some confl icts with the Sassanian 
monarchs in the mid-fi ft h century, the academies of Amoraim continued 
activity without interference. Modern scholars distinguish between the end 
of the Amoraic period at the end of the fi ft h century and the redaction of 
the Babylonian Talmud, which may have happened under the Islamic rulers 
in the seventh century.

. Principal Notions of Exegesis and Text

a. Halakah, Haggadah

In order to continue our discussion, it will be helpful to explain the two most 
signifi cant categories of interpretation found in the Oral Torah: halakah and 
haggadah. In practice, halakah and haggadah can be diffi  cult to distinguish, 
since individual passages and even entire works (e.g., the Mishnah) oft en 
include examples of both categories, even while subsequent generations of 
readers would emphasize one category as more signifi cant than the other. 
For example, some might claim that the Mishnah is exclusively halakah. Both 
halakah and haggadah are concerned with resolving questions raised by the 
Written Torah, and by the reality of observing its commandments. Hence 
the subjects of both categories of interpretation are the same: Sabbaths, fes-
tivals, prayer, international relations, education of children, kashrut (dietary 
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laws), relations between neighbors. Th ey are diff erentiated by the purpose 
of the debate and its character (see Avigdor Shinan, World of the Aggadah, 
; cf. –).

Halakah (pl. halakot; the term is derived from הלך [halak], “walk”) is 
the easier of the two to defi ne. Halakah focuses on the development of a 
body of ritual and civil legal practice for the Jewish community, and has 
prescriptive or normative force in the daily life of the community. Halakot 
would be determined by a series of considerations, such as majority views, 
tradition, the opinions of the Tannaim, and so on, to arrive at a conclusion. 
However, once the rabbis reached their conclusion it was binding For this 
reason, it is easy to see the development of halakah as essentially confi ned 
to rabbinic disputations in the study-houses. Th e discussions and dialectical 
arguments found in the Mishnah and Talmud are most clearly understood in 
this context. Halakic argument is meant to arrive at a decision. Its purpose 
determines its history as well. Halakic literature develops in a clearly strati-
fi ed manner. Each generation of rabbis understands itself as the successor 
and explainer of the preceding generation. We see this development in the 
Mishnah, Toseft a, and Talmud.

By contrast, haggadah (אגַּדָָה, pl. aggadot; the etymology of the term is not 
clear), is constituted by narrative material, and develops without any clear 
strata. Th is is one of the traits of haggadah which leads scholars to defi ne it 
negatively, as “not halakah.” Haggadic teachings are not concerned to pre-
scribe behavior or to show what is a right or correct opinion: “One does not 
teach [about praxis] from the haggadah,” is a maxim oft en quoted about the 
authority of the haggadah. In a given haggadah, contradictory sources can 
be presented together; there is no need to arrive at a decision or practice, so 
the diff ering traditions are preserved. Haggadic material has the nature of 
popular literature. It includes genres of folklore, history, poetry, humor (but 
not frivolity), medicine, natural science, mathematics, astronomy, theology, 
and religious philosophy.

Halakah and haggadah are interconnected at their foundations, and 
represent two sides of the same entity, the literature of the Sages. As such, 
these two interpretive methods parallel the legal and narrative unity of the 
Scriptures themselves.

b. Talmud, Gemara

Th e term Talmud (תַּלְמוּד), which means “study” or “learning,” is used to refer 
to opinions received from predecessors, to a whole body of learning within 
the Oral Law, or to teaching derived from exegesis of a Scripture text. Most 
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oft en, however, it refers to the redacted collections from the Amoraim in 
Ertze Israel and the Amoraim and Geonim in Babylonia.

When referring to “the Talmud” we mean a written document that 
consists of the Mishnah and the Gemara. In modern printed texts, these 
components are structurally separated. However, this was not the case with 
the manuscripts of the Talmud. Gemara in Babylonian Aramaic means “to 
complete” or “to learn,” and refers to the collection of analyses on Mishnah 
made by the Amoraim. Th e Mishnah text was retained as received, with the 
Gemara loosely attached, following the order of the Mishnah tractate. Th e 
Gemara demonstrates the variety of approaches the Rabbis might take to 
given issues as a result of their continuing concern to relate the precepts of 
the Scripture to the exigencies of contemporary life. Th e lines of argument 
focus on the sources of authority or reasoning in the Mishnah. Th e Gemara 
includes material which searches for the biblical warrant for the statement 
made by one of the Tannaim. Th ere is also material which presents ethical 
and theological principles.

. Foundational Documents of Rabbinic Literature

a. Mishnah 

Th e earliest compilation of Oral Torah is called Mishnah (ֶמשִׁנְה), which means 
“study” and “oral instruction”. Th is term derives from a common root with 
the Aramaic term Tanna. It is not clear from the Mishnah whether it was 
intended to be a collection of sources, or a manual of instruction, or a law 
code. Th e traditional view that the Mishnah is a legal code was articulated 
as early as the Amoraic period. In fact, the Mishnah contains all of these 
elements.

Th e Mishnah constitutes a seminal collection of the traditions which 
answered the community’s needs for guidance regarding religious practice, 
ethics, and social problems. Th e Mishnah is organized into in six divisions, or 
 ,masekhtot) מסכתות Each seder is then divided into .(”sedarim, “orders) סְדָרִימ
“tractates”), which are then divided into פרקים (peraqim, “chapters”), and, 
fi nally, into the smallest unit, which is called משנה (mishnah). Th e fi rst or-
der, Zeraim (“Seeds”), focuses on acknowledgement of the Divine (prayer) 
and, primarily, on the holiness of the land of Israel, which is demonstrated 
through providing tithes to the temple in Jerusalem. Th e second order, Moed 
(“Set Festivals”), treats the Sabbath and the festivals of the year. Neziqin 
(“Damages”), the third seder, focuses on property and personal injury. Next, 
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Nashim (“Women”) concentrates on those laws relating to marriage and 
divorce. Th e fi ft h and sixth orders, Qodashim (“Holy Th ings”) and Tohorot 
(“Purities”), present the Tannaitic traditions on the temple cult and priestly 
activity. Th e six divisions and the order of the tractates reveal some variation 
in the manuscript tradition.

Mishnah fully complements Miqra and, therefore, has foundational im -
portance for rabbinic tradition and exegesis. A signifi cant perspective on the 
genre of Mishnah has been developed by Jacob Neusner, who has described 
the Mishnah as philosophical in character. He asserts that, in its stress on 
proper order and right rule, the Mishnah “makes a statement to be classifi ed 
as philosophy concerning the order of the natural world in its correspon-
dence with the supernatural world.”

b. Toseft a

Th e most signifi cant literary production of this period, next to the Mishnah, 
was a collection called the Toseft a, which rabbinic tradition attributed to 
R. Ïiyya, (ca. –). Th e Toseft a (Aramaic תּוֹסֶפְתָּא, meaning “addition”; 
not to be confused with the much later Tosafot) is sometimes considered a 
“supplement” or “companion” to the Mishnah, and was possibly edited to 
function in this way. About three times as large as the Mishnah, it consists of 
a collection of baraitot (בריתות, “statements external to the Mishnah”) which 
come from the Tannaim, and the earliest generation of the Amoraim. Much 
of the Toseft a consists of discussion based on citations from the Mishnah. 
However, approximately one-fi ft h of the Toseft a includes material which is 
not treated systematically, or not treated at all, in the Mishnah.

c. Jerusalem Talmud

Th e literary production which represents the most extensive development 
of Mishnah commentary in Eretz Israel is the Jerusalem Talmud (also called 
the “Talmud of the Land of Israel,” and the “Palestinian Talmud”). Th e JT is 
composed of the Mishnah and the Gemara by the Amoraim in Eretz Israel. 
It was redacted earlier than the Babylonian Talmud. JT comments on only 
the fi rst four orders of Mishnah, and on only one tractate in order Toharot. 
JT develops the halakah of Mishnah, and augments it with haggadic material 
and biblical exposition. It is a signifi cant source for the history of Judaism in 

. Neusner, Introduction to Rabbinic Literature, .
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Palestine, and the development of Jewish liturgy. However, in the tradition 
of rabbinic Judaism, the Babylonian Talmud displaced the JT, even in Eretz 
Israel, by ca. .

. Development of Midrashic Literature

 In Eretz Israel concurrent with the development of Mishnah-Gemara litera-
ture, another exegetical literature developed. Th is literature, which provided 
commentary that followed the order of the biblical text, may be classifi ed in 
two groups: Targum and midrash.

a. Targum

Th e earliest example of exegetical literature in the post-biblical period is the 
Targum. Th e term תרגום means “translation.” Aramaic was the lingua franca 
of the Near East until the Hellenistic conquest. It is diffi  cult to fi x a date of 
origin for Targum, but the development of the synagogue liturgy included 
a public reading from Scripture. Th e Scripture lection was read aloud with 
translations given verse by verse. Th e exegetical work of the Targum seems 
to have placed greatest emphasis on the paraphrase of texts in the Hebrew 
Bible. Some of the Targumim follow the biblical text with an attempt at literal 
translation, while others provide elaborations in order to explain “gaps” in 
the biblical text. Th e latter Targumim share a common characteristic with 
that body of rabbinic literature called midrash.

Th e Targumim seem to have originated in Eretz Israel, and include early 
haggadot, some perhaps representing Tannaitic traditions lost from the 
Mishnah. Th e earliest known Targum, Targum Onkelos on the Pentateuch, 
was evidently used in the synagogue liturgies in Eretz Israel in the third 
century, and from the third century on in the Jewish communities in 
Babylonia. Likewise, Targum Yonatan (Jonathan) on the Prophets was used 
in the Babylonian communities in the third or fourth century; however, its 
origins also can be traced to Eretz Israel. Th e value of the Targumim can 
be seen by the comment repeated in the Babylonian Talmud when quoting 
Targum Yonatan, “Were it not for the Targum of this verse we should not 
know what it means.” Other Targumim were redacted sometime before the 
Arab conquest of the Middle East in .
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b. Midrash

Th e second group of texts which refl ect biblical interpretation dating from 
the Amoraic period in Eretz Israel is called midrash. Th e term (ׁמדְִרָש, from 
-darash, “to seek,”  “inquire,”  “investigate”) refers to a method of expound ,דּרַָשׁ
ing the text and to a collection of such texts. Th ese texts are commentary and 
elaboration on the Written Torah. Th e various collections which fall under 
the head of midrash, however, can focus on deriving rabbinic halakah based 
on Scripture, or provide elaborations on narrative passages in the Bible. Th ey 
may be organized according to the order of the biblical text, or arranged as 
homilies corresponding to the lection on Sabbaths and Holy Days.

In midrash we can discern some of the interrelationship of Judaism 
and Christianity during the early Christian period. Th ere are some remark-
able parallels in hermeneutical method between the midrashim and Greek 
and Syriac patristic literature. Origen and Jerome are explicitly aware of 
midrashic traditions. Moreover, in the third century tensions between Jews 
and Christians (including Origen and Eusebius) living in Eretz Israel rose 
to a level of confrontation. Th ese debates can be discerned in the pages of 
midrash from this period, and the development of midrash in Eretz Israel 
(not in Babylonia) may in part be the result of Jewish eff orts to confront their 
Christian counterparts regarding interpretation of the Scriptures.

An example of rabbinic response to Christianity can be found in Genesis 
Rabbah on the sacrifi ce of Isaac (the Akedah, Gen :–). Th e account 
begins with the command to Abraham to go to the place he would be told, 
and sacrifi ce his son (Gen :). He took two slaves and Isaac on the journey. 
Th en he “saw the place from afar” (Gen :; מקָוֹם (maqom), meaning “place” 
also serves as a euphemism for God. Th e midrash asks, “What did he see?”  
“He saw a cloud attached to the mountain”—i.e., a manifestation of the divine 
presence, which made it clear to him that this mountain was the place which 
God had commanded as the appropriate place to off er up Isaac.

He [Abraham] said: “It would appear that is the place upon which the 
Holy one, blessed be He, commanded me to sacrifi ce my son.” He said 
to Isaac: “My son, do you see what I do?” He told him, “Yes.” He said 
to his two young men, “Do you see what I do?” Th ey said to him, “No.” 
He said: “Since you do not see it, REMAIN HERE WITH THE ASS 
[Gen :], for you are like the ass [which also does not see].” (Gen. 
Rab. .–)

We learn from other sources that the Gentiles are “a nation resembling an ass.” 
Christians and Jews debated vehemently in the third and fourth centuries 
about the possibility of how, aft er the destruction of the Second Temple, that 
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one could verify divine revelation, and whether divine revelation to a non-
Jew was possible at all. In the above passage we observe the denigration of 
the two non-Jewish servants. Th ey do not have any perception of the divine. 
As non-Jews they are like the ass, a dumb animal incapable of perception. 
Modern scholars may have some disagreement about whether or not the 
“people who is like an ass” refers specifi cally to Christians or more generally 
to pagans. Nonetheless, there are many passages in midrash literature which 
focus on the theme of Verus Israel and God’s continued covenant with the 
Jewish people in their exile.

i. Tannaitic Midrashim
Th e oldest group of midrashim are the so-called Tannaitic midrashim, some-
times called halakic midrashim or מִרְשֵׁי הלֲָכָה (midreshei halakah, meaning 
“midrashim of the halakah”). Th e works included in this subgroup are the 
Mekilta d’Rabbi Ishmael and the Mekilta de Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai on Exodus, 
Sipra on Leviticus; and Sipre on Numbers and Deuteronomy. Th e Tannaitic 
midrashim may be said to form a continuous commentary on the Pentateuch 
from Exodus to Deuteronomy. In these midrashim there is extensive use 
of rabbinic hermeneutics to demonstrate how various expansions of the 
Oral Law are grounded in Scripture. Despite the use of the name halakic 
midrashim, these collections all contain commentary on narrative passages 
in their respective biblical books.

ii. Exegetical Midrashim
A second set of midrashim consists of those referred to as “exegetical” and 
“homiletic.” Th e “exegetical” midrashim are later than the midreshei halakah, but 
a number were compiled during the fi ft h century. It is important to remember 
that the midreshei halakah are exegetical, but modern scholars refer to them as 
“exegetical” because these collections are organized according to the biblical 
verse order. Th e term “exegetical midrashim” merely distinguishes them from 
the next group to be described, which are called “homiletic midrashim.”

Genesis Rabbah explicates the book of Genesis. Scholars postulate that 
it was redacted in the fi ft h century. It is considered by some to be the best 
example of the exegetical midrashim because the rabbis reveal deep layers 
of meaning within the text. Th e meanings the rabbis sought in the Scriptures 
included truths which pertained to their own age. Genesis Rabbah provides 
many examples of rabbinic apologetic against pagan and Christian argu-
ments. In the narratives about the patriarchs and matriarchs, it is possible 
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to discern their veiled arguments against Christian claims that these biblical 
fi gures reached their true fulfi llment only in Christ.

In this period exegetical midrashim were also edited on the fi ve books 
in the Hebrew Bible called the Five Megillot, or “Five Scrolls.” Th ese biblical 
books were read as part of the synagogue liturgy for the three pilgrimage fes-
tivals: Passover (Canticles), Pentecost (Ruth), and Tabernacles (Ecclesiastes); 
and on Purim (the Feast of Esther) and the Ninth of Ab commemorating 
the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem (Lamentations). Th e earliest 
description of the liturgical role for these books is in the Mishnah, tractate 
Megillah.

Th ese midrashim would include Canticles Rabbah; Midrash Ruth (also 
called Ruth Rabbah); Lamentations Rabbah; Midrash Qoheleth (also called 
Ecclesiastes Rabbah); and the fi rst half (§§ –) of Esther Rabbah.

iii. Homiletic Midrashim
“Homiletic” midrashim are so called because the order of their composition 
follows the readings for Sabbaths and for special Sabbaths, or Holy Days, in 
the liturgical year. Th ese collections do not follow the order of the biblical 
text. Rather, they develop thematically. As we have them, these homilies have 
sometimes been subjected to abbreviation or other editorial reformulation. 
Th e most signifi cant collections dating to the Amoraic period include Leviticus 
Rabbah, containing thirty-seven homilies, which dates to the fi ft h century 
(perhaps later); the Pesiqta de Rab Kahana, a collection of homilies for feasts 
and special Sabbaths, redacted in the fi ft h century, though subject to later ad-
ditions; and the Tanhuma on the Pentateuch, which contains some material 
from the Amoraic period but was not redacted until the medieval period.

Modern scholarship has concentrated considerable eff ort on the struc-
ture of these homilies, especially the formal conventions for their beginning 
and conclusion. Th e petiah, which is generally understood to be a kind of 
proem or introduction to the homilies, is the most common rhetorical form 
in midrashic literature. Petiot aim at artfully leading the hearer from verses 
in other parts of the Hebrew Bible, such as Psalms or Proverbs, to consider 
the opening verse(s) of the Pentateuchal reading of the day. Th e atimah, or 
peroration of the homily, has also been studied. Particularly in the Pesiqta de 
Rab Kahana, and Tanhuma, these atimot lead to an eschatological teaching 
which concludes the homily with a message of hope in the messianic deliver-
ance of the Jewish people from the harshness of its exile. Th ese atimot may 
off er students of patristic literature some understanding of the development 
of early Christian typological exegesis.
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. Judaism in Babylonia

Rabbinic tradition marks the beginning of the Amoraic period in Babylonia 
with the return of Rav from Eretz Israel in . During this period, the 
Jewish community interacted with the successive Persian dynasties (the 
Sassanian period corresponds to the Babylonian Amoraic period) and its 
offi  cial Zoroastrian clergy. Under the Sassanids, the community no longer 
had its previous freedom, but it was able to maintain a modus vivendi with the 
Persians. However, in the mid-fi ft h century there was a power shift , and the 
Zoroastrian clergy entered on a series of persecutions of the Jewish population 
which may have weakened the rabbinic leadership of the Jewish people.

Jewish fortunes changed again with the Arab conquest ca.  c.e. Th e 
location of the fi rst Arab capital was in Damascus, which put Eretz Israel 
in a position of potential political centrality. However, when the Abbasid 
Caliphate moved the capital to Baghdad in the eighth century, Babylonian 
Jews once more found themselves at the center of the empire.

Internally, the Jewish communities in Babylon were governed by an 
Exilarchate, an offi  ce which emerged ca. . Th e Exilarch dominated Jewish 
communal life, dictating legal and economic practices, and representing 
Judaism before the Persian monarch. Th e academies of the Amoraim be-
gan to assert their hegemony over the religious life of Babylonian Jewry. 
Formal gatherings around the Sages, at regular times, in a fi xed setting and 
organization, can be attested for this period. By the beginning of the sixth 
century, because of the weakened status of Byzantine Jewry and the rise of 
the Islamic empire, the schools of Babylonia took on greater importance, 
especially with the decline of the Amoraim in Eretz Israel. With the rise of 
the Abbasid empire and the network established by the Babylonian acad-
emies, the Babylonian Talmud surpassed the Jerusalem Talmud in authority. 
It was through the literary correspondence of the Geonim, the heads of the 
Babylonian academies, that the Babylonian Talmud became normative for 
Jews in the Mediterranean world and, later, in northern Europe.

a. Babylonian Talmud

Th e thriving (and oft en competing) academies in Babylonia contributed to 
lively discussion and an independent approach toward the Mishnah which 
is refl ected in the Babylonian Talmud (BT). Th e BT diff ers from the JT in 
both form and content. Th e order of tractates diff ers. While neither Talmud 
comments on all tractates of the Mishnah, the BT includes commentaries 
on tractates not treated in the JT.
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Although the BT, three times the length of the JT, did not use the JT as 
a source, sayings and decisions of the rabbis of Eretz Israel are nevertheless 
found in abundance in it. For example, haggadic material which is included 
in the midrash literature of Eretz Israel appears in BT. Th e BT is almost 
one-third haggadic; by contrast, the JT does not include much haggadic 
material. Some kinds of haggadic material, for instance angelology, which 
is absent in JT, is abundant in BT. In contrast to the laconic style of JT, BT 
has great literary intricacy.

Th e Babylonian Talmud may have started to crystallize as early as the 
fi ft h century. Tradition attributes this redaction to Rav Ashi (ca. –) 
and the two generations succeeding him: the death of Rabina, the last of 
these compilers (ca. ), marks the end of the Amoraic period in Babylonia. 
Another account sets this terminus by the Persian abolition of the Babylonian 
Jewish Exilarchate in . It was further edited together with additions in 
the following century by the Saboraim.

b. Saboraim and Geonim

Saboraim is the name given by the later Geonim to the fi nal editors of the 
BT. Th e Aramaic term סָבוֹרָאִים (saboraim) also appears in the JT (Qidd. , 
d). Th e Saboraim completed the ordering of the BT, clarifi ed some of its 
decisions, introduced additional discussions and explanations of texts, and 
inserted technical phrases as study aids. Little is known about the history 
of the Saboraim. Th e dates of their activity remain a matter of speculation. 
Most scholars date their work to the period –, but some scholars 
extend it to .

With the Arab conquest the Geonim emerge (sg., Gaon; the term is of 
indeterminate origin). Th ese were the heads of the principal academies in 
Babylonia (at Sura and Pumbeditha) in the Abassid empire. In their gov-
ernance of the Jews as Dhimmi, or protected minority under Muslim rule, 
the Geonim served as the juridical authority for the Jewish communities 
throughout the Abassid empire. Under their leadership, intellectual and 
juridical, rabbinic Judaism was consolidated.

Th e centralized power of the Geonim began to decline together with the 
Baghdad Caliphate in the tenth century. Although the offi  ce remained until 
at least the end of the twelft h century, its power was severely diminished, 
and the title Gaon became simply a name for the head of a major talmudic 
academy in the Islamic world.
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. Eretz Israel and The Western Diaspora after 
the end of the Amoraic Period: Piyyuim

During the Saboraic period the Byzantine Empire was separated from Rome 
and Western Christendom (ca. –). A signifi cant number of Jews 
continued to live under Byzantine rule. Despite several attempts at legally 
forcing conversions to Christianity, and persecutions, most notably in the 
seventh century, the Jews were generally tolerated. During this period some 
of the major collections of midrashim were redacted. In addition, a signifi cant 
new genre of rabbinic literature developed, the piyyu or religious poem.

During this post-Amoraic period in Eretz Israel, we fi nd the earliest col-
lections of liturgical poetry, called piyyuim (פּיִּוּט, piyyut, is derived from Greek 
ποιητήϚ, poiêtês, or poet). Th e roots of piyyuim are found in the synagogue 
liturgy. Th ey were written to embellish and give variety to the synagogue 
service by providing an alternative to the set prayers. Th e earliest examples 
of these poems belong to the Amoraic period, while the statutory prayers 
were still developing. Th ey can be found in talmudic sources and in some 
portions embedded in the texts of the statutory prayers which have been 
part of the liturgical tradition.

Th e fi rst poet known to us was Yose ben Yose, dated to the fi ft h century. 
Most of his piyyuim which have been recovered were composed for the 
Days of Awe, including selihot, or prayers of repentance, and are character-
ized by a simple style. He also composed a special type of piyyu, the long 
Avodah (“worship”), which describes the order of worship for Yom Kippur: 
a poetic rendering of part of Mishnah tractate Yoma. In this poem, the rites 
for the Day of Atonement are preceded by a long history from creation and 
culminating in the building of the temple and the worship there on Yom 
Kippur.

A century aft er Yose ben Yose, the next poet whose name has come down 
to us, Yannai, began composing his piyyuim. He is principally known for his 
kerovot, a type of piyyu which consists of a poetic alternative for the Eighteen 
Benedictions (Amidah). Liturgical poetry fl owers aft er him in the Byzantine 
period (ca. –) in Eretz Israel. Rhyme appears, as liturgical poetry 
becomes more expressive in vocabulary and fl owery in style.

Haggadic and halakic material both appear in liturgical poetry. For ex-
ample, Yose ben Yose includes a haggadah in the Avodah the tradition that 
Jacob’s name was inscribed on the throne of the Holy One and that for his 
sake the angels ascended and descended the ladder (cf. Gen :–):

Th e One who knows him stood above him in his sleeping place,
And said: I am your guard, a shadow on your right hand,
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Holy Ones descend and ascend, for his [Jacob’s] sake,
To recognize his shape engraved on high.

Yannai includes a unique haggadah on Moses’ rod: “He threw it down, and it 
became three kinds: a viper, a crocodile and a cobra.” It is not known whether 
he invented this image or whether he drew upon previous haggadic tradi-
tions. Th ese examples indicate that the thought world of the rabbis cannot 
be fully understood without including a study of the piyyuim.

Conclusion

Mishnah, Toseft a, Talmud, midrash, Targum, piyyu: these all constitute genres 
and texts of rabbinic biblical interpretation. As “classics” they engender a long 
tradition of interpretation themselves. Subsequent generations of Jewish 
literature draw upon formal aspects of Talmud and midrash (as the two 
principal genres) to create their own expositions of Scripture. Exposition 
of Talmud and the codifi cation of halakic decisions become central genres 
of rabbinic Judaism.

Two characteristics distinguish the compositions of the classical period. 
First, they are compilations of the traditions of all the rabbis, rather than 
the work of a single author. Only the piyyuim represent the work of a single 
author. Second, they have a utopian and atemporal nature. Th ese texts do 
not emphasize the time or place when something happened. Th e transcen-
dent presentation of time and space in these texts may have reinforced the 
rabbis’ estimation that Written and Oral Torah were the twin repositories 
of divine revelation.
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I I I
THE HISTORY OF GRAECOROMAN RHETORICS: 

A SHORT OUTLINE

If Judaism may be called a religion of the Book, Christianity shaped its 
cultural identity as a religion of many books! Not only was the collection 
of writings called “New Testament” joined to the Hebrew Bible and to its 
complements enclosed in the lxx, but from the fi rst century a literary activity 
developed in Christian communities which centered on the interpretation 
of the seventy writings comprising the ot and nt. Th e culture of the time 
required a written communication of sacred mysteries, and early Christianity 
proved to be no exception. In fact, Christian writers not only adapted the 
fashionable trends of literature of their times, Jewish and pagan alike, but 
also created their own genres of literary works, for instance the genre of 
the “gospels” themselves. Hence they found themselves immersed in the 
pervading and rich culture of post-classical rhetorics which surrounded the 
Mediterranean and gave the Roman Empire a common cultural denomina-
tor, just as popular Greek was its lingua franca for oral communication. A 
brief reminder of the history of Greco-Roman rhetorics should suffi  ce as a 
historical background for the birth of Christian exegesis in which it struc-
tured itself for many centuries.

In eighth-century b.c.e. Homer we already fi nd instances of the practice 
of fi nding etymologies for names. For instance, the name of Astyanax, son 
of Hector, he claims, echoed Hector’s name, for Hector was the only effi  cient 
defender (ἄναξ) of the city (Iliad, , ; , –). A similar interest is 
shown by Hesiod in Th e Works and the Days, or in his Th eogony.

Th e fi ft h century b.c.e. is the time of the fi rst great orators in Greece, 
Th emistocles (–), Pericles (–), and Cleon, his main opponent. 
Around , Corax and Tisias composed the fi rst Τέχνη, or Handbook of 
Rhetoric, in Sicily and later joined the great Gorgias in Athens. Aft er the 
long established “tyranny” had come to and end, Greek cities went through 
a period of intense political and oratorical activity in order to create a state 
of law. First attempts of structuring theoretically the art of oratory laid down 
the earliest foundations of rhetoric. Th e so-called Sophists taught how to 
handle “commonplaces” of speech, such as the “prologue” (the πρooίμιον was 
initially reserved for poetry) and the “epilogue” (ἐπίλογοϚ), or conventional 
themes for declamation and the κοινοὶ τόποι, codifi ed elements of a speech 
such as the expression of literary humility, the eulogy of the ancestors, and 
others.
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Around  Gorgias, a celebrated Athenian teacher of eloquence, dis-
covered the importance of oratorical aesthetics for the education of future 
political leaders, his best pupil being Protagoras. His contemporary and 
competitor, Isocrates, who achieved an impressive degree of activity between 
 and , was the teacher of Eschines and Demosthenes (–). He 
gave his teaching a philosophical orientation, insisting on the clarity of ex-
position and the pragmatic pedagogy convenient for political life. Th e style 
of a speech should always be determined according to the καιρόϚ, the chal-
lenge of the moment, and the πρέπον, what is the most appropriate given 
the persons and the circumstances at stake. Demosthenes delivered his most 
famous civil and political pleas, or his harangues (such as the ones against 
Philip of Macedonia), between  and . Also in the fourth century b.c.e., 
Th eodore of Byzance taught how to divide a speech into diff erent parts. 
Prodikos focused on synonymies, and others on the rhythm of sentences, the 
choice of words, the importance of rhetorical discipline for general educa-
tion, or again on the art of conciseness and the techniques of dissimulation. 
School books multiplied, technical terms became more specialized, and the 
delivery of speeches as a goal in itself became increasingly popular.

Plato created the “Academy” in . In a Dialogue entitled Phaedros he 
denounced “Sophistry” as artifi cial, misleading, mercenary, and incompetent 
for reaching the ground of the matters debated. For him, oratory should 
intend to serve as a “psychology,” a “guidance for the soul”; hence he urged 
the need to complete the art of declamation with the study of more philo-
sophical matters. Th e lasting distinction between rhetoric and philosophy 
derives from Plato’s work. In the dialogue Gorgias, named aft er his famous 
predecessor, Plato opposed demagogy, claiming that the education of the king 
could be secured by a philosopher. Th us his most gift ed disciple, Aristotle, 
became the educator of Alexander the Great. In Cratylos, Plato taught that 
names are not in nature, but given by human agencies, therefore they may 
be wrong or incorrect.

Aristotle remained a student of Plato until the latter’s death in /. 
Aft er having served as the preceptor of Alexander, he founded the “Lycaeum” 
in Athens soon aft er the death of Alexander’s father, Philip of Macedonia 
in . He died in exile in . His treatise On the Art of Rhetoric, ΤέχνηϚ 
ῥητορικῆϚ, written ca. , starts with the statement, “Rhetoric [public 
speech] is a counterpart [ἀντίστροφοϚ] of dialectic [philosophy]” (a), 
but contrary to philosophy it is a purely formal discipline; not a science, but 
a τέχνη ( a “method”) relevant for any matter. It requires much knowledge 
and a full education, including psychology, political and social science, 
etc.: “Rhetoric is the capacity of discovering what, in each case, is the most 
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convincing” (b). Hence it calls essentially for the epideictic genre of 
discourse which intends to convince (such as would be the discourse of 
Christian faith).

Th ere are three main methods of discourse: περὶ τὰ δημηγορικά or 
συμβουλευτικόϚ, “deliberative”; περὶ τὰ δικανικά, δικανικόϚ, “forensic”; and 
ἐπιδεικτικόϚ, “epidectic” or “demonstrative.” Th e orator’s sense of values 
should activate appropriate feelings (πάθη) in his audience; his arguments 
should always be real, not artifi cial. Aristotle elaborated the theory of the 
“enthymems,” arguments in form of syllogisms based on probability (I ii, 
–). He focused on four basic principles of the art of oratory: “inven-
tion,” “elocution,” “order,” and “disposition.” Th e rhythm of a speech should 
be consistent with our senses and passions, hence the “composition” is very 
important.

Th eophrastes replaced Aristotle as head of the Lycaeum. He concentrated 
on the aesthetics of speech. He distinguished between diff erent styles, for 
instance the “grand” and the “ordinary.” He stressed the importance of ora-
torical “action” (gestures, posture, looks, etc.). From that same Aristotelian 
school derived the oldest known treatise On Interpretation, περὶ ἑρμηνείαϚ, 
dealing with punctuation, divisions, and diff erent styles of speeches. Th e 
work circulated under the name of Demetrios of Phaleron, a political leader 
and orator in fourth century b.c.e. Athens, but it probably dates only from 
the beginning of the Common Era.

In the third and second centuries b.c.e., Platonists and Aristotelians 
entertained lively discussions about the links between rhetorics and phi-
losoph; these led to the production of many handbooks. In the fi rst century 
b.c.e., Cicero took the lead with De oratore, Brutus, and Orator: Is est enim 
eloquens, qui et humilia subtiliter et magna graviter et mediocra temperater 
potest dicere: “An eloquent man is the one who is capable of saying humble 
things with discretion, great things with solemnity, and what is average with 
measure. Th e goal of all speeches is to teach, to entertain, and to move,” 
docere, delectare, movere (De oratore , ). Quintilian (Institutio oratoria) 
greatly admired Cicero in the fi rst century c.e., and even overshadows him 
as a theoretician of rhetorics. He would inculcate Cicero’s threefold purpose 
of speeches with much emphasis.

All along the classical traditions “commentaries” were produced such 
as scientifi c commentaries (Galen interpreting Hippocrates; or grammar-
ians commenting on questions of grammar); juridical commentaries, spe-
cially in Rome, between Augustus and Diocletian; or philosophical ones. 
Philosophical commentaries started in the ancient Stoa, with Cleanthes 
and his four volumes of Interpretations of Heraclitus (ca.  b.c.e.), and 
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with Zeno (–), writing on Explanation of the Sayings of Empedocles. 
Platonic commentaries started in the third century with Crantor, who wrote 
on Timaeus (cf. Timaios). Th ey continued with Posidonius (– b.c.e.) 
and Plutarch (st c. c.e.), Numenius and Albinus, in the so-called Middle-
Platonism; fi nally, with Porphyry (– c.e.), Iamblichus (d. ca.  c.e.: 
the consistent unity of a work is its focus, ὁ σκοπόϚ) and Proclus (– 
c.e.) in Neo-Platonism. Aristotelism had its own tradition of commenta-
tors, from the fi rst century b.c.e. on: Andronicus, Alexander of Aphrodisias, 
Ammonius Simplicius, Macrobius, Calcidius, Marius Victorinus (who became 
a Christian), and Boethius. 

In juridical matters, offi  cial interpreters of questions related to the cult 
were known from the fourth century b.c.e. on. Specifi c interpretations of 
Solon circulated. Casuistics had its Chaldaean charlatans. In Rome functioned 
the Collegium of the pontifi ces, the offi  cial interpreters in religious matters, 
from whom derive the Libri pontifi cum. Add the Auguri, or interpreters of 
natural science; the interpreters of the Sibyll’s Oracles, and astrologists. Th e 
science of civil law was indispensable for orators, as Cicero insisted on. Under 
Justinian, Digests were elaborated: collections of jurisprudence.
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IV
THE CONTRIBUTION OF RHETORICS 

TO CHRISTIAN HERMENEUTICS

a special contribution
by Christoph Schäublin

Surprisingly, the Christians of the early centuries rested largely content with 
the pagan system of education which they found already in existence, and 
never really attempted to challenge it or replace it with one of their own that 
was in some measure “confessionally” based. How little they could imagine 
that the current methods of instruction in the imperial period required any 
fundamental renovation is shown by their angry reaction to the Emperor 
Julian’s attempt, in his notorious edict concerning grammarians and rheto-
ricians, to exclude them more or less openly from it—we need only recall 
Gregory of Nazianzus’s Oratio  (–, –). Th e pagan curriculum 
which was apparently so irreplaceable, however, reached its culmination 
in the rhetorical schooling of the young man. He was to acquire under the 
rhetor (the teacher of rhetoric) a wide and solid knowledge of the great 
(prose) literature of the past—poetic composition was handled, on a lower 
level, by the grammaticus (in modern terminology; the philologist)—and 
especially to gain the faculty of being able himself to write or speak on any 
given subject in an appropriate form, i.e. eff ectively and with elegance.

From the point of view of the earliest theorists (since the end of the fi ft h 
century b.c.e.) rhetoric was of course in the fi rst place something altogether 
functional and answering to a purpose. Th anks to its rules, it was thought, 
the speaker is put in a position to set out his case successfully and defend 

 . Cf. H. I. Marrou, Histoire de l’éducation dans l’antiquité (th ed.; Paris, ) 
ff .; E. Pack, “Sozialgeschichtliche Aspekte des Fehlens einer ‘christlichen’ Schule 
in der römischen Kaiserzeit,” in: Religion und Gesellschaft  in der römischen Kaiser-
zeit. Kolloquium zu Ehren von F. Vittinghoff , ed. W. Eck (Cologne/Vienna, ), 
–.
 . Cf. L’Empereur Julien, Oeuvres complètes I : Lettres et fragments, texte revu et 
traduit par J. Bidez (Paris, ) ff . (No. ); also A. Kurmann, Gregor von Na-
zianz: Oratio  Gegen Julian. Ein Kommentar (Schweizerische Beiträge zur Alter-
tumswissenschaft  ; Basel, ) ff .; Pack, op. cit. ff .
. On the beginnings of rhetoric cf. T. Cole, Th e Origins of Rhetoric in Ancient 
Greece (Johns Hopkins University Press, ); U. Schindel, “Ursprung und Grundle-
gung der Rhetorik in der Antike,” in: Die Macht des Wortes. Aspekte gegenwärtiger 
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it on any occasion that may present itself, that is, to speak “convincingly,” 
be it before a court, before a (political) assembly of the people, or before 
some other gathering, especially of a festal nature. Th e “classical” three-part 
division of rhetoric, fi rst developed by Aristotle (Rhet. .), relates to these 
diverse occasions: there is a “forensic” eloquence (γένοϚ δικανικόν = genus 
iudiciale), a “political” (γένοϚ συμβουλευτικόν = genus deliberativum), and 
an “epideictic” γένοϚ ἐπιδεικτικόν = genus demonstrativum). Two things in 
particular are probably characteristic for the way which rhetoric was then 
to travel in Hellenism and in the early imperial period. On the one hand, it 
developed into a comprehensive system, increasingly refi ned and with many 
ramifi cations; on the other, in rivalry with philosophy, it more and more 
emphatically raised the claim that it ultimately communicated the insights, 
the knowledge, and the ways of thinking that characterized the truly edu-
cated man, well qualifi ed to meet the claims of everyday life. In this it was 
successful: in the confl ict over the education of the young, the Attic orator 
Isocrates with his program of a φιλοσοφία based on rhetorical principles, 
which made people capable of right speech and action, long carried off  the 
victory and overcame his opponent and contemporary Plato; the general 
school was apparently not the appropriate place for the latter’s vision of a 
scientifi cally led eff ort towards absolute truth.  

What one has ultimately to think of under the mature rhetoric, in its best 
formulation, is impressively set before us in Latin in Quintilian’s Institutio 
oratoria ( books, end of st cent. a.d.). Despite similar circumstances, 
there is nothing of equal weight in the Greek East to match this master work 
by the fi rst professor of rhetoric in Rome to be salaried by the state. It is in 

Rhetorikforschung, ed. C. J. Classen and H.-J. Müllenbrock (Ars Rhetorica ; Mar-
burg, ) –. G. Kennedy has set out the history of rhetoric in various books: 
Th e Art of Persuasion in Greece (Princeton, ); Th e Art of Rhetoric in the Roman 
World (Princeton, ); Classical Rhetoric and its Christian and Secular Tradi-
tion from Ancient to Modern Times (London, ); Greek Rhetoric under Christian 
 Emperors (Princeton, ).
. For this H. von Arnim, Leben und Werke des Dio von Prusa (Berlin, ) ff . 
(“Sophistik, Rhetorik, Philosophie in ihrem Kampf um die Jugend-bildung”) is 
still fundamental. Cf. also B. Vickers, In Defence of Rhetoric (Oxford, ) ff . 
(“Plato’s Attack on Rhetoric”) and ff . (“Territorial Disputes: Philosophy versus 
Rhetoric”).
. On the role of Isocrates cf. T. Gelzer, “Klassizismus, Attizismus und Asianismus,” 
in Le classicisme à Rome aux ers siècles avant et après J.-C. (Entretiens sur l’antiquité 
classique ; Geneva, ) ff ., esp. ff .
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the fi rst place an invaluable witness for the rhetorical—and in general liter-
ary—classicism which took its orientation from Cicero. But there is more 
to be added: Quintilian does communicate in a frankly perfect manner the 
technical system which formed the “art of persuasion,” but he goes far be-
yond this in that he understands rhetoric as a power which determines the 
intellectual development of a man almost from the cradle to the grave. Th e 
Institutio reached the pinnacle of its infl uence in the early modern period 
(Luther’s avowal may stand for many others); nevertheless it was already 
read and used by experts in late antiquity—and not least in the Christian 
camp. For the Christians it was altogether important, from several aspects, 
to be rhetorically trained. In quite general terms, an education in harmony 
with the spirit of the times—and therefore rhetorical—expedited the over-
coming of their low social status, which was in the long term necessary; 
further, it placed in their hands the means by which they could in the widest 
sense become “capable of communication,” and so were able both to defend 
their doctrine and to present it powerfully to outsiders (apologies) and also 
within the church to elucidate and establish it (homilies); and fi nally what 
they learned from (the grammarian and) the rhetor also opened up for them 
a sure methodical approach to their Holy Scriptures.

In fact, the insights and rules of rhetoric could be put to service in 
two directions: for one thing—and this was beyond question the “original” 
sense—they led anyone who wished or had to express himself somehow in 
speech, in whatever circumstances, to reach his public in the best possible 

. H. Lausberg (Handbuch der literarischen Rhetorik;  vols. [Munich, nd ed., 
]) has reconstructed the “system” and at the same time projected it on to a 
timeless level. Th is indispensable work is of especial interest from a hermeneutical 
point of view because it is written from the outset for the benefi t of the literary in-
terpreter and not from the standpoint of the teacher of rhetoric. R. Volkmann, Die 
Rhetorik der Griechen und Römer in systematischer Übersicht (Leipzig, nd ed. ; 
repr. Hildesheim, ), is still important because of its combination of a systematic 
arrangement and a historical method of treatment.
. D. Martin Luthers Werke, Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Briefwechsel, vol.  (Weimar, 
; repr. Graz, ) No.  (pp. f.): Quintilianus vero unus sit, qui optimos 
reddat adulescentes, immo viros. . . . Ego prorsus Quintilianum fere omnibus authori-
bus praefero. Qui simul & instituit, simul quoque eloquentiam ministrat, id est verbo 
& re docet quam fi delissime.
. Cf. only J. Cousin, Recherches sur Quintilien: Manuscrits et éditions (Paris, ) 
f., where reference is made to further literature. For Jerome in particular cf. 
H. Hagendahl, Latin Fathers and the Classics (Studia Graeca et Latina Gothobur-
gensia ; Göteborg, ) passim.
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manner. On the other side it is naturally the case that the more profoundly a 
public is for its part familiar with the means and methods employed, the more 
clearly it will see what a speaker is aiming at, and the more thoughtfully (and 
critically) it will be able to appreciate his “art”. Th at means: the principles of 
rhetoric do not only serve the one who speaks, and do not only promote a 
judicious production in terms of language; rather, at least in a second phase, 
they are also in principle at the disposal of the one who listens, and assist 
him to a more conscious reception, or at any rate to an appropriation which 
also brings into consideration the mode of composition and the specifi c 
means by which the “communication” operates.

Admittedly, a speaker who for the moment is seeking to win a crowd of 
people for his point of view, or before a court to prove the innocence of his 
client, will frankly build upon the fact that the majority of his hearers will 
follow him blindly, and hope that they will not notice all that he inserts in 
order to infl uence them; he attains his goal when his “art” is quite directly 
eff ective, i.e. without being perceived as such. On the other hand, “rhetorical 
analyses” presuppose a certain distance, they require a longer and repeated 
preoccupation with the work in question, and for this its commital to writ-
ing is fundamentally necessary. When for example the above-mentioned 
Isocrates—according to his own account—from time to time revised, im-
proved, even “interpreted” his speeches together with his pupils, this work 
can only have been done on the basis of a text lying before them, as emerges 
quite clearly from the two scenes in the fi nal part of the Panathenaikos. In 
these the discussion relates above all to the content and purpose of what 
had been heard (or read). Th is may in a sense be atypical, for as a rule the 
fi rst and most eager attention of the critical hearer or reader was doubtless 
given to the style, its methods and possibilities. On the other hand, the con-
scious concern with language is a mark of literary expression generally, so 
that with time rhetorical treatments of style were quite logically extended to 
any kind of prose and even to poetry. Th is development can be readily seen, 
for example, from the fact that the most important ancient treatises which 
concerned themselves with questions of style (“Demetrios,” Περὶ ἑρμηνείαϚ 
[late hellenistic?] and “Longinos,” Περὶ ὕψουϚ [st cent. a.d.?]) in the fi rst 
place show in fact an expressly descriptive and interpretative element, and 
further draw their illustrative material from the whole of the literary tradi-

. Cf. C. Schäublin, “Selbstinterpretation im ‘Panathenaikos’ des Isokrates?” 
 Museum helveticum  (): –.
. Cf. A. Dihle, Die griechische und lateinische Literatur der Kaiserzeit (Munich, 
): –.
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tion—not only the rhetorical. So they are in the end to be reckoned as tes-
timonies of literary criticism in the widest sense, and to some extent refl ect 
the “rhetoricizing” which in general marks the literary life of the imperial 
period, both in relation to production and also to reception. Altogether, the 
longer rhetoric prevailed the more decisively it regarded itself as the highest 
court for all questions of literary form.

Philology (in ancient terminology: grammar) as the science which col-
lects and catalogues literary texts, and moreover methodically edits and 
explains them, originated in hellenistic Alexandria. At least at the beginning, 
rhetorical points of view evidently played no role for it. As to the question 
whether in the course of time a certain “rhetoricizing” of grammatical work 
was stimulated in particular by the “Stoic school” in Pergamum, or whether 
it was only the general tendency of literary life, just mentioned, which found 
expression therein, no complete agreement appears to have been reached. It 
is nonetheless a fact that “grammatical” commentaries which were written or 
arranged and edited in the imperial period (the so-called “Scholia” on Homer 
and other poets, Servius’ exposition of the whole of Virgil) contain a large 
number of rhetorical observations and comments. Th ese relate above all to 
stylistic phenomena, and as a matter of course such a manner of treatment 
also obtained in public instruction. To this a reference by Augustine in his 
“Hermeneutics” (De doctrina christiana) bears witness: aft er a brief mention 
of the rhetorical tools indispensable to the interpreter, he feels entitled to call 
a halt, since one might learn that sort of thing from the grammarian.

. In these circumstances even the Greek Old Testament—the Septuagint—could 
fi nd admission into the general rhetorical and literary discussion, precisely in “Lon-
ginos” (.): ταύτῃ καὶ ὁ τῶν ᾽Ιουδαίων θεσμοθέτηϚ, οὐχ ὁ τυχὼν ἀνήρ, ἐπειδὴ τὴν 
τοῦ θειοῦ δύναμιν κατὰ τὴν ἀξίαν ἐχώρησε κατέφηνεν, εὐθὺϚ ἐν τῇ εἰσβολῇ γράψαϚ 
τῶν νόμων “εἶπεν ὁ θεόϚ,” φησί – τί; “γενέσθω φῶϚ, καὶ ἐγένετο. γενέσθω γῆ, καὶ 
ἐγένετο.” On the manifold problems which this passage raises, cf. D. A. Russell, 
“Lon ginos,” On the Sublime (Oxford, ) –.
. Cf. R. Pfeiff er, History of Classical Scholarship from the Beginnings to the End of 
the Hellenistic Age (Oxford, ) ff .
. Cf. B. Neuschäfer, Origenes als Philologe (Schweizerische Beiträge zur Altertums-
wissenschaft  ; Basel, ) f.
. Augustine, De doctr. christ. ..: quos tamen tropos, qui noverunt, agnoscunt 
in litteris sanctis eorumque scientia ad eas intelligendas aliquantum adiuvantur. sed 
hic eos ignaris tradere non decet, ne artem grammaticam docere videamur. extra 
sane ut discantur, admoneo. . . . Strictly speaking, the grammarian as a rule confi nes 
 himself to the treatment of fi gures of diction and tropoi, while the teaching of 
the fi gures of sense remains reserved to the rhetor; on this see U. Schindel, Die 
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At the root of such a development lay the assumption—whether ex-
pressed or not—that the ancient poets and authors in the course of their 
composition had actually applied the rules of rhetoric. Even if it was not 
suggested that they already had a developed “system” at their disposal, one 
could at any rate appeal to the fact that ultimately rhetoric had only codi-
fi ed what operates as it were “naturally” in any linguistic utterance. Homer 
especially, the father of Greek poetry, indeed quite simply the father of Greek 
wisdom and science, seemed already to have drawn in such sovereign fashion 
upon the whole range of rhetoric that people thought they could without 
more ado even see in him its inventor. In consequence the later authors of 
handbooks on fi gures and tropes readily drew their examples from the Iliad 
and the Odyssey (the Latins correspondingly from the poems of Virgil). 
As for the interpreters, what mattered in the fi rst place was that Homer 
could properly understood only by one who knew the rules of rhetoric, 
according to which the poet himself had worked. Th is way of thinking was 

lateinischen Figurenlehren des . bis . Jahrhunderts und Donats Vergilkommentar 
(Abh. Ak. der Wissenschaft en in Göttingen; Göttingen, ), esp. f.
. Th us especially in regard to the diff erent ‘tropes’: Aristotle, Rhet. bff . 
(metaphor); Quintilian, Inst. or. .. (emphasis); .. (metaphor); .. (syn-
ecdoche); .. (allegory); .. (hyperbole); Augustine, De doctr. christ. ..: 
quamvis paene omnes hi tropi, qui liberali dicuntur arte cognosci, etiam in eorum re-
periantur loquellis, qui nullos grammaticos audierunt et eo, quo vulgus utitur, sermone 
contenti sunt. quis enim non dicit “sic fl oreas”? qui tropus metafora vocatur. quis non 
dicit ‘piscinam’, etiam quae non habet pisces nec facta est propter pisces et tamen a 
 piscibus nomen accepit? qui tropus catachresis dicitur. Cf. also Vickers, op. cit., ff .
. Th is way of thinking comes to the fore especially in the pseudo-plutarchian 
treatise De Homero (on the stylistic methods and forms of style, chs. –); on 
this see M. Hillgruber, Die pseudoplutarchische Schrift  De Homero. Teil : Einleitung 
und Kommentar zu den Kapiteln – (Beiträge zur Altertumskunde ; Stuttgart/
Leipzig, ).
. Cf. the treatises Περὶ σχημάτων and Περὶ τρόπων contained in L. Spengel’s 
Rhetores Graeci, vol.  (Leipzig, ).
. Schindel, op. cit. (above n. ), could even show that the authors of the “Latin 
handbooks on fi gures” in fi nding their examples essentially plundered the com-
mentary of Donatus on Virgil (today lost). Schindel’s comment (p. ) is worth 
consideration: “Donatus’ diagnoses of the fi gures serve primarily for precise un-
derstanding of the text, they are not misused as interpretative artifi ces, such as may 
easily be found among Christian exegetes.” Cf. also Schindel, “Ein unedierter latein-
ischer Figurentraktat—karolingische Neuschöpfung oder antike Th eorie?” Philolo-
gus  (): –.
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additionally furthered by the fact that, from the early imperial period, the 
poets for their part very consciously pressed rhetoric in all its aspects more 
and more into service.

For the Christians’ dealings with the Bible several important points 
result from these general considerations: . Anyone who wishes to read a 
text in a “scientifi cally” responsible fashion must make himself familiar with 
the “rules” which the author himself followed. On this presupposition it is 
immediately understandable that Tyconius, the fi rst author of a Christian 
“Hermeneutics” in Latin, did not really develop principles of interpretation, 
but—conversely—asked about the “rules” which had guided the Holy Spirit, 
as “author,” in the composition of the Bible. . In school the Christians 
learned to know rhetoric as a theoretical “system of rules”; further, it was 
there said to them that authors whose works were to enjoy a higher claim 
(thus including poets!) had always conducted themselves according to these 
“rules.” Because of this these “rules” formed an appropriate set of tools, with 
the aid of which it would be possible to unlock any given text. . If this was 
correct—and nobody seriously disputed it—it was inconceivable that for the 
Bible and its authors any other presuppositions could ever have been valid. 
For the “rules” of rhetoric aff ected in the fi rst place not the substance of what 
was said but the strategies of argumentation and especially the ways and 
means of communication in speech: i.e., they describe conditions to which 
ultimately every “author”—consciously or unconsciously—is subject, and 
possibilities, the use of which is denied to no one. . Th is manner of treat-
ment was indeed to begin with, on various grounds, not entirely without its 

. Cf. P. Bright, Th e Book of Rules of Tyconius: Its Purpose and Inner Logic (Chris-
tianity and Judaism in Antiquity ; Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame 
Press, ); C. Kannengiesser and P. Bright, A Confl ict of Christian Hermeneutics in 
Roman Africa: Tyconius and Augustine (Center for Hermeneutical Studies: Protocol 
of the Fift y-Eighth Colloquy; Berkeley, ).
. Cf. Augustine, De doctr. christ. ..: sciant autem litterati modis omnibus lo-
cutionis, quos grammatici graeco nomine tropos vocant, auctores nostros usos fuisse, et 
multiplicius atque copiosius, quam possunt existimare vel credere, qui nesciunt eos et 
in aliis ista didicerunt. ..: possem quidem, si vacaret, omnes virtutes et ornamenta 
eloquentiae, de quibus infl antur isti, qui linguam suam nostrorum auctorum linguae 
non magnitudine sed tumore praeponunt, ostendere in istorum litteris sacris, quos no-
bis erudiendis et ab hoc saeculo pravo in beatum saeculum transferendis providentia 
divina providit. Th eodore of Mopsuestia fi nds impressive turns of phrase in the 
Psalms, and comments as follows on his fi ndings (In Ps. .a, p.  Devreesse): εἰ 
γὰρ καὶ μὴ ἔχρῃζεν τούτων ὁ θέοϚ, ἀλλὰ τῷ προλέγοντι προφήτῃ ἀναγκαῖον ἦν ἐκ 
πάντων κοσμεῖν τὸν λόγον.
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problems (was the Bible not really due to the Holy Spirit?); yet the Christians 
basically held fi rmly to it, even when they proclaimed (or conceded) that 
the biblical books ought not to be (or could not be) measured by the formal 
requirements which had been set in the realm of pagan literature. A rhetori-
cal approach was all the less called in question where it was believed that 
even in a formal respect the Bible had nothing to be ashamed of: Augustine’s 
analyses of biblical texts in the fourth book of De doctrina christiana testify to 
this; and in the handbooks—at the latest from the early Middle Ages—ex-
amples from the Bible are brought in to supplement those from the poems 
of Homer and Virgil.

As a matter of course, not all areas of rhetoric were of equal importance 
for the Christians. Th us the theorists distinguished in the widest sense be-
tween the res, i.e. the subject that was to be spoken about, and the verba, i.e. 
its communication in speech. So far as the res was concerned, the Christians 
believed that they knew in essentials how the divine message ran: they did 
not need to carry out all over again the “research” which the Holy Spirit had 
undertaken in his time. One probably cannot express more concisely and 
compactly than Augustine what it all amounted to: an interpreter is always 
on the right track when—whatever the text—he comes upon the double love 
commandment (love to God and to one’s neighbor, Matt :–) as the 
summa of the whole, even if in the process he may fail to grasp the exact 
intention of the biblical author in question.

. Augustine, De doctr. christ. ..–.
. Th e Venerable Bede even works exclusively with biblical illustrations in his 
Liber de schematibus et tropis; cf. Rhetores Latini Minores, ed. C. Halm (Leipzig, 
) –.
. Cf. Cicero, De oratore .: nam cum omnis ex re atque verbis constet oratio, 
neque verba sedem habere possunt, si rem subtraxeris, neque res lumen, si verba 
semoveris. Quintilian, Inst. or. ..: omnis vero sermo, quo quidem voluntas aliqua 
enuntiatur, habeat necesse est rem et verba.
. Augustine, De doctr. christ. ..: omnium igitur, quae dicta sunt, ex quo de 
rebus tractamus [Book ], haec summa est, ut intellegatur legis et omnium divinarum 
scripturarum plenitudo et fi nis esse dilectio rei, qua fruendum est [God], et rei, quae 
nobiscum ea re frui potest [one’s neighbor]. .. quisquis igitur scripturas divinas 
vel quamlibet earum partem intellexisse sibi videtur ita, ut eo intellectu non aedifi cet 
istam geminam caritatem dei et proximi, nondum intellexit. quisquis vero talem inde 
sententiam duxerit, ut huic aedifi candae caritati sit utilis, nec tamen hoc dixerit, quod 
ille quem legit eo loco sensisse probabitur, non perniciose fallitur nec omnino mentitur. 
For all that: he who fails to grasp the sententia of the author must still be called to 
order (.. corrigendus est).
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What was at issue was accordingly above all else the peculiar linguistic 
envelope in which the divine salvation had come down to the Christians, for 
all too oft en they had to admit that the surface wording of the Bible, espe-
cially in the Old Testament, by no means seemed to contain the one eternal 
truth which they thought they must expect in almost every sentence. It 
was thus for them in the fi rst place a question of assuring themselves of the 
methods which the biblical authors had employed in order to say what their 
commission commanded them to say in all circumstances. If one knew these 
methods, then it was possible to let the process of the origin of the “texts” 
run as it were backwards, until the statement which God had intended for 
men, unquestionably determined from the beginning and—for whatever 
reason—so strangely “disguised” by the authors, became once again openly 
manifest. For all that: although the diffi  culties of the Holy Scripture, rhetori-
cally considered, are chiefl y caused through the verba, not through the res, 
Augustine sets precisely this distinction at the base of his hermeneutic, which 
he develops in the fi rst three books of De doctrina christiana, admittedly with 
an unequal weighting when it comes to their treatment: Book  is devoted to 
the res to be found in the Bible (condensed, as already said, into the twofold 
love commandment); Books  and , on the other hand, are concerned with 
the representation in language, i.e. with the verba. In that Augustine accords 
to everything linguistic so to speak a “sign character” (in Books  and , he 
says, he will be dealing with the signa), he takes up a point of view which 

. Cf. Origen, De princ. ..: αἰτίαι δὲ πᾶσι τοῖϚ προειρημένοιϚ ψευδοδοξιῶν 
καὶ ἀσεβειῶν ἢ ἰδιωτικῶν λόγων οὐκ ἄλλη τιϚ εἶναι δοκεῖ ἢ ἡ γραφὴ κατὰ τὰ 
πνευματικὰ μὴ νενοημένη, ἀλλ᾽ ὡϚ πρὸϚ τὸ ψιλὸν γράμμα ἐξειλημμένη. Whence 
does the exegete know what “truth” he has to fi nd, or when a particular interpreta-
tion is “false”? Certainly in the last resort from the Bible itself, yet its “right” un-
derstanding appears in any case to be given from the outset, so that in the end the 
“hermeneutical circle” is to some extent elevated into a principle. What is decisive 
is the disposition of the reader, who must continually keep in view the fact that 
Holy Scripture derives from divine inspiration (De princ. .), and that anything 
incompatible with this origin cannot be intended from the outset: that the essential 
statements rather lie hidden behind the wording (the ψιλὸν γράμμα) and that in 
the fi nding—the rediscovery—of the intended meaning one has to be guided τοῦ 
κανόνοϚ τῆϚ ᾽Ιησοῦ Χριστοῦ κατὰ διαδοχὴν τῶν ἀποστόλων οὐρανίου ἐκκλησίαϚ 
(De princ. ..).
. Augustine, De doct. christ. ..: omnis doctrina vel rerum est vel signorum, sed 
res per signa discuntur. ..: propterea de rebus continentibus fi dem, quantum pro 
tempore satis esse arbitratus sum, dicere volui, quia in aliis voluminibus sive per alios 
sive per nos multa iam dicta sunt. modus itaque sit iste libri huius (Book ). cetera de 
signis, quantum dominus dederit, disseremus (Books  and ).
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rhetorical theory had already thrown up at least in outline. And the art of 
the interpreter, according to his conviction, proves sound especially in view 
of the question whether a “sign” is to be understood in its direct “proper” 
sense or whether it is to be given a “transferred” meaning, i.e. whether the 
manner of speech is “tropical” or “fi gurative” (correspondingly he concerns 
himself in Book  with the ignota signa as propria and as translata, in Book 
 with the ambigua signa as propria and as translata). 

Th e origin of a “speech” extends over several stages, and accordingly 
rhetoric was divided into various “parts” or “areas” (inventio, dispositio, elocutio, 
memoria, pronuntiatio, actio). Hermeneutically important are naturally only 
inventio, to a smaller extent dispositio, and then in particular elocutio. Inventio 
admittedly occupies a certain unique position, in that the Christians—as 
already said—soon believed that they knew what res the Holy Spirit had 
“discovered” for them, so that they were really relieved of the labor of trac-
ing the way back and themselves once again seeking and “fi nding” what had 
long been “found.” Th eir proper task—almost the goal of their hermeneutics 
as a whole—was rather to read the individual books, clause by clause, in 
such a way that the result was an agreement between the oft en somewhat 
recalcitrant wording (the verba) and the truth necessary to salvation that was 
undoubtedly contained therein (the res). For this it might on occasion prove 
to be useful if one paid careful attention to the “order” which prevailed in a 
text: if one reconstructed the dispositio which the author of set purpose had 
laid beneath his statements. Th is was especially helpful when the informa-
tion given followed a temporal or logical sequence which did not seem to 
correspond to expectations. Th us the commentators on biblical books again 
and again remark that the text to be expounded shows a faultless order and 
sequence (τάξιϚ, ἀκολουθία), or should occasion arise that some disturbance 
or some problem is only apparently present: all joins harmoniously together 

. Quintilian, Inst. or. ..: omnis autem oratio constat aut ex iis quae signifi cantur 
aut ex iis quae signifi cant, id est rebus et verbis.
. Augustine, De doct. christ. ..: duabus autem causis non intellegitur, quae 
scripta sunt: si aut ignotis aut ambiguis signis obteguntur. sunt autem signa vel propria 
vel translata. On De doctrina christiana cf. Chr. Schäublin, “De doctrina christiana: A 
Classic of Western Culture?” in De doctrina christiana: A Classic of Western Culture 
(ed. Arnold and P. Birght; Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, ), 
–.
. Cf., for example, Quintilian, Inst. or. ..: omnis autem orandi ratio, ut plurimi 
maximique auctores tradiderunt, quinque partibus constat: inventione, dispositione, 
elocutione, memoria, pronuntiatione sive actione (utroque enim modo dicitur).
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as soon as one simply recognises the disposition, which the author chose 
for good reasons.

Elocutio fi nally has to do with the linguistic and stylistic shaping of a text 
in the narrow and the wider sense. It was for many (educated) Christians at 
fi rst an off ence, because from a formal point of view the biblical books—of 
the Old Testament as of the New, in Greek as in Latin—apparently could not 
at all stand comparison with the master works of pagan literature, and there-
fore continually drew upon themselves the mockery of their opponents. 
On the other hand the stylistic-critical tools which had been developed by 
rhetoric positively off ered themselves for service; in school, as already stated, 
people had been fruitfully exercised in making use of them in the analysis of 
literary texts, so that renunciation of these tools was ultimately never brought 
into consideration—whether the biblical texts were to rank as standing high 
stylistically or not. And indeed such a procedure was defensible without 
much ado; for even without having each gone to serve apprenticeship with 
a rhetor the biblical authors had manifestly allowed many of the “fi gures” 
(of word arrangement and of thought) and the “tropes” (metaphorical ex-
pressions of various kinds) to fl ow into their manner of expression and 
made use of them—and it was exactly the proper classifi cation of these that 
formed a major part of the teaching of elocutio. Such fi ndings could scarcely 
be assailed, however one interpreted them. On a lower level it was then a 
question of recognizing as possibilities of biblical “style” certain mechanisms, 
which were almost given with the language itself, making use of this insight 
for interpretative purposes—and perhaps even calling the phenomena thus 
demonstrated by their correct names.

So far as the “fi gures of diction” are concerned, it might come about that 
a sentence had a thoroughly objectionable eff ect, and even seemed contrary 
to sense, when one observed strictly the apparently normal syntactical re-
lationships. A remedy was provided in such cases by the explanation that 
the biblical author—for metrical or other reasons—had cleverly altered 
the expected sequence of the words, i.e., he had introduced an “inversion” 
(a “hyperbaton”) or a double or even manifold coordination of a single 

. Cf. Neuschäfer, op. cit. (above, n. ) f.; Chr. Schäublin, Untersuchungen zu 
Methode und Herkunft  der Antiochenischen Exegese (Th eophaneia ; Cologne/
Bonn, ), ff .
. Cf. for example H. Fuchs, “Bildung,” RAC () :ff .; G. Q. A. Meershoek, 
Le latin biblique d’après Saint Jérôme (Latinitas Christianorum Primaeva ; Utrecht, 
).
. Cf. Neuschäfer, op. cit., –; Schäublin, op. cit., –.
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part of a sentence (a “zeugma”). On the other hand a given context not 
infrequently suggested the occurrence of a “trope,” for instance that a part 
might actually describe a whole (a single tribe standing for the whole people 
of Israel); in view of this, why should one not reckon with a “synecdoche” 
(specifi cally: with a pars pro toto), and why should one not make use of the 
knowledge thus gaine d in the explanation of other passages? Generally it 
could be pleaded that the “tropus” in question was quite naturally familiar 
to the biblical authors, or that it was to be interpreted as a peculiarity of the 
Hebrew language. In similar fashion, means were also found for elegantly 
setting aside those irksome anthropomorphic features which sometimes 
adhered to the Old Testament portrayal of God. Th e interpreter, for example, 
explained the “eye of God” as “God’s surveillance” (ἐποπτικόν), but also as 
“what comes about thanks to his providence” (τὸ ἐπὶ . . . προνοίᾳ . . . γινόμενον), 
his “hand” as “eff ective power” (ἐνέργεια), his “right hand” as “aid or help” 
(βοήθεια), i.e., he reckoned with “qualitative shift s” (the “instrument” stands 
for the “product” or for the “power” which lies within itself), and from this 
discovery read off , in a manner of speaking, the “rule” that in the Bible 
generally “metonymies” could appear, and also some of another kind. All 
this proved to be beyond reproach and benefi cial and was probably soon 
generally recognized, right across the exegetical fi eld. It should not however 
be concealed that, in consequence of this helpful assumption that the bibli-
cal books were shot through with rhetorical fi gures and tropes, sometimes 
a certain artifi ciality, and indeed arbitrariness, threatened to spread abroad 
in Christian exegesis.

Th e point on which opinions were divided, as is well known, was now 
the really cardinal question, to what extent the Bible had been composed in 
a “tropical” and/or “fi gurative” manner—hence in such a way that the inter-
preter according to circumstances had to put into reverse a certain “trans-
position” in order to lay bare what was actually alone (or at least in essence) 
intended. Basically indeed no one who had attentively read the Psalms for 
example could have any doubt of the abundant presence of “metaphors” and 
“similes,” or in general of “tropes” of various kinds (for this very reason 

. Cf. Neuschäfer, op. cit., ; Schäublin, op. cit., –.
. Cf. Neuschäfer, op. cit., f.; Schäublin, op. cit., f.
. Cf. Neuschäfer, op. cit., ; Schäublin, op. cit., f.
. Cf. Schindel’s remark, quoted above, n. .
. Rhetorical theory explained “metaphor” as an abbreviated comparison (without 
the comparative word “as”): Quintilian, Inst. or. ..f.: in totum autem metaphora 
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alone the Psalms proved to be as it were a “hermeneutical touchstone,” espe-
cially from a “rhetorical” point of view!). Th e only question was: when exactly 
is the interpreter obliged to look aside from the “proper” meaning of a text, 
which confronts him directly in his reading, and assume a translatio for its 
right understanding? Has he at his disposal in this respect criteria which can 
be considered more or less secure? Th at a great problem lay precisely here 
can be seen from Augustine’s detailed treatment of the signa translata, and 
especially of the ambigua translata in Book  of De doctrina christiana.

However, anyone who once began to raise such questions was unexpect-
edly confronted with a whole range of further diffi  culties. Th ese have to do 
in the fi rst place with the quantitative determination of the “transpositions”: 
can a metaphor as it were shine out from its own narrow setting upon its 
surroundings and infl uence them, in such a way that a comprehensive “al-
legory” results (the rhetors defi ned “allegory” as “continued metaphor”)? 
Is it even necessary to read whole books—such as the Song of Songs—as 
allegories through and through? Moreover there was need for clarifi cation as 
to whether under some circumstances a particular passage—now considered 
“vertically”—might or should be read both in its “proper” and in its “trans-
ferred” meaning at the same time, or whether the two ways of handling it 
were mutually exclusive. In the case of a double signifi cance people wanted 
to know how the material “pictorial level” (the level of the foreground “lit-
eral sense”) related to the spiritual “essential level” (the level of the hidden 
divine truth). Indeed, how many levels of understanding does a text in the 
end show? Th us Origen—at least in theory—set on top of the “corporeal” 
not only a “psychic” but also a “pneumatic” sense. Even the Antiochenes, 
who rejected allegorical interpretation altogether and recognized only typo-
logy, were not spared some problems: how must the representation of an 

brevior est similitudo eoque distat, quod illa comparatur rei, quam volumus exprimere, 
haec pro ipsa re dicitur. Cf. Schäublin, op. cit. ff .
. Cf., e.g., Augustine, De doct. christ. ..: sed verborum translatorum ambiguita-
tes, de quibus deinceps loquendum est, non mediocrem curam industriamque deside-
rant. nam in principio cavendum est, ne fi guratam locutionem ad litteram accipias. 
..: huic autem observationi, qua cavemus fi guratam locutionem, id est transla-
tam, quasi propriam sequi, adiungenda etiam illa est, ne propriam quasi fi guratam 
velimus accipere ..: maxime itaque investigandum est, utrum propria sit an fi gu-
rata locutio, quam intellegere conamur.
. Cf. Quintilian, Inst. or. ..: ἀλληγορίαν facit continua μεταφορά.
. For Origen (De princ. ..) εἰσί τινεϚ γραφαὶ τὸ σωματικὸν οὐδαμῶϚ ἔχουσαι.
. Origen, De princ. ...
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Old Testament type be eff ected, in order that the specifi c wording may also 
be applied to its New Testament fulfi llment? For this Diodore of Tarsus and 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia—characteristically—fi nd a rhetorical solution. Th ey 
say that the formulations in question were always so chosen that in relation 
to the Old Testament event they sounded “hyperbolic” (thus surpassing the 
reality), whereas in relation to what happened in the New Testament they 
corresponded perfectly with the reality.

Certainly, such points of view go far beyond the frame set out by rheto-
ric; in particular the allegorical understanding of the Bible, which was for 
centuries so infl uential, or even the doctrine of the manifold senses of 
Scripture, could not be traced back solely, and perhaps not even in essence, 
to rhetorical roots. Much that was important and pioneering had long been 
prepared through pagan (philosophical) interpretation and introduced into 
the exegesis of the Old Testament at the latest by Philo of Alexandria. Yet 
it must be beyond dispute that a rhetorically oriented thinking was particu-
larly responsive to such methods of treatment; for amid all the profundity 
at which it aimed it was still always in the fi rst place a matter of perceiving 
how a text had been prepared, which was basically a rhetorical concern, and 
then making a methodical use of this insight. To put it in another way: when 
the Christians encountered the term “allegory” in Paul—which served as an 
impulse to and confi rmation of their own dealings with Holy Scripture—they 
could not in the fi rst place understand it otherwise than as the rhetor (or 
perhaps already the grammarian) had taught them in the school.

Undoubtedly the “rules” of rhetoric, if one employs them “backwards,” 
also serve as “rules” for exegesis. However, the orators themselves were oft en 
faced with the necessity of interpreting a “text”—a law or a testament—and 
for this case also a whole system of “rules” had been prepared. Th ese are 
brought together in the manuals under the heading of the so-called status 
legales (νομικαὶ στάσειϚ) and allow us to recognize a considerable amount 
of interpretative skill, and what is more, of methodical refl ection. Th ey posi-
tively invited transference to other kinds of text, and hence it must have been 

. Cf. Schäublin, op. cit., –.
. On pagan allegorizing cf. W. Bernard, Spätantike Dichtungstheorien. Untersuch-
ungen zu Proklos, Herakleitos und Plutarch (Stuttgart, ). Bernard distinguishes 
between a “stoic-substitutive” and a “Platonic-diaeretic” allegory, and seems to be 
inclined to attach at least the allegorizing of Origen to the “diaeretic” ( n. ).
. Gal. .: ἅτινά ἐστιν ἀλληγορούμενα. Actually Paul’s interpretation of the “two 
sons of Abraham” here proves to be typology.
. Cf. Lausberg, op. cit. (above, n. ), – (§§ –).
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ultimately from the rhetorical schoolroom that there came the fundamental 
insight—highly important for all the future—that a diffi  cult passage must be 
explained from its immediate context and/or from the totality of the work 
in question—in concrete terms: the Bible solely from the Bible itself (just 
as Homer from Homer). From the rhetors one might further learn, for 
example, that according to circumstances a legal order might be specifi cally 
formulated, but intended generally, or generally formulated but to be applied 
specifi cally. Signifi cantly Tyconius with reference to his fourth “rule,” the title 
of which echoes such refl ections (de specie et genere), expressly distances him-
self from rhetoric and states that he does not wish to say anything thereon 
“according to the rhetoric of human wisdom” (secundum artem rhetoricam 
humanae sapientiae).

Like their contemporaries, the early Christians were deeply imbued with 
the “spirit of rhetoric.” It may not exactly have winged them to their most 
original ideas. Yet this at least they owed to it—and it was no small thing: a 
developed literary sensitivity and a considerable assurance in dealing with 
“texts” of every kind: both were in their time to be obtained almost solely 
from rhetoric, and both stood them in good stead in their eff orts not to ap-
proach the biblical writings in an uncontrolled and arbitrary fashion, but 
as it were to do justice to them in a methodical manner. Th at the chosen 
methods for their part carried the germs of arbitrariness within them—that 
is another story.

. Cf. Chr. Schäublin, “Homerum ex Homero,” Museum Helveticum  () 
–; Neuschäfer, op. cit., ff .
. Cf. Chr. Schäublin, “Zur paganen Prägung der christlichen Exegese,” in Christ-
liche Exegese zwischen Nicaea und Chalcedon (ed. J. van Ort and U. Wickert; Kam-
pen, ), ff ., esp. –.

* * *
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I
THE LITERAL MEANING OF SCRIPTURE

“Meaning” (ἡ σημασία—sensus) was not elaborated conceptually in ancient 
rhetorics as it is in modern semantics but was discussed strictly in its textual 
application. In describing fi ve diff erent functions of sensus, Quintilian, Inst., 
is already testifying to very old school traditions:
) it keeps hidden the secret signifi cance disclosed by words, quae verbis 

aperte ocultos sensus habent (..);
) it allows allegories to say one thing but to “mean” another: ἀλληγορία—

aliud verbis, aliud sensu ostendit (..);
) it occasionally explains “ambiguity” verba duos sensus significantia 

(..);
) it introduces logical divisions: sensus omnis habet suum fi nem, poscitque 

naturale intervallum, quo a sequentis initio dividatur, “each sense has its 
own limit; it calls for a normal interval by which it separates from the 
beginning from the next one” (..);

) last, but not least, it knits propositions of a given text into an organic 
structure which unifi es them into a “body”: qui (sensus) non modo ut sint 
ordine collacati, elaborandum est, sed ut inter se iuncti atqui ita cohaentes, 
ne commissura pelluceat corpus sit, non membra (..).
Already in the third century Victorinus of Poetovio (d. ca. ) empha-

sized the structuring eff ect of the sensus as essential for explaining Revelation: 
interpretatio sequentium dictorum in eo constabit, ut non ordo lectionis sed 
rationis intellegatur, “interpreting the sequence of words means understand-
ing the order of their logic more than the order of the words read” (In Apoc 
,; M. Dulaey, SC , ).

Origen himself had introduced his synthesis On First Principles with 
the aim of producing a true corpus, “body” of Christian teaching, that is, a 
coherent and condensed exposition of Christian truth: et unum ut diximus 
corpus effi  ciat exemplis et affi  rmationibus, (PA, Preface ). Th us, when Origen 
urges his readers to follow the injunction of Jn : “Study the Scriptures 
diligently,” ἐρευνᾶτε τὰϚ γραφάϚ, at the core of his plea for the “spiritual 
sense” (PA IV .), his primary concern is to teach where such a sense is 
required. It is signifi cant that the very fi rst case he cites is when “the logical 
sequence of the sentence is unthinkable on the literal level”—ἀδύνατοϚ μὲν 
ὁ ὡϚ πρὸϚ τὸ ῥητὸν εἰμόϚ. Th e Stoic notion of being “bound together,” that is, 
linked sequentially, already employed by Irenaeus and Clement of Alexandria 
for interpretive purposes, allows Origen to emphasize the normal function 
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of the literal sense, that is, that the text as it is written present an obvious 
coherency at fi rst sight.

i. The Sacred Text in Focus

. Th e Biblical “Letter”

As God’s message to humankind, the Bible made sense by its very words. 
Hence for its ancient readers the literal meaning, integral to the very let-
ter of its stories and utterances, demanded a full and careful treatment. At 
fi rst sight, the task seemed an easy one, for God had spoken in order to be 
understood, and his human instruments, the authors of biblical texts had 
faithfully put the divine message into written form. Hence narratives of 
Genesis, the genealogies of patriarchs, the utterances of prophets, psalms 
and wisdom sayings, all were communicated in a clear way. In most cases, 
the literal meaning of biblical statements, or the ῥητόν—littera, as ancient 
interpreters called it, was obvious. One of these, a contemporary of Ambrose 
of Milan, observed in passing: “Th is can be understood from the words as 
read, for the story is not concealed by literary artifi ce” Ex verbis hoc ipsius 
lectionis potest colligi, quia non est litterarum arte velata historia (Ambrosiaster, 
Quaestiones , ).

For the ancient interpreters, the transparency of the sacred text was as 
much part of the divine nature of Scripture, as was its more obscure rev-
elation. With that in mind they paid very special attention to the biblical 
littera. In their intense scrutinizing of the literal texture of sacred Scripture 
they did not need secular models, not even the well known commentaries 
on ancient poets like Homer. For the Christian interpreter, a fi rst principle 
of the literal meaning of the Bible, underscored again and again in patristic 
exegesis is that the biblical “letter” as understood by patristic interpreters had 
its own status, originating from a divine source in a supernatural way; there-
fore it admitted no neutral reading devoid of the appropriate kind of religious 
faith. For the exegetes of the early church the correct interpretation of the 
littera was in itself a spiritual exercise, because for them the materiality of 
the written text itself was fi lled with divine mysteries.

Barr, J., “Literality,” Faith and Philosophy  (): –.
Bartina, S., “Literal, Sentido,” EncBib (): :–.
Blumenkranz, B., “Fidélité du scribe. Les citations bibliques,” RMAL  () 

–.
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(): –, –, – (with strong emphasis of the literal sense).
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. Th e Foreign “Letter”

In the Bible the written message from God was born of an ancient tradition 
and for that very reason the literal content of the Bible needed explanation 
for later generations. Th ough patristic commentators were not motivated 
by our modern awareness of history and culture, their rhetorical training 
kept their attention turned to the grammatical and stylistic features of the 
littera they so carefully scrutinized. Th e oldest Latin theory of biblical in-
terpretation by the African exegete, Tyconius in the Book of Rules illustrates 
that attitude very well. For ancient critics the biblical text was mediatory of 
God’s message through the intricacies of a specifi c language that called for 
the skills of a translator. Communicated in the Greek of the lxx, biblical 
passages refl ected a whole world of thought and discourse that was alien to 
the late Hellenistic culture of the patristic interpreters themselves. In most 
cases biblical names of people or of locations were simply transliterated from 
the original Hebrew, while the grammatical constructions in the lxx very 
oft en reduplicated the Hebraic syntax. Th e biblical syntax had its own way 
of repeating given statements for reinforcement. For the patristic readers 
sometimes the Bible used verbal forms in a way which seemed to confuse 
past and future tenses. From one proposition to another logical links seemed 
to be missing; juxtaposed sentences begged for more explicit correlation. In 
his Homilies on Exodus (On Ex :), Origen of Alexandria notes that Paul 
was afraid that the Books of the Law would seem “foreign” to Christians and 
that these readers would not know “the principles of interpretation”: “for this 
reason he himself gives us some examples of interpretation that we might 
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observe similar things in other passages” (cited by R. L. Wilken, “In Dominico 
Eloquio Learning the Lord’s Style of Language”: Communio  () ); 
Wilken adds such “other passages” noted by Origen himself, Hom. in Ex. , 
, and by Gregory of Nyssa Hom. on the Song of Songs. In short, for patristic 
exegesis the littera called for a constant attention because the divine message 
was delivered through cultural diff erences which made it look like an alien 
discourse, a foreign product in need of being inculturated.

. Th e Missing or Obscure “Letter”

In some rare cases the divinely inspired littera could deceive even well trained 
readers. Th ey declared the “letter” unable to make any sense, and called 
the lack of an acceptable interpretation a “missing” littera. For Origen such 
cases, rare as they may be, are a direct invitation to search for an allegorical 
comment: How would you literally apply Ex :, “eye for eye, tooth for 
tooth, when a new born (without teeth!) is murdered? or how could you take 
Jesus by his word: “Don’t greet anybody on your way” (Lk :)? Would it 
be possible to avoid a gross anthropomorphism in holding to the “letter” of 
Gn :: “God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze”? (De 
Lubac, , “Le sens littéral” –). Many generations aft er Origen, John 
Chrysostom would express the common understanding about such cases: 
“We interpret some passages by the letter, others with a meaning diff erent 
from the literal, others again as literal and fi gurative” (In Ps , ).

Th ough commonly presenting an obvious sense, oft en the littera was 
perceived as “obscure,” or as hiding something under the apparent surface 
of its content. Sometimes the obscurity was due to grammatical forms or 
rhetorical twists which a more experienced interpreter would clarify at once. 
As Augustine observed it was oft en the lack of the appropriate knowledge of 
a given language which made it impossible to understand what was written 
in that language. Another cause of obscurity noted by patristic commentators 
was due to the fact that some words could be used with diff erent meanings. 
Only the vigilance of the reader avoided misunderstandings in such cases: 
“As far as words make sense in various ways, questions are raised . . . Take 
note therefore that one and the same phrase may not always keep the same 
meaning” Per id quod multimodam rationem habent verba, faciunt quaes-
tiones . . . vides ergo quia unus atque idem sermo non eadem semper signifi cat 
(Ambrosiaster, Quaestio , ). “For rather frequently Scripture expressed in 
short some things which it wants to keep implicit for a given reason” Nam ali-
quanta compendio loquitur scriptura, quae subintelligi vult ex proposita ratione 
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(ibid., , ). Elsewhere the same author repeats the same observation: “For 
Scripture deliberately keeps many things implicit, to avoid that the meaning 
gained from the words does not oppose sound piety” (, ).

Th e most challenging form of “obscurity” results from the supernatural 
status of the biblical littera. Th e preamble of Tyconius’s Liber Regularum says 
it all: “For there are certain mystic rules which obtain in the inner recesses 
of the entire Law and keep the rich treasures of the truth hidden from some 
people” (trans. W. S. Babcock, ).

Bullinger, E. U., Figures of Speech Used in the Bible: Explained and Illustrated (): 
Grand Rapids reprint  ( pages!).

Cotter, A. C. “Th e Obscurity of Scripture”: CBQ  (): –.

. Th e Reinvented “Letter”

Th ough the biblical text was “obvious” to the patristic interpreters from a faith 
perspective, because of the cultural peculiarities of the Scriptures, the biblical 
statements engaged these interpreters into rewriting Scripture in paraphrases 
of their own invention, with words and grammatical constructions familiar 
in Common Greek, the koinè of their time. In doing so, interpreters not only 
explained words or names but oft en they thereby commented on the story 
behind the story narrated in the biblical passages. Here and there they made 
suggestions about the psychological and the circumstantial motivation of 
biblical personages, or again they noted reminders on similar characters and 
comparable circumstance elsewhere in the Bible.

In actuality, by their candid and rhetorical way of perceiving the proper 
meaning of the littera, patristic interpreters “re-invented” the letter. In the 
very process of interpreting “literally” they actually re-articulated the literal 
contents with the logic and the tone of their own cultural voice. In the end, 
by rewriting of those narratives in the process of their interpretations, they 
imprinted on biblical narratives what they called the historia of their own 
mental re-enactment. In short, ancient commentators, Jews and Christian 
alike, could only perceive the stories of the patriarchs in Genesis as an 
exemplary historia illustrating values and goals of a virtuous life as they 
propounded it. In other words, for patristic interpreters, the very littera of 
the sacred text carried a potential historia which allowed them to actualize 
the content of Scripture in line with their own interpretive interests. Th omas 
Aquinas summarizes patristic teaching in speaking of the sensus historicus, 
vel litteralis (Summa Th eologica I i.x.c.). As R. Williams () observes 
perceptively: “Christian interpretation is unavoidably engaged in ‘dramatic’ 
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modes of reading: We are invited to identify ourselves in the story being 
contemplated to re appropriate who we are now, and who we shall or can be 
in terms of the story. Its movements, transactions, transformations, become 
ours; we take responsibility for this or that position within the narrative” 
().

. Th e Metaphorical “Letter”

Th e literal sense admits explicit meanings which may include implicit ones. In 
the phrase “the Word was made fl esh” (Jn :), while the explicit statement 
equals: “Th e Son of God became man,” “fl esh” implicitly includes a human 
soul. In addition, the literal sense can carry an implied distinction between 
the proper literal meaning and the metaphorical (or improper) literal mean-
ing. It is proper when the biblical statement says at once all that it means 
(“Lord, hear my prayer,” Ps :), while it is metaphorical (improper) when 
the statement calls on the reader’s imagination in order to supplement what 
is said (“Blessed is the Lord, my rock,” Ps :). “Indeed the defi nition of 
‘metaphor’ is: ‘Application of a name or descriptive term to an object to 
which it is not literally applicable’. But in interpreting Scripture, we use these 
terms in a somewhat diff erent way. We apply the term ‘literal’ to the sense of 
Scripture intended by the sacred writer, whether the words are to be taken 
in the proper or ordinary sense (without metaphor), or metaphorically. Th us 
‘literal’ and ‘metaphorical’ of common parlance are both included under the 
literal sense of scripture” (R. C. Fuller , ).

A strong sense for the metaphorical littera is shown by Diodore of Tarsus, 
who certainly was not inclined to confuse it with allegorical exegesis. In 
his commentary on Psalm , from verse to verse, he clarifi es one metaphor 
aft er another:
b, “ὁδόν—‘way’ is the name he (the psalmist) gives to behavior—τὴν 

πράξιν.”
a, “He uses θέλημα—‘will’, instead of his eagerness, his concern, or his 

diligence.”
a–c, “As the tree (τὸ ξύλον) . . . so may be the person (ὁ ἄνθρωποϚ).”
d, “He shift s from the illustration (ἀπὸ τοῦ παραδείγματοϚ) to the reality 

(ἐπὶ τὸ πρᾶγμα).”
, “‘Chaff ’ means the evanescent”—τὸ ἐξίτηλον καὶ ἀνυπόστατον· χνοῦϚ 

γάρ. . . .
a, ὁδόϚ—‘way’, as in verse b serves for τὰϚ πράξειϚ—‘the behavior.’
b, ὁδόϚ indicates “the way of life,” τὰ ἐπιτηδεύματα. Verse by verse the poe-

tic images are turned into the prosaic, an exegesis that is no longer 
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metaphorical at all, but, as Diodore terms it, “moralizing—ἠθικόϚ (Dio-
dore, In Psalmos, ed. J. M. Olivier, C. C. Gr, ).
In the Antiochene school, Diodore’s practice resulted in opposing the 

theoria of the metaphorical “letter” to Alexandrian allegorism (Bate, , –
; Guillet, ). When a prophet expresses his intuition of things present 
or future, he articulates his ecstatic vision with such strength—ἐνέργεια, that 
his words become “hyperbolic” and “typical” beyond contemporary circum-
stances. He expresses “the forms and causes of higher realities” in prophetic 
utterances without straying from the biblical story (ἱστορία—historia), as 
Julian of Eclanum would defi ne theoria in his translation of Diodore: theoria 
est autem, ut eruditis placuit—not only Th eodore and his colleagues, but also 
their rhetorical masters in Antioch—in brevibus plerumque aut formis aut 
causis earum rerum quae potiores sunt considerata perceptio (PL , B).

Bate, H. N., “Some Technical Terms of Greek Exegesis”: JTh S  (): –.
Blumenberg, H., Paradigmen zu einer Metaphorologie. Bonn, .
Estrada, B., “La metáfora en la parábola”: Aranda, G., al., eds., Biblia, exégesis y cul-

tura. FS J. M. Caseiaro, –. Pamplona, .
Guillet, J., “Les exégèses d’Alexandrie et d’Antioche, Confl it ou malentendu?”: RSR 
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Trudinger, F., “Biblical Metaphors and Symbols: Handle With Care!”: Faith and 

Freedom  (): –.
Watt, J. G. van der, “‘Metaphoric’ in Joh :–: BZ  (): –.

. Literary Genres and the “Letter”

Th e notion of literary genres became popular in modern times, in particular 
during the second half of the twentieth century. In patristic exegesis the 
notion plays a modest role.

Alonso Schökel, L., “Literary Genres, Biblical”: NCE , –. NY, .
Gribomont, J. “I generi litterari nel monachesimo primitivo”: Koinonia  (Naples, 

) –.
Munoz Iglesias, S., Los géneros literarios y la interpretación de la Biblia Madrid, .
Musurillo, H., “Literary Genres, Pagan and Christian”: NCE , –. NY, .

. Th e Intrinsic Value of the “Letter”

Born out of a divine disposition and canonized in the long process of a 
tradition which itself was considered a divine “economy,” the biblical littera 



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  Th e Literal Meaning of Scripture 

was for patristic interpreters pregnant of an equally divine message. In their 
unanimous conviction, God’s message could not be better registered than 
in the very “letter” of the Bible. Even when the most learned among them 
applied the rules and principles of a philological analysis to the sacred text, 
their fi rst instinct was to approach the literality of the biblical text as gift ed in 
itself with supernatural power. “Th e meaning deserves to be explored because 
divine scripture says nothing that would be useless or out of consideration,” 
investigandus est sensus, quia non otiose aliquid aut improvide divino loquitur 
scriptura (Ambrosiaster, Quaestiones , ).

Th ough there might be divergence from one school of thought to another 
in their evaluation of the power attached to the littera of the Bible, no ancient 
commentator would ever deny that power either in their presuppositions 
or in their exegetical conclusions. Th us a constant and universal canon of 
patristic interpretation is the insistence on the intimate connection between 
the littera and any “spiritual” comments generated by it. While modern critics 
would separate the literal meaning of the Bible, and its possible interpreta-
tion, from “spiritual” viewpoints into two completely diff erent registers of 
knowledge, patristic interpreters kept both closely together because of the 
very notion that they had of the littera itself. Even more so, it was the littera 
as such that induced them to what modern readers would dismiss as fantastic 
etymologies or irrelevant allegories. Indeed a misleading littera, based on 
wrong translations, for instance, could only end in false speculations, but 
paradoxically, in such cases, the hermeneutical mistakes of ancient interpret-
ers confi rm their indisputable respect for the literal contents of the sacred 
text. Hence when dealing with patristic authors, the intrinsic value accorded 
to the “letter” demonstrates a consistent interpretation of the Bible in its many 
genres and modes of writings that can never be overestimated.

One only needs to pin-point what the literal statements of Scripture really 
meant in the common understanding of the ancient church for revealing 
modern prejudice. Th e Jewish precedent which served as a model for genera-
tions of Christian exegetes, Philo of Alexandria, and his lengthy Commentary 
on Torah, dating from the fi rst century c.e., seems conclusive. In hundreds of 
occurrences, Philo clearly distinguished between the literal and the spiritual 
sense of the verses on which his Commentary focused, but not a single time 
did he depreciate the littera. A closer look would even demonstrate that in 
his system of interpretation, Philo was as much concerned about the correct 
sense of the literal contents as he was about their allegorical explanation. 
Origen took over essential features of Philo’s hermeneutic, in particular his 
unconditional respect for the biblical littera, thereby decisively structuring 
mainstream Christian exegesis for centuries to come.

A historical survey, based on research published during the past fi ft y 
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years, amply confi rms the fundamental value of literal contents of Scripture 
in patristic exegesis. Here follow a few signifi cant data, fi rst concerning Philo, 
then about Christian interpreters.

ii. Philo of Alexandria and the Biblical “Letter”

Th e editors and translators of Les oeuvres de Philon d’Alexandrie, published 
under the patronage of Sources Chrétiennes between  and , never 
tired of stressing the sacred values of Scripture’s literal content for the fi rst 
century c.e. Jewish interpreter. In fact the literal value of Torah was of such 
importance for Philo that it induced him to rethink the very notion of 
 allegory.

Having noted that allegorism starts in Philo’s Commentary On the 
Making of the World only with the creation of Adam and Eve, R. Arnaldez 
() observes that “the biblical form of the narrative does not vanish in 
its allegorical transposition. . . . If it was the achievement of Israelite thought 
to let a historical vision of the world prevail over the metaphysical ones 
proper to Greece, Philo, as early as in De opifi cio mundi, remained true to 
the fundamental intuitions of his people” (). Arnaldez adds: “Th e story of 
Abraham . . . is a succession of temporal events, its interpretation (by Philo) 
remains enclosed in temporalities as one is supposed to contemplate in it 
images of successive states and experiences proper to the human soul.” (). 
Th e whole treatise De opifi cio mundi is best understood as “the foundation 
which casts light on the use of allegory” in the complementary treatise Legum 
allegoriae (). C. Mondésert () quotes E. Bréhier concerning the letter: 
“Th e allegorical method is not for him (Philo) what it was for most of his 
precursors, an artifi cial means of retrieving philosophical ideas in venerated 
classics as in Homer. . . . What he looks for in Genesis, far from being such or 
such a truth is the complete description of the soul’s reactions in regard to 
God. . . . For Philo the allegorical method... is an indispensable tool for analyz-
ing the interior life” (Études de philosophie antique, . Paris, ).

Introducing De cherubim, J. Gorez () noted that “Philo’s method con-
sists in shift ing from grammatical remarks to the quest of what we would call 
today “spirituality.” Th us the preposition dia in Gn : should be understood 
as hypo or para in order to avoid presenting God as only an intermediary” 
(). He emphasized how Philo ends the treatise in celebrating the real 
cosmos united in universal love (–). In De sacrifi ciis Abelis et Caini 
A. Méasson () found Philo attached to the “inspired” words of lxx by 
scrutinizing their choice and their place in each sentence. For instance, the 
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Jewish commentator fi lls – with a discussion on προσέθηκε, “he added” 
(Gn :a), a wrong lxx translation of the Hebrew for which Philo considered 
God as the subject when it should have been Eve. By verbal association, Philo 
adds commentaries on Gn :, :, :, because προστίθεται occurs 
in those passages, the Bible explaining the Bible by such associative mirrors 
of the letter and the preconceived notion of a divine pedagogy at work in 
Scripture inciting the commentator to quote certain passages which help to 
understand others.

Again, concerning De posteritate Caini R. Arnaldez () concluded: 
“In the chain of generations, stretching from the fi rst man to Moses, allegory 
and history remain inseparable, and the more one progresses, the more the 
human types under investigation are embodied by people who really lived, 
so that fi nally, Moses is without a doubt for Philo a historical character more 
than an allegorical fi gure” (–). In De posteritate Philo’s attention focuses 
on etymologies of Hebrew names, an exercise for which he explores the Greek 
littera with the sole help of a Greek manual, since he was unable to read the 
Hebrew, and did not even avoid misreading of the Greek itself. At least his 
very defections illustrate his high esteem for the literal inspiration of lxx. 
“For once, like in a literal commentary, Philo follows closely the word for 
word order of the Bible,” stated A. Mosès (), about De gigantibus—Quod 
Deus sit immutabilis ().

In the symbolic interpretation of Gn :–, where Noah is introduced 
as a farmer, Philo observes that most people do not know the nature of things 
and therefore they inevitably miss giving them their right names, his own 
symbolic interpretation never losing track of the letter in De agricultura 
(J. Pouilloux, ). Pouilloux also described Philo at work in De plantatione 
(): “He (Philo) took his fi rst inspiration from Plato, but then, what a 
change! Under an apparent disarray, in an apparent incoherency (of his 
exposition), in reality, Philo signifi es the incompleteness and imperfection 
of human existence, the journey needed for humankind in order to walk 
towards God” (). A realistic perception of destiny, resting on the literal 
reading of Scripture continues to inspire Philo throughout his allegoristic 
commentary. In De confusione linguarum J. G. Kahn () stated that “the 
story told by Philo parallels the biblical narrative . . . though he completely 
neglects the concrete chronological and spatial frame of the events on which 
he relies” (). In par. , Philo “honestly admits that the literal method is 
true in its own right as he shares the view of ‘those who keep only the ap-
parent meaning, aff ordable for everyone’ (ἐμφανέσι καὶ προχείροϚ μόνον).”

M. Harl () claimed that in Quis rerum divinarum heres sit, on Gn 
, Philo’s commentary is based on the literal content on Scripture: “Th e 
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beginning and end of that dissertation (par. –, –) are explic-
itly linked with the biblical text” (). More explicitly E. Starobinski-Safran, 
introducing De fuga et inventione (), described Philo’s exegesis as resting 
on two principles: ) Th e sacred text possesses a unity of its own which calls 
for a constant combination of verses; ) “Each fragment of the text supports 
a proper interpretation as each phrase, each word is rich of one or more 
meanings. Th e slightest nuance of the text, even its silences, take on a specifi c 
meaning. Th e minute care with which Scripture, or more exactly, the lxx, 
has been written calls for an equally minute concern for its details on the 
side of those who read the sacred text” (). “Th e literal explanation of the 
precept concerning the delay of the return of fugitives creates a diffi  culty (par. 
–), . . . but that same prescription engages into the literal interpreta-
tion of the Special Laws (III, par. –) which are part of the Exposition 
of the Law (). Finally, “In (Philo’s) biblical exegesis . . . allegorism usually 
helps to deepen the understanding of passages whose immediate meaning 
is perfectly acceptable” (). When Philo becomes critical of literalists in De 
somniis (P. Savinel, ), it is not against the ‘letter’ that he turns but against 
the fanatics of the letter, or as he describes them, individuals “of small towns 
with limited horizons” (I, par. ), “professors with doctoral concern who 
prefer the literal sense” (par. ). In analyzing De Decalogo Y. Nikiprowetzky 
() emphasizes “the heuristic function of scripture in Philo’s mind” () 
and concludes: ”Th e Bible remains the driving force of the philosophical 
invention, and also determines in large measure, the detail of the exposi-
tion. For, one could say, that without the Bible Philo’s thought has no more 
than a virtual existence” (). Literalism and allegory are intertwined in De 
Decalogo (–): Philo “admitted an equal value and even an indispensable 
role to the legal practice or halakhah as supporting ‘philosophy’, and the 
‘philosophy’ as the completion of halakhah” (). In De specialibus legibus 
III–IV, A. Mosès () observed: “the total identity of Nomos and Logos, the 
perfect unity of the letter and the spirit” in Philo’s view (). “Philo tries to 
handle the scriptural text in its integrity always essential for him” (); here 
his exegesis reaches even “the extreme and exceptional form of a literalism 
usually more temperate” (). In De virtutibus one fi nds no allegorism at all. 
In De praemiis et poenis. De exsecrationibus A. Beckaert () found that 
“moralism is here rather practical, following quite closely the letter of the 
Bible mainly in regard to punishments” ().

Philo’s own distinction between the literal and the spiritual sense of 
Scripture represents a systematic feature of his Quaestiones in Genesim: “in 
the literal sense ‘paradise’ needs no explanation,” (in the Latin translation 
from the Armenian by Aucher) Paradisus ad litteram nihil opus habet solutio-
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nis expressivae (I, ); “the literal sense is clear” (I, ); “thus the letter presents 
an acceptable statement” (I, ); “the letter is obvious as proven by what we 
see” (I, )—“of course, one may laugh at the letter, considering how gross it 
was to fabricate the garments” (I, ); Again in reference to Gn : , “here is 
what the letter means” (I, ), Philo goes on analyzing the logic of the whole 
proposition. He does the same in Quaestiones II, . In II,  “the letter is 
obvious,” the same in II,  (liquet),  (nota),  (manifesta),  (manifesta), 
 (talis est), , ,  (sic se habet),  (haec sonat),  (evidens),  (nimis 
nota),  (patet). In III,  littera manifesta est; in III, , littera patet. In III, 
 “(Scripture) wants to express the simple truth of facts. Haec littera sonat 
(in Gn :).” Th e “letter” is again obvious in III,  (manifesta); “Th e letter 
needs no explanation because it is extremely clear, littera nihil opus habet 
expositionis, nimis enim clara est (Gn :), in III, . It is “clear” also in III, 
 (liqueat); immediately clear twice in III, ; “clear” again in III,  and 
dispensing from any comments, littera adeo clara est, ut nulla opus habeat 
declaratione sermo; and “manifest” in III, , satis evidens in IV, ; evidens, in 
IV, ; patet expressionis in IV, ; manifesta again in IV, ; liquet in IV, ; 
patet in IV, ; nimis clara in IV., ; manifestius exponit in IV, . In IV,  
littera talis est, followed by Gn : explained for what it meant for those 
involved in it and by calling for a general reason of nature, verbo naturali. In 
IV,  littera manifesta patet; the “letter’ is manifesta ac nota in V, ; facilis 
captu in V, ; manifesta in V,  and .

Occasionally “the letter presents a real diffi  culty and a thought worth 
examining,” Profecto haesitationem dubii, atque consilium consideratione dig-
num habet littera (V, ). Its “meaning is obvious,” evidens est signifi catum 
litterae, in V, ; “easy to catch,” facilis intellectu, in V, ; it “engages into,” 
innuit, making a more explicit statement in V, ; patet in V, ; “what it 
enunciates is clear,” quod littera enunciat manifestum est (V, ). Its sym-
bolism is clear, textus evidentis symboli est, about Gn :, in V, . It is 
again evidens in V, ; “not questionable,” nullam includit quaestionem in 
V, . In VI,  the literal reason of convenience for Gn ;  is broadly 
exposed; in VI,  the literal sense is also amplifi ed; in VI,  the letter is 
only laughable for “unqualifi ed and uneducated people whose inner vision 
is blinded or deteriorated, and who also content themselves with simple 
stories,” imperiti, ineruditi et indocti oculis animae obcaecati, vel caecutientes, 
supra litteras tantum insidunt, “for they listen only to the words as spoken out, 
but are unable to look inside forgetting a glance at spiritual realities,” impi-
gentes adhaerentesque solis nominibus et verbis prolatis, intus vero perspicere 
nequeunt ad intuendo intelligibilia. In VI,  the letter evidenter demonstrat; 
in VI,  manifestum est verbum, nihil obscurum vel occultum continens in 
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se (Gn ; ); in VI,  the literal texture refl ects the coherency of divine 
oracles: Connexionem ordinemque harmoniae demonstrat inter se invicem 
apte conciliatas in divinis oraculis, “it shows that harmonious connection and 
order are well adapted to each other in the divine oracles”; in VI,  “the 
letter makes clear the proper statement of the law,” littera patefacit propriam 
legis sententiam; In VI,  “the letter is as symbolic as it is clear,” littera tam 
symbolica, quam manifesta est; the letter is manifesta as well in VI, , or 
nota is , evidens insignisque, “obvious and signifi cant” in , with its own 
“appropriate explanation” habet littera tam congruam responsionem in ; 
“the letter gives no cause to doubt, being very clear in its symbolism and 
accuracy” Dubium nullum praesefert littera, ut valde manifesta per symbolum 
et congruitatem in . Again the letter is evidens in VI, ; with an “obvi-
ous meaning,” manifestae signifi cationis, in VI, ; patens, “obvious,” in ; 
facilis intellectu, “easy to understand” in .

Philo’s unconditional submission to the written text of Scripture as read 
in the lxx was essential and unshakable as his dedication to the Law. He 
never expresses the slightest remark devaluing the letter of the sacred writ-
ings. Before any commentary of a speculative nature, he always starts by 
recognizing the value of the literal content that is relevant to his interpreta-
tion. When he becomes polemical about the letter, as is De somnis I,, or in 
Quaestiones in Genesim VI, , we noted that his protest addresses certain 
“literalists” not the letter itself; he fi ghts against their narrow mindedness 
in defense of the letter whose proper qualities he extols endlessly. For the 
“letter” as such materialized the inner logic of biblical statements (Qu. Gn 
I, ; II, ; VI, , , ), in some cases it has a symbolic value of its 
own (Qu. Gn V, ; VI, , ), and by its obvious dynamic it induces 
interpreters to understand the Law beyond its literal statements (Qu. Gn 
VI, ). Almost universally, the letter has the merit of being “obvious,” 
“easy to catch”; only once does the commentator of Genesis doubt about the 
transparency of the letter, in Qu. Gn V,  where Gn : seems to make no 
sense. By his consistent appreciation of the biblical littera, if not more than 
by his allegorism, Philo fi xed a permanent standard for interpreters of the 
Bible in the patristic age.

Similar observations result from an analysis of Philo’s Quaestiones in 
Exodum I–II, whose recent (and fi rst) critical edition with translation in a 
modern language constitutes a landmark in Philonian studies (A. Terian, Les 
Oeuvres de Philon d’Alexandrie, vol. C. Paris, ). In its original extension 
the work included six books of which J. R. Royse, “Th e Original Structure 
of Philo’s Quaestiones,” Studia Philonica  (–), –, specially –, 
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convincingly demonstrated that they followed the eight Babylonian divisions 
of Exodus, the fi rst and fi ft h being omitted:

Book I Ex :–:
 II Ex :–:
 III Ex :–:
 IV Ex :b–:
 V Ex :–:
 VI Ex :–: (see A. Terian, , ).
What the Armenian version preserved is reduced to two books com-

menting on:
. Ex :– = Qu. Ex I, – (half of Babylonian division II)
. Ex :–: = Qu. Ex II, – (Babyl. div.  IV complete)
. Ex :–: = Qu. Ex II, – (Babyl. div. V almost complete)
. Ex :–: = Qu. Ex II, – (Babyl div. VI incomplete)

In () (that is in Qu. Ex I),  of the  sections are built around the 
distinction haec ad litteram (or equivalent phrases)... ad mentem vero (–, 
, –, , , –), where the literal commentary sometimes exceeds 
in length the subsequent allegorical one for given verses of Exodus, as in 
section , , , . In other sections (, , , ) the allegorical commentary 
prevails. More remarkable are the sections of Qu. Ex I presenting only a 
literal explanation: section  is a dissertation on seasons and months, about 
“the fi rst month” in Ex :; section  off ers reasons of convenience for the 
literal meaning of Ex :b; so does section  for Ex :b. A long historical 
comment on Ex :c in section  shows the appropriateness of that verse 
in the literal sense. Other reasons of convenience fi ll sections ,  and . 
It is clear that what Philo calls littera (passim), or litterae sensus (I, ), in 
opposition to ad mentem, means much more than the immediate enunciation 
of the verse; it has a content which needs to be explicated, and occasion-
ally it presents an intricate multiplicity of meaning calling for clarifi cation. 
Only in Qu. Ex I,  does he omit the literal meaning: Ex :a forbidding 
the eating of “raw meat” makes no sense at all, as by defi nition (in Philo’s 
mind!) humans never eat raw meat. Th erefore he concludes: id ergo totum 
sub allegoria videtur exponere, “the whole sentence should be explained 
 allegorically,” where sub allegoria keeps its elementary non-technical sense 
“as speaking about something else.” In a more technical sense, the fourteen 
occurrences of ad mentem signal considerations inspired by the Philonian 
notion of the human intellect.

In the  sections of Qu. Ex II more than thirty expand once more on 
the literal meaning alone of the Exodus verses, whereas the other sections 
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discuss verses on both levels of meaning, the literal and the non-literal. In 
the case of the double-level exegesis, a closer look highlights a diff erent 
perception of the literal sense as an approach to the text contrasted with 
the interpretation ad mentem. Th at form of exegesis prevails in Qu. Ex II, 
–, discussing the chapters of Exodus in the Babylonian division IV (Qu. 
Ex II, , , , , , –, , , , , , ), whereas in the rest of Qu. 
Ex II only sections , ,  continue that series. In sections  and , 
the double mention littera . . . ad mentem seems to be a sort of distraction, 
coupled with symbolica or symbolum, more accurately. Indeed a striking 
diff erence in Philo’s perceptions of the literal meaning is again apparent 
depending on how he announces his non-literal comments. Where he uses 
ad mentem he regularly engages into what “allegory” technically means for 
him, namely, an insight in the noetic structure of the human being whose 
transcendence calls for the spiritual journey of the intellect. In all other cases, 
where he goes beyond the littera by linking it with the contemplation of the 
cosmos or with evaluations of an ethical order, he speaks about “symbols” 
and “symbolic” relevance. In addition, in contrast to ad mentem the littera 
is descriptive and convenient. Its explanation amplifi es what is said in the 
verses, or shows reasons of convenience justifying them. In the case of a 
“symbolic” relevance, the littera itself becomes fi gurative, which is increas-
ingly the case as Philo advances in his Quaestiones.

(In addition to Studia Philonica, check a readable and seemingly exhaustive 
bibliography on Philo in L’Année Philologique.)
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iii. Christian Interpreters of the “Letter”

In Christian tradition the status of the biblical “letter” changes dramatic-
ally. Instead of remaining venerated as “obvious” and only explained as a 
key for catching the coherence of given sentences, as Philo ruled, the literal 
content of Scripture becomes problematic and a source of polemics in the 
nascent church. Th e risky exodus of the Greek version of the lxx from the 
rabbinic Diaspora into newly formed Christian communities, if it did not 
immediately impose translations of Scripture into foreign languages, created 
a deeply changed environment for its faithful reception. Th e nt exemplifi ed 
the paradigmatic shift  with striking eloquence. Explicit citations and innu-
merable allusions called in the nt on lxx verses in very unusual ways, the 
authors of the nt taking it for granted that such verses could serve for their 
preaching of the gospel. Th e “letter” of the lxx was put to the service of a 
spiritual renewal which radicalized many traditional views of the Pharisaic 
interpreters and added its own hermeneutics. When Paul claimed “the letter 
kills” ( Cor :), he referred to an age-old conviction inside the interpretive 
school of Pharisaism, according to which the written Torah needed an oral 
or spiritual complement; but he also made the unheard of claim that only 
the “Spirit gives life,” and not the Law as such.

Near the end of the fi rst century and in early second century Rabbi 
Aqiba taught that each written sign of Torah is in need of an explanation, 
because it is mysterious and divine. Rabbi Ishmael responded that one should 
not attach too much importance to details, because “Torah speaks in hu-
man terms.” Th e confl ict of interpretations in early rabbinic Judaism was 
between a hermeneutic limited to peshat, the obvious and immediate sense, 
and midrash, the spiritual commentary. From a scholastic exercise familiar 
to rabbinic scholarship the interpretation of the biblical “letter” became the 
vital necessity for Christian believers transformed by the spiritual power 
of the gospel-event, neither peshat nor targum, but kerygma, the “proclama-
tion” of faith.

Th e popular teaching in “parables,” presented by the gospel writers as a 
characteristic of Jesus’ public ministry, illustrated a symbolic form of dis-
course in which the salvifi c announcement of the future Kingdom was fi lled 
with biblical resonance. Jesus’ birth and childhood, his miracles and mystic 
experiences, such as his “transfi guration” at the top of a mountain, but also 
his death and resurrection, were related in narratives saturated with elements 
from the lxx which had been rethought and carefully accommodated to 
their new context. Th e highly sophisticated symphony of doctrinal themes 
and liturgical projections in the Letter to the Hebrews was another example 
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of a creative rewriting by which the old biblical “letter” regained a new life in 
the earliest Christian communities. Th e preaching behind the so-called First 
Letter of Peter rested essentially on a retrieving of well known situations 
and events in biblical Israel, now actualized in the church community: “But 
you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a dedicated nation, and a people 
claimed by God for his own” (:). Th e overwhelming evidence of the Spirit 
whose gift s gave life to the emerging Christian movement was now more 
signifi cant for these believers of a new kind than was the sacred “letter” for 
a devoted and learned Jew like Philo. Any story of the ancient Scriptures 
could take on a new meaning, as for example the story of Sarah and Hagar’s 
childbearing in Genesis  and , and be interpreted as what Paul called 
“an allegory”: “Th is is an allegory. Th e two women stand for two covenants” 
(Gal :). Commenting on Sarah’s miraculous pregnancy with its historic 
consequences, Paul stated: “Th ose words”—namely Gn :—“were written 
not for Abraham’s sake alone, but for our sake too” (Rom :). Th e ancient 
story remained unchanged, but its literal content was now covered with 
layers of new meanings. Th us the Christian reception of the lxx made its 
very “letter” problematic, because of the life-giving “Spirit” which opened a 
new career for biblical citations in church awareness but excluded thereby 
any other interpretations of the Bible.

. Th e Polemical Level

Henceforth in a Christian focus, the biblical littera stood on a polemical 
ground. Th e fi gure of Jesus as worked out by the gospel writers eloquently 
demonstrated the polemical value of the biblical littera in the unavoidable 
disputes between Christian teachers and Rabbis. A literary genre that was 
pointedly anti-Judaic soon developed, consisting in “proofs” of Christian 
beliefs which were wordings from the lxx cited without any comments, 
but collected selectively, and assembled without any regard for their 
original contexts. Th e “proofs” were supposed to demonstrate the failure 
of the Jews and the success of the church in catching the full meaning of 
the passages quoted. Among the oldest forms of Christian literature, these 
so-called Testimonia, endured as a proper literary genre for centuries, fi rst 
illustrated by Pseudo-Barnabas’s Letter and by Justin of Rome in the second 
century, then by Cyprian of Carthage in the third, and still perpetuated 
in the Constantinian era by church leaders like Eusebius of Caesarea and 
Athanasius of Alexandria.

On the side of Christian authors, the growing antagonism between Jews 
and Christians in Late Antiquity resulted an aggressive response as soon as a 
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rabbinic opinion was in direct concern about the biblical littera. Th e enduring 
survival of Jewish communities, let alone their economic prosperity in the 
main cities of the Empire, was in itself a scandal for Christian authorities. 
Actualizing the Bible for the benefi t of their own religious ideology, these 
authorities too easily assimilated their Jewish contemporaries with those Jews 
whom they found in the foreground of the gospel narratives calling for the 
political liquidation of Jesus. Patristic authors rarely missed an opportunity 
to use the literal content of both Testaments for denouncing and refuting the 
Judaism of their own time, seen through the spectrum of biblical Judaism. 
Paradoxically, however they paid tribute to rabbinic scholarship when they 
needed an access to Hebrew language or when their own lxx copies showed 
defi ciencies which could only be remedied by checking the original Hebrew, 
as was the case for Origen of Alexandria and Jerome. Textual criticism called 
for inter-religious dialogue despite the fatal gap between patristic Christianity 
and rabbinic Judaism.

Another polemical level on which the very letter of Scripture became 
a burning issue for Christian churches was imposed by the confrontation 
between Gnostic trends and mainstream Christianity during the second 
and the third centuries. Th e scholarly exegesis of biblical texts started with 
Gnostic teachers like Heracleon of Alexandria (fl . nd half of nd c.). Th e 
systematic discussion of a standard collection, a “canon” of nt writings was 
fi rst conducted by Marcion (fl . –). Th ough the result of Marcion’s 
eff orts to delimit a set of such writings was almost immediately opposed 
and vehemently rejected by mainstream churches, the Marcionite enterprise 
had a long-lasting infl uence, not the least in urging the creation of a con-
sensus in the late second century church communities about a scriptural 
canon acceptable for all of them. More commonly the use of Scripture in 
Christian-Gnostic circles highlighted biblical elements usually ignored in 
other parts of Christianity. It also produced an original introduction of the 
biblical littera into a literary subculture where Christian thought met with 
strange forms of religious syncretism.

A last level of polemic concentration on the literal contents of Scripture 
was imposed by heresy. Doctrinal disputes originated within the inner dy-
namic of the church. Th e more philosophical notions entered the Christian 
discourse, the more it became diffi  cult to keep a serene unanimity among 
teachers and leaders of the church communities. “Heresy,” as a diff erent way 
of thinking, proliferated in like measure to the consolidation of a fi xed body 
of doctrines, together with the claims of an established teaching authority 
inside main churches. Using original presuppositions based on their own 
philosophical culture, and appropriate hermeneutical devices, “heretics” 
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played an essential role in the building of Christian dogmatics. Th eir clashes 
with established church authorities entailed broad controversies which in 
turn produced an impressive amount of pamphlets and treatises.

At the core of patristic “heresies” the biblical text, quoted and commented 
on, was of strategic importance. Many of the literal contents of Scripture, 
reproduced and discussed at length in patristic writings throughout Late 
Antiquity, were imposed on Christian authors in the heat of some anti-hereti-
cal reaction. Together with the more peaceful practice of liturgical readings, 
which also conditioned choices of biblical texts during that period, polemical 
dossiers of anti-heretical literature transmit most parts of ot-nt eff ectively 
quoted by the Fathers. Like the fi ght against real or imagined Jewish interpre-
tations, the refutation of heretical opinions implied that a Christian identity 
necessarily rests on a given understanding of the very “letter” of Scripture. To 
clarify the understanding called for a proper scrutinizing of the “letter,” like 
the Gnostics, the great “heretics” in their turn occasioned a lively scholarship 
on given parts of the biblical texts, and in these cases the attention given to 
the “letter” of Scripture remained of a polemical nature.

. Th e Philological Level

A true “love for the letter” (“philo-logy”) of the Bible animated early Christian 
interpreters independently from any polemics.

Attention to the “letter”
Th e qualitative distinctiveness of the patristic attention to the sacred text 
represents in itself a serious challenge for modern critics. Th e latter would 
far too quickly be inclined to link interpretation with the subjective disposi-
tion of the interpreter, whereas patristic exegesis derived essentially from 
the objective sacredness of the text to be interpreted. Scripture was not a 
“classic” for ancient Jewish or Christian commentators, analogous to what 
Homer represented for pagan scholars in contemporary Alexandria. It was 
the living voice of divine revelation in its timeless, or better, ever-present 
and actual expression. For patristic interpreters the written materiality of 
that expression was a gift  from heaven. It implied for them paying tribute to 
all elements of the text, not only to those preferred by human logic. Modern 
exegetes would dismiss such prejudice, their perception of the biblical letter 
itself being not involved in the latter’s sacredness. But to retrieve the inner 
dynamic of patristic exegesis with any sense of fairness, it is essential to 
understand on what preconceived notion of the letter that exegesis rested.
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For a comparison between the patristic attention to the “letter” and 
the historical critical method of modern exegetes, the following titles are 
 suggested:

Althaus, P., “Die Autorität der Bibel und die historisch-kritische Wissenschaft ”: 
Universitas  (): –.

Commissio Biblica, Instructio de historica Evangeliorum veritate. Vatican .
Ebeling, G., “Die Bedeutung der historisch- kritischen Methode für die protestant-

ische Th eologie und Kirche”: ZTK  (): –.
Lagrange, M. J., La méthode historique, la critique biblique et l’Église. Paris , rd., 

; new ed.,  (R. de Vaux).
Neil, W., “Th e Criticism and the Th eological Use of the Bible, –”: Th e 

Cambridge History of the Bible, –.
Smitman, A., “Anfragen der Väterexegese an die historisch-kritische Exegese”: Voss, 

G., and others, Versuche mehrdimensionaler Schrift auslegung. Stuttgart-Munich, 
, –.

Turner, H. E. W., Historicity and the Gospels. A Sketch of Historical Method and its 
Application to the Gospels. London .

Weber, O., “Der Ort der historisch-kritischen Methode in der Selbstauslegung der 
heiligen Schrift ”: Kirche in der Zeit  (): –.

Th e Spiritual Dynamic of the nt “Letter”
Early Christian interpreters found in the nt an impressive demonstration of 
what a loving assimilation of the lxx could produce as a new kind of biblical 
rewriting. Not only did they read in it sporadic examples of allegories relat-
ing to the eventual realization of ancient prophecies in Jesus’ life and death, 
but they found in the nt a consistent narrative rich in decisive teachings for 
the whole Christian life on the basis of assimilated ot texts. Th e spiritual 
dynamics of the nt bound patristic authors to the ot text, the main source 
of their faith persuasion. It was that dynamic that called them to a creative 
actualizing of Scripture through the work they performed for the communi-
ties to which they belonged. Th us the very text of both Testaments, the “Old” 
and the “New” being implicated in each other, served as a constant refer-
ence for the patristic discourse, literally contributing to the self-defi nition 
of believers who could only secure their needed quest for a still undefi ned 
identity through such an original texture of the biblical littera.
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Th e Literal sense
First of all, the “literal sense” represented for patristic interpreters the “or-
dinary” meaning, or the “immediate” content of biblical utterances, that is 
what everyone understood at fi rst sight. In Cyril of Alexandria’s exegesis of 
the nt the literal sense applies only to objects of sensorial perception, “τὰ 
αἰσθητά—namely realities that are perceived by the senses especially those 
of sight and hearing,” and “τὰ ἀνθρώπινα—namely, traits and activities char-
acteristic of man both as an individual and as a member of various human 
groups” (Kerrigan , ; see also Kerrigan , –). Such was the 
respect for the “letter” resulting from the presupposed divine inspiration of 
all Scripture, that the smallest biblical notations, including punctuation, were 
signifi cant for patristic readers. Hence the latter’s need to give a coherent 
account of all the details of biblical narratives, a task contemporary rabbis 
were trying to assume for the same reasons.

Far from enjoying historical mind-set of their modern counterparts, 
ancient interpreters ignored the originating contexts (Sitz im Leben) of 
written “forms” (Formgeschichte), nor did they invoke secular history and 
secular literature for explaining the cultural diversity of biblical writings. 
Th ey absolutized the Bible as providing its own necessary and suffi  cient con-
text, a notion which they took over from Alexandrian philology (Schäublin 
). Again such a principle induced them to make sense of the whole 
literal content.

Th e Challenges of the “Letter”
Patristic interpreters constantly found themselves embroiled in a tangle of 
urgent questions. Th e literal or immediate content of biblical passages chal-
lenged them again and again with cultural data needing an explanation. 
Informative as it was supposed to be by divine inspiration, the “letter” of 
Scripture constituted for patristic authors a labyrinth of cultural diff erences 
which they had to face with the tools provided to them by their secular 
education. Names needed to be etymologized, translations verifi ed, places 
located on a map, past events dated, ancient customs explained. Most state-
ments of biblical agents, divine utterance included, needed to be rewritten 
so that their immediate meaning became clear. In short, by defi nition the 
“literal sense” was for patristic interpreters problematic. It was their duty to 
solve the problems bound to the lexical data and the syntax of the biblical 
passage on which they commented, and to show the nature of the links 
between those passages and their immediate contexts, anterior or posterior. 
Th e “literal sense” was problematic because of the unknown data which 
were carried in the text itself. Biblical utterances were problematic because 
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of the persons making them or the moment when they were made, or again 
because of the purpose for which they were made. Th e school training of 
patristic interpreters in rhetorics and other forms of knowledge was hardly 
suffi  cient for preparing them for the task of giving an adequate account of 
the “letter” of Scripture, Augustine strongly emphasizing the extent of that 
concern in On Christian Doctrine.

For patristic exegesis it was in the logic of such a devoted attention to 
the “letter” of Scripture to become erudite and systematic on the level of the 
literal sense itself. In addition to the lists of Etymologies mentioned above 
other tools were soon devised by Christian interpreters eager to learn from 
the experience of pagan scholars who had elaborated sophisticated methods 
for interpreting Homer and other poets. Two striking examples illustrate that 
tendency, Philo again serving as a paradigm for future Christian interpreters. 
Cases of fanciful etymologies and of exercises in symbolic numerology are 
usually catalogued among the eccentricities of ancient allegorism. Indeed 
they belong there, because of their dreamlike logic with all the irrelevant 
projections, alien to commented Scripture passages, which they produced. 
We shall meet them again, when focusing on allegory. However it would be 
a mistake not to consider such a practice as part of the labor imposed on 
ancient interpreters by the very letter of the sacred text. It was their deeply 
held conviction that they were dealing with a divinely inspired content which 
led patristic exegetes to presuppose “mysteries,” secret treasures, deliberate 
“recesses,” in that content itself, in their scrutinizing of the meaning of biblical 
names and numbers. Th e curiosity of interpreters engaged in such inquiries 
shows that the text in its immediacy, independently from the story related in 
it, challenged these exegetes. Th ey ended in considering allegory as a require-
ment of the letter itself. As it was assumed by the early Christian exegetes, 
the task of interpreting that sacred letter was indeed a complex one.
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iv. Hermeneia
Th e Task of Interpreting the “Letter”

in Early Christianity

. Introductory Remarks: A Historic Achievement

Th e cultural appropriation of the ot-nt canon by Christian interpreters dur-
ing half a millennium of patristic creativity represents the most important 
event in the history of Western Christianity during it fi ve centuries. Nothing 
comparable has happened since then in any of the Christian traditions up to 
the end of the twentieth century. Latin Medieval and Byzantine scholarship 
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only perpetuated the doctrinal legacy of biblical hermeneutics elaborated in 
ancient Christianity. One or the other part of that legacy might have been 
favored here and there at given times but its cultural foundation was never 
questioned, nor did the Latin and Byzantine Middle Ages even conceive new 
hermeneutical models in replacement of the patristic system. Th e life and 
death challenge presently imposed on all churches near the end of Modernity 
is indeed to face the fundamental need for a hermeneutical newness which 
would take into account the interpretive tradition of the past two millennia, 
and create its own systematic principles and rules. As an acknowledgment 
of the depth of the present challenge, the patristic experiment as a whole 
deserves an accurate interpretation. Th e growing awareness throughout the 
churches of an epochal movement into a Christian self-understanding of a 
new type calls for a fresh approach to the past, and foremost in this fresh 
approach is the call to a renewed understanding of the scriptural exegesis of 
the past, obsolete as its methodologies may be today. “While qualifi cations 
have been advocated along the lines of history as understood and portrayed 
by the scriptural account rather than objective history, the category of histo-
ricity in general still remains a problem for typological thought; more over, 
the place and function of symbolic language must be integrated,” J. E. Alsup, 
Anchor Bible Commentary  (), “Typology,” . Th ough a Handbook of 
Patristic Exegesis does not seem to be the right place for exploring the sys-
tematic theories which currently announce future developments of Christian 
thought, it is certainly the appropriate occasion for critically evaluating the 
hermeneutical legacy of ancient Christianity contemplated in the light of 
contemporary questions.

. Th e Ancient Art of “Interpreting”

Divine Hermes (in Latin “Mercury”) served as an “interpreter” of the gods 
in ancient Greek mythology. His name led to the formation of words like 
hermeneus, “interpreter” (mainly of oracles), hermeneuein, “to interpret,” or 
hermeneutikè, the “art of interpreting.” Note that the Latin interpres itself 
derives from the same root as the Sanscrit prath, “to spread abroad.” A late 
editor gave the title Peri hermeneias, On Interpretation, to one of Aristotle’s 
tractates (which deals with other matters). Th e oldest use of hermeneutikè, as 
“art of interpreting,” can be found in Plato’s, Epin c –. In Plato’s Banquet, 
e –, hermeneuein also means “to communicate,” in this case to com-
municate a divine revelation. Th is meaning developed into the Neoplatonic 
notion of Plotinus’s psychè hermeneutikè, the “interpretive World Soul” 
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 mediating between the terrestrial and the intelligible orders of reality. In 
First Corinthians the apostle Paul is the fi rst to use the term hermeneia with 
the specifi c meaning of “interpretation,” “explanation”: “Another has the gift  
of ecstatic utterances of diff erent kinds, and another the ability to interpret 
them—ἑρμηνεία γλωσσῶν” (:). Christian authors would take up the 
Pauline usage, for example, Melito of Sardis in On the Pasch, : “Hence the 
model (typos) was precious before the reality and the parable admirable 
before the interpretation (hermeneias)”; or Justin of Rome in Dialogue with 
Trypho, , : “Th e interpretation (ἡ ἑρμηνεία) of the psalm (Ps /:) as 
you ask for”; or again Irenaeus of Lyon, Against the Heresies I, , : “Perverting 
the ‘interpretations’ (τὰϚ ἑρμηνείαϚ) and tampering with the explanations 
(τὰϚ ἐξηγήσειϚ)”; and later on Eusebius of Caesarea, Church History V, , 
: “Many works of orthodox and ecclesiastical authors came to us, each of 
them showing their interpretation of divine Scripture (τῆϚ θείαϚ γραφῆϚ 
ἑρμηνεία)”; or Th eodoret of Cyrus, mentioning a lost “commentary on the 
Gospels” (τῶν θείων εὐαγγελίων τὴν ἑρμεηνείαν) authored by a certain 
Th eodore, a “learned man” (ἐλλόγισμοϚ), whom the party of Eusebius of 
Nicomedia hired in  aft er Athanasius’ return from Trier. Even as late as 
the seventh century, the anonymous author of the Trophies of Damaskus 
allows his Christian interlocutor ask the Jew: “What then? Do you know 
and accept Scripture according to the letter, or according to the spiritual 
interpretation (κατὰ τὸ γράμμα . . . ἢ κατὰ ἀναγωγὴν καὶ ἑρμηνείαν)?” (PO 
, , ).

On biblical commentary, see articles by B. A. Anderson, T. E. Fre theim, 
E. Krentz, Interpretation  (); in A Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation, 
R. J. Coggins and J. L. Houlden eds. London-Philadelphia , with one 
hundred and fi ft y contributors, see: F. Young, “Alexandrian Interpretation,” 
“Literal Meaning,” “Rhetoric,” and “Spiritual Meaning”; A. Louth, “Allego-
rical Interpretation”; A. Jørgen Bjørndalen; R. A. Norris, “Antiochene Inter-
pretation”; J. Barton, “Canon” and “Eisegesis”; J. L. Houlden, “Commentary 
nt”; R. P. Carroll, “Commentary ot”; M. Davis, “Exegesis”; D. F. Middleton, 
“Feminist Interpretation”; J. M. Soskice, “Figures of Speech” and “Metaphor”; 
J. I. H. McDonald “Hermeneutical Circle”; W. G. Jeanrond, “Hermeneutics”; 
R. J. Coggins, “Holy Book”; J. F. A. Sawyer, “History of Interpretation” and 
“Semantics”; R. P. R. Murray, “Jewish Christianity”; G. J. Brooke, “Pesher”; 
B. McNeil, “Sensus Plenior” and “Typology”; S. P. Brock, “Syriac Tradition”; 
B. Lindars, “Testimonia”; J. Neville Birdsall, “Text of the Bible”; J. L. North, 
“Vulgate.”
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. Christian Translators and Interpreters

In the Greek-Speaking Churches
Clement of Alexandria calls Moses, who was a true “theologian and prophet,” 
the “interpreter” (ἑρμηνεύϚ) of divine laws (Strom ., .; CGS , . 
; PG , a; SC , ). He attributes the same function to Paul, “Th e in-
terpreter of the divine voice”—ἑρμηνεὺϚ γίνεται τῆϚ θείαϚ φωνήϚ (CGS, Cl. 
Al. , .; PG , a; SC , ). But ἑρμηνεία and ἑρμηνεύω are also the 
only technical terms used by Clement when telling the story of the seventy 
elders sent from Jerusalem to King Ptolemy and who translated the Hebrew 
Bible into Greek. Finally Clement calls the assistants of Peter his “interpret-
ers,” τοῦ Πέτρου ἑρμηνέα (Strom , ; GCS, Cl. Al. III, ,; PG , a). 
Th e same title was given to Origen by his disciple Gregory Th aumatourgos: 
He was “an interpreter of divine utterances for humankind,” ἑρμηνεὺϚ εἶναι 
τῶν τοῦ θεοῦ λόγων πρὸϚ ἀνθρώπουϚ (Pan. Or .; PG , a; SC , 
). Dionysius of Alexandria gave Christ himself the title of “interpreter” as 
the revealer of the Father (Ath., Dion ; Opitz .; PG , a), as does 
Eusebius of Caesarea, Eccl Th eol . (οἷ δι᾽ ἑρμηνέωϚ GCS Eusebius , , 
). Athanasius of Alexandria uses a phrase of Clement in calling Paul the 
“interpreter of divine and true piety” (PG , a ὁ τῆϚ θείαϚ καὶ ἀληθῶϚ 
εὐσεβείαϚ ἑρμηνεύϚ) in quoting Rm :–. Th e use of ἑρμηνεύω with the 
meaning “to translate” is common to Athanasius (De synodis ), Socrates, 
Hist eccl , ., and others.

In the fi ft h century Th eodoret of Cyrus would still use ἑρμηνεύω with 
both meanings “to interpret” and “to translate.” He starts his Commentary on 
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the Psalms by observing that his true intention was to interpret (ἑρμηνεῦσαι) 
the “prophecies of David” before all other books of the Bible (In Ps, Preface: 
ἑρμηνεῦσαϚ τὴν προφητείαν PG , a, b). With the same meaning 
he claims in the preface of his Commentary on Kings: “Having explained 
(ἑρμηνεύσαμεν), . . . let us go over to Kings, not without admitting that former 
“interpreters” (ἑρμηνεύσανταϚ) had created some obscurity by too literal an 
understanding of the text (τοὺϚ ἑρμηνεύσανταϚ περὶ ποδὰ τὴν ἑρμηνείαν 
ποιήσασθαι PG , a). Finally, Th eodoret admits to having used a glos-
sary of Hebrew names for fi nding the correct “translation” (ἑρμηνεούμενον) 
of neasar (συνεχόμενοϚ—“held together”) (PG , In I Reg, Introduction 
, d); or the etymology of “Nabal” (quaest. , c), where he calls 
the glossary—τῆϚ τῶν ἑβραϊκῶν ὀνομάτων ἑρμηνείαϚ ὁ βίβλοϚ (c), “the 
book of the interpretation (= etymology) of Hebrew names” (c). He uses 
ἑρμηνεύω with the sense of “translating” in Com Ps :; :; and  elsewhere.

In the Latin Churches
Tertullian uses interpretatio in the sense of “explanation,” when accusing 
Marcion: Sic et paenitentiam apud illum prave interpretaris, quasi proinde mo-
bilitate vel improvientia, “in the same way you wrongly interpret repentance 
in him (God) as if it was due to his change of mind or lack of providence.” 
(Adv. Marcionem II, . ; SC , , R. Braun); or in the sense of “exegesis”: 
allegorica interpretatio in Christum et ecclesiam (III, ..).

Augustine alludes to the Greek origin of the word: “In Greek, because of 
Hermes the word or the interpretatio fi tting perfectly with it is called herme-
neia” (City of God , ). Centuries before, the Rhetorica ad Herennium had 
given a more precise defi nition: “An interpretation without the repeating 
the word reintegrates it, but in changing the statement with another word 
having the same meaning” (IV, .). In the fi rst century c.e. Quintilian 
kept to that defi nition when he claimed that an interpretatio is to render a 
Latin word or phrase by another Latin word or phrase (X, .; see also III, 
.). Again Augustine uses interpretatio, in De Genesi ad litteram , , with 
another of its oldest meanings, close to divinatio, namely the interpretation 
of dreams or of natural phenomena supposedly mysterious. In that case he 
calls it a “prophecy,” and he illustrates it with the story of Joseph explaining 
the dream of Pharaoh (Gn :–), and of Daniel explaining other dreams 
in Babylon (Dn :–, :–). Th e same use was familiar to older clas-
sical writers such as Tacitus in the Annals , , .; Pliny, in Letter , , 
and others.

More basically, in his so-called Peri hermeneias, Aristotle had identifi ed 
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hermeneia with language itself when he stated that any word or sentence 
which could be true or false was in fact an interpretation of reality. Around 
 c.e., Boethius produced two commentaries, one simplifi ed in two 
books, another more sophisticated in six books, of Aristotle’s treatise On 
Interpretation (PL , –), each of them starting with an introduction 
in which the very notion of hermeneia, interpretatio in thoroughly analyzed. 
In the second commentary he reached a fi nal conclusion: Concurrentibus 
igitur his tribus, linguae percussione, articulato vocis sonitu, imaginatione 
aliqua proferendi, fi t interpretatio. Interpretatio namque est vox articulata per 
seipsam signifi cans. Hence the concourse of these three factors, a percussion 
of the tongue, an articulated sound of the voice, and some thought to be 
expressed, produces an interpretation, for an interpretation is an articulated 
voice meaningful by itself ” (PL , b).

Bluntly considered, from Aristotle to Boethius, hermeneia—interpretatio 
is a keystone of ancient rhetorical culture, one of those central notions en-
suring the stability of that culture for more than half a millennium before 
and aft er Christ. In particular that notion played a fundamental role in the 
historic encounter between Greek and Latin languages, and became the most 
challenging and fruitful process at the core of ancient culture as experienced 
by the fi rst Christian generations. First of all, understood as translatio, “trans-
lation,” it constituted a decisive issue for Christian faith in the cultural frame 
of the early church. From Hebrew to Greek, and from Greek to Latin, the 
message of the church rested entirely on the intimate metamorphosis of its 
discourse conditioned by the work of translators. If theories of interpreting 
sacred Scripture were developed later on by intellectually gift ed leaders like 
Origen, Augustine and Jerome, it was fi rst of all because of the constant 
struggle of earlier Christian generations which translated Scripture into 
their mother tongues. By itself the task of translating Scripture included a 
multiplicity of procedures out of which Christian interpreters structured 
their “spiritual” understanding of the text.

Translations
In the Latin world, translations of earlier Greek versions of the Bible were 
the rule, just as for the modern reader. A Latin translation of biblical books 
(libri et epistolae Pauli viri iusti) was in the hands of Speratus, one of the 
eight martyrs of Scilli in Africa, beheaded on July ,  (ed., J. A. Robinson, 
TS , ).

Th e earliest Christian authors in Roman Africa and elsewhere felt free to 
secure their own translations of lxx, if they were bi-lingual like Tertullian, 



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  Th e Literal Meaning of Scripture 

not without calling sometimes on other versions. Cyprian in the third, and 
Tyconius in the fourth century seem less eclectic, but there was never an 
authorized Old Latin version. Too many so-called “Old Latin” (Vetus Latina) 
translations of lxx circulated in Africa during the third and fourth cen-
turies, as Augustine complains in De doctrina christiana II, , . In  
Pope Damasus ordered Jerome to revise those versions, an Herculean task 
whose fi nal result became the Vulgata, the offi  cial Latin text of the Bible for 
all centuries to come. Th e Letters of Paul were re-worked by Rufi nus the 
Syrian on behalf of Jerome ca.  and fi rst quoted in their new transla-
tion by Pelagius. Only in the seventh century was the Vetus Latina for the 
ot defi nitely replaced by the Vulgata, and even then the Book of Psalms 
remained unchanged in the Ambrosian, Mozarabic and Roman liturgical 
usage. Th e so-called Psalterium Gallicum is a revision of the Psalms based 
on Origen’s Hexapla.

In its fi nal stage before Jerome’s Vulgata the Old Latin version which 
prevailed was called Itala, or Italica, because of its privileged use in Italy. 
With some variants it circulated among African authors as the “Afra” version. 
Augustine, Cassiodorus, and Gregory the Great used Vetus Latina and Vulgata 
side by side. Th e oldest editions of the Vulgata were mingled with  lessons 
from the Vetus Latina, in Italy and elsewhere, specially in Ireland (Book of 
Armagh). Eventually, the Irish text spilled over the whole Continent.

Jerome’s Experiment
As early as , during a visit to Constantinople, Jerome wrote a preface to 
his translation of Eusebius of Caesarea’s Chronicle, a preface that was actually 
a brilliant essay on the proper task of interpretatio, or more specifi cally, on 
the ordeal of any attempt to translate a Greek text into Latin. Nobody was 
better informed in the matter than the thirty-two year old Christian rhetor, 
now eager to serve as a translator. In his Preface to Chronicle the personal 
commitment of the convert to asceticism from ten years before expresses 
itself with a dramatic sincerity: “In a translation it is diffi  cult to keep the 
quality of what has been well expressed in a foreign language (Jerome could 
have had fellow feeling with the second century b.c.e. author of the preface 
to Sirach: “For it is impossible to fi nd precise equivalents for the original 
Hebrew in another language”). Something may be said by way of a single 
word, but I have no equivalent term; should I try to complete the sentence, 
my periphrase would miss the concise phrasing of the original. On top of 
this, one must take into account circumlocutions with transposed words, 
diff erences in declensions, the diversity of fi gures of speech, in short the type 
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of vernacular. If I translate word by word it sounds absurd; if by necessity I 
change the order or the content, I seem to betray my duty as a translator. . . . 
Th e historical narrative is complex (historia multiplex est), with alien names 
(barbara nomina), with realities unknown to Latin people, numbers that 
cannot be explained, critical marks interposed between these realities and 
the numbers, so that it is almost more diffi  cult to become acquainted with 
the order in which to read, than to engage into reading itself” (PL , –). 
Much later, in a passionate letter written during Jerome’s violent quarrel 
with Rufi nus in – about the Latin version of Origen’s Peri Archon, the 
erudite monk of Bethlehem was exceedingly abrupt and partisan in treating 
problems of translation.

Not only was the choice of appropriate words diffi  cult for a correct 
translation, but even the order of the words created problems in regard 
to their original meaning. Punctuation itself might eff ect that meaning in 
the translated text. In all events, the innate music and the rhythm of Greek 
language was lost in Latin. Worse, the very vocabulary was missing, when 
no equivalent term matched the Greek original, a situation oft en leading to 
extended paraphrases alien to the conciseness of the original passage. Th ese 
diffi  culties were not exclusively met in rendering Greek sources into Latin; 
they were the same for experts who tried to produce Greek translations of 
the Hebrew Bible.

In exposing the whole range of these problems in his Preface on Euse-
bius’s Chronicle, Jerome only has one term in mind and under his pen, inter-
pretatio, our modern “translation.” Today’s scholar can never overestimate the 
essential role of translators in the foundations of theoretical hermeneutics 
during the early centuries of Christianity.

In his many Letters, Jerome multiplied references to interpretare with 
the meaning “to translate.” In Letter ,  to Pope Damasus (a fi ctional letter 
composed aft er Damasus’ death in December : Nautin, TRE , ), he 
explains diverse interpretations of Ps , but fi nds that “Symmachus was 
consonant with the translation of all interpreters,” cum omnium interpreta-
tione consenserat (CSEL , .). In Letter , . to Pammachius, “On 
the Best Way to Translate” de optimo genere interpretandi, a bold statement 
occurs: ego enim non solum fateor, sed libera voce profi teor me in interpreta-
tione Graecorum absque scripturis sanctis, ubi et verborum ordo mysterium 
est, non verbum e verbo, sed sensum exprimere de sensu, “For myself, not only 
do I admit, but with a clear voice I am declaring that in the translation of 
Greek sources, with the exception of sacred Scriptures where even the order 
of words is a mystery, I do not express a word by another word but rather 
meaning for meaning” (Courcelle , –). Th us even a literal translating 
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had for Christians its proper challenges, as they attributed a special value to 
canonical writings. Th ey were used to consider sensus immediately in regard 
to verbum, but for lack of verbum equivalencies they sometimes translated 
only according to the sensus of the verbum which they could not render as 
such. Th e constant shift  between verbum and sensus opened in the translators’ 
view a free space for their own lexical initiatives. In other words, translating 
itself was for them a spiritual exercise, their own creativity replacing when 
necessary the one of the translated authors (in the same Letter , see also 
.). In the extended Letter , dating from , the now world famous 
monk of Bethlehem speaks down to Augustine, the “young man,” a bishop in 
Africa from whom he had received no less than three letters, one in particular 
protesting against his interpretation of Gal :– where Paul accused Peter 
of dissimulation through fear of the Jews. Jerome tenaciously holds to his 
own opinion: Peter did not lie in dissimulation! He adds some more trivial 
remarks about Augustine’s “silly” questions, concerning his translations: 
“What you are asking me in your other letters, why my fi rst translation of 
canonical books has asterisks and commas, and then why another transla-
tion follows without these signs (I say it to keep you in peace!), you do not 
seem to understand your own question as the fi rst translation is the work 
of the Seventy,” Quod autem in aliis quaeris epistolis, cur prior mea in libris 
canonicis interpretatio astericos habeat et virgulas praenotatas et postea aliam 
translationem absque his signis ediderim—pace tua dixerim—, viseris mihi 
non intelligere, quod quaesisti. illa enim interpretatio septuaginta interpretum 
est” (; CSEL , , ).

Obviously, the young African dignitary had no knowledge of the lxx nor 
of Origen’s Hexapla. Jerome gives him a condescending lesson. Interestingly 
enough, here Jerome alternates interpretatio with translatio, and he uses inter-
pretatio as well with the meaning of “commentary,” but in adding explanatio: 
maxime in explanatione psalmorum, quos apud Graecos interpretati sunt multis 
voluminibus primus Origenes, secundus Eusebius Caesariensis, etc. “Mainly 
in the explanation of the psalms which fi rst Origen, secondly Eusebius of 
Caesarea interpreted in many volumes.” Th e listing of translators continues 
until Hilary and Ambrose, Jerome’s contemporary, ending with the not so 
candid request: “Could Your Prudence explain to me why aft er so many and 
so distinguished translators you imagine that you have something original 
to say in explaining the meaning of the psalms?,” respondeat mihi prudentia 
tua, quare post tantos et talis interpretes in explanatione psalmorum diversa 
senseris (; , –). As understood by Jerome, the combined use of 
interpretatio, translatio, explanatio, and sensus, illustrates the complexity of 
rendering the Greek originals into Latin.
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In other cases Jerome’s use of interpretatio acquires a more modern 
con notation as an equivalent for “commentary,” a continuous and explicit 
clarifi cation of translated sources, in the fi rst place of sacred Scripture itself. 
Th us in Letter  to Florentinus, written shortly aft er his voluntary exile in 
the Syrian desert, he begs for “Hilary’s Commentary on the Psalms of David 
and his very extended work On Synods,” interpretationem quoque psalmorum 
Davidicorum et prolixum valde de synodis librum sancti Hilarii, (CSEL , 
, .–). He juxtaposes commentarius and interpretatio as synonyms 
in ending the prologus of his Commentary on the Prophet Malachi: “Of other 
commentaries of this prophet I have no notion of having read them with the 
exception of Apollinaris’s booklet which should not be called an interpreta-
tion but an interpretative outline,” alios commentarios in hunc prophetam 
legisse me nescio: excepto Apollinaris brevi libello, cuius non tam interpretatio 
quam interpretationis puncta dicenda sunt (PL , a). Th e commentarius 
includes the interpretatio and eventually is assimilated to it.

Writing to Fabiola ca.  (Letter ; CSLC , , –) a short 
tractate on ot exegesis, Jerome stresses the non-problematic interpretatio of 
Ps /: , “You are a priest forever, in the succession of Melchizedek,” 
whose “exegesis in regard to the Lord is much easier,” facilior est super domi-
num interpretatio (, ). In the fi ctional Letter ,  to Damasus he makes 
a similar observation about the older son of Luke :, identifi ed by “many” 
as simply personifying “all the saints”: et de sanctis quidem non diffi  cilis inter-
pretatio est in eo, quod dicitur ‘numquam mandatum tuum praeterivi’ (Luke 
:), “an exegesis in regard to the saints is easy given the fact that he says 
‘I never once disobeyed your orders’.” In Letter  to Pammachius (–) 
Jerome uses interpretatio at once as “translation” and as a given style when he 
states: ecclesiastica interpretatio, etiam si habet eloquii venustatem dissimulare 
eam debet et fugere, ut non otiosis philosophorum scholis paucisque discipulis, 
sed universo loquatur hominum generi (, –), “Christian translating, 
should it show sweetness of speech, must dissimulate and hide it, so that it 
does not address philosophical circles and their few pupils, but humankind 
all over the world,” a statement full of apologetic background about the 
paradox of a universal message delivered by uneducated apostles. One may 
well guess that in its ecclesiastical status interpretatio found itself enhanced 
through theological motifs. Th is become clear in Jerome’s adulatory Letter 
 to Damasus, recently installed in Rome despite civil unrest, in which 
Jerome takes on a more dogmatic tone: he would only by express order 
speak of “three hypostases with their interpretations,” tres hypostases cum 
interpretationibus suis (, –), preferring by far the Latin terminology 
of “one substance” and “three persons.”
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Augustine shares with Jerome the common and basic use of interpretatio 
as “translation,” when he laments: “In all sorts of codices the Latin transla-
tions of the Scriptures are so diff erent, that it is hardly bearable.” He dedicates 
a large portion De doctrina christiana, II, to problems of “translation.” He 
also admits that certain words used in biblical interjections, are best not 
translated at all, such as hosanna or racha (DDC II, .; Green, ). In his 
Letter  to Jerome, he discusses the latter’s interpretatio de septuaginta (). 
But Augustine uses interpretatio in the modern sense of “explanation” of 
“exegesis” more frequently. In De Genesi ad literam , , he claims that the 
prophetica signifi catio keeps the space of interpreting open for a confi rmata 
fi gurae interpretatio (CSEL , , .–).

In his preached commentary on Ps :, Augustine calls vehemently 
on the attention of his auditors: Audite, audite nomina haec, interpretatione 
typica et sapientia plena, “Listen, but listen to these names (of Egypt and 
Pharaoh), for they are full of a typical interpretation and of wisdom.” Th e 
typica interpretatio means “typological signifi cance,” hence the fullness of 
wisdom. In other words, interpretatio is uplift ed by Augustine to the level of 
hermeneutical theory. Th e same happens in the City of God, where Augustine 
rejects the interpretationes physicas of mythological divinities (, ) or their 
accommodation to present mores through “natural interpretations,” naturali-
bus interpretationibus (, ). He knows as well the popular “interpretations” 
by etymologies: “Galaad has its own interpretive voice and great mystery, 
as it is translated ‘Heap of testimony’,” Galaad habet interpretationis suae 
vocem et magni sacramenti: interpretatur enim Acervus testimonii (Enarratio 
in Ps : ).

We can hear the continuity of thought in Caesarius of Arles in calling 
on what he considers the original meaning of a word: “In order to interpret 
correctly the term (“holy”), one must check the Greek. In Greek God is 
called aius (hagios), which means ‘non-terrestrial’. If we are more concerned 
by heavenly realities than by the earthly ones, we deserve to be called holy” 
(Sermo , ; CCSL , ; C. Vogel, Césaire d’Arles, , ; A. Blaise, Saint 
Césaire d’Arles, , ).

Banniard, M., “Jérôme et l’elegantia d’après le De optimo genere interpretandi”: Y. M. 
Duval, ed., Jérôme entre l’Occident et l’Orient (Études Augustiniennes). Paris 
, –.

Bardy, G., “Traducteurs et adaptateurs au quatrième siècle”: RSR  (): –.
Benjamin, W., “Die Aufgabe des Übersetzers”: Gesammelte Schrift en .  (): –.
Courcelle, P., Les lettres grecques en Occident. De Macrobe à Cassiodore. Paris .
Cuendot, G., “Cicéron et saint Jérôme traducteurs”: REL  (): –.



 Th ree Patristic Hermeneutics
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Hierony mus”: Gryson, R., ed., Philologia sacra. FS H. J. Frede und W. Th iele, II, 
–. Freiburg, .

Schulz-Flügel, E., “Interpretatio. Zur Wechselwirkung von Übersetzung und 
Auslegung im lateinischen Canticum canticorum: Gryson, R., ed., Philologia 
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. Etymologies

A special case of literal “mystery” was imposed on ancient Christian in-
terpreters by Hebrew names, only meaningful when their semantic roots 
were exposed. Th e Christian authors consulted lists of Etymologies, or they 
constructed their own lists in order to make sense of such names in their 
writings. For meaning there was in such names, as in all elements of the 
sacred texts. Well explained, these names might signal the signifi cance of a 
whole passage in Scripture, or they might even mark the interpretation of 
entire books of the Bible. Th eir etymologies, in most cases built around an 
image or a symbolic action, gave room for allegories beyond the literal level 
to which they belonged and tended to divert the exegetes’ attention towards 
a spiritual interpretation. For the use of that interpretive device Philo of 
Alexandria had opened the way and all commentators of the Bible in the 
Greek and Latin speaking churches would follow his lead.

Th e literal fascination with names of persons or things goes back to 
Homer and Hesiod. A given name signifi ed a specifi c power. Th e power 
attributed to a divine or mythical being explained its name, in such a case 
etymology fusing with etiology, the study of the causes. Th us the name 
“Aphrodites” meant “born from the ἀφρόϚ,” the foam of the waves; “Pandora” 
meant “Giving all sorts of gift s” (doreai). Plato wrote the Cratylos with a 
central theme, the “correctness of names” (ὀρθότηϚ ὀνομάτων) in which 
he refused to understand names as imposed by nature—φύσει (against the 
Sophists who supported an arbitrary origin of names imposed by nature), 
but only as given by convention of language—νόμοϚ, which itself imitates 
reality.

In Stoicism the science called ἐτυμολογία—“etymology” stated the 
true nature (ἔτυμον) of things as a being defi ned according to its physis 
and its thesis. Chrysippus, a disciple of Zeno wrote the fi rst Etymologikon. 
Independently from philosophical trends Alexandrian grammarians studied 
etymologies for deciding about the choice and orthography of words. Th ey 
discussed the etymologies of names of gods, countries, cities, tribes, profes-
sions, religions, animals, plants, stones. Etymology played an essential role 
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in the development of allegorism, because the etymology of divine names 
helped to spiritualize the divine beings themselves. “Zeus” was derived from 
ζῆν—“to live,” as the life-giving god. “Chronos” was calling on chronos, “time.” 
“Apollo” evoked the sun which rises ἀπ᾽ ἄλλων, “here or there.” “Dionysius” 
also referred to the sun which “crosses”—διανύει—the whole sky. Such 
etymologies were transmitted in particular by Cicero, De natura deorum; 
Plutarch, De Iside et Osiride; Varro, De lingua Latina (lost); M. Verrius Flaccus, 
De verborum signifi catu (only excerpts survive). Virgil was particularly fond 
of etymologies. In the Bible, mainly the so-called Yahwist parts of Genesis 
are fi lled with etymologies (Opelt ).

Origen of Alexandria considered it his duty as an interpreter of Scripture 
to clarify the original signifi cance of Hebrew names though he does not seem 
to have composed a proper “Book of Names,” Onomastikon, as Jerome sug-
gested. Collections of etymologies are refl ected in the works of Lactantius 
and Ambrose. Among patristic authors Jerome composed the fi rst known 
Liber interpretationis Hebraicorum nominum, a list arranged according to 
the books of ot-nt and deriving from a lost Greek source. Before  c.e. 
Eucherius of Lyon included a similar list in the Instructiones, vol. , which he 
addressed to Salonius, but he no longer followed an alphabetical order though 
being partly dependent on Jerome. Origines (rather than Etymologiae), the 
etymological encyclopedia of Isidore of Seville, in twenty volumes, marks 
the closure of that trend of patristic scholarship (Opelt , –).

Among Latin authors only a few more examples may illustrate the ety-
mological practice. Tertullian, for instance, knew that deus, or theos, derives 
from theein (Ad Nationes , .), as Basil of Caesarea would repeat two 
centuries later in Letter I,  (PG , a). Tertullian also states: Christianos 
vero, quantum interpretatio est, de unctione deducitur, “In regard to the mean-
ing (of the word), ‘Christian’ derives from ‘ointment’ (in Greek: chrisma)” 
(Apol. , ).

Tertullian, in Adversus Marcionem III, ,  notes: “To the name Emma-
nuel is joined its translation: God with us,” subiuncta est enim et interpretatio 
Emmanuhelis: Nobiscum Deus, in referring to Isaiah :  or ; Matthew 
:. Th at linguistic data is signifi cant as Tertullian continues his sentence, uti 
non solum sonum nominis spectes, sed et sensum. Sonus enim Hebraicus, quod 
est Emmanuhel, suae gentis est; sensus autem eius, quod est ‘Deus nobiscum’, 
ex interpretatione communis est, “So that one registers not only the phonetic 
aspect (sonum) of the name, but also its semantic relevance (sensum). For 
phonetically ‘Emmanuel’ is a Hebrew word, belonging to its people, but 
semantically ‘God with us’ is common language, thanks to the translation.” 
Th e very “translation,” interpretatio, universalizes the meaning of the Hebrew 
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name, and therefore engages the Christian commentator into a christologi-
cal exegesis.

Pseudo-Cyprian, De montibus Sina et Sion, , claims to be capable of 
demonstrating per scripturarum fi dem, “in accordance with Scripture,” that 
the previous people (the biblical Israel) is rejected by God, secundum inter-
pretationem montis Sina dicentis ‘temptatio aeterna et odium’, “according to the 
translation of Mount Sinai meaning ‘eternal temptation and aversion’. Mount 
Sion translates ‘temptation of exacerbation and spying out’. Th at very Latin 
translation points to the sacred wood of the Passion, as Solomon refers to 
the same Passion of the Lord in Wis :–.” Again it is the Latin translation 
which gives the Latin interpreter the christological key for his exegesis.

Lactantius also proceeds by an etymological argument: Hystaspes quo-
que, qui fuit Medorum rex antiquissimus, a quo amnis nomen accepit qui nunc 
Hydaspes dicitur, admirabile somnium sub interpretatione vaticinantis pueri ad 
memoriam posteris tradidit—“Hystaspes also, who was a very ancient king 
of the Medes, from whom the river which is now called Hydaspes received 
its name, handed down to the memory of posterity a wonderful dream 
upon the interpretation of a boy. . . .” (Div. inst. VII, . ; transl. ANF ,  
W. Fletcher).

Hilary notes concerning Psalm : that Abimeleck, interpretatione verbi, 
‘fratris mei imperium’ signifi cat, “Abimeleck, according to the etymology of the 
word, means ‘power of my brother’.” On Ps : he comments by reminding 
his readers that Selmon interpretatio pacis est; and on Ps :, by stating: 
Seon infructuosae arboris interpretatio est. Curiously, he seems to operate an 
inversion of subject and attribute, Selmon becoming the Hebrew “transla-
tion,” interpretatio, of what is commonly called “peace”; Seon, the Hebrew 
interpretatio of what “for us” (nobiscum) means “fruitless tree.” He adds more 
explanations based on etymologies: “Jacob exults and Israel rejoices . . . for, 
because he grasped with his hand the heel of his brother at their birth, he 
is called Jacob; and Genesis explains the meaning of the translation (inter-
pretationis virtutem) in calling him Jacob, because he is the overthrower of 
his brother” (cp. Gn :).

Ambrose, De Ioseph , , asks a rhetorical question: “What translation 
has the name of Joseph, if not to signify divine grace and a manifestation of 
the supreme God?” quid interpretationis habet nomen Ioseph nisi quod divinam 
gratiam signifi cet et expressionem dei summi?—“what kind of a translation has 
the name Joseph, if not to signify divine grace and a mark of the supreme 
deity?,” which leads instantly to identify Joseph as prefi guring Christ. Th e 
latina interpretatio, he continues, by itself (as he had learned from Tertullian) 
declares the universal signifi cance of the “Ismaelites” who bought Joseph: 



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  Th e Literal Meaning of Scripture 

Ismaelitae, qui signifi cantur latina interpretatione, odio habentes Deum suum 
(CSEL ., ; PL , a); they mean “people who hate their God.”

In the Prologue of his prolifi c commentary on Ps , Ambrose intro-
duces a general observation which could be applied to the whole technique 
of etymologies: Ipsa quoque litterarum elementa, ut omnia Hebraea nomina, 
non sunt rationabilis interpretationis vacua atque immunia, quorum signifi ca-
tiones locis suis aperiemus, “Th e very elements of the letters (namely the letters 
of the Hebrew alphabet dividing Ps  into  strophes of eight verses), 
like all Hebrew names, do not lack a consistent translation, whose diff erent 
meanings we shall explain in their proper place.” For the Latin author it is 
properly the Latin “translation” (interpretatio) of etymologies that opens an 
access to the “signifi cance” (signifi cationes) of the Hebrew text.

Fontaine, J., Isidore de Séville et la culture classique dans l’Espagne wisigothique, 
 vols., Paris .

Nelson, H. L. W., Etymologiae van Isidorus van Sevilla. Leiden .
Opelt, I., “Etymologie”: RAC (): :–.

More titles on etymology can be found in Part B under specifi c authors, 
such as Gregory the Great.
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I I
SPIRITUAL EXEGESIS

i. The Nature of the Spiritual Sense

A typically hierarchical mode of thought inclined ancient interpreters of the 
“senses” of Scripture towards metaphors of spatiality more than to meta-
phors of chronology. A scriptural “sense” was always placed in its spatial 
relevance, for instance, the literal sense was said to be “lower” or “closer,” and 
immediately available (ἐπίχειροϚ) to the reader, whereas the spiritual sense 
was thought to be “higher” or “deeper” or “more remote.” Th e literal sense 
was anchored precisely within the limits of biblical narrations or precepts, 
whereas the spiritual sense was always ready to soar into divine transcen-
dency. By its very nature the spiritual truth “overarches” its written expres-
sion, whereas the literal sense is precisely “conformed” to what is written. 
Th e semantic space of the literal sense was conditioned by what was written 
with divine authority, whereas the space of spiritual signifi cance was proper 
to God’s thoughts when authorizing the written, and therefore it transcends 
the letter of the text. Th e same divine author who breathed vitality and logic 
into the literal content of Scripture also produced in Scripture a symbolic 
expression of the uncreated mind.

With such theological representations at work in writing Peri Archon 
IV, , Origen of Alexandria perceived a fundamental analogy between a 
Christian anthropomorphism (which he relentlessly combated in his church 
community) and a form of biblical literalism, common to “unbelieving Jews,” 
sectarian Marcionites and uneducated church members, against all of whom 
he had already protested in earlier chapters of Peri Archon (PA). It was this 
polemical context that imposed on Origen not to reject the letter itself but 
rather to denounce the absolutized value given to the letter by those who 
lacked any openness to the scriptural Spirit. For Origen, anthropomorphism 
was unacceptable because it rested on a representation of God in bodily terms 
(PA I, –) which led to a misunderstanding of the biblical mode of com-
munication, and ultimately to the betrayal of the salvifi c message itself.

Origen’s immediate reaction was to build up a theological anthropology 
capable of a positive response to the challenges of the Spirit-inspired text. In 
that regard Book I and IV of PA present a perfectly symmetrical focus: in 
Book I, Origen elaborates a notion of divinity freed from anthropomorphic 
representations, thanks to a critical reshaping of the human components 
which he calls intellect, psyche and body. In Book IV, the whole purpose of 
Origen’s hermeneutical exposition is to elaborate a well-founded notion of 
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the senses of Scripture on the basis on the same three components of hu-
man nature, the body being compared with the “bare letter,” the psyche seen 
as a limited perception of spiritual values in Scripture, and the intellect, or 
noûs, contemplated as the true recipient of the “noetic” or spiritual message 
of that same Scripture. A faithful reading of Scripture, with full awareness 
of its spiritual sense, makes a spontaneous distinction between the “fl esh” 
or “letter” of Scripture, its “soul” or the elementary lessons of the biblical 
narratives, and its “intellect” the supernatural noûs of Scripture introducing 
the reader into divine mysteries.

With this anthropological scheme in place, Origen sought to clarify what 
was at the core of the spiritual identity of Christian believers and the philo-
sophical implications of that scheme remained at the back of his mind even 
when he was preaching to an uneducated congregation. However, another 
scheme prevailed in his scriptural comments, homiletic or literary, a scheme 
based on Origen’s familiarity with the nt when applying the biblical texts 
to the actual faith experience of Christians Th e dialectic nature of the links 
between both Testaments called for a “spiritual” interpretation, namely for a 
Christ-centered reading of all biblical texts. Th e “spiritual” sense of Scripture, 
thinkable only inside the church, was the core perspective of Origen’s al-
legorism, at once christological and ecclesiological. H. de Lubac emphasized 
the Pauline source of Origen’s christo-ecclesiological focus in the spiritual 
reading of Scripture (De Lubac , –; , II –). He convinc-
ingly demonstrated that the theological center found in Paul’s thought gave 
Origen a properly Christian system of hermeneutics for the interpretation 
of Scripture. His openness to non-Christian culture, either Jewish in the case 
of Philo, or pagan in the case of the many authors and doctrines enumer-
ated by Porphyry as being part of Origen’s scholarship, enabled Origen to 
incorporate the cultural allegorism of his time in Alexandria and elsewhere. 
Nonetheless, he was totally structured and focused in his interpretative ini-
tiatives by the inner resources of his christo-ecclesiological vision. Without 
claiming to fi nd in the whole patristic interpretation of Scripture a constant 
and explicit testimony of such a vision, it seems that the “spiritual exegesis” 
of ancient Christian exegetes was essentially consonant with that christo-
ecclesiological perspective.

Th e nature and inner structuring of spiritual exegesis in patristic culture 
imposes on the modern mind two essential distinctions:

. Any defi nition of cultural and pagan allegorism either as a spiritualizing 
explanation of ancient myths, or as a moralizing comment on  shameful 
stories needs to be clearly distinguished from the hermeneutical  purpose 
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of early Christians interpreting the ot. Th e primary concern of the Chris-
tian interpreters was to identify themselves as the spiritual heirs of the ot 
legacy, of its revelation in divine matters and its sacred teaching on the 
human condition. Th eir inventiveness as interpreters of the ot responded 
to one essential need, which was to better understand their own position 
and responsibility in the world of their spiritual experience. Th erefore they 
claimed that ancient stories had been stored in Scripture for their instruc-
tion or that many signifi cant fi gures of the ot were simply anticipating the 
Messiah in whom they believed, or again that the whole of biblical Israel 
found only now in their community of faith its fi nal raison d’être. Th e ac-
tualizing instinct in which such claims were deeply rooted was absolutely 
central and distinctive in the interpretive approach of Scripture familiar 
to early Christians, because the ot itself led them to it. In the circle of the 
interpreter’s needs and the ot textual off erings, the early Christian readers 
of the ot inevitably actualized the latter for the interpretive community of 
believers to which they belonged.

. Another distinction indispensable for stating the proper nature of “spir-
itual exegesis” in the case of patristic interpreters of Scripture has been 
recently discussed by Christoph Jacob (Jacob , ). Th e hermeneuti-
cal system of ancient Christian interpreters calls on “allegory’ as its most 
effi  cient procedure on two distinct levels: one is properly hermeneutical and 
it defi nes itself in theological terms best illustrated by Pauline statements as 
H. de Lubac had observed; the other is rhetorical, which is hardly surprising, 
patristic hermeneutics being part of a rhetorical culture. On the rhetorical 
level patristic allegory assumes some traditional functions of non-Christian 
allegorism: “Verschlössende Redeweise (Allegorie) und dekodierende Inter-
pretation (Allegorese) sind überhaupt im Characteristicum des kulturellen 
Klimas der Kaiserzeit,” “Th e codifi ed formulation (allegory) and the inter-
pretive deciphering of codes (allegorism) are basic characteristics of the 
cultural climate at the time of the Empire” (Jacob , ). “Th e allegorical 
reception of Homer and Philo’s allegorizing use of Scripture serve as models 
for Christian interpreters in so far as allegorism helps them to construct a 
spiritual cosmos whereby they contemplate the Bible like a crystal constantly 
refl ecting new light” (). Rhetorical allegorism tends to ornament the style, 
and at the same time to keep it secretive and suggestive of new insights. “In 
modern evaluations of patristic interpretations of Scripture one data seems 
to be always missed: it is possible for interpreters to expose the outcome 
of their allegorism itself being once more sealed up (wiederum allegorisch 
verschlüsselt)” (–). In any case a clear distinction between the literary 



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  Spiritual Exegesis 

forms and the theological function of Christian allegorism helps to focus 
more accurately on the latter’s contribution to the spiritual sense.”

Th is kind of theological “actualizing” found in the allegorical vision 
of reality the appropriate means for universalizing the biblical message. 
Th ereby the exegetes opened a space without limits of time and space other 
than the confi nes of God’s redeemed universe. With an explicit affi  rmation 
about the actual truth of any biblical revelation as its scope, and a cultural 
ability to express that truth through the multi-faceted mirror of signifi cant 
analogies, the “spiritual sense” was for early Christian interpreters more 
than just a rhetorical strategy, it was their proper approach to the divine 
mystery contained in the sacred words of Scripture. Th is is why common 
to all of them, beyond their diff erent languages and cultures, or their local 
school traditions. Greek or Syriac or Latin alike, belonging to the so-called 
schools of Alexandria or of Antioch, reaching fame in second century Roman 
Africa or in sixth century Constantinople, was a shared “spiritual sense” of 
Scripture, at once rooted in Scripture itself, and in a millennium-old trend 
of poetic imagination.
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ii. The Problem of “Senses” as Methods of Exegesis

Aft er , a passionate discussion concerning Bultmannian propositions 
and the invention of new hermeneutical theories in Continental philosophy 
indirectly contributed to the study of patristic hermeneutics. At the same 
time the inner transformation of biblical exegesis, particularly at the cost of 
a severe crisis in the historical-critical methods, infused some experts with 
a new interest for patristic methodologies. In addition, a broader knowledge 
of cultural hermeneutics in Late Antiquity favored a more rigorous approach 
in the historical defi nition of patristic methods. Indeed it is foremost as a 
set of methods that spiritual exegesis during the patristic age that defi ned 
the scholarly investigations since the end of World War II. Contemplated 
in themselves, or in their Late Antique setting, or again contrasted with the 
medieval or modern procedures of biblical exegetes, the patristic methods of 
spiritual exegesis were submitted to a comprehensive scrutiny which helped 
to eliminate prejudices and to clarify basic hermeneutical categories such 
as typos and allegoria. Th e “senses of Scripture,” carrying spiritual values on 
the diff erent semantic levels of the scriptural text were again perceived in 
their diversity and complementarity. Finally, towards the end of the century 
some tentative attempts appeared in an eff ort to reconcile certain forms of 
allegorism with the post-modern mind.

* * *
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Allegory and History

a special contribution
by Th omas Böhm

a. Introduction

Th e terms history, literal sense, typology, allegory, theoria, and anagoge are 
the most commonly used with respect to the methods of interpretation by 
the Fathers. Th e origin of the diff erent notions and conceptions connected 
with these terms have already been discussed to such a degree that it would 
go beyond the framework of this study if the author even attempted to 
survey the main contributions. Above all, it must be stressed that these no-
tions cannot be separated from each other in a clear and satisfactory way. 
W. A. Bienert is right in calling for precise research into each of the diff erent 
terms in respect to the variety of the notions and in respect to every single 
author. It is thus impossible to start with a clarifi cation of the notions (in 
the sense of a defi nition).

Moreover, the diff erent aspects to be taken into account have already 
been explored in the context of a whole range of Fathers. Depending on the 
patristic author, the exegesis is oriented more towards the literal or towards 
the allegorical sense. Th e results of this long research need not be repeated, 
as I do not intend to present a study of an individual author in this paper. A 
diff erent approach has been chosen here, one which B. Studer has described 
in an exemplary way for the fourth century by the motto “from historia 
to theoria.” Th e task, therefore, is to explicate the necessary relationship 
between history and allegory in a systematic way. In other words, in which 

. In the sense of Allegorie and Allegorese.
. Cf., e.g., W. A. Bienert, ‘Allegoria’ und ‘Anagoge’ bei Didymos dem Blinden von Alex-
andria (Berlin, ), –.
. Cf. Bienert, ‘Allegoria’ und ‘Anagoge,’ .
. Cf., e.g., M. Simonetti, Lettera e/o Allegoria: Un contributo alla storia dell’esegesi 
patristica (Rome, )—with references to the Fathers.
. Th e enumeration and the context of these themes can easily be found in the rel-
evant essays: cf., e.g., J. C. Joosen and J. H. Waszink, “Allegorese,” RAC :–; 
W. E. Gerber, “Exegese III (NT u. Alte Kirche),” RAC :–; H.-J. Horn, “Alle-
gorese außerchristlicher Texte I,” TRE :–, here –.
. Cf. B. Studer, “Der geschichtliche Hintergrund des ersten Buches Contra Euno-
mium Gregors von Nyssa,” in B. Studer, Dominus Salvator. Studien zur Christologie 
und Exegese der Kirchenväter (Rome, ), –, here .
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respect was it necessary for allegory to rely on history in order to explicate 
a deeper (superior) meaning of Scripture? Such a step is necessary only if a 
number of presuppositions of a philosophical nature are admitted—e.g., the 
presupposition of a Platonic or Neoplatonic description of reality as image; 
such a view of reality implies also an ascent of the soul as being made like 
God so that one can interpret the Scripture as leading (anagogé) to a supe-
rior realm—in parallel to the hierarchical reality of being. Th is systematic 
orientation underlying the relationship between history and allegory will 
be clarifi ed by way of examples in the exegesis of Th eodore of Mopsuestia 
and Gregory of Nyssa.

b. Two notions: History and Allegory

i. Th e Systematic Place of the Two Notions
Th e development which can be detected in respect to the diff erent concep-
tions regarding the sense of Scripture are summed up by a motto of the th 
century introduced by Augustine of Denmark: Littera gesta docet, quid credas 
allegoria, moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia. Th e fi rst thing that can be 
stated in this context is that the so-called literal interpretation of Scripture 
stresses the history of God with men; in contrast to this sense, allegory as a 
form of symbolic language, is the basis of every meaning of Scripture dif-
ferent from the literal one. In this regard the authors of the Early Church 
diff erentiated some non-literal senses of Scripture, but they showed no con-
sistent interest in a clear-cut defi nition of the non-historical senses.

However, one has to bear in mind that despite all the diff erences of both 
historical and allegorical interpretation there is some common ground; this 
is evident if one compares Th eodore of Mopsuestia and Diodore of Tarsus 
on one hand and Origen on the other hand as “typical” representatives of 

. Cf. C. Dohmen, “Vom vielfachen Schrift sinn—Möglichkeiten und Grenzen 
neuerer Zugänge zu biblischen Texten,” in Neue Formen der Schrift auslegung? (ed. 
T. Sternberg; Freiburg, ), –, here .
. Cf. Dohmen, “Vom vielfachen Schrift sinn,” ; also H. de Lubac, Exégèse médié-
vale. Les quatre sens de l'Écriture, vol. . (Paris, ), –; W. Kern and F.-J. 
Niemann, Th eologische Erkenntnislehre (Düsseldorf, ), –.
. Cf. C. Jacob, “Allegorese: Rhetorik, Ästhetik, Th eologie,” in Neue Formen der 
Schrift  auslegung? (ed. T. Sternberg; Freiburg, ), –, here . Cf. e.g., Greg-
ory of Nyssa, Cant Prol (GNO VI; , – Langerbeck); cf. F. Dünzl, Braut und Bräuti-
gam. Die Auslegung des Canticum durch Gregor von Nyssa (Tübingen, ), f.
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these methods of interpretation: both lines of thought are infl uenced by the 
rhetorical-grammatical tradition and thus they stand on the same ground. 
C. Schäublin emphasizes correctly that, in the last resort, every philology is 
based upon a philosophical mindset, and this is also true for the methods 
of interpretation of the Bible in the rhetorical-grammatical tradition. Two 
levels can thus be diff erentiated for history and allegory: a rhetorical-gram-
matical and a philosophical one. Both are related to each other within the 
interpretation of Scripture and both are to be presupposed for a theological 
integration of these methods.

As to a defi nition of the notions used in the fi eld of rhetoric, two as-
pects have to be considered: ) It is striking that for Diodorus of Tarsus and 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia history has a priority; however, the notion itself 
(ἱστορικόν) is not clearly defi ned by either author; their view of history can 
primarily be seen as a delimitation against an allegorical interpretation. 
) Despite this, contrary to the fi rst aspect (ἱστορικόν) a clear defi nition 
of the notion ‘allegory’ for diff erent authors—e.g., Philo of Alexandria and 
Origen—is evident. In this respect I. Christiansen has rightly pointed out that 
the defi nition of allegory by the rhetorician Heraclitus and by Cocondrius 
is most important for an understanding of allegory as used by Philo of 
Alexandria and Origen. Th is is because Philo emphasizes the diff erence 
between language and thought: Symbols exist within words which can only 
be grasped by thoughts. Similarily, Cocondrius who, aft er Heraclitus, is 
most infl uential for Philo and the Fathers, writes: ἀλληγορία ἐστὶ φράσιϚ 
ἕτερον μὲν δηλοῦσα κυρίωϚ, ἑτέραν δὲ ἔννοιαν παριστῶσα (allegory is an 
expression which properly shows another “thing,” but which has presented 
another notion). If there is a diff erence, however, between ἕτερον and 

. Cf. C. Schäublin, Untersuchungen zu Methode und Herkunft  der antiochenischen 
Exegese (Cologne, ); B. Neuschäfer, Origenes als Philologe (Basel, ). On 
the exegetical practice of Origen see also H. Karpp, Schrift , Geist und Wort Gottes. 
Geltung und Wirkung der Bibel in der Geschichte der Kirche—von der Alten Kirche bis 
zum Ausgang der Reformationszeit (Darmstadt, ), ; M. Canévet, “La Bible et 
les Pères: jeunesse et impatience,” NRTh   (): –.
. Cf. Schäublin, Untersuchungen, .
. Cf. Schäublin, Untersuchungen, ; for Diodorus cf. the important study of 
G. Rinaldi, “Diodoro di Tarso, Antiochia e le reagioni della polemica antiallego-
rista,” Augustinianum  (): –.
. Cf. Philo, De Abrahamo  (Cohn/Wendland, ff .); Leg. all. II  (Cohn/
Wendland ,ff .).
. Cocondrius, Περὶ τρόπων (Spengel ,f.); similarily Heraclitus, Quaest. 
Hom. ,–, (Oelmann); cf. I. Christiansen, Die Technik der allegorischen 
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ἑτέραν (“the other” and “the other”), the homogeneousness of the things 
compared (language and thought) is implied as there is no contrast between 
the one and the other. Instead, otherness is already expressed in the fi rst 
ἕτερον. Both parts of the defi nition correspond as they show the same con-
trast to something diff erent which is according to the rhetorician Heraclitus 
the ἕν. Th e context of this principle, namely a defi nition of allegory which 
stresses the diff erence between the “other” and a “point of relation” (the ἕν), 
and which is taken over from the rhetorical tradition, set the idea that some-
thing is shown by the allegory which transcends the expression (φράσιϚ) 
itself. Hence, allegory implies that further and beyond those aspects which 
seem to be hidden at fi rst sight, the text or parts of it may well lead to yet 
another level of meaning.

For the time being, the philosophical implications need to be separated 
from the rhetorical insights described. Both for the philosophical foundation 
as well as for the philosophical implications of a philological explanation 
of a text, it is not necessary to think in terms of a one-sided confrontation 
of Aristotelianism and Platonism, as if Aristotelianism would necessarily 
and exclusively stress the presence of forms in the world, whereas Platonism 
would lead to a vertical view of the world with the ideas at the top. Th at 
the diff erence between Aristotelianism and Platonism had informed the 
dichotomy between literal and historically oriented interpretation on the 
one hand and allegorical interpretation on the other hand, (quite apart 
from the infl uence of the Stoa, which should not be neglected), is at very 
least a one-sided and problematic conclusion. It follows that Th eodore of 
Mopsuestia should not be seen as devoting himself to Aristotelianism and 
interpreting the Scriptures in this respect, but rather engaging into rejecting, 
modifying, or harmonizing the Platonic assumptions with Biblical views 
(e.g., moral conceptions).

 Auslegungswissenschaft  bei Philon von Alexandrien (Tübingen, ), ; Bienert, 
‘Allegoria’ und ‘Anagoge,’ f.; J. Pépin, Mythe et allégorie. Les origines grecques et les 
contestations judéo-chrétiennes (d ed.; Paris, ), .
. Cf. Heraclitus, Quaest. Hom. ,ff . (Oelmann).
. E.g., A. von Harnack, C. Raven, L. Patterson, etc.: cf. R. A. Norris, Manhood and 
Christ (Oxford, ), –. Similarily H. N. Bate, “Some Technical Terms of 
Greek Exegesis,” JTh S  (): –, here, e.g., .
. Th is is also the tendency of Schäublin, Untersuchungen, , , f.
. Cf. F. M. Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon; A Guide to the Literature and its Back-
ground (d ed. London, ), ; R. A. Norris, Manhood, –.
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At this point, I therefore propose the following hypothesis: Th e allegorical 
interpretation seems to presuppose a much stronger philosophical thrust 
than the so-called historical (ἱστορικόν).

Such a tendency can be shown in the classical interpretation of texts, e.g., 
the exegesis of Homer. Th ere the classical philologists emphasize that Homer 
has to be interpreted by himself. All the enigmas, contradictions and the im-
moral, anthropomorphical character of the statements of Homer, e.g., about 
the Gods, are, according to this interpretation, not the result of the author’s 
carelessness; instead they represent a conscious encoding of his thoughts. 
It is thus the task of the interpreter to unveil the hidden. With respect to 
allegory, there are close affi  nities of this interpretation with the principle of 
Cocondrius. All that Homer has explicated narratively within the sensual 
realm, refers by itself to the noetic realm. Th e basic intention of the exegesis 
of Homer reveals that the critique of Homer (e.g., by Xenophanes) and his 
“rehabilitation” are connected; and both can only be understood (as critique) 
against the background of a fundamental attitude motivated by theology and 
philosophy. On the one hand, this leads to a position where Homer must be 
explained by Homer, on the other hand, the interpreters tried to use other 
resources for explaining the text (e.g., the context of Homer, etc.).

If one attempts to conceive the reference of explications of a text with 
regard to the intelligible more accurately, the shape of a manifold meaning of 
Scripture proves to be implicitly determined by philosophical categories, in 
part at least by Platonic philosophy. Th e (philosophical) allegory is primar-
ily interested in how the problem is set, and this can be the philosophical 
and theological thought respectively, or the truth of reality in the poetry of 
Homer and the Platonic myths. One of the central aspects of (neo-) Platonic 
philosophy can be described as the presence of the prototype in the image. 

. In respect to the allegorical interpretation one has to diff erentiate between a 
pure rhetorical allegory as a medium of style and the allegory which is of a philo-
sophical-theological nature; for this diff erence cf. C. Schäublin, Untersuchungen, 
; C. Jacob, “Allegorese,” , .
. Cf. Schäublin, Untersuchungen, .
. Cf. Neuschäfer, Origenes als Philologe, –.
. F. Buffi  ère, Les Mythes d'Homère et la Pensée Grecque (Paris, ), –.
. Buffi  ère, Mythes d’Homère, –, f.; also H. Dörrie, “Zur Methodik antiker 
Exegese,” ZNW  (): –, here .
. Cf. Dohmen, “Vom vielfachen Schrift sinn,” .
. W. Beierwaltes, Denken des Einen: Studien zur neuplatonischen Philosophie und 
ihrer Wirkungsgeschichte (Frankfurt, ), .
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Th erefore, one can draw a conclusion from the image to the prototype or 
source because of an analogous structure: If the prototype causes some-
thing, the prototype must be present in the thing caused in some sense and, 
therefore, identical with it in some respect. However, the thing established 
by causation must also be diff erent from the cause, so that analogy implies 
identity and diff erence at the same time. Th us, the sensual can be thought 
of as an eff ective sign of the intelligible, and the intelligible again as a sign 
of the transcending reality as such, because of the presence which had al-
ready been established within the intelligible: this is the structure in which 
the function of language and the theory of allegorical understanding can 
be seen in the context of a Platonizing thought. Th e referential character 
of language which relies on a source (already established within the intel-
ligible) is not maintained or intended by the treatment of texts in the sense 
of history. Th us, allegory has a more philosophical thrust (implied inter alia 
through its origin from the exegesis of Homer) through all the “instruments” 
(instrumentarium) and through its aim to relate the sensual to the noetic 
realm. As far as the philosophical aspect is concerned, the greatest diff erence 
between history and allegory in interpreting Scripture lies here.

ii. Some Examples of the Interpretation of History and Allegory

Th e above hypothesis of the (philosophically conditioned) origin of the 
diff erence between history and allegory (together with the common basis 
of the rhetorical-grammatical tradition) can be expanded: both methods 
of interpretation are also similar in respect to their structure; both begin 
with the historical action of God; both try to explicate the “Sitz im Leben” 
of the Holy Scripture; and, moreover, both intend to play down the dis-
tance between Scripture and the community which is made necessary by 
the contemplation of history. Th is is done by refering to the problems of 
local communities.

If the so-called historical or literal interpretation tries to reject the 
view of reality and language which is mediated by the Platonic philosophy, 
it primarily allows a view of history in terms of its own dynamic. Such a 
concentration on the interpretation of Scripture combined with an interest 

. Cf. Beierwaltes, Denken des Einen, .
. Cf. Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon,  (for Th eodore of Mopsuestia).
. I do not cite the antique authors extensively because it is not intended to expli-
cate special aspects of every single theologian, but to fi nd out the fundamental lines 
of disparate thoughts.
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in history can be shown in the case of Th eodore of Mopsuestia. Th eodore 
begins his argumentation with the manifestation of God in history; therefore, 
God's specifi c actions and men’s reactions have to be contemplated within 
the diff erent historical contexts. Th is is true as well where Christ prays the 
Psalms of David on the cross, because the historical circumstances of these 
Psalms have to be taken into consideration. Th e prophets have spoken to 
men of their time.

Th eodore chooses this basic historical viewpoint also for the interpreta-
tion of the nt: there he also carefully attends to the respective grammatical 
background of the diff erent expressions, the problems of the text, and “dark” 
passages, or he tries to explain the point of departure of a narrative—thus 
the rhetorical scope infl uences his own exegetical theology as well as the 
theology of those who use allegory. If, in contrast to this position, allegory 
interprets the expressions of the ot in a prefi gurative way (messianic-chris-
tological, typological etc.), it undermines (in Th eodore’s eyes) the newness 
of the revelation in Christ through whom God wanted to establish a new 
beginning exceeding the ot. Consequently, where such a view of revelation 
is introduced to exegesis, it leads to a doctrine of two ages which tries to 
grasp Old and New Testament as two moments, with their own historical 
situations, and which conceives each as a unity. But a historical develop-
ment always produces a distance in time because the “thing” contemplated 
is looked at as such.

Th eodore of Mopsuestia knows that some expressions of Scripture 
should not be taken literally. He tries to integrate a typology into his view 

. Cf. Schäublin, Untersuchungen, ; R. Bultmann, Die Exegese des Th eodor von 
Mopsuestia (posthumous ed. by H. Feld and K. H. Schelkle; Stuttgart, ), –.
Cf. also M. F. Wiles, Th eodore of Mopsuestia as Representative of the Antiochene 
School (Cambridge History of the Bible ; Cambridge, ), –.
. Cf., e.g., In Ps  Praef (PG ,CD).
. Cf., e.g., In Ps  (PG ,D–A); see Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon, 
f.
. Cf., e.g., Comm. in Joh (f. Vosté); see Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon, .
. Cf. Schäublin, Untersuchungen, .
. Cf. Cat. Hom I f. (Mingana); seeYoung, From Nicaea to Chalcedon, , .
. Cf., e.g., Cat. Hom VIII  ( Tonneau); In Iam ad Th ess. V  (II  Swete); see 
Norris, Manhood, –; Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon, ; B. Studer, La 
rifl essione teologia nella Chiesa imperiale (sec. IV e V) (Rome, ), , .
. It is nevertheless not meant that an antique author must necessarily have had 
such an objective view as is deduced from a modern hermeneutical perspective.
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of history which he understands as being an image of future things, namely 
the events of the Christian period; the history of Israel in its development 
points towards Christianity. Everything has its meaning in terms of the future 
which now becomes present. Th us a past event shows a similarity or relation-
ship with the present time. A text can, therefore, have a double meaning: the 
historical sense and that of a typos, which is the prerogative of that time cor-
responding to the text in regard to its recorded circumstances, and the sense 
related to the present time evolving out of the already established future. 
Th e typos is, nevertheless, subject to a number of criteria, that is, it is subject 
to disparate contexts of diff erent times and to the fact that the past has to 
burst its own scope (ὑπερβολή). Only because the past is not restricted to 
itself, but has a meaning which is important for another perspective of time, 
a narrative of the ot can be seen as typos of another event.

Th e ot is related to the nt by the term typos from an historical point 
of view. By the same token, Scripture as a whole is meant to be of use for 
people by extolling examples according to the classical principle delectare 
et prodesse (to enjoy and to be of use). We are to be educated by instruc-
tion and consolation and so the interpretation of Scripture is—in the sense 
of Th eodore—incorporated into a Christian pastoral understanding. A 
biblical text also opens itself up through exemplary application to an actual 
situation, not in the sense of modern actualizing tendencies, so much as it 
provides a context for the history of salvation. History can, therefore, be seen 
(e.g., in respect to Th eodore of Mopsuestia) under three aspects which are 
interwoven: as an event in the past (in the sense of historisch), as a historical 
(geschichtlich) development, and as pastoral (exemplary) practice. It is situ-
ated against a rhetorical background which assumes certain philosophical 
premises (rejection or modifi cation of Platonic assumptions) and theologi-

. Cf., e.g., In Rom , (PG , B); see Bultmann, Exegese, f.; Simonetti, 
Lettera, .
. Cf. In Joel ,ff . ( Wegnern).
. Cf. In Mich ,– ( Wegnern); In Jon Praef ( Wegnern).
. Cf. In Joel ,ff . ( Wegnern); see Schäublin, Untersuchungen, f.; Bult-
mann, Exegese, ; Simonetti, Lettera, ; Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon, .
. Cf. B. Studer, “Delectare et prodesse: Zu einem Schlüsselwort der patristischen 
Exegese,” in Studer, Dominus Salvator, –; also Simonetti, Lettera,  for 
 Th eodore.
. Cf. Schäublin, Untersuchungen, –.
. Cf. Dohmen, “Vom vielfachen Schrift sinn,” .
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cal refl ections. In the case of Th eodore these theological refl ections are 
primarily about christology and theology of revelation.

Similarily one can state for Gregory of Nyssa that his exegetical eff orts 
are not only dominated by the striving towards a pure interpretation of a 
biblical text. Th ey are accompanied by a protreptic aspect and the intention 
to fertilize Scripture, as can be shown in De vita Moysis or the Homilies 
on the Canticle. Although he works with similar prerequisites—protreptic 
and pastoral intention respectively as well as with a broad agreement of the 
rhetorical thrust—Gregory tries to understand Scripture in the sense of 
theoria / allegoria. Th is should not be seen as exaggerated speculation, for 
in the Vita Moysis Gregory refers again and again to history in order to fi nd a 
superior sense in a second step. Th is tendency cannot simply be dismissed 
by arguing that, in general, Gregory only tries to fi nd prefi gurations of Christ 
in the ot. His view of theoria, which is at the basis of his interpretation, is 
connected also with ontology.

Gregory of Nyssa thought of the diff erence between the created and 
the uncreated as a basic distinction beneath that of the sensual and the 
intelligible. Reality in its entirety is laid out in space and time, thus being 
characterized by distance (διάστηα and διάστασιϚ). Everything which is 
constituted by distance or extension diff ers necessarily from anything else 

. Cf. C. Kannengiesser, “Die Bibel, wie sie in der frühen Kirche gelesen wurde: 
Die patristische Exegese und ihre Voraussetzungen,” Conc(D)  (): –, here 
; Jacob, “Allegorese,” .
. Cf., e.g., R. A. Greer, Th eodore of Mopsuestia. Exegete and Th eologian (London 
), –; Young, From Nicaea to Chalcedon, f.
. Cf. VMoys I – (,–, Musurillo).
. Cf. Cant Prol (,–, Langerbeck).
. Cf., e.g., A. Spira, “Rhetorik und Th eologie in den Grabreden Gregors von 
Nyssa,” StPatr  (): –; C. Klock, Untersuchungen zu Stil und Rhythmus bei 
Gregor von Nyssa: Ein Beitrag zum Rhetorikverständnis der griechischen Väter (Frank-
furt, ); H. M. Meissner, Rhetorik und Th eologie. Der Dialog Gregors von Nyssa De 
Anima et Resurrectione (Frankfurt, ).
. Cf. VMoys II  (,f. Musurillo); on the whole problem cf., e.g., G.-I. Gar-
gano, La Teoria di Gregorio di Nissa sul Cantico dei Cantici. Indagine su alcune indi-
cazioni di metodo esegetico (Rome, ), –.
. Cf., e.g., VMoys II f (,– Musurillo); VMoys II  (,–, Musurillo).
. Cf., e.g., Eun I f (,– Jaeger); on this aspect cf. A. A. Mosshammer, 
“Th e Created and the Uncreated in Gregory of Nyssa Contra Eunomium ,–
,” in El Contra Eunomium I en la producción literaria de Gregorio de Nisa (ed. L. F. 
Mateo-Seco and J.L. Bastero; Pamplona, ), –.
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in order to be existent and recognizable as the same entity. Th is is in clear 
distinction from God for whom, as the Uncreated, one cannot assume any 
extension because then he would have to be diff erent in himself according 
to his nature. As God is seen by Gregory as ἀδιάστατον and infi nite, be-
ing made like God can only be described as perpetual progress for human 
beings, but not as union in the Plotinian sense.

Th e linguistic level corresponds to this basic ontological structure ad-
opted by Gregory: language based on its own διάστημα has physical aspects 
which depend on the form of the sound (in accordance to the Stoic theory). 
It can only inadequately express thoughts because they do not have a similar 
extension even though they are diff erent in themselves. As everything cre-
ated, including the (created) intelligible realm, is characterized by diff erence, 
language has its meaning in terms of making the description of diff erence 
possible; in this sense it characterizes the created order as a whole in respect 
to its being diff erentiated.

As language (and therefore also the biblical text) can only describe 
reality as a whole, but not the uncreated without διάστημα, language only 

. Cf. T. P. Verghese, “ΔIAΣTHMA and ΔIAΣTAΣIΣ in Gregory of Nyssa: Intro-
duction to a concept and the posing of a problem,” in Gregor von Nyssa und die 
Philosophie (ed. H. Dörrie, M. Altenburger, and U. Schramm; Leiden, ), – 
(with the references to Gregory).
. Cf. Eun I  (,f. Jaeger).
. Cf., e.g., VMoys I  (, Musurillo); esp. E. Mühlenberg has pointed to the prob-
lems of the infi nity of God deducing this conception esp. from Contra Eunomium 
(cf. E. Mühlenberg, Die Unendlichkeit Gottes bei Gregor von Nyssa: Gregors Kritik am 
Gottesbegriff  der klassischen Metaphysik [Göttingen, ]). I cannot discuss his po-
sition here; some critical remarks can be found, e.g., in W. Ullmann, “Der logische 
und der theologische Sinn des Unendlichkeitsbegriff es in der Gotteslehre Gregors 
von Nyssa, Bijdragen  (): –.
. Cf. VMoys II – (,– Musurillo).
. On Plotinus cf., e.g., W. Beierwaltes, “Plotins philosophische Mystik,” in Grund-
fragen christlicher Mystik (ed. M. Schmidt and D. R. Bauer; Stuttgart, ), –, 
here – (with references to Plotinus).
. Cf., e.g., Eun II – (,–, Jaeger); see T. Kobusch, “Name und Sein: 
Zu den sprachphilosophischen Grundlagen in der Schrift  Contra Eunomium des 
Gregor von Nyssa,” in El Contra Eunomium I en la producción literaria de Gregorio 
de Nisa (ed. L. F. Mateo-Seco and J. L. Bastero; Pamplona, ), –, here f.
. Cf. A. A. Mosshammer, “Disclosing but not Disclosed: Gregory of Nyssa as De-
constructionist,” in Studien zu Gregor von Nyssa und der christlichen Spätantike (ed. 
H. R. Drobner and C. Klock; Leiden, ), –, here f.
. Cf. Mosshammer, “Disclosing,” –.
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enables us to grasp the infi nite being, God, in terms of diff erence. For 
Gregory, being made like God and participation in God mean that the 
aim must be to reach the original state of humankind before the Fall and, 
thus, attain to the closest possible proximity to God; whilst the distance 
to God can never be overcome it is necessary for us to strive towards the 
intelligible by discarding all that is alien. Th is movement tawards God is 
particularly founded in Neoplatonism. It was assimilated in a Christian 
context by Gregory of Nyssa. Th e tendency of approximation towards the 
intelligible beyond the sensual is mediated by the linguistic form: by using 
the language of diff erence one should ultimately be able to transcend the 
diff erence. According to Gregory, keeping silent before the mystery of God 
(infi nity) would be the most meaningful response as language constantly 
remains within the limits of diff erence. In order to make the Christian 
message plausible and accessible for us, the human being (here the teacher 
who is qualifi ed for the task) is invited to speak about God within his or her 
limits even though this will always remain inadequate. Although the events 
in the history of salvation are diff erentiated within themselves (as events) all 
human beings should try to overcome the diff erentiation and to imitate the 
unity of God himself. Gregory thus frequently uses the image of taking off  
one’s clothes (shoes), when he refers to the transcendence of the sensual, 
in order to show a superior sense of Scripture as analogical ascent. Within 
the movement towards God, the metaphor (e.g., the metaphor of light) is the 

. Cf. H. Merki, ῾ΟΜΟΙΩΣΙΣ ΘΕΩΙ: Von der platonischen Angleichung an Gott zur 
Gottähnlichkeit bei Gregor von Nyssa (Freiburg i. Ue., ), e.g., –.
. Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Cant  (,– Langerbeck); see M.-B. v. Stritzky, Zum 
Problem der Erkenntnis bei Gregor von Nyssa (Münster, ), .
. Cf. VMoys II  (,– Musurillo); see G. Watson, “Gregory of Nyssa’s Use 
of Philosophy in the Life of Moses,” ITh Q  (): –, here f.
. Cf. G. Watson, “Gregory,” f.; W. Beierwaltes, Selbsterkenntnis und Erfahrung 
der Einheit. Plotins Enneade V : Text, Übersetzung, Interpretation, Erläuterungen 
(Frankfurt, ), .
. Cf. Eccl  (,f. Alexander); see D. Carabine, “Gregory of Nyssa on the Incom-
prehensibility of God,” in Th e Relationship between Neoplatonism and Christianity 
(ed. T. Finan and V. Twomey; Dublin, ), –, here ; A. Meredith, “Homily 
I,” in Gregory of Nyssa: Homilies on Ecclesiastes: An English Version with Supporting 
Studies (ed. S. G. Hall; Berlin, ), –, here .
. Cf. Or Cat  (,f. Srawley); see Meissner, Rhetorik, .
. Cf. Meissner, Rhetorik, – and—based upon this study—E. Peroli, Il Pla-
tonismo e l'antropologia fi losofi ca di Gregorio di Nisa. Con particolare riferimento agli 
infl ussi di Platone, Plotino e Porfi rio (Milan, ), –.
. Cf. VMoys II  (,– Musurillo).
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appropriate, although still inadequate, possibility one has to speak of being 
made like God. Transcending the sensual, metaphor and analogy are also 
the essential elements to develop the historia (of God) as theoria/allegoria 
for human beings.

Th us, it is evident that Gregory of Nyssa and Th eodore of Mopsuestia 
make two basic assumptions which can be interpreted as common ground: ) 
Th e foundation of every interpretation of Scripture is history; ) Scripture is 
to be related to the community of the believers. Despite the common rhetori-
cal-grammatical tradition, the diff erence lies primarily in how and by which 
theological-philosophical methods history is related to the readers—a history 
which for the fi rst time confronts the believers with a clear distance. Th is 
is done through the term typos and a modifi ed attitude towards Platonism 
(Th eodore) or by the implementation and conscious integration (χρῆσιϚ) of 
allegory, which (despite the Stoic infl uences) has to be understood in terms of 
its Platonic presuppositions. It follows that an exegesis which tries to integrate 
the actual situation of believers begins with history, but the mediation of 
history is structured by a second element, thus leading to a sense of Scripture 
which follows necessarily from history, but is diff erent from it.

c. Synchronic and Diachronic Reading of the Bible: An Outlook

Th e diff erent attempts to understand the Bible converge in that God has 
acted in history, and therefore events of the past are told which have really 
taken place—from a perspective of distance. But Scripture does not only 
derive meaning because it informs a reader of past events; it does not only 
supersede historical facts and mediate a glorifi ed picture of the past for a 
community which relies on an inspired book. Th is cannot be true because 
it seems to be very problematic to speak of facts which can be contemplated 
within themselves and which should be isolated as bruta facta. Such a view 
would be realized only if historical events did not depend on the interpreter 
as well. History is, therefore, always an interpreted history (in the sense of 
Geschichte): It is true for canonical reception that the Bible and the church 
never existed separately. Hence for someone in antiquity, Scripture has its 

. Cf. M. N. Esper, Allegorie und Analogie bei Gregor von Nyssa (Bonn, ), 
–, –.
. Cf. C. Gnilka, ΧΡΗΣΙΣ: Die Methode der Kirchenväter im Umgang mit der anti-
ken Kultur I: Der Begriff  des “rechten Gebrauchs” (Basel, ); C. Gnilka, ΧΡΗΣΙΣ: 
Die Methode der Kirchenväter im Umgang mit der antiken Kultur II: Kultur und Con-
version (Basel, ).
. Cf. Kern and Niemann, Th eologische Erkenntnislehre, f.
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proper sense only if it is interpreted in the church and for the church, situ-
ated in a comprehensive history of salvation.

In this context, the literal sense of Scripture can be seen as the meaning 
of the text, i.e., to receive something from Scripture within a comprehen-
sible process. “Literal” need not mean only that real history must be told 
step by step, but that the text stretched out so to speak “in space” includes 
metaphors and leads to the idea of God in movement within the time of 
human biography. A synchronic reading which understands “literal” only 
in a fundamentalistic sense cannot be true because meanings are not be 
mediated ahistorically. Rather, it is the history of groups (communities) 
and single persons which is confronted—in a diachronic step because of the 
continuity of the Wirkungsgeschichte (history of reception) in time—with 
the presence of the text of Scripture without Scripture itself being reduced 
to a static icon of our own (emotional) behavior. Narratives, in the sense of 
histories, are being told in a new way for a new historical context (e.g., the 
diff erent gospels with their pastoral situations); therefore, a diachronic read-
ing necessarily belongs to the text itself, and it seems plausible for the reading 
of Scripture to represent the text under changing conditions in diachronic 
time, for example, in the liturgy. Th e approach to the Bible as historia and 
allegoria, can be seen under socio-cultural conditions: Th e single believer 
who wants to fi nd his/her identity within the presence of the history of 
salvation is a part of a synchronic community of faith which is again part 
of a diachronic community of faith. Th us, a text can also be understood 
from the standpoint of a (pastoral) history of reception and the interest in 
the original setting of the text.

. Cf. Kannengiesser, “Bibel,” , ; Dohmen, “Vom vielfachen Schrift sinn,” ; 
Jacob, “Allegorese,” , –.
. Cf. on a comprehensive, systematic context F. Mildenberger, Biblische Dogmatik: 
Eine biblische Th eologie in dogmatischer Perspektive. Vol. : Prolegomena: Verstehen 
und Geltung der Bibel (Stuttgart, ), –.
. Cf. R. D. Williams, “Th e Literal Sense of Scripture,” Modern Th eology  () 
–, here –.
. Cf. Williams, “Literal Sense,” –; D. Monshouwer, “Th e Reading of the 
Scriptures in the Early Church,” Bijdragen  (): –.
. Cf. E. Runggaldier, “Personen und diachrone Identität,” PhJ  (): –; 
L. Honnefelder, “Der Streit um die Person in der Ethik,” in Jahres- und Tagungs-
bericht der Görresgesellschaft   (Paderborn, ), –, here .
. Cf. Dohmen, “Vom vielfachen Schrift sinn,” f.
. Cf. Dohmen, “Vom vielfachen Schrift sinn,” , , ; cf. also R. Warn-
ing,  Rezeptionsästhetik: Th eorie und Praxis (d ed.; Munich, ); H. Link, 
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Because the diachronic interpretation, as shown according to Th eodore 
of Mopsuestia and Gregory of Nyssa, makes implicit or explicit philosophi-
cal assumptions, the level of interpretation can be seen as a contextualized 
and contextualizing reference to Scripture. Th us, the theoretical status 
of philosophy is not just an external application to a “pure” biblical text. 
Philosophy has an original function for conceptions within an adequate 
interpretation extended within time. In this sense historia and allegoria are 
situated in the texture of the rhetorical-grammatical tradition, of philosophy 
and theology, embedded in a diachronic pastoral practice of the history of 
salvation. Th is does not imply, in our view, a return to a precritical time of 
exegesis, but an understanding of the exegesis of diff erent contexts and 
their respective conditions.
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* * *

T. Böhm’s special contribution strongly emphasizes the inner cohesion of the 
principles which made exegesis “spiritual” for patristic interpreters. At the 
core of their hermeneutical construct, those interpreters secured fi rst of all 
a perception of history, proper to the realm of biblical spirituality. History’s 
becoming “biblical” demanded the proper order of succession and the inti-
mate connaturality of ot and nt. As the very source of their experience of 
faith, the nt turned the believers towards a creative re-writing of the ot. Th e 
more they assimilated the story of Jesus as narrated by the nt the more they 
discovered that the nt was already announced, or better, “immanent” in the 
ot. Hence the scriptural canon of the churches consolidated in such a way 
that interpreters had no more to wonder whether the Scriptures combined 
ot and nt but only how they best combined for delivering their message 
of salvation.

In the liturgical celebrations of their communities, or in their doctrinal 
thought in general, the earliest Christian communities found themselves 
without a proper legacy to construct an adequate discourse to articulate 
what was most original in their biblical hermeneutics. Th ey did not proceed 
from book to book and from interpreter to interpreter, like the rabbis of 
their time, nor could they exactly reduplicate the approach of Philo. Needless 
to say they abhorred the symbolic reading of ancient myths by their pagan 
contemporaries. Over time they gradually learned how to build up their own 
hermeneutical system by reacting to all these circumstantial contexts, but 
without losing sight of their original and unalienable focus in faith. Th ey 
may have imaged Jesus through more and more extravagant comparisons, 
but their touchstone remained what they called the “rule of faith.”

With the recognition of the importance of a renewed understanding of 
the “spiritual sense” of Scripture, the study of “typology” and “allegory” as 
the two prominent aspects of patristic exegesis moved to center stage in the 
scholarship in the fi ve decades following World War II.

iii. Typology: The Interpretive Unity of Both Testaments

. Type: τύποϚ, typus, fi gura, (imago, forma, effi  cies)

A “type” originally meant a “blow” (τύποϚ, percutio), as an oracle transmitted 
by Herodotus, Histories I , ; or the “mark” of a blow, as in a Pythagorean 
rule repeated by Plutarch, De gloria Atheniensium ,  (c): τοὺϚ τύπουϚ 
τῶν πληγῶν, “the marks of the blows,” a meaning still preserved in John : 
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, “the mark of the nails”—τὸν τύπον τῶν ἥλων (seen by Th omas on the 
hands of the risen Christ). It gained a more general relevance as “fi gure,” 
“image,” in Aeschylos, Seven Against Th ebes ; Sophocles, Euripides; also 
as “draft ” or “outline,” in Plato, Rep II b, III e, VI c, Crat e; and 
Aristotle, Eth Nic II ; as “approximate content” of a writing, in the lxx 
( Mc :) and the nt (Acts :), later in Jamblichus, Vit Pyth , ; 
, . Th e nineteen occurrences of typos in nt bear no consistent techni-
cal signifi cance. Th e notion has a theological connotation only in Rm :, 
“Adam who is a type.” Philo makes frequent use τύποϚ in the general sense 
of “model,” “form.” Th e rabbis use it in the same way.

For the earliest church believers, “types” were biblical facts long before 
they became specifi c issues for Christian exegetes. Th e originality, effi  ciency, 
and obvious relevance of “types” was fi rst encountered in baptismal initia-
tions, in eucharistic liturgies, and in the communitarian sharing of Scripture. 
Th erefore “types” were more proclaimed than discussed, more repeated in 
affi  rmative and hymnic modes than embedded in argumentative utter-
ances. Casual or solemn, such affi  rmations covered the whole economy of 
ot because the spiritual relevance of “types” extended to all generations of 
believers. On the horizon of Israel’s history, Adam as well as Abraham, Eve 
as much as Sarah, when declared “types” by Christian interpreters, gave a 
meaning to that entire history.

In other words, no “types” at all would have emerged in Christian thought 
had Christians not inherited a specifi c idea of history from the biblical tra-
dition. It was a perspective that rested on the Israelite understanding of a 
living tradition bound to the Law, a tradition in which the Almighty and his 
chosen people interacted. Ultimately that interaction, pushed to its logical 
limits, exploded in what we call the Gospel event, a hermeneutical event of 
radical reinterpretation. Th e Christian reception of ot “types” is one of the 
many side eff ects of the Gospel event, transforming the believing identity 
of Saul/Paul and of some other religious Jews. On the broader level of late 
Antique culture, Christian typology, issuing from the crucible of the Gospel 
event, is a genuinely historical perception in line with classical historiography 
according to which past people and events were accorded exemplar status, a 
procedure very diff erent from the scientifi c objectivity espoused by modern 
historians. In the ancient notion of history an event was not the cause of the 
one that follows, but it was its prefi guration (Farrer, ).

In the vision of “history” defi ned by ancestral bonds between Israel and 
its God symbolic values were more intensifi ed than anywhere else because of 
the biblical certitude that the divine activity favoring the chosen people was 
leading somewhere, namely to the ultimate fulfi llment of ancient promises 
and prophecies. Th at expectation was decisive for nt believers. For them 
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“types” were at the same time the warrants and the verifi cations of the ex-
pected fulfi llment: the fi gure of Christ “recapitulated” the fi gure of Adam, for 
Christ, like Adam, signifi ed for humanity a vital beginning. Th e very existence 
of Adam was not something to be proven, but rather the Adamic “type” was 
confi rmed as embodied in Christ. Nothing similar happened anywhere else 
outside of the Christian movement. For instance in Philo’s exegesis the fi gures 
of Adam, Abraham, Jacob and others are thoroughly allegorized as symbols 
of faithful attitudes and virtues, but they are not understood as “types.”

Th e full meaning of the term in patristic thought benefi ts from that long 
history: according to patristic interpreters a biblical “type” is a person, an 
event or an institution with a lasting signifi cance which enables that person, 
event or institution to signify someone or something in God’s future acting 
in history. In any case, a “type,” as perceived by patristic authors, refers to 
real and objective data. It does not include allegorical elements with imagina-
tive aspects imposed by commentators. “If by typology we understand that 
besides the literal meaning a second meaning is connoted and intended by 
the divine Author of Scripture, and if allegory implies the complete loss of 
the literal sense, then there is in Paul very much typological exegesis, and 
hardly the case of the allegorical.” (P. Bläser, “St. Paul’s Use of the ot,” Th eology 
Digest  []: –;  [quoted by Brown , ]).

In Tertullian’s thought, “typology studies the hidden meaning of the ot 
in fi gurae and sacramenta whose secrets are revealed to those baptized into 
the death of Christ.” Tertullian’s “central hermeneutical term” is fi gura; “a 
fi gura must have a basis in history in order to prefi gure something” (Osborne 
, , ). As Eichrodt, quoted by Smart puts it: “Typology is distin-
guished from allegory by the fact that it fastens onto the historical reality 
of the event, where allegory disregards the historical reality and draws out 
a contemporary meaning that has nothing to do with the original event” 
(Eichrodt , ; Smart , ). In the wake of the legacy of Origen 
of Alexandria, patristic authors never spoke about “types” when commenting 
on virtues or religious feelings, the whole realm of the subjective experience 
being reserved by them for allegorism.

In addition, it is important to note that patristic recognition of “types” 
rests on a strictly literary basis: Adam or any other ot fi gure, male or female, 
could be taken at face value according to the literal statement made about 
them, as signifying something important for readers of the nt. Hence “types” 
confi rm and gratify the attention given to the littera, far from distracting 
that attention. Keeping the typological data of Scripture as biblical authors 
had narrated them in their own time and context, patristic interpreters saw 
this data in a perspective which unexpectedly enlarged its relevance: “types” 
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were understood inside the dynamic of a unifi ed biblical history. In refl ecting 
on the signifi cance of Melchisedek, Ambrose comments, De David : “He 
[Melchisedek] as a type, Christ as the truth; for the type is to be a shadow 
of the truth,” ille [Melchisedech] in typo, hic [Christ] in veritate: typus autem 
sit umbra veritatis. For Augustine, Sermo , , typice meant “fi gurative” or 
“symbolic”; and for Arator ,  typicus equaled “symbolic”: typicae docu-
menta fi gurae, “proofs of the symbolic fi gure.”

In actual fact, “typological” relevance had started to make sense long 
before Christianity, when biblical history began to be considered as a con-
tinuous sequence of events, covering many centuries and possessing an in-
ner logic of its own. As a prelude to such a powerful hermeneutical vision, 
typology was already at work in the ot, for example in Deutero-Isaiah where 
a new exodus is proclaimed (Is :–); or in  Sm :; or again in Is 
: , calling on the future King of salvation; or in Dt :, speaking of the 
Prophet of the end-times. (Beauchamp ). Th erefore the early church 
interpreted the ot and nt as complementary parts of a continuous narration 
of salvation history (Goppelt; von Rad ; Beauchamp ).

It is the founding initiative of nt hermeneutics to have imposed a chris-
tological focus on the whole Christian reading of Scripture. In such a reading, 
ot fi gures not only precede the Gospel event, they anticipate it symbolically, 
exactly as the author of Hebrews expresses it in the term antitypa “models 
of true realities in the future” (Heb :). Th us a prophetic value was in-
cluded in “types.” Th ey were not properly considered as prophecies, but as a 
signifi cant linkage between past divine interventions (embodied in people 
or institutions of Israel) and the consummation of God’s salvifi c presence 
in the Gospel event. Th ey were prophetic in signifying that consummation 
in advance, thereby confi rming the hermeneutical construct of nt and of 
the patristic interpreters, and supplying them with unshakable foundations 
on which to base their message of salvation (Blenkinsopp ). Th e phrase 
ἀντίτυπα (in the neutral plural) τῶν ἀληθινῶν, parallel to τὰ ἐπουράνια, 
“the heavenly realities” in :, is introduced in Heb : for evoking the 
nt realities fulfi lling ot types in their ultimate truth, a nt ἀντίτυποϚ being 
the replica, but also the full realization of an ot fi gure such as Abraham or 
Isaac, or of an ot institution such as the Temple or its liturgy.

In Jesus, the charismatic man Paul proclaimed as Messiah, the apostle 
implicitly identifi ed a new “Adam” when he called “Adam the type of the 
One to come” (Rm :). “Here typos is the ‘cast’ or ‘hollow form’ which, 
as molding pattern, contains in itself both sides of the image” (J. E. Alsup 
, ). While the archetypal fi gure of Adam (as common father of us 
all) remained unchanged, its typological meaning in regard to Christ is a 
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declaration of Paul’s faith. Th rough the typological relevance given to Adam, 
Christ as revelation of God’s decisive acting in history becomes a universal 
fi gure recapitulating the whole history of humankind and transcending 
historical times. Because of faith in Christ the whole nt awareness of a new 
“covenant” (Gal :) becomes typological. Th is is best illustrated by Heb 
: actualizing Ex :, and by Heb :, within the elaborate framework 
of Heb :–:.

To speak about “typology” in the nt sounds almost pleonastic, a verbal 
redundancy, since by defi nition , the nt in its very existence and message 
is typological. It is no surprise that in his Patristic Greek Lexicon G. W. H. 
Lampe presents two of his longest entries under τύποϚ and τυπόω; and one 
can only agree with J. Daniélou’s criticism of H. de Lubac’s emphasis on “al-
legory,” when the former insists that the fundamental category of “typos” had 
priority over all other hermeneutical notions in the patristic mind.

. Typology Discussed by Biblical Scholars

A review of the biblical studies on typology documented in the abundant 
literature since the late nineteenth century is revealing of the way most ele-
ments of the typological thought characteristic of patristic sources found 
their entry into the discussions of modern biblical scholars. Th e term “typol-
ogy” itself was coined by J. S. Semler as late in the s, but the procedure 
covered by it was of such a prominence in the patristic legacy inherited by 
medieval and modern exegesis that not even the hermeneutical shift s of the 
Reformation could eliminate it from the exegetical debate. Here follows only 
a short bibliography with a few annotations, the scope of the Handbook 
necessarily imposing severe restrictions on the analysis of such a richly 
documented topic.

With regard to the study of patristic exegesis during the second half of 
the twentieth century, it is worth noting the very fact that typology became 
a central issue for biblical scholars. Encyclopedia entries gained in sharp-
ness and critical substance (Alsup, Blenkinsopp, Fascher, Kittel, Moorhead, 
Müller, Schunack, Osborne, compared with the earlier works of Calmet and 
Lambert). A renewed interest in the historical continuity of ot traditions 
as a reaction against Bultmann’s “existentialist” exegesis (Bultmann ) 
found reason enough, in the analysis of “types,” for clinging to the widely 
debated notion of “salvation history” (Beauchamp, Drane, Eichrodt, Fulkes, 
Fritsch –; Levie, Smart , Uhlig, von Rad, Wolff ; Goppelt with 
studies dating from before World War II was highly appreciated in the post-
war period). Students of patristic traditions eagerly focused on this issue in 
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showing that the biblical history of salvation was at the core of catechesis 
and preaching in the early church.

Special attention was given by biblical experts to the links between ot 
and nt as illustrated by “types” (Anderson, Alkinson, Balentine, Barr, Black, 
Bozzo, Caldecott, Coppens, Davis, Ellis, France, Fritsch , Goulder, Kaiser, 
Lee, Lindars, Lys , Larcher, Moo, Sahlin, Sailer, Smith, Spicq, Stendahl, 
Wilkinson). Th e crucial notions of the “unity” or the “authority” of ot 
(and of the Bible as such) were at stake in the debate around the nature of 
“types” (Bright, Dodd , Hebert , Richardson , Rowley). Th e 
early Christian use of “types” in biblical hermeneutics, explored on a broader 
level by biblical scholars (Aune, Baker, Charlier, Ellis ), directly engaged 
them into widening their inquiry into patristic data (Woollcombe ). 
Hence, in those same years, the study of patristic typology was privileged 
by historians of early Christian hermeneutics. Even Philo and the Rabbis 
were witnesses to the importance of typology seen in post-biblical genera-
tions as an essential device of biblical thought (Borgen, Davis, Le Déaut, 
Williamson). Some ot fi gures like Abraham and Isaac played a special role 
in exemplifying biblical typology (Leenhardt, Lerch), the same fi gures who 
were orchestrated as typological paradigms by patristic experts.

In the heat of the debate around typology critical statements about 
its signifi cance for twentieth-century Christianity multiplied. Th e mod-
ern quest for a renewed theological identity, so dramatically affi  rmed by 
Bultmann and his school of thought, challenged biblical scholars, forcing 
them to reconsider the relevance of the debate itself (Amsler, Berkhof, Camp-
bell, Childs, Dentan, Grelot, Hasel, Marcus, Reventlow, Richardson , 
Stek, Takamori).

Roman Catholic exegetes were specially concerned by the logical con-
nection between literal sense and typology. Th ey invented the phrase sensus 
plenior, or “fuller sense,” which enjoyed their favor for a while. Th e notion 
rested on the classical doctrine of divine revelation, communicated through 
inspired Scripture, in calling on precise ideas about the mental state and pro-
phetic awareness of the biblical authors (Brown, in line with A. Fernandez, 
“Hermeneutica,” Institutiones Biblicae [d ed.; Rome, ]; Fernandez , 
Gribomont, Moo , Sutcliff e, Temino Saiz, Vawter).
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. Patristic Typology

At fi rst glance the following remark seems to understate the obvious: “Th e 
development of typological thinking into the patristic period and beyond is 
marked by considerable excess, most notably in the link to allegory” (Alsup, 
). Within the boundaries drawn within patristic literature itself, this un-
deniable “excess” represents a spectacular amplifi cation of hints read in nt 
writings: the mention of ot “types” led the Fathers to argue in polemical 
contexts off ering them many opportunities for developing theological in-
sights about biblical Israel and the church. Patristic typology proliferated on 
the thematic level; it structured literary genres in poetry as well as in prose. 
In short, it constituted the ideological infrastructure as the warrantee for the 
consistency of Christian thought throughout the patristic age.

Th ere is no doubt that its intimate link with allegory is a proper mark 
of patristic typology. By playing on both registers, the typological and the 
allegorical, the expositors of patristic exegesis succeeded in producing sym-
phonic masterpieces of biblical interpretation. Th e richness of the interplay 
of these motifs may occasionally sound confusing for unprepared modern 
listeners, but in their own time these creative interpreters were in most 
cases addressing popular audiences. It is worth trying to clarify some of 
their basic principles.

“Types” functioned in patristic exegesis as fi rst (or founding) principles 
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of Christian thought. Th ey were not perceived as a product of that thought 
issuing from a venerable church tradition as was the case for the creedal 
defi nition of synods in a later period. “Types” were a priori evidence included 
in the primal Gospel event.

One is not surprised to observe that the “types” in patristic typology 
derived from “types” already identifi ed in the nt. Such was the case for 
Adam in Rm :–; the rivalry between Sarah and Hagar (Gn :–), 
in Gal :–; the priesthood of Melchisedek (Gn :–), in Heb . 
Th e events in the book of Exodus were all declared τύποι in  Cor :–: 
the ot Passover (Ex : as prefi guration of Jesus’ Passion in Jn :–); 
in particular the interdict against breaking the bones of the paschal lamb 
(Ex : in Jn :); the bronze serpent of Nm :– prefi gured Jesus 
on the cross in Jn :; the water of Jacob’s well in Jn : and the Feast of 
Booths Jn :–; the manna, in Jn :; the death of the one “pierced” (Zec 
:), in Jn :. From the nt also, Cyril of Jerusalem borrowed ἀντίτυποϚ, 
“replica,” whose semantic ambit he boldly enlarged in considering Christi’s 
Passion itself to be the “type” replicated by Christian baptism (Mystagogical 
Instructions II , ); or the Holy Spirit to be the “type” whose “replica” the 
newly baptized are bearing (III , .); or again “the bread and wine which 
you are savoring” to be “the antitype” of the body and blood of Christ” 
(V , ), a way of speaking which he could have learned from the older 
tradition preserved in Hippolytus’s Apostolic Tradition : “the bishop blesses 
the bread as a replica called in Greek antitype of Christ’s body,” in exemplum 
quod dicit graecus antitypum corporis Christi. An enthusiastic citation of Heb 
: focusing on ἀντίτυποϚ occurs in Athanasius of Alexandria, Discourse 
Against the Arians II  (a ).

In patristic exegesis, “types” were one among a number of biblical no-
tions which experienced a new hermeneutical fl orescence. Part B of the 
Handbook off ers ample evidence of the key role played by typology in 
patristic exegesis of Scripture. From Melito of Sardis or Irenaeus of Lyon to 
Maximus Confessor or John of Damascus, from the Syrian Ephrem of Edessa 
to Isidore of Seville in Visigothic Spain, through diverse cultures and long 
centuries, biblical “types” infl amed the Christian imagination, fueling again 
and again the actualizing process by which believers identifi ed themselves 
with the Gospel event in keeping their tradition of faith alive.
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. Numerology

A special application of typological hermeneutics belongs to the patristic 
interpretation of biblical numbers. In ancient cultures, all over the planet, 
numbers had a symbolic signifi cance. For good or bad they notifi ed some-
thing otherwise secret. Th ey marked given circumstances in ominous ways 
or in other cases warranted an expected success. Religious and metaphysical 
ideas attached to the numbers giving them an important role in liturgies 
and rituals. “Seven” was specially in honor among Semitic tribes. It reached 
its climax of sanctity in the Jewish “Seventh Day,” the Sabbath. According 
to Zec : , Yahweh has seven eyes; the celebration of Pasch or of the Feast 
of Tabernacles lasts for seven days, etc. Jesus urging his disciples to forgive 
declares: “I do not say seven times, I say seventy times seven” (Mt :). In 
the Johannine Apocalypse “seven” is used more oft en than any other symbolic 
number, in stark contrast with “,” the fearsome number of Antichrist 
mentioned only once.

Th e signifi cance of patristic numerology should not be underestimated. 
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On one side ancient interpreters of the Bible in the church shared with their 
contemporaries a sense for numeral symbolism which was vulnerable to 
extravagant calculations. On the other side they were intent on accounting 
for all that is written in Scripture, and this imposed on these interpreters 
the necessity of explaining the meaning of the many and sometimes mys-
terious numbers they had to comment on in the sacred books. Th e “days” 
of the Creation story in Genesis, like the days and times expressly noted in 
the gospels, were for them as many imperatives challenging their symbolic 
numerology. In fact the interpretation of the “six days” of Creation became 
something of a literary genre in its own right—the hexaemeron found among 
the commentaries and homilies on Genesis of major authors of the Greek 
and Latin churches.

Th e fourth Book of Torah, bearing in the Hebrew Bible the appropriate 
title “In the Wilderness” which is a phrase found in the initial verse of the 
book, had been entitled ᾽Αριθμοί, Numbers, in the lxx, the Greek transla-
tors of Torah emphasizing the various censuses and the precise numbering 
which characterized the work. A similar awareness of the symbolic value 
of numbers was still at work in the Jewish mind of the Alexandrian author 
of Th e Wisdom of Solomon, a book added to the lxx in the second century 
b.c.e. at the time of a prodigious revival of Pythagorism in Greek culture 
(Ghyka ). Wisdom : states, “Th ou (God) hast ordered all things by 
meas ure and numbers and weight,” echoing Pythagoras himself (– 
b.c.e.) who claimed that “According to number, all has been made”—ἀριθμῷ 
δέ τε πάντ᾽ ἐπέοικεν. Hence it is not surprising to notice how Philo of 
Alexandria in his commentary on Torah never misses an opportunity to 
exercise his expertise in commenting on symbolic numerology. While the 
special treatise On Numbers written by Philo is lost (Staehle –), there is 
ample evidence of the attention he gives to numerology in other works. In 
De opifi cio mundi –, the “seventh day” and “the ten periods of seven 
years” which constitute the human life span, together with the seven plan-
etarian circles of the universe, give space for a sophisticated speculation on 
divine creativity and human psychology. In De congressu eruditionis gratia 
– and in Quaestiones in Genesim IV , number ten is declared proper 
to the deity, in strict conformity with Pythagorean tradition. In Quis rerum 
divinarum heres sit –, the symbolic value of number three engages 
Philo into exploring essential links between the divine Logos, the intelligible 
world and the human intellect, the same number three being at the center 
of a similar exposition in Quaest. Gen IV . Abraham’s age of seventy-fi ve in 
leaving Haran (Gn :), in De migratione Abrahami –, inspires the 
commentator to compose a series of digressions, with elaborate numerical 
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symbolism. For Philo it was an appropriate way to invite his fellow Jews to 
faithfully submit to the Law, and to celebrate the Law in the context of the 
Alexandrian culture of his day.

Philo’s example was to inspire patristic and medieval commentators 
of Scripture. From the very start, Christian interpreters found themselves 
confronted in ot with an impressive amount of diff erent kinds of numbers, 
sometimes precise, sometimes “rounded off ,” sometimes small and some-
times immense “numbers.” (Friberg). In , Letter  to Pammachius, Jerome 
felt obliged to justify his interest in “uneven (impares) numerals”: “So let 
me then enumerate those in the Church who wrote on uneven numerals: 
Clement, Hyppolytus, Origen, Dionysius, Eusebius, Didymus, and among the 
Latin authors, Tertullian, Cyprian, Victorinus, Lactantius, Hilary” (CSEL , 
, ). He deliberately omitted Ambrose and he could not yet mention 
Augustine. Had he considered symbolic comments on any numerals, his 
list of patristic authorities probably would have reached no end. Indeed the 
more Christian authors developed a systematic concern for an exhaustive 
interpretation for the littera, the more they built a symbolic numerology 
proper to patristic hermeneutics.

It would be worth analyzing in depth the process by which the wide-
spread symbolism of certain numbers in pagan culture was taken over by 
early interpreters of Scripture for their own purposes. Non-Christian numer-
ology refl ected religious beliefs since the stone-ages, it was an integral part 
of social and magical practices in all ancient cultures (Schimmel, Hasenfuss). 
Th e Christian interpreters of Scripture began by focusing on the “six days” 
of Creation and on the “seventh day” in the wake of Philo. Th ey soon added 
their own perspective on the “eighth day”, the day of Christ’s Resurrection 
which became Sunday. Th ey speculated on the “seven” gift s of the Spirit, the 
“seven” seals of the heavenly book in Revelation, the “twelve” apostles etc., in 
all cases stressing the symbolic value of numbers in regard to God’s salvifi c 
economy. Even when projecting epochs of world history or describing the 
diff erent ages of the human being, their focus remained heilsgeschichtlich, 
determined by their typological interpretation of Scripture. Th erefore it is 
fair to conclude that patristic numerology in its essential purpose is nothing 
but a particular case of patristic typology.

For lack of a comprehensive study (strangely missing in the bibliogra-
phies consulted since World War II) only a very scanty information is pro-
vided here. For Origen, Crouzel’s Bibliographie critique (), in addition 
to the still unsurpassed report by Harnack, Der kirchengeschichtliche Ertrag 
der exegetischen Arbeiten des Origenes, TU , – () and to a few addi-
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tional remarks by R. B. Tollington in the introduction to Selections from the 
Commentaries and Homilies of Origen (), only mentions a short passage 
on Origen’s symbolic numerology in K. H. Schwarte, Die Vorgeschichte der 
augustinischen Weltalterlehre (Bonn ). Not a single study concerning the 
numerology in Origen’s works is signaled in the two supplementary volumes 
updating Crouzel’s bibliography in  and .

A number of signifi cant studies have been devoted to numerology in the 
Greek tradition. Basil of Caesarea ends his second homily on the six days of 
Creation with a vibrant explanation of the transcendent meaning of “day” in 
Gn :. In particular, the “eighth” day provides a sure access to eternal life. 
Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. , goes further in stating that the “eighth” day 
is also the “fi rst.” Creation and salvation are ultimately recapitulated as they 
were conceived in the initial transcendency of God’s work. In his Homily 
on Ps , Gregory of Nyssa reminds the congregation: “You know very well 
the mystery of the Octave,” the biblical sequence of eight days which is the 
confl ation of the Genesis report with the gospel narratives on Christ’s res-
urrection. Th e theme of the “seven” and “eight” days would resonant in all 
major exegetical trends of Greek patristics (Dölger –).

Th e Latins were enthusiastic inheritors of the exegetical tradition of 
commenting on the symbolism of the biblical “days.” A whole chapter in 
V. Hahn, Das Wahre Gesetz, “Th e Law in the Light of Numeral Mysticism” 
(), examines “Das Gesetz in der Zahlenmystik” (–). Having referred 
to one or two general studies (Sauer, Forstner), and insisted on the infl uence 
of Plato in citing Hoff mann, the author mentions Daniélou’s Sacramentum 
futuri, which in fact deals with typology. Hahn’s analysis highlights the 
symbolic riches of “seven” and “eight” in Ambrose’s exegesis compared with 
Philo’s remarks: the typological dynamics uniting ot and nt in the bishop’s 
mind generates new theological insights about the Days of Creation and 
the ages of the cosmos. It results in a form of numerology which conveys at 
once a substantial teaching on moral values and a condensed vision of the 
history of salvation.

Before Ambrose, Hilary had repeatedly called on the symbolism of num-
ber eight in Christian exegesis as a well- known topic (Tract. Ps  and ). 
Aft er Ambrose, Jerome, Breviarium in psalmos: Ps  (PL , ) and Com in 
Aggaei proph , and Augustine, De sermone domini I  (PL , ), Ep. , 
, ; , , , add their own comments on the “eighth” day. Th e enduring 
tradition on this theme would be collected and summarized by Cassiodorus, 
Expositio in psalterium: Expositio in Ps  (PL , ) (Dölger –).

Tyconius, the fourth century African author of the Liber regularum, Th e 
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Book of Rules, which infl uenced Augustine’s biblical exegesis, especially with 
regard to the “thousand years of the saints,” draws a distinction between two 
diff erent ways of resolving perplexities arising from biblical “quantities” of 
time—temporis quantitas (LR , ). Th e fi rst is the “mystical trope, synec-
doche” that is, when the part represents the whole, or the whole the part. 
In the discussion of the fi ft h “rule” De temporibus, Tyconius pays careful at-
tention to questions like the computation of the  years (Ex :) of the 
Jewish sojourn in Egypt or Jesus’ three days in the tomb. Th e second kind 
of time quantity concerns the biblical use of “fi xed” or “specifi c numbers” 
(Babcock, ) like seven, ten and twelve or their multiples—Ex legitimis 
numeris sunt septenarius, denarius, duodenarius. Idem autem est numerus et 
cum multiplicatur. According to Tyconius, these are not literal time quantities 
but indicators that the passage is to be “spiritually” interpreted, that is to be 
interpreted in the context of the church. Th ese indicators, like the “seventy” 
years in Babylon, and the “ten days” of the Book of Revelation (Rv :) are 
not defi nite quantitative periods, but indications of the “time” of the church. 
In discussing multiples of “four,” (“forty days of the Lord’s fast, and Moses’ 
and Elijah’s”) he notes that certain numbers are “signs” rather than numeri-
cal equivalencies—Cetera vero numeri pro locis intellegendi sunt; signa sunt 
enim, non manifestae defi nitiones (Bright, –).

For a fine analysis of Augustine’s interpretation of numbers in his 
Tractactus in Iohannem, see M. Comeau, Saint Augustin, exégète du quatrième 
évangile. Paris nd ed. , –, and M. Pontet , –. In 
CHB , G. Bonner adds to his citation of numeral annotations in Augustine’s 
In Iohannem: “Th is numeral interpretation represents Augustine at his most 
extravagant, and most readers will recoil before an exegetical ingenuity so 
subtle and fecund and, withal, so labored and unconvincing. It would be 
unrealistic and even disingenuous to dismiss it as uncharacteristic—on the 
contrary, it refl ects Augustine’s taste and that of his age all too faithfully—but 
there is another, and more appealing, side to Augustine’s allegory, when he 
interprets scripture typologically” (). Th e British critic rightly emphasizes 
that symbolic numerology was like second nature for Augustine’s imagina-
tion, and that he was more “subtle and fecund” than most of his contem-
poraries in playing with it.Rather than opposing Augustine’s symbolism 
of numbers to “when he interprets scripture typologically” (), Bonner 
would possibly have been more accurate in his remarks had he stressed the 
typological ground on which the bishop of Hippo played with numbers.

All mention of numbers in ot and nt, from “one” to “one million,” are con-
veniently listed Concordance de la Traduction Oecuménique de la Bible—TOB. 
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Berlin, , –.

More titles on symbolic numerology can be found in Part B under specifi c 
authors, for instance, Augustine.

iv. Allegorism

. Cultural Origin and Practice

In Greek Antiquity, “allegory” (ἡ ἀλληγορία), a Hellenistic term derived 
from ἀλλα ἀγορεύειν, “to say something else in public speech,” is a form of 
discourse as old as discourse itself. Th e notion attracted critical attention 
from the day when written texts were suspected of hiding a deeper mean-
ing. Th e oldest testimony to that hermeneutical suspicion dates from the 
fourth century b.c.e. and is produced by “Th e Orphic Papyrus of Derveni” 
(“Der orphische Papyrus von Derveni,” ZPE , , –), which com-
ments on an Orphic theogony dating from the sixth century b.c.e. where 
“Zeus” is called “all things” with the comment: “Th is verse has a derived (= 
hidden) meaning, τοῦτο τὸ ἔποϚ πα[ρα]γωγὸν πεποίηται; it is obscure for 
the many, but crystal clear for those who have the right insight—καὶ το[ῖϚ 
μ]ὲν πολλοῖϚ ἄδηλόν ἐστιν, τοῖϚ δὲ ὀρθῶϚ γινώσκουσιν εἴδηλον, col.  
(R. Merkelbach ).
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Attempts of a proper form of allegorizing go back, according to the 
tradition of Greek grammarians, to Hecates and Th eagenes of Rhegium 
(th c. b.c.e.), for whom the battle of the gods (Iliad ) signifi ed the fi ght 
of the elements, a fi rst instance of φυσικὴ ἀλληγορία, or “cosmological alle-
gorism.” In that line of interpretation Agamemnon was assimilated to ether, 
Achilles identifi ed as the sun, Helen as the earth, Paris as the air, Hector as 
the moon: a procedure simply called ὑπονοία, “conjecture,” or “symbolic 
identifi cation.” Anaxagoras (th c. b.c.e.) and his disciples (among them pos-
sibly Socrates) inaugurated “ethical allegorism”: Homer’s poetry was “about 
virtue and justice” (Diogenes Laertius , , ). Plato (–) refused to 
allegorize ancient myths, preferring his dialectics. But the Stoics, starting 
with their founder Zeno (ca. –ca. ), adopted cosmological allegorism 
and positioned it at the core of their system. For instance the Titans were 
the στοιχεία τοῦ κόσμου, the “founding elements of cosmos.” For later Stoics, 
such as Cleanthes and Chrysippus (ca. –ca. ), Zeus symbolized ether, 
and Rhea, earth. Th rough centuries commentators produced an increasingly 
allegorical interpretation of Homer and Hesiod.

Later authors recapitulated the allegorical tradition. Philodemos of 
Gadara was the fi rst to use ἀλληγορία as a technical term in school rheto-
ric, ca.  b.c.e. (Volumina rhetorica I, ed. Sudhaus, Teubner, , p. , 
; , –; , ). Cornutus, another Stoic philosopher authored a 
Th eologiae Graeciae compendium; Heraclides of Pontus, a grammarian, col-
lected allegoriae Homericae, still known in the patristic period by Strabo and 
Pseudo-Plutarch. Plutarch himself, in On Reading Poets, De audiendis poetis 
noted how the contemporary usage had shift ed from the traditional and 
more common term ὑπονοία to the new technical term ἀλληγορία: “In the 
past one said ‘deep thoughts’ but now ‘allegories’”—ταῖϚ πάλαι μὲν ὑπονοίαϚ, 
ἀλληγορίαιϚ δὲ νῦν λεγομέναιϚ, e. Th e Neo-Platonists, with the notable 
exception of Plotinus, also favored allegorism, for instance, Porphyry in 
῾Ομηρικὰ ζητήματα and Th e Cave of the Nymphs in the Odyssey (Arethusa 
Monographs , SUNY ).

In the Latin tradition the very term “allegoria” was fi rst used by Cicero 
(– b.c.e.). From Varro, Antiquitates divinae to Horace and Virgil, the use 
of allegorism became standard. Quintilian (st c. c.e.) called it a metaphora 
continua (Inst) VIII , ). As a literary device for interpreting texts which 
carried on religious or philosophical messages, a consistent “transfer of mean-
ing” (translatio equaled the Latin metaphora) opened original perspectives 
far beyond the literal contents of the texts under scrutiny. Symbolic thinking 
favored such a metaphorical technique of interpretation. Interpreters had to 
operate in conformity with well defi ned rules when they spoke of  written 
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sources with analogies of their own. Otherwise allegorism was doomed 
to become artifi cial and abusive, a trend which all too soon attracted its 
proponents.

In Hellenistic Judaism, traces of allegorism are visible, fi rst in the writ-
ing of Aristobulos (mid nd c. b.c.e.; see the fragments of his Commentary 
on Pentateuch in Eusebius of Caesarea’s Praeparatio evangelica ., .); 
then in the Letter of Aristeas (early nd c. b.c.e.; A. Pelletier, SC ), the 
Book of Wisdom and the interpretation of Canticle. Philo of Alexandria 
(d.  c.e.) inherited the cosmological and ethical allegorizing of the Stoics. 
He adapted it to his own Platonic vision of reality and brought it to a climax 
in his Commentary on Torah, creating thereby a hermeneutical model which 
would inspire Clement and Origen of Alexandria. In the most spectacular 
illustration of the allegorical method in Late Antiquity, Philo used to isolate 
one precise notion in chosen biblical quotations. He emphasized the symbolic 
relevance of that notion in regards to another one of his choice in basing 
himself on similitudes between both of them, which he points out with the 
help of the ten Aristotelian categories (substance—οὐσία, quantity—ποσόν, 
quality—ποίον, relation—πρόϚ τι, location—ποῦ, time—ποτέ, context—
κεῖσθαι, disposition—ἔχειν, action— ποιεῖν, passivity—πασχεῖν). Th us an 
“allegorical” comment was justifi ed “in following the rules of allegorism” 
ἑπόμενοι τοῖϚ ἀλληγορίαϚ νόμοιϚ (De somnis I ). A luminous analysis of 
Philo’s procedure has been worked out by I. Christiansen (), whose fi nal 
defi nition of Philonian allegorism announces the deep impact Philo would 
have on patristic exegesis: “Allegorism (‘Allegorese’ in German) is a form of 
interpretation thanks to which a core idea (‘Ideeneinheit’), implicitly included 
in the ‘letter’ is explicated, a notion equivalent to the written expression but 
of a broader signifi cance being joined to it” (). A frequent recourse to the 
etymologies of Hebrew names was part of Philo’s allegorical method. Rabbi 
Aqiba (d.  c.e.) conceived a strictly allegorical interpretation of Canticle 
in order to celebrate the mystical bonds between God and Israel.

One may wonder why allegorism was so pervasive within the literary 
legacy of classical Antiquity. One can only refl ect on how allegory perfectly 
fi tted the Greek mind-set for over a millennium of cultural traditions in 
the same way in which Greek statuary maintained its canonical standards 
from the smiling proto-classic to the ornate post-classic fi gures of Late 
Antiquity. Just as the plastic arts projected the perennial image stereotyped 
as an aesthetic paradigm of the human form, so within literature, cultural 
allegorism was a vehicle for the humanistic values and actualized an idealized 
past. In the dominant culture of Hellenistic Alexandria these diff erent forms 
of representation remained a driving force beneath the social and spiritual 
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re-modeling of the late antique identity shared by Greeks, Jews and Christians 
alike (Dawson ).

Pagan allegorism with its mythological background was utterly rejected 
by Christian authors (G. L. Ellspermann, Th e Attitude of the Early Christian 
Latin Writers toward Pagan Literature and Learning. Diss. Cath. Univ. of 
America. Patristic Studies . Washington ).

. Patristic Allegorism and Typology

In nt allegorism and typology are not yet diff erentiated, cp. Gal :–, 
on Hagar and Sarah, and  Cor :, quoting Dt :. Th e same is the case 
in the Letter of Pseudo-Barnabas. In Gnostic schools of thought allegori-
cal interpretations of Valentinus and Basilides faced strong opposition 
by church leaders like Irenaeus and Tertullian. Th e allegorical exegesis 
of Heracleon commenting on the Gospel of John was severely criticized 
by Origen. Allegorism prevailed in Hippolytus’s Commentary on Daniel 
and On Canticle, the latter’s explanation following Rabbi Aqiba. Clement 
of Alexandria borrowed from Philo the allegories of Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, 
Rebecca, Hagar in Stromates I –; he borrowed from other sources as 
well in chapter  of Stromates V, on the Tabernacle and the robe of the High 
priest (Méhat , –).

Origen also read Philo, but he became in his own right the fi rst systematic 
theoretician of Christian allegorism. He presented a “pneumatic” or “mystic” 
interpretation of Scripture essentially based on allegorical procedures. His 
hermeneutics transmitted by Alexandrian church tradition and adopted by 
famous Christian interpreters of Scripture in the East, such as Gregory of 
Nyssa in his Homilies on Canticle and Cyril of Alexandria in his exegesis of the 
ot, spread over Western Christianity through the works of Hilary, Ambrose 
(more dependent on Philo’s allegorism). Jerome (who later repudiated it) and 
above all Augustine, to the point of impregnating most exegetical achieve-
ments of the Latin Middle Ages until the Reformation.

Much has been published as a descriptive analysis of that legacy, and 
much more needs to be done in this regard. Here it would be useless to 
reduplicate all bibliographic data related with allegorical techniques as ap-
plied by patristic authors examined further on in Part B of the Handbook. 
Only some general studies deserve an immediate mention at the end of the 
present chapter.

Since World War II the most infl uential study of early Christian allegor-
ism was that of Henri de Lubac (–), whose thought became con-
troversial among historians of patristic exegesis from the s down to the 
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present day in a manner and to an extent only comparable with the uproar 
caused by R. Bultmann’s theories in Continental circles of biblical scholars. 
Th e main diff erence between both intellectual leaders was that the French 
Jesuit, brilliant as he was in his apologetics, seemed to propound a return 
to pre-critical hermeneutics of the Fathers, whereas the Lutheran professor 
of Marburg not only questioned the relevance of patristic exegesis by his 
“demythologizing,” but destabilized all biblical exegesis in its conventional 
status. H. de Lubac was the outstanding representative of an elitist theologi-
cal avant-garde drawn to the public arena in France through the diffi  cult 
circumstances of World War II, specifi cally the French “Resistance” in which 
he played an active role. His programmatic Catholicisme () as well as 
his role in the creation of the series “Sources Chrétiennes” inspired younger 
generations in Europe and elsewhere. At the Council of Vatican II, de Lubac, 
like Yves Congar, was rehabilitated aft er having been reduced to silence for 
a few years by members of the Roman Curia during the pontifi cate of Pius 
XII. His fi rst major publication on patristic hermeneutics discussed the basic 
notions of “typology” and “allegorism” (Lubac ). Th e author presented 
his understanding of the two notions in reaction to an article of a younger 
fellow Jesuit, Jean Daniélou, “Traversée de la mer Rouge et baptême aux 
premiers siècles,” in RSR  (): –. Daniélou had stated that only 
“typology” was genuinely Christian, allegory being taken over by Christian 
interpreters from Philo and the Greeks. De Lubac rightly questioned such 
clear-cut distinctions. “Far from opposing both notions, one should rather 
admit that the allegorical interpretation, in its traditional meaning , implied 
fi rst of all a discernment of the types or fi gures which announced Christ 
in biblical Israel. Th e whole of Israel announced the whole Christ. Th at 
interpretation established links between fi gure and truth, letter and spirit, 
between the old and the new. It showed how what is in the written text, 
having happened τυπικῶϚ, needs always to be understood and experienced 
πνευματικῶϚ” ().

Th us H. de Lubac downplayed the importance of typology, but not with-
out shift ing much of its meaning over into the notion of allegory: “Allegory 
is essentially what the Rev. Daniélou and others call, as opposed to it, typol-
ogy” (). Beyond the verbal dispute (now aft er many decades sounding at 
times like a frivolous pretext for a show of patristic erudition) the biblical 
notion of “types” remained unshaken, but the notion of “allegory” gained in 
semantic density. In essence, in the technical Christian sense, “allegorizing,” 
for de Lubac, meant to formulate the relevance of ot data in the light of the 
nt by using a fi gurative language which was able to describe the contents 
of Christian beliefs and the Christian way of life with images and com-
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parisons borrowed from both Testaments. Ancient authors, as oft en noted, 
were very rarely formal theoreticians of their own hermeneutical practice. 
Th ey interchanged technical terms with little concern. Th erefore de Lubac 
stated that it is the more important to focus on their “spiritual” motivation. 
In Origen’s case, for instance, he declared that “his spiritual sense, in regard 
to the anima in ecclesia, interiorizes the Christian mystery according to the 
logic of that mystery and leads us to a region far away from the one where 
one fi nds Philo’s exegesis as well as the ancient Greek exegesis” (). De 
Lubac insists that Christian allegory has its proper theological relevance with 
a central focus which is Christ, and is experienced by Christians along their 
inner journey as church members. Th us he rightly interprets the theological 
focus of Origen’s allegorism as typology (F. Bolgiani, M. Pesce).
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. Tropology: Figurative Exegesis and Human Behavior

A τρόποϚ is a “turn” of words, manners, or events. Its complex meaning refers 
to any mode of existence, divine or human; or to the character and moral 
attitude of specifi c persons. In Origen, the term was mainly used for indicat-
ing “turns of speech” (usually inadequate) when speaking about God. In this 
usage, “Tropikoi,” in Athanasius’ Letters to Serapion were people accused of 
twisting their discourse when arguing about the Holy Spirit: Th ey imagined 
changing “modes of being” in deity itself ! “Tropology,” meaning the use of 
fi gurative expressions and of fi gures of speech, was common practice among 
patristic authors as attested by Eusebius, Didymus, John of Damascus. In 
reference to Scripture it equaled “allegorical” or “spiritual” speech for Justin, 
Origen, Gregory of Nyssa (Lampe), s. v. . In hermeneutical terms, 
“tropology” was hardly diff erentiated from “typology.” Encyclopedias and 
dictionaries usually ignore it.

Th e leading Antiochene exegetes, Diodore of Tarsus and Th eodore of 
Mopsuestia, gave it a more technical sense: the literal content of some ot 
prophecies needs an explanation κατὰ τρόπον, “according to a change of 
meaning,” namely the change which opened the prophet’s mind in the very 
act of prophesying beyond the letter of his utterances; the prophet anticipated 
their future application in Israel (see Part B chapt. ).

In common use, “a ‘trope’ was a ‘fi gure’ (Philo, De conf. ling. , ), a 
‘mode’ (Augustine, De trin. XV ix ; Isidore, Etym. I xxxvii ), a ‘turn’ of 
language (tropos, ‘conversio’), by which one turned a phrase so that it indicated 
an object other than the one which it would normally mean” (de Lubac, Ex. 
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méd. , ). Th e technical “turning” of that sort focused on τροπολογία 
as a form of fi gurative language and mainly served for the application of 
scriptural phrases to human behavior.

Th e Latin Middle Ages were pervaded by this same understanding which 
it had inherited from ancient Christianity. Th e exemplaristic truth of history 
at work in Scripture was not only concentrated in “types” but it was most 
common in ot stories. At any moment Scripture as divinely inspired narra-
tion could off er a helpful advice to believers, if only the believers knew how to 
unlock the secret of its manifold meanings. More was said in biblical stories 
than what their literal content reported. Th e interpreter needed to search for 
the motivation and the aft erthoughts of the divine Spirit behind the latter: 
Which lessons were delivered by the literal narrative? What kind of divine 
pedagogy determined biblical history in its details, for instance as narrated 
in the Books of Samuel or Kings? Determined by God and commemorated 
in Scripture by the prophetic spirit, people in ancient Israel acted in order 
to prefi gure under the Law and ultimately to direct the actual embodiment 
of Christian identity in the church. For patristic interpreters it was obvious 
that lessons from the ot were, by defi nition, destined to let Christians catch 
more profoundly the lessons of the nt. With regard to ethical principles and 
in view of moral predication the basic structure of spiritual exegesis required 
the same Christological focus on the level of tropology as was noted earlier 
at the theological core of allegory.

Again a few general studies are mentioned here, whereas the tropological 
contributions of individual patristic authors shall be registered in Part B of 
the Handbook.

Daniélou, J., “Le Bon Samaritain”
Gögler, R., Zur Th eologie des biblischen Wortes bei Origenes. Düsseldorf, , 

–.
Lampe, PGL, –.
Lubac, H. de, Exégèse Médiévale II. Paris, , –.
Scorza Barcellona, F., “‘Oro e incenso e mirra’ (Mt , )”: ASE  (): “ii. Le 

 interpretazioni morali” –.

. Anagogy: Figurative Exegesis and the Beyond

Th e “uplift ing” (ἡ ἀναγωγή) from the literal to the spiritual sense in the 
interpreter’s mind was the most essential procedure of patristic exegesis. 
Th e whole verbal family ἀνάγω—ἀναγωγεύϚ—ἀναγωγή—ἀναγωγικόϚ—
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ἀναγωγικῶϚ was in use for expressing the “upwards” (ἀνα-) transfer of 
meaning beyond literalism.

Because of its general signifi cance, anagogical interpreting was indiff er-
ently assimilated to allegory or typology: for instance to allegory by Origen, 
On John .  (GCS , ; PG , c; SC : I, ), or by Epiphanius, Haer. 
, ; to typology by Origen, Princ , . , and Methodius, Th e Banquet , 
; or basically to the spiritual sense as such for Origen, On John :– 
(GCS , ; PG , a; SC : XXXII, ). For Epiphanius, Exp fi d 
 (GSC , ; PG , c); Gregory of Nyssa, On Canticle, proem.; and, 
centuries later, for Andrew of Caesarea, On Apoc, proem. (PG , c), it 
was synonymous with “theoria.” For the author of a scholia on Maximus 
Confessor, it signifi ed a “harmonizing of the literal story with the spirit of 
theoria” (Quaest. Th alassium : PG , a).

Generally called “mystic” (Origen, Princ , . ), or “spiritual”), pneumatikè 
(Methodius, Th e Banquet , ), it was frequently juxtaposed with historia 
and littera, occasionally explaining and justifying the need for explanations 
“higher” than the literal: Origen, On the Witch of Endor ; Methodius, Th e 
Banquet , ; Gregory of Nyssa, Th e Life of Moses (PG , a; SC , ); John 
Chrysostom, In Ps. :  (PG , d), even helping interpreters to overcome 
“contradictions” between the four Gospels: Origen, On John : (GCS , 
; PG , b; SC , ). Th us anagogy was a hermeneutical device 
of central importance for the christological exegesis of Origen (Homilies on 
Jeremiah , ), or for that of Cyril of Alexandria (On Ps :).

It acquired a more specifi c meaning later in the patristic era. “Anagogy” 
served for the contemplation of celestial things to come. It focused on 
the fi nal stage of the spiritual journey, as fulfi lled on the individual or on 
the cosmic level (de Lubac , –). In the Greek speaking world, 
Pseudo-Dionysius gave it a new theological relevance as a technical term with 
Neoplatonic connotations, meaning the “return” of spiritual beings “up” to 
the heavenly hierarchies. Th e Pseudo-Dionysian legacy was to play a major 
role in the Latin Middle Ages, being quoted by Th omas Aquinas more oft en 
than Augustine himself (Roques ). In the Latin patristic world, Cassian 
was one of the fi rst to promote the eschatological use of “anagogy”: “Anagogy 
leads from spiritual mysteries to more sublime and more sacred secrets of 
heavens,” Anagogia vero de spiritalibus mysteriis ad sublimiora quaedam et 
sacratiora caelorum secreta conscendens (Collatio , c. VIII; SC , ) with 
a reference to Gal :–, on the “heavenly Jerusalem.”

Th e thought of the fi nal, or supreme achievement of salvation had gal-
vanized Christian hopes from the very beginning. It constantly nourished 
Christian beliefs in a meaningful aft erlife, and thereby inspired many patristic 
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representations of the transit from earthly realities to a “heavenly” condi-
tion, for, as Gregory the Great said, the promises of the eternal kingdom are 
“secret sources of joy for the interior life,” secreta gaudia interioris vitae (In 
Ezechielem II, hom. , : PL , c).
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I
INTRODUCTION

Most articles on patristic exegesis address the approaches used by the Fathers 
through the progressive periods of the patristic era or in the regions or lan-
guages (East, West; Greek, Latin) associated with particular groups of Fathers. 
Others treat them according to whether the Father or group employed a 
method basically allegorical (Alexandrian) or literal (Antiochian). Th is article 
acknowledges and to some degree refl ects the value of such approaches, but 
its interest is diff erent. In a manner complementary to a commentary on the 
Bible it seeks to do two things. First, it provides for most books of the Bible 
an orientation to extant patristic commentaries and homilies in both criti-
cal editions and English translations when available. Th e reader will fi nd a 
primary bibliography of these works aft er each discussion of the main divi-
sions of biblical books within the canon, for example “Pentateuch,” “Gospels 
and Acts.” Second, this essay treats how the Fathers received, interpreted, and 
taught most books or corpora of the Bible. It provides selective insight into 
how Christians of the fi rst six hundred years interpreted the Bible in their 
journey to understand God and their world, to worship God, to develop true 
doctrine, and to love God and neighbor. Th rough the Fathers’ commentar-
ies, homilies, theological treatises, and correspondence this article sets forth 
for the reader an idea of how Christians in a milieu other than our own 
read the very same text in a similar manner and yet also in a manner quite 
diff erent. In this way it demonstrates historically how Christian interpreta-
tion, though it shows elements of discontinuity among diff ering cultures, 
also reveals elements of continuity and permanence. It is hoped that these 
glimpses into patristic exegesis of biblical books will further the reader’s 
understanding of the sacred text.

Some books (Leviticus, Ruth,  and  Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, 
Esther, Micah, Nahum, Tobit, Judith, additions to Esther and Daniel, Letter 
of Jeremiah,  Peter, and Jude) were not treated due to space limitations 
within this essay and the more limited role of these books in the develop-
ment of early Christian thought.

At the end of this introduction, the reader will fi nd a brief bibliography 
on patristic exegesis of the Bible. For helpful orientations and bibliogra-
phies to the development and history of patristic exegesis the reader will 
want to consult Denis Farkasfalvy’s essay, “Interpretation of the Bible,” in 
the Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, nd ed., edited by Everett Ferguson 
(Garland, Tex., ) and M. Simonetti’s essay, “Exegesis, Patristic,” in the 
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Encyclopedia of the Early Church, edited by Angelo Di Berardino (Oxford, 
). Further primary listings of the Fathers’ sermons and homilies on the 
nt may be found in H. J. Sieben, Kirchenväterhomilien zum Neuen Testament, 
Instrumenta Patristica,  (Th e Hague: Martinus Nijhoff  International, ). 
For futher secondary literature, the following sources may be consulted: 
H. J. Sieben, Exegesis Patrum, Sussidi Patristici,  (Rome: Istituto Patristico 
Augustinianum, ); Bibliographia Patristica,  vols., edited by Wilhelm 
Schneemelcher and Knut Schäferdiek (Berlin: de Gruyter, –). Brief 
comments on liturgical perspective were greatly informed by J. P. Lang’s 
Dictionary of the Liturgy (New York: Catholic Book Publishing, ). Th e 
authors wish to express their gratitude to Professor Pamela Bright and 
Professor Charles Kannengiesser for information they provided on the 
patristic interpretation of several ot books. Th e authors also acknowledge 
their debt to John Brown, David Dickinson, Robert Judge, Bryan Litfi n, 
Peter Martens, Beth Motley, and Jonathan Yates for their contributions to 
the completion of this essay.
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IV
PENTATEUCH

Genesis

Th e earliest Christian treatments of the Genesis material appear to have been 
commentaries and homilies on the fi rst chapter’s account of creation within 
six days. Th ese works, Hexaemera, could be devotional, in praise of and won-
der at God’s creative majesty, or technical in explanation of the procedure of 
God’s creative act. Th ey were written by Melito of Sardis, Rhodo, Candidus, 
Apion, Maximus, Hippolytus, Victorinus of Pettau, Severian of Gabala, Basil 
of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose, and John Philoponos (Eusebius of 
Caesarea, Ecclesiastical History ..; ..; .; Jerome, Epistle .; Lives 
of Illustrious Men ). Unfortunately, all but the last fi ve and a fragment from 
Victorinus have been lost.

Exegetes of the early Church also produced several commentaries and 
homilies on the other material within Genesis. Among the Greek Fathers, in 
addition to comments on the Hexaemeron, Hippolytus also treated the later 
narrative of Genesis, of that only fragments remain. Origen’s thirteen books 
on Genesis are lost, but some fragments in catenae survive as do sixteen of 
his homilies. Th e commentaries of Eusebius of Emesa and Diodore of Tar-
sus are extant only in catenae fragments, but due to a fortunate discovery 
of papyri at Tura in  Didymus of Alexandria’s commentary is now 
known. In addition to providing his own interpretation Didymus presents 
and adheres to Origen’s reading of chs. –. Th e allegory is there along with 
the dualistic anthropology derived from the diff ering accounts of Adam’s 
creation (Genesis , ), and Adam and Eve before and aft er the Fall (Genesis 
). Two series of homilies on Genesis by John Chrysostom are extant: nine 
homilies preached in Lent of  and sixty-seven delivered during . Th e 
latter series provides almost a comprehensive commentary on the book. Of 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia’s commentary on Genesis, for the most part only 
selections of his reading of the fi rst three chapters survive in fragmentary 
form. Cyril of Alexandria’s seven books of Elegant Comments (Glaphyra) 
on Genesis off er a christological interpretation of chosen passages, where 
he employs a spiritual (typological) reading but also presents a literal one. 
Th eodoret’s commentary on the Octateuch (Pentateuch with Joshua, Judges, 
Ruth) is extant, while Gennadius’s commentary on Genesis and Procopius’ 
commentary on the Octateuch survive only in fragments.

Th e commentaries of the Greek Fathers are complemented by the works 
of the Latin Fathers, Jerome and Augustine, and the Syrian father, Ephraem. 
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Jerome wrote a commentary that employed Origen’s Hexapla and was in-
formed by Hebraic issues and traditions. Augustine’s three treatments evi-
dence somewhat diff ering approaches. Th e fi rst commentary, written against 
the Manichaean objections to the teachings and language of Genesis, was 
highly allegorical. Th e second, while still polemically focused against the 
Manichaean objections, was an attempt at literal exegesis. He only reached 
Gen : before abandoning the project in . From  to  he composed 
his fi nal work on Genesis, a twelve-book composition exegetically treating 
the text up to Gen : with substantial theological explanation. Th is third 
commentary sought to be literal, but did entertain the allegorical sense. 
Augustine also addressed troublesome material in Genesis in his Locutions 
on Genesis and in the Questions on Genesis. Ephraem’s commentary treats 
the early chapters of Genesis more extensively than the later ones, evidences 
connections to Rabbinic traditions, focuses attention on the theological ques-
tion of free will, and is not slavishly typological.

Other interpretations of Genesis in addition to the Hexamera, com-
mentaries, and homilies included specifi c works on events and persons 
within the narrative. Hippolytus expounded on Jacob’s blessing of his sons 
in Genesis . Gregory of Nyssa and Basil of Caesarea (or Pseudo-Basil) 
both addressed the creation of humanity. Ambrose produced homilies and 
treatises on Paradise and the Fall, Cain and Abel, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, 
Joseph, and the Patriarchs. Rufi nus of Aquileia also composed a commentary 
on Genesis , the blessings of the patriarchs.

Th e more common motifs taken by the Fathers from Genesis include: 
God as Creator in prayer and confession; the salvation of Noah from the 
fl ood in baptismal liturgy; the development of Adam in parallel and yet 
contradistinction to Christ; the redemptive hope of humanity through the 
seed of Eve (Gen :); and the patriarchs as types of Christ, Christians, and 
their faith as anticipatory models of the Church’s faith.

In addition to these categories the reader may fi nd the following patris-
tic interpretations of Genesis valuable (see Jean Daniélou, From Shadows to 
Reality: Studies in the Biblical Typology of the Fathers, translated by Wulstan 
Hibberd [Westminster, Md: Newman, ], –). Irenaeus, Tertullian, 
Cyril of Jerusalem, and Gregory of Nyssa saw the Church as the anti-type of 
the Paradise of Genesis –. From this Paradise (Church) unredeemed hu-
manity is exiled, but baptized, spirit-indwelt humanity re-enters it (Irenaeus, 
Adv. Haer. ..; Tertullian, Against Marcion .; Cyril, Procatechesis , ; 
Gregory of Nyssa, On the Baptism of Christ).

Th e early Church saw the sacrifi ce of Isaac as a type of the sacrifi ce of 
Christ (Gen :–). As Isaac is the only fi rst born son, greatly loved, so 

 Pentateuch 
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too is Christ. As Isaac carries the wood for the sacrifi cial fi re, so Christ is 
suspended from the tree (cross), nailed to the wood. As Isaac is delivered 
over by his faith, so too is Christ. And, as a lamb (ram) in the end is off ered 
for Isaac, Christ, the spiritual lamb is off ered for the world (Gregory of Nyssa, 
Homily on the Resurrection ; John Chrysostom, Homily on Genesis .).

Some of the language of Genesis becomes quite important in doctrinal 
formulation. For Athanasius, Gen :, “let us make humankind,” shows that 
the Son was always with the Father in accordance with the Word’s presence 
with God the Father in the beginning (John :). It also shows that the Father 
through the Son created all things, all creatures (Against the Arians .; .). 
Th ese ideas of the (eternal) presence of the Son with the Father and the Son 
as the Father’s agent in creation counter the Arian thesis of the Son’s creation. 
Th e First Sirmian Creed (), though not in favor of Athanasius’ return to 
his bishop’s offi  ce in Alexandria and void of any mention of the Son being 
of the same substance (homoousios) as the Father, mentions Gen : in a 
way similar to Athanasius’s language. According to Athanasius, if anyone 
denies that in this text the Father addresses the Son or if anyone (Marcellus 
of Ancyra?) assumes that in this text God is but speaking to himself, that 
one is anathema (Athanasius, On the Councils .). Germinius, who once 
sided with the Arians then moved doctrinally away, though he never con-
fessed Nicaea, gave a diff erent emphasis to Gen :. He concentrated on the 
phrase “according to our image,” pointing out that the wording is “our,” not 
“my” or “your.” Th is means, then, that any diff erence between the Son’s and 
the Father’s divinity is precluded (Hilary of Poitiers, Historical Fragments B 
V. VI. –).

Genesis : would also receive attention: “the Lord rained . . . brimstone 
and fi re from the Lord . . .,” because of the reference to two Lords, thought to 
be the Father and the Son. Athanasius cites it in order to show that already 
in the ot, before his resurrected exaltation, the pre-incarnate Son, Christ, was 
already everlastingly Lord and King (Against Arians .). Again the First 
Sirmian Creed cites it to teach that the two Lords are the Father and Son. It 
proclaims anathema upon anyone who believes God rained down judgment 
from himself (Athanasius, On the Councils .). Th is interpretive distinc-
tion between Father and Son and the appelation of the title “Lord” to each 
seems to arise as early as Justin (Dialogue with Trypho .). Both Irenaeus 
and Tertullian carry forward the tradition of distinction between Father and 
Son with common title (Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. ..; Tertullian, Against Praxeas 
.). Eventually in Gregory of Nazianzus it will be used in specifi c support 
of the claim that the Father was never without the Word (Son) and therefore 
was always Father (Th eological Oration . [Oration .]).
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Genesis is read during Lent, at the Easter Vigil, at Pentecost, Corpus 
Christi, in Ordinary time, and at Masses for baptism and marriage. It in-
structs believers about their dependence on God for life through creation, 
and redemption through Covenant.

Exodus

From the beginning the Fathers devoted great attention to the book of 
Exodus. (Many of the following insights are indebted to Jean Daniélou, From 
Shadows to Reality: Studies in the Biblical Typology of the Fathers. Translated by 
Wulstan Hibberd [Westminster, Md.: Newman, ]–.). Clement of 
Rome ( Clem. –, ), Barn. (..–), Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho 
and Irenaeus’s Adv. Haer. (.–) all initiated and anticipated the extensive 
typological interpretation of the persons, events, and themes of Exodus as 
fulfi lled particularly in Christ and the Church. In this regard the Fathers 
received the exegetical mantle from the Hebrew prophets and nt writers 
themselves, the former who anticipated a new Exodus while in exile, the 
latter who understood the incarnation of the Son and the gift  of the Holy 
Spirit as the fulfi llment of this new Exodus. christological, ecclesiological, 
and moral interpretations of Exodus dominate.

For many of the Fathers Jesus was understood to be the second, or new 
Moses, a theme already evident in Matthew’s gospel. Eusebius, for instance, 
developed this interpretation (Dem. Ev. .), understanding Christ as the 
supreme legislator. Christ ushered in new life and delivered believers from 
the idolatorous world into heaven, as typifi ed in the new law he dispensed 
in the Sermon on the Mount. Th is paralleled the fi rst Moses who was also a 
legislator (having received the law on Mount Sinai) and who delivered the 
Hebrews from the idolatry of Egypt to the promised land. Other parallels be-
tween Jesus and Moses seen by the Fathers included the following: as Moses 
fasted for forty days, so Jesus fasted in the wilderness; as God provided the 
miracle of the manna, so Jesus multiplied loaves; as Moses commanded the 
sea at the Exodus, so Jesus stilled the sea by his command; as the Hebrews 
crossed the Red Sea, so Jesus walked on the waters; as Moses’ face shone 
aft er his encounter with God on Sinai, so was Jesus visibly glorifi ed at his 
transfi guration on a high mountain; as twelve spies were commissioned, so 
were twelve apostles appointed; and as Moses called Joshua to assume the 
leadership of Israel, so Jesus called Simon Peter to lead the Church. To this 
extensive catalogue of comparisons one can add the powerful and prevalent 
typology of Moses praying with his hands extended in the battle with Amalek 
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as a type of Jesus’ cross with its extended arms (see, for example, Barn. .; 
Justin, Dial. .; Cyprian, Testimonies .; ; Tertullian, Against Marcion 
.; Origen, Homilies on Exodus .; Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses, :
–, ).

Th e apostle Paul’s spiritual interpretation of the Exodus in  Corinthians 
:– included reference to Christ, the rock. In Exodus (:) Moses struck 
the rock at Horeb with his staff  and water poured forth. For the Fathers the 
events of the Exodus bore a remarkable affi  nity to events in the life of Christ. 
For instance, when Christ the rock was pierced with the spear while on the 
cross, water too poured forth (cf. John :; Cyprian, Epistles .; Gregory 
of Elvira, Tractate ). Another typology was the incident at Marah and its 
bitter waters (Exodus :) and the sweetening of the water by throwing 
in the wood, which was seen as a type of baptism. Th e emphasis here dif-
fered from the baptism that had as its type the crossing of the Red Sea. Th e 
“Marah” baptism emphasized the giving of life whereas at the “Red Sea” bap-
tism the water was a symbol of judgment from which the baptized escape. 
Tertullian (On Baptism ), Didymus (On the Trinity .), and Ambrose (On 
the Mysteries .) all comment on the Marah incident.

It comes as little surprise that the pivotal salvifi c incident in the Exodus, 
the Hebrew nation’s passing through the Red Sea, became the dominant 
source for the Fathers’ water-baptism typology, yet many of the Fathers’ 
interpretations of baptism went beyond what the nt taught was fulfi lled in 
Jesus Christ. Th ey asserted a day-to-day fulfi llment of the Exodus in the life 
of the Church, that is, in baptism and the Eucharist (drawn from the crossing 
of the Red Sea and the eating of manna). Th e crossing through the Red Sea 
was a type of baptism (see Paul above) which the Fathers associated with 
redemption—what God did once with water, God does in the life of the 
Church with water (Tertullian, Bapt. .; Didymus, Trin. .). In Didymus’ 
work Egypt represented the world, the waters represented salvation and 
baptism, and Pharaoh and his soldiers were the Devil and his forces (also see 
Zeno of Verona, Homily ). Other exegetes would emphasize the superior-
ity of the Christian sacraments over the types of the Exodus (Ambrose, On 
the Mysteries .; On the Sacraments ..; Basil of Caesarea, Treatise on 
the Holy Spirit ). For a wonderful catalogue of the extensive typological 
exegesis of the events surrounding the Exodus from Egypt see Augustine, 
Against Faustus (.–).

A fi nal theme for consideration is the moral, mystic, and ascetic inter-
pretations that Exodus invited. Prominent here is Gregory of Nyssa’s, Life of 
Moses, which typologically illustrated the continual journey of the Christian 
soul toward perfection based on patterns and events in the life of Moses. 
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Gregory interpreted Exodus : (describing Moses’ approach to God who 
was enshrouded in darkness) in terms of the soul’s progress toward a vision 
of the enshrouded, inaccesible God through understanding (Life of Moses 
.–). With John Cassian, the book of Exodus became a symbol for 
the monastic life as the way that led to God (Conferences .–): it pro-
vided examples of the monastic lifestyle (Confer. .–), admonitions against 
temptation (.), and spiritual combat (. –). Increasingly the events of 
the Exodus came to be seen as a pattern for the spiritual life (see Gregory the 
Great’s Moral Discourses on Job,and Caesarius of Arles’ Sermons –).

Th e book of Exodus is used extensively in the Roman Missal, notably at 
the Easter Vigiland at Pentecost, on Trinity Sunday and the third Sunday of 
Lent. In the Liturgy of the Hours it is likewise used in the fi rst three weeks 
of Lent. Th e events of the Passover point toward Jesus, the new and great 
Passover lamb who has delivered his people from the bondage of sin.

Numbers

Th e book of Numbers was not used by the Fathers as frequently as other 
books of the Pentateuch. However, Origen (Homilies on Numbers), Augustine 
(Questions on Numbers), Cyril of Alexandria (Glaphyra on Numbers), 
Th eodoret (On Numbers), and Procopius of Gaza (Commentaries on Numbers) 
have all left  behind substantial contributions.

Th ere was also a handful of notable people and events frequently com-
mented on. Balaam’s fourth oracle, and especially Num :, was to many 
of the Fathers a source of both inspiration and perplexity, because Balaam 
was thought to have played the role of both prophet (Num : and the 
rising star from Jacob, a prophecy of the incarnation) and villain (Numbers 
, leading Israel into immorality at Baal Peor). Numbers : was a crucial 
passage for the Fathers: “I see him, but not now; I behold him, but not near—a 
star shall come out of Jacob, and a scepter shall rise out of Israel.” From the 
earliest of the Church writings this verse was interpreted as a prediction of 
the incarnation of Christ. Justin (Dial. ; ) mentioned the verse, but 
not the name of Balaam who uttered the prophecy. Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. 
..) saw the verse as christological, and both Athanasius (Incarnation of 
the Word ) and Lactantius (Divine Institutes .) attributed this verse 
not to Balaam, but to Moses. Cyprian (Treatise ..) and Augustine (On 
Diverse Questions to Simplicius, ), however, mentioned Balaam as uttering 
the prophecy. Th e christological typology of this oracle functioned because 
of the connection made between “stars.” Th at is, most of the Fathers thought 
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the star that guided the magi who had come to visit the infant Jesus had been 
predicted by Balaam and his “star of Jacob” (although Augustine distanced 
himself from such an interpretation). Origen went so far as to attribute to 
Balaam the beginnings of the magi sect, including those who had come to see 
the infant Jesus (see Origen Hom.in Num.., .; Against Celsus .,). 
Some of the Fathers argued for Balaam’s conversion as a type of the future 
Gentile conversion. His cry, “Let me die the death of the upright, and let 
my end be like his” (Num :) was thought to signal his salvation—both 
Origen and Jerome saw in Balaam a model of Gentile salvation (Jerome, 
Commentary on Ezekiel ).

In addition to the fi gure of Balaam, the incident with the bronze snake 
in Num :– elicited the Fathers’ response. Ignatius interpreted this event 
christologically (cf. John :). For him, the Word was raised up as the ser-
pent was in the wilderness (Smyrn. ). Th e same connection is made in the 
Barn. () where the bronze serpent was seen as a type of Christ; the sin-
ner would be restored by hope and belief in him. Tertullian also interprets 
this event as a foreshadowing of the passion of Christ, but with a diff erent 
understanding. Moses hung a serpent on a tree as an instrument of healing 
for Israel. Th is was a prediction of the Lord’s cross on which the devil (as 
serpent) was displayed so that everyone hurt by the serpent could turn to 
it and receive salvation (Answer to the Jews ).

Another passage of frequent recourse to the Fathers was Num :– 
which served as a dual paraenesis: both Moses’ humility and the attempted 
schism of Aaron and Miriam served as moral guides to the Church, the 
one positive, the other negative. Th e faithfulness of Moses, his humility in 
particular, drew great emphasis.  Clement  spoke of Moses as the faithful 
one in all of God’s house, and Ignatius (Eph. ; Magn. ), Irenaeus (Adv. 
Haer. ..), Cyprian (Epistles .), the Apostolic Constitutions (..), and 
Gregory of Nazianzus (To Cledonius) all repeated this exhortation to be 
humble as Moses had been God’s humble servant.

Miriam’s illness that resulted from the attempted schism was noted by, 
among others, Irenaeus (frag. ) and the Apostolic Constitutions (..) 
which likewise highlighted that those who create schisms are punished, 
as had been the case with Miriam. Th e other notable schism in Numbers 
(Ch. ), the rebellion of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram and their attempted 
usurpation of the priestly roles, served as a warning of the consequences 
of schism for the life and worship of the early Church. Th is incident was 
frequently referred to in the Apostolic Constitutions (..; ..; ..; 
..; ..), and was discussed by Ambrose (Ep. .–) and Augustine 
(On Baptism .–; .; .).
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Scenes depicting events in the life of Aaron and Miriam drawn from the 
Book of Numbers fi nd expression in the paintings of the Dura Synagogue. 
In the liturgy, passages from Numbers are read in the Roman Missal in 
Ordinary Time and in the third week of Advent, fi ft h week of Lent, and on 
several feasts including Triumph of the Cross. Numbers is also read in the 
Liturgy of the Hours during the fourth week of Lent. Th e meaning of the 
book is that God’s power and majesty are the focal points of believers’ lives. 
Believers are not to wander away from God as the Israelities did.

Deuteronomy

Th e book of Deuteronomy did not excercise the attention of the early Church 
Fathers, at least when the references to Deuteronomy were juxtaposed to 
another book of the Pentateuch such as Genesis. Yet this is not say that 
Deuteronomy was entirely neglected. Deuteronomy : was a favorite 
passage in the early Church (“See, I have set before you today life and pros-
perity, death and adversity”); this message of choosing good as opposed to 
evil was associated with the similar theme in Genesis  expressed in the tree 
of the knowledge of good and evil in the Garden of Eden. Both Clement 
of Alexandria (Stromata .) and Tertullian (Exhortation to Chastity .) 
connected Genesis : with Deuteronomy :.

Certain texts from Deuteronomy did fi nd their way into christological 
discussions. Th e Shema of Israel, Deut :, was a text used by the Arians to 
show how the Father alone was truly God in opposition to the Son who was 
subordinated to his Father. While Prov : was perhaps the most signifi cant 
verse in the Arian controversies, the Arians found the declaration of God’s 
unity in Deuteronomy : compelling. So, according to Athanasius, did the 
Arian argument proceed: “Behold, God is said to be one and only and the 
fi rst, how do you say that the Son is God? For if he was God, he would not 
say,  ‘I alone’ or ‘God is one.’” (Orations against the Arians .).

Deuteronomy : was also important for the Cappadocians who had 
articulated the existence of the three hypostases (persons) of the Godhead. 
Unlike the Arians who denied the full divinity of the Son, Basil of Caesarea, 
his brother Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus were charged with 
abandoning the unity of God, in favor of “three gods.” To this criticism, 
Gregory of Nazianzus repeatedly articulated both the unity of the Godhead 
and the diversity of persons. Gregory of Nyssa specifi cally cited Deut : in 
his argument for confession of only one God (On Not Th ree Gods).

Th e christological orientation of Deuteronomy for the Fathers was not 
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restricted to such dogmatic issues as trinitarian doctrines. For instance, in 
Eusebius’ Proof of the Gospel (.–) there were sixteen parallels drawn 
between the lives of Moses and Jesus, an example of which was Moses’ 
promise of a holy land while Jesus off ered the Kingdom of God (also see the 
fuller treatment of the Moses/Jesus parallel above in Exodus).

Today Deuteronomy is frequently used in the liturgy, including several 
periods in Lent and Ordinary Time. It refers to God’s salvation and blessing 
of the chosen people.
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V
HISTORICAL B O OKS

Joshua

Among the Fathers key events in the book of Joshua served as typologies for 
subsequent realities. Aside from certain events and themes in the book which 
encouraged these readings, in Greek Jesus and Joshua’s names were hom-
onymous, providing obvious lexical resources for the frequent Joshua-Jesus 
typologies. Tertullian (Against Marcion .), Jerome (Ep. ), and Augustine 
(Against Faustus .), among others, drew typological signifi cance from 
the identical names.

Th e standard interpretation of Joshua taught the superiority of Jesus 
and the Gospel over Moses and the Law. As Moses could not lead the Isra-
elites into the Promised Land, and the privilege was granted Joshua, so the 
Law which was unable to provide salvation was replaced with the Gospel 
of Jesus that ushered the spiritual Israel into the eternal Promised Land. 
Such interpretations are found in Origen’s Homily on Joshua as well as 
Irenaeus’s Proof of the Apostolic Preaching (), Cyprian’s Testimonies (.), 
and both Tertullian’s Against Marcion (., ; .) and Against the Jews (, 
). In similar vein Tertullian maintained (Adv. Jud. ) that the seven-day 
march around Jericho pointed to the transitory status of the Sabbath as a 
day of rest.

Another typological reading of Joshua drew comparisons between 
Rahab’s house and the scarlet cord hung from her window, treating them as 
types of the Church and Christ’s blood, respectively. Also Clement of Rome 
( Clem. ) and Justin Martyr (Dial. .–) refer to Christ’s blood. With 
Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. .) and Origen (Homily on Joshua .–) the eccle-
siological dimension of this type was developed. A common interpretation 
was that as salvation from the Jewish conquest of Jericho could come from 
within Rahab’s house, so also could salvation come only from those within 
the Church. Cyprian’s interpretation was similar (On the Unity of the Church 
) as he quoted Joshua :, which reads, “If any of you go out of the doors 
of your house into the street, they shall be responsible for their own death.” 
Another interesting typology is that of baptism, which, following Paul in  
Corinthians :, the Fathers had traditionally associated with the Exodus 
and the crossing of the Red Sea (see, for example, Tertullian On Baptism). 
But with Origen there is the explicit transformation of this typology, so as 
to render the Exodus a type not for baptism, but for the entry of the cat-
echumen into Christianity, while crossing the Jordan was a type of baptism 



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint 

(Homily on Joshua .). Th e subsequent Christian tradition, contrary to 
Origen, maintained the Exodus-baptism typology, but with Origen it also 
began to recognize the richness of the Jordan-baptism typology (for example, 
Gregory of Nyssa’s On the Baptism of Christ). Along with this ecclesiological 
reading came the eschatological association of Jericho as a type of the world 
that would be destroyed, except for the Church (Rahab’s house) at the end 
of the age (Hilary, On the Mysteries .–).

Episodes from the life of Joshua appear in the mosaic in S. Maria 
Maggiore in Rome, dating from the fi ft h century: scenes include the cross-
ing of the Jordan, Rahab helping the spies, and the conquests of Jericho and 
Ai. Joshua is also read in the liturgy in Ordinary Time and on the fourth 
Sunday of Lent; it teaches the sovereignty of God, as well as the need for 
active faith, and its expression in prayer, on behalf of believers.

Judges

Th e book of Judges infrequently called forth the attention of later Jewish 
(Sir :–) and nt writers (Heb :), and the same can be said for the 
Fathers. Th ere are, however, certain themes that can be discerned in the early 
Christian interpretation of Judges. When the Fathers wanted to emphasize 
Jewish waywardness, and especially the dangers of idolatry, the scenes depict-
ing these recurring sins in Judges were recalled (see Tertullian, Scorpiace ; 
Cyprian, Treatise ..; Apostolic Constitutions ..). But there were also 
positive recollections of Judges: for Clement of Alexandria, Jewish history, 
including the period of the judges, demonstrated the superior antiquity of 
Hebrew thought even over that of Greek philosophy (Stromata .). In the 
Apostolic Constitutions, Jewish piety was commemorated in such fi gures as 
Joshua, Gideon, Manoah, Samson, and especially the prophet Deborah who 
appears to have served as a paragon for deaconesses in the early Church 
(Ap. Const. ..; ..; ..).

Th e early interpretation of the book of Judges also witnesses to the pa-
tristic inclination toward christological exegesis of the ot. One example is 
Origen’s exegesis of Gideon and the sign of the fl eece (Judges :–). For 
the fi rst sign, in which the dew was only on the fl eece, the dew represented 
the Word of God, the divine law given to the people of Israel, the fl eece. 
For the second sign, in which the dew fell only on the ground, the dew 
represented the fi rst advent of Christ and the coming of the gospel through 
the apostles and evangelists to all the world, which was represented by the 
ground (Homilies on the Judges .). Interpreters before Origen, such as 
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Irenaeus, were already making the distinction between the fl eece as Israel 
and the ground as the rest of the world (Adv. Haer. ..).

Th e Church Fathers’ penchant for moral exegesis can be seen in their 
reading of Judges. Perhaps the most demanding incident in the book of 
Judges from the perspective of tropological exegesis was Jephthah’s tragic 
vow resulting in the sacrifi ce of his own daughter (Judg :–). Origen, 
in the sixth book of his Commentary on John, refl ected on the signifi cance 
of the deaths of martyrs. While realizing the diffi  culty of Jephthah’s vow, as 
it suggested a cruel God, Origen concluded that martyrs’ deaths, including 
Jephthah’s daughter, in some manner thwarted the powers of evil. In this way 
their deaths eased the suff ering of those believers who escaped martyrdom. 
Th is somewhat positive interpretation of Jephthah’s action by Origen was 
challenged by Jerome who condemned the vow as rash (Against Jovinian 
.). Subsequent interpreters took up Jerome’s interpretation, but also found 
praise for Jephthah in that he was at the very least faithful to the vow he had 
made (cf. Hebrews :; Th eodoret, Investigations on Judges ; Ambrose, 
On Virginity .–.).

As the Fathers recognized the faithfulness of God’s judges in the face of 
Israel’s disobedience, so the liturgy draws upon the theme of God’s faithful-
ness in the book of Judges, and challenges worshipers to the life of faith in 
the Holy Spirit. Judges is read in Ordinary Time, as well as on December  
in the Roman Missal.

,  Samuel & ,  Kings

What are now two books of Samuel was originally one book which was 
divided by the compilers of the lxx for purposes of convenience because of 
its length. Th e same occurred for what is now  and  Kings. In the lxx all 
four books were grouped under one title, “Books of the Reigns.” Th ese four 
books contained themes that provided resources not only for the Chronicler, 
but also for the nt and the early Church’s refl ection on these books.

While material from Samuel and Kings was frequently used in the early 
Church, there was seldom specifi c reference to these books. Nevertheless, 
patristic writers (not unlike the nt writers), were aware of the strong con-
tinuities between such persons as David, Elijah, Elisha, and Jesus. It comes 
as little surprise, then, that these ot personalities were interpreted allegori-
cally with reference to Jesus. For example, David’s anointing, his activity as 
shepherd, and his defeat of Goliath pointed to Jesus’ baptism, his activity 
as a metaphorical shepherd, and his defeat of sin (extensive refl ection on 
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David can be found in commentaries on the Psalms by Origen, Athanasius of 
Alexandria, Eusebius of Caesarea, Hilary, Gregory of Nyssa, and Augustine). 
Also worthy of mention is the account of the witch of Endor who sum-
moned Samuel from the dead ( Samuel ), an event that suggested to 
Origen that Samuel was a type of Christ, inasmuch as both descended into 
Hades and made a return (Second Homily on the Book of Kings –). Also, 
during the Donatist controversy (fourth c.), at the Conference of Carthage, 
the Donatists argued that the “man of God” in  Kings  supported their 
position of nonparticipation in the sacraments of sinful priests. Jeroboam’s 
rival worship, subsequent to the splitting of Israel into two kingdoms, was 
noted because this “schismatic” worship was not participated in by the “man 
of God,” nor did he dine with Jeroboam. To the Donatists, even if sin could 
be cleansed, the ot prophets still would not engage in the sacrifi ces of those 
who had committed certain sins—and Jeroboam was considered to be “in 
schism” (Acts of the Conference of Carthage .).

 Samuel is read in Ordinary Time and on the fourth Sunday of Lent. 
It points to God’s merciful actions in human history.  Samuel is read in 
Ordinary Time and also on the fourth Sunday of Advent. It speaks of David 
as God’s anointed king, anticipating Jesus Christ the Messiah who delivers 
God’s people. First and Second Kings are read in Ordinary Time ( Kings is 
also read in the third week of Lent) and both speak to both God’s covenant 
and God’s sending of prophets as indicators of right conduct.

,  Maccabees

 and  Maccabees were declared canonical by the councils of Hippo (), 
Carthage (), and, ultimately, Trent (). Th ey were widely referenced in 
the works of early Christian writers such as Clement of Alexandria, Hippolytus 
of Rome, Tertullian, Cyprian of Carthage, Eusebius of Caesarea, Ambrose of 
Milan, Augustine, and Jerome. Second Maccabees was especially signifi cant 
in that it contains an explicit scriptural affi  rmation of creation ex nihilo 
( Macc :; Origen On First Principles ..; Commentary on the Gospel of 
John ..). It also contains a passage concerning prayers for the dead 
( Macc :–) important to the development and defense of the doctrine 
of Purgatory. Moreover, the accounts of martyrdom in  Maccabees particu-
larly resonated within the persecuted early Church. Gregory of Nazianzus, 
Eusebius of Caesarea, Augustine, John Chrysostom, Gaudentius, Eusebius of 
Emesa, and Leo all wrote panegyrics to the Maccabean heroes, and Cyprian 
(Exhortation to Martyrdom ) as well as Origen (Exhortation to Martyrdom 
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–) held these Jewish martyrs as models of fortitude and faithfulness to 
be imitated by Christians. Some have also seen echoes of  Maccabees in 
Ignatius’s discussions of his impending martyrdom. Th e Maccabean martyrs 
were later canonized by the Church and a basilica established in their honor 
at Antioch, the site to which their deaths in Jerusalem had been hagiographi-
cally relocated. However, it was the anonymous mother of seven martyred 
sons who in particular was esteemed by the early Church. Her piety and 
faithfulness in the face of her septenary sacrifi ce moved Gregory Nanzianzen 
to identify her as a prototype of Mary who would also lose a noble son for 
a righteous cause (Oration ). Th e earliest commentary on Maccabees was 
written by Bellator at the behest of Cassiodorus during the sixth century, 
but this work is non-extant.
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VI
WISD OM AND POETRY

Job

Th e book of Job was commented upon by many Fathers of the early Church. 
Th ough the book was important for many writers in the late fi rst and second 
centuries, it is from the time of Clement of Alexandria and Cyprian that 
the book of Job begins to play an ever-increasing role. Th e list of its com-
mentators includes Origen (whose commentary is now lost), Athanasius 
of Alexandria, Didymus of Alexandria, Julian the Arian, John Chrysostom, 
Augustine, Julian of Eclanum, Hesychius of Jerusalem, and Gregory the 
Great. Early Christian writers (as well as iconographers) employed the story 
and persona of Job for both moral and doctrinal instruction. A few brief 
examples will be noted.

Numerous Fathers draw on Job as an example of humility, patience, kind-
ness, and endurance in the midst of suff ering (cf. Basil of Caesarea, Homily 
. [Concerning Humility]; John Chrysostom Homily on  Corinthians .). 
So widespread is this moral understanding of Job that Christian iconography 
depicts him as a fi gure for major virtues, particularly patience and submission 
to God’s will. Job was frequently portrayed covered with sores and sitting 
on a dungheap (Job :).

Christian writers such as Tertullian who wrote an entire work on the 
virtue of patience, develop this moral interpretation of Job. In Of Patience, 
Tertullian declared to his readers that Job’s story had been given as a testi-
mony to the Christian community. He exhorted the Church to imitate Job 
since he was a victorious warrior whose reverence for God had not been 
undermined by Satan (Pat. ). Ambrose too incorporated this major theme 
of Job as moral exemplar throughout his work On the Prayer of Job and 
David. For Ambrose, Job was like an athlete who had been judged victorious 
through suff ering. Th e Lord had even intentionally preserved the life of his 
wife in order that she might serve as an additional source of temptation to 
him (Job :–; Prayer .). His victory came as he was declared righteous 
by the Lord. Th e most prominent example of this moral interpretation of 
Job is Gregory the Great’s thirty-fi ve book ascetical treatise entitled Morals 
on Job, which both represents and develops the rich exegetical tradition 
surrounding the fi gure of Job. Gregory sees Job as a type of Christ; Job’s 
suff ering proved to be both cathartic and redemptive. Suff ering should be 
welcomed, Gregory posited, since it purifi es one’s soul and simultaneously 
directs and focuses the suff erer on communion with God.
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In addition to these largely moral interpretations of Job, the early Church 
found specifi c doctrinal signifi cance in Job :–, :–, and :. Job 
:– summarizes what is a larger discourse about humanity’s sinfulness, 
weakness, and mortality. Augustine would appeal to it in order to support 
the idea of the infestation of all humans, of all ages, with sin and their need 
for the sacraments (for example, Against Two Letters of the Pelagians .; cf. 
Origen, Homilies on Leviticus ..; Homilies on Luke ..). Job :–, for 
the early Church (both in literature and iconography), has Job proclaiming 
his own bodily resurrection. Th is passage will be used to teach the future 
resurrection of the dead ( Clem. ; Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lectures 
.). Job :, where God questions whether Job can subdue Leviathan, 
the dragon, becomes for the early Church a passage which teaches redemp-
tion through Christ’s defeat of the devil (Origen, On First Principles ..; 
Gregory the Great, Morals, ..).

Job is used liturgically in Ordinary Time and in the Masses for the Dead 
and the Anointing of the Sick. Th e book encourages Christians to bear ad-
versity in trustful submission to God,to acknowledge the fi nitude of human 
understanding, and to hope confi dently for salvation.

Psalms

For the authors of the nt, the Psalms is the most frequently cited ot book. 
During the era of the Fathers, the Psalter lost none of its importance. Prom-
inent interpreters of the Psalms include Origen, Eusebius of Caesarea, Athana-
sius of Alexandria, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose, Jerome, 
John Chrysostom, Th eodore of Mopsuestia, Augustine, Cyril of Alexandria, 
and Th eodoret.

Many of the psalms repeatedly used by the authors of the nt also gener-
ated much interest among the Fathers. Key psalms shared by the exegetical 
traditions of both eras were , , , , , , , and . Th e messianic 
motif was central to the Fathers reading of the Psalms.

Several psalms to which the nt frequently referred, including Pss , 
, ,  and , received relatively little attention in the patristic era. 
Conversely, other psalms, for example, Pss , , and , were very frequently 
employed by the Fathers yet received little attention in the nt. Psalm  is a 
case in point. Th ough the Psalm itself is never cited in the nt, the Fathers 
almost universally understood the “blessed man” of vv. – as referring to 
Christ, and consequently, to all Christians. Furthermore, some, extrapolating 
from texts such as Rom :– and  Cor :, also regarded the “wicked 
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[person]” of vv. – as referring to Adam, the original sinner (see, for ex-
ample., Augustine’s Discourses on the Psalms ).

In early doctrinal formulation the Psalms would inform pivotal elements 
of the Church’s Christology. Justin validated the dogma of Christ’s bodily 
ascent into heaven by employing Ps :–. He understood the “gates” of 
these verses as referring to the gates of heaven and thus to Christ having 
passed through these gates into heaven (Apology , ). Later, for Irenaeus, 
Ps : would serve as testimony to Jesus’ Davidic heritage, his kingship 
and his birth from a virgin. Irenaeus employed this verse to complement his 
reading of Isa. : (Adv. Haer. ..). Origen used Ps : to validate the 
interrelated doctrines of Christ’s descent into hell and his resurrection. He 
reasoned that since Christ was uniquely (virgin) born and since he lived a 
unique (sinless) life, the phrase “[f]or you do not give me up to Sheol,” must 
be applied to Christ since he was also unique in having been raised from 
the dead. For Origen it was Christ’s uniqueness that prevented him from 
remaining permanently in Hades (Commentary on John .). Although 
Origen wrote the fi rst commentary on the Psalms, unfortunately only nine 
homilies on Psalms – and some fragments survive.

Cyprian of Carthage, in composing an apology for his “son” Quirinus 
collated portions of Pss , ,  and  to help support the idea that 
Christ was fully God. Ps , in particular, provided Cyprian with evidence 
for Christ’s divinity. He quotes from vv. –: “Your throne, o God, endures 
forever and ever. Your royal scepter is a scepter of equity; you love righteous-
ness and hate wickedness. Th erefore God, your God, has anointed you with 
the oil of gladness beyond your companions” (Th ree Books of Testimonies 
Against the Jews .).

Cyprian’s use of Psalm  proved a foreshadowing of this psalm’s sig-
nifi cance. In the fourth century, Psalm  was central to the Arian contro-
versy. Th e Arians, read vv. – to “prove” God the Son’s subordination to 
God the Father. Th e statement that Christ was “anointed” by God combined 
with the inference that he was thus elevated only because of his virtue and 
love of righteous conduct surely meant that he was inferior to the Father. 
Athanasius of Alexandria, among others, provided a rejoinder. In the fi rst 
of his Discourses Against the Arians Athanasius devoted a chapter to rebut-
ting the Arians’ understanding of this passage. Th e rebuttal proceded by 
highlighting diff erent elements of v. , “Your throne, O God, endures forever 
and ever,” and v. , “God, your God.” For him these texts made clear that the 
psalmist is granting eternality to another besides God the Father. Th erefore, 
these verses must be read as a statement that Christ is distinct from originated 
things (Discourses ..).
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Th eodore of Mopsuestia, in his own commentary on the Psalms, in-
novatively divided the Psalter into fi ve broad categories: doctrinal psalms, 
praise psalms, prophetic psalms, didactic psalms and exhortatory psalms 
(Commentary on the Psalms, Devreese edition, –). Th eodore also con-
sidered King David to be the author of every one of the canonical psalms, and 
in contrast to the common christological readings, believed only four psalms 
(, , , ) to be prophetic of Christ (Devreese edition, –).

Jerome, too, wrote a commentary on the Psalms and employed the 
Psalter as a basis for many homilies. Two examples from the homilies refl ect 
the ways in which Jerome continued the tradition of using the Psalms for 
christological and Trinitarian purposes. In Homily , which was composed 
using the text of Psalm , Jerome understands the line from v.  that reads 
“But you have exalted my horn like that of the wild ox” as being an allusion 
to the cross of Jesus through which he both triumphed over the devil and 
exalted the faithful. In Homily , on Psalm , Jerome understood v.  as 
conclusively refuting the error of the Arians. Th is verse reads “But the Lord 
has become my stronghold.” Jerome reasons that since all agree that these 
words are written in reference to God the Father, and since they attribute 
to the Father the idea of having been “made” (the very thing that the Arians 
attributed to God the Son), the Arians’ reasoning is proven to be thoroughly 
specious. Even Arians would never dream of ascribing anything less than 
eternality to God the Father.

Augustine, in addition to employing the Psalter as the subject of his 
longest commentary-like work, Discourses on the Psalms, also employed the 
Psalms as the basis for his public preaching and theological refutations. For 
example, in his Treatise Against Two Letters of the Pelagians (.), aft er having 
noted his agreement with a passage from Cyprian’s Testimonies, Augustine 
also reminded his readers that Cyprian was an authoritative source for the 
doctrine of original sin. He followed this statement with a citation of Ps 
:: “Indeed I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me,” 
already having noted that it was one of several texts the Pelagians could not 
adequately answer.

From the beginning of the patristic era, the Psalter fi gured prominently 
in the life of the Church. Th e celebration of the Eucharist, the liturgy of the 
word, the daily offi  ce, wedding ceremonies and funeral services all came 
to be accompanied by the Psalms. Tradition holds that it was Ignatius of 
Antioch who introduced the antiphonal singing of psalms. More verifi able 
is the fact that the Psalms were sung as part of the Church’s worship by the 
middle of the second century. Clement of Alexandria refers to the psalms 
being used at feasts (Exhortation to the Heathen ; Instructor .). Tertullian 
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also confi rms the presence of the Psalter in his church’s worship. He wrote 
that at his church’s love feasts each participant was required to stand up and 
sing a hymn from the Holy Scriptures (Apol. ). Th ese practices remained 
normative. At the turn of the fi ft h century Augustine wrote in order to defend 
the practice of the singing of psalms at the eucharistic celebration (Against 
Hilary , cf. Retractations .).

With the rise of the monastic movement, the psalms continued their great 
signifi cance. It was during this era that the Psalter came to make up the prin-
cipal part of the daily offi  ce. In the West, there evolved three  diff erent schemes 
for using the psalms. Both the Roman (Gregorian) scheme and the Bene dic-
tine scheme allowed for the singing of the entire Psalter in one week, while 
the Ambrosian scheme normally sang all  over the course of two weeks. 
In the Eastern Church, the psalms were normally recited in one week, though 
they were sung twice through in their entirety during the weeks of Lent.

It is also among the monastics that the psalms came to be used in the 
right for sacred vows. For example, in the Rule of Benedict, Ps : was 
included as a key portion of the ceremony through which novices were 
admitted as monks into the community. In the RB the initiate was required 
to place his written petition on the altar and quote aloud: “Receive me, O 
Lord, according to your promise, and I will live: and do not disappoint me 
in my hope” (). Th is prayer was then repeated three times by the whole 
community.

Th e chanting of the psalms at Christian burials dates back to at least the 
third century. One of the few psalms employed in this way is Psalm . It 
was used both in the commendatio animae, “the commendation of the soul,” 
at the time of an individual’s death and as part of the processional chant as 
the body was moved to the church and from the church to the grave.

By the late Patristic period, memorization of all the psalms became a 
requirement for ordination. Both the second Canon of the second Council 
of Nicaea and Gregory the Great made provision for excluding from offi  ce 
anyone who did not know the Psalter thoroughly.

As was also the case with the biblical wisdom literature, the Psalms 
quickly became a source of moral and ethical guidance for early Christians. 
In introducing his translation of a portion of Origen’s Commentary on 
Psalms, Rufi nus writes that “[Origen’s] exposition of the thirty-sixth, thirty-
seventh and thirty-eighth Psalms is ethical in its character, being designed 
to enforce more correct methods of life; and teaches at one time the way of 
conversion and repentance, at another that of purifi cation and of progress” 
(Rufi nus’ Preface to the Translation of Origen’s Commentary on Psalms , , 
and ; trans. W. H. Fremantle, NPNF, :).
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The psalms are read liturgically more than any other book of the 
Christian canon. Th ey are present in each Liturgy of the Word, in the Mass, 
sacraments, vigils, and the Liturgy of Hours. Th ey edify believers through 
their anticipation of Christ fulfi lled in the nt, their constant teachings on faith 
and hope, and their encouraging reminders of God’s providence, compassion, 
and power. Th ey exemplify prayer, confession, praise, and thanksgiving.

Proverbs

In patristic literature, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs were 
considered as a group to form a symposium of Solomonic authorship on 
the various fi elds of human learning. Th e relationship among these three 
books is refl ected upon in Origen’s Commentary on the Song of Songs. Th e 
strong moral content of Proverbs provided resources for the Fathers’ ethi-
cal exhortations but the book as a whole, was infrequently commented on. 
Much of the exegesis that survives is in fragmentary form or in the catenae. 
Trends in the interpretation of Proverbs tend to correspond to the exegeti-
cal approaches of the individual authors—thus the allegorical and spiritual 
exegesis that Origen furnishes is scarcely surprising. Proverbs :– lxx 
(“Do you portray them threefold in counsel and knowledge, that you might 
answer words of truth to those who question you”; First Principles ..) 
provided Origen with a rationale for his hermeneutical approach, particu-
larly his understanding of the Bible. Th ese verses supported the notion of 
the multiple senses of Scripture: the literal (historical), moral, and spiritual 
(allegorical). To these corresponded not only his theological anthropol-
ogy (body/soul/spirit), but also a threefold classifi cation of Christians (the 
simple/those making progress/the perfect). Most notable of all the patristic 
writings on Proverbs that have survived, is Basil of Caesarea’s Homilies on 
the Beginning of the Proverbs—a highly prized commentary that was also fre-
quently cited in the catenae. In his treatment of Prov :–, Basil’s approach, 
not unlike many preceding him (such as Hippolytus’ On Proverbs), was to 
emphasize and revere the moral teachings in the book that he demonstrated 
in his exposition of these verses.

Th e Antiochian exegete Th eodore of Mopsuestia, while not denying the 
canonicity of Proverbs, reckoned to it a lower status of inspiration, a posi-
tion condemned at Constantinople II ( c.e.). However, Proverbs was to 
become the battleground for a far more serious and sustained controversy, 
namely that arising with Arius and his followers who postulated the ontologi-
cal subordination of the Son to the Father. In Prov : personifi ed Wisdom 
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speaks: “Th e Lord created me at the beginning of his ways for his works” 
(lxx), and in : Wisdom again says of herself “[the LORD] brought me 
forth beyond all the hills.” Justin, Origen, Tertullian and others looked to v.  
as normative, emphasizing the “begotten-ness” or generation of Wisdom, and 
viewed v.  as expressing a similar idea (and thus downplaying any notion 
of the “creation” of Wisdom). Prior to Arius’ interpretation then, these verses 
were used to make a distinction between the Father and Son, and between 
the Son and the rest of creation. But for Arius v.  was decisive, teaching 
the “created-ness” (and not “begotten-ness”) of Wisdom. Part of the issue 
here was the nt’s close association of “wisdom” with Christ. References to 
the logos of John and Pauline references to Christ as “the wisdom of God” 
( Cor :) and the “fi rstborn of all creation” (Col :) provided impetus 
for the Arians to conclude that Christ was created, and by implication not 
eternal with the Father. Epiphanius, in fact, thought that Prov : was the 
text that initiated the Arian controversy (Panarion ..).

Th e fi rst comprehensive rebuttal of this interpretation in the context 
of Prov : arose from Athanasius of Alexandria’s theological treatise, 
Discourses Against the Arians (.–). Against the Arians he advanced 
two possible interpretations: fi rst, the Son was created only in the sense of his 
incarnation; and second, the creation of Wisdom was actually the creation 
of Wisdom’s image in humans as they were themselves created.

Ecclesiastes

Th e book of Ecclesiastes receives no direct citation in the nt, and the refer-
ences to it by the Apostolic Fathers are sparse. In the third century the book 
enjoyed greater attention, and the fi rst patristic commentaries were those of 
Hippolytus and Origen, both of whose works are extant only in fragmentary 
form. One of Origen’s pupils, Gregory of Th aumaturgos, wrote a paraphrase 
entitled A Metaphrase of the Book of Ecclesiastes, which is the earliest extant, 
complete work on Ecclesiastes. Gregory’s paraphrase is important because 
it proposes a novel response to the seemingly heterodox statements in 
Ecclesiastes, particularly those tending to hedonism on the one hand, but 
also those expressing skepticism. What characterizes Gregory’s work is a 
harmonization of these diffi  cult passages, whether through the refashioning 
of the lxx text for his translation, or through the concession of heterodox 
statements in the book. Gregory posited that these diffi  cult statements rep-
resented either a younger, more foolish Solomon, or a profane interlocutor. 
Th is hermeneutic, suggesting the presence of a hypothetical interlocutor, is 
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called prosopopoeia and means “dramatization,” or “the putting of speeches 
into the mouths of characters;” it has furnished many subsequent com-
mentators, even those of modern times, with an interpretive approach to 
the tensions within Ecclesiastes.

Both Gregory of Nyssa’s Homilies on Ecclesiastes, and Jerome’s Com-
mentary on Ecclesiastes made use of prosopopeia to vindicate Solomon of 
“Epicurean” charges. Towards the end of the sixth century, Gregory of 
Agrigentum wrote a massive Explanation of Ecclesiastes that stands along 
with Jerome’s as among the best of patristic commentaries on this book. 
In the prologue Gregory cited Prov : lxx (“press milk and you will 
have butter”) and identifi ed milk with a more “obvious,” literal reading of 
the text, while the butter represents the “secret,” or spiritual sense. Gregory 
utilized both interpretive approaches, yet he slavishly followed neither (the 
same could be said of Jerome’s work). While an apologetic and moralizing 
tenor derived from earlier works (to off set the “hedonistic” teaching) was 
present in Gregory’s commentary, his proclivity toward a literal reading 
manifested itself in a greater acceptance of these passages. Th e other theme 
that troubled exegetes was Ecclesiastes’ skepticism, which arose prominently 
in the opening lines of the book: “Vanity of vanities! All is vanity” (:). 
Verses such as this supported a contemptus mundi, a “contempt of the world” 
subsequently appropriated by the Church’s ascetic tradition, and articulated 
not only by the patristic writers previously mentioned but also by medieval 
commentators.

Song of Songs

Th e earliest extant Christian commentary on the Song of Songs comes from 
Hippolytus. In it we fi nd the beginnings of a long tradition of allegorical 
interpretation in which Christ is viewed as the bridegroom and the Church 
as his bride. Th is nuptial theology, rooted in Ephesians , would come to 
dominate patristic interpretation aft er Origen’s commentary and homilies 
on the Song of Songs. Origen sought to eliminate all interpretations which 
would refl ect an earthly or carnal message, though he did not deny the book’s 
literal meaning as a drama about marriage. For instance, he understood the 
Song’s, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth!” in : as an appeal 
for the advent of the Bridegroom which surpasses the revelatory “kisses” of 
Moses and the prophets (First Homily on the Canticle of Canticles ). Along 
with his christological and ecclesiastical exegesis, Origen interpreted the 
Song as a picture of the soul’s ascent toward union with God. Jerome would 
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affi  rm Origenian exegesis; it was Jerome who, with Rufi nius’ translation of 
the commentaries, preserved Origen’s homilies and part of his commentary 
on the Song.

Allegorical interpretations thus became the norm in the early Church. 
Oft en the twin breasts of the bride in : and : were seen as representing 
the Old and New Testament’s of salvation history. For Ambrose, the fl ower 
of Song : was Christ who had sprouted from the virgin Mary to bring 
the fragrance of faith to the whole world (Th e Holy Spirit .). Cyril of 
Alexandria believed : described the women who sought the risen Savior 
on Easter morning, and : prefi gured the Last Supper (Commentary on 
the Canticle of Canticles, respective verses). Gregory of Nyssa, Th eodoret, 
and Aponius all continued the Origenian interpretation of the Church as 
Bride in their commentaries on the Song. Gregory highlighted the role of 
the Eucharist in the union between Christ and the Church. In North Africa, 
Origen’s conception of the Church as an “unspotted” bride would give rise 
to controversy over the true extent of the Church in light of its impurity or 
capitulation to worldly pressures. Th e Song was also incorporated into the 
Church’s liturgy.

In marked contrast to other interpreters, Th eodore of Mopsuestia took a 
literal view of the Song of Songs in his commentary. Following Antiochian 
hermeneutical tendencies, he argued it should not be understood as speak-
ing of Christ and the Church, but was instead to be read in a plain sense 
as an erotic song. Solomon wrote it in order to boldly extol the beauties of 
human love in the face of criticism for his marriage to an Egyptian princess. 
Th us possible use by Christians for edifi cation was minimal. Th eodore’s 
view was condemned a century aft er his death by the Second Council of 
Constantinople in .

Sirach (Ecclesiasticus)

Allusions to this book, also known as Wisdom of Sirach, appear early in the 
Didache (.), the Letter of Barnabas (.), Tertullian (An Exhortation to 
Chastity ), and in Clement of Alexandria (Miscellanies .) who suggested 
that the work was written by Solomon and had infl uenced the Hellenic 
philosopher Heraclitus (Misc. ..). Hippolytus (On the Psalms .) and 
Eusebius (Eccl. Hist. ..) both quote from Sirach, and in the East it was 
cited by Christian writers such as Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus, 
Gregory of Nyssa, and John Chrysostom. Origen referenced Sirach frequently 
in his homilies, as did Augustine, especially in his Expositions on the Books of 
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Psalms. Sirach’s authority was made explicit by the Councils of Hippo () 
and Carthage (, ) which offi  cially established the book as canonical. In 
the sixth century Paterius compiled Gregory the Great’s numerous references 
to Sirach into a quasi-commentary that two centuries later inspired similar 
eff orts by Bede. It was not until the ninth century, though, that Rhabanus 
Maurus produced the fi rst full-length commentary of this book.

Wisdom

Also known as the Wisdom of Solomon, this book was written pseudony-
mously by a Hellenistic Jew in the fi rst century b.c.e., though many early 
Christian writers, including Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, and Cyprian 
accepted its self-professed Solomonic authorship. Th e Book of Wisdom is fi rst 
alluded to by Clement of Rome ( Clem. .) and possibly soon thereaft er 
by Ignatius (Magn. .b) and Barnabas (.). Other early witnesses include 
Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. ..), the Muratorian Canon (–), Tertullian 
(Against the Valentinians .), Origen (Against Celsus .), and Cyril of 
Jerusalem (Catechetical Lectures .). Cassiodorus records both Ambrose 
and Augustine preaching on the Book of Wisdom (On the Institution of 
Divine Letters ), though these homilies are non-extant. Cassiodorus also 
commissioned Bellator to write a full-length commentary on Wisdom (the 
eight book Exposition on Wisdom), though this sixth century document has 
also been lost. In the seventh century Paterius compiled Gregory the Great’s 
scattered comments on Sirach and Wisdom, and in the ninth century the 
Benedictine Rhabanus Maurus wrote the earliest extant full-length com-
mentary on the Book of Wisdom. Th ough Jerome categorized Wisdom 
as pseudepigraphic, Clement of Alexandria and Augustine regarded it as 
canonical, an appraisal offi  cially confi rmed by the councils of Sardis (), 
Carthage (), Trullo (), and Trent ().

While the nineteen chapters comprising this work provided a well of wis-
dom for the Fathers to plumb (Augustine alone refers to Wisdom of Solomon 
more than eight hundred times), Wis :–: in particular proved to be a 
favorite text for early Christian writers. In this passage wisdom is personi-
fi ed and characterized by twenty-one attributes, including such theologically 
provocative statements as “For she is a refl ection of eternal light, a spotless 
mirror of the working of God, and an image of his goodness” (Wis :; cf., 
Heb. :); and, “For she is a breath of the power of God, and a pure emanation 
of the glory of the Almighty” (Wis :). On hundreds of occasions early 
Christian writers linked Wisdom  with such christologically signifi cant 
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nt passages as Col :,  Cor :, Heb. :, and John :, (for example, 
Origen, An Exhortation to Martyrdom ). Th is christological correspondence 
became especially important in the fourth century with the rise of Arianism, 
and the Arian debate also raised pneumatological questions to which the 
Wisdom of Solomon could speak. For example, Ambrose linked Wis :, 
 with  Cor :– to explain the Holy Spirit’s role in dispensing and 
developing wisdom and discernment within the Church (On the Holy Spirit 
.). Th e Donatist theologian Tyconius, a contemporary of Ambrose, made 
this same textual connection as well. Finally, this book was also important 
to the development of the martyrology of the early Church. Th e Book of 
Wisdom linked righteous suff ering with the gift  of eternal life (Wis :–; 
:–:; :–:), and the author of the Letter of the Martyrs of Lyon 
() applied this relationship to Christian martyrs who in their suff ering 
were united with the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
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VII
MAJOR PROPHETS

Isaiah

Origen gave the Christian community its fi rst commentary on Isaiah. Un-
fortunately, this massive production of thirty books is no longer extant. 
However, nine of Origen’s homilies on Isaiah were translated into Latin by 
Jerome and these still survive. Eusebius of Caesarea, a disciple of Origen, 
produced the earliest surviving commentary on the prophet. Also extant are 
the six homilies of John Chrysostom, the commentary of Pseudo-Basil of 
Caesarea on Isaiah –, Jerome’s commentary, Cyril of Alexandria’s com-
mentary, the commentary of Th eodoret of Cyrus, Hesychius of Jerusalem’s 
scholia, and Procopius of Gaza’s catena.

In general, the commentaries and homilies were composed by Christian 
minds reading the prophetic texts in light of the Christ-event. (For this in-
sight we acknowledge our debt to R. L. Wilken’s essay, “In novissimis diebus: 
Biblical Promises, Jewish Hopes and Early Christian Exegesis,” Journal of 
Early Christian Studies  []: –.) Th e messianic age, to which even the 
Jews frequently believed much of Isaiah’s material pointed, had come to pass 
in Jesus. For the Christians the Jewish messianic expectation contained in 
the Isaianic phrase “in days to come” (Isa :), was a matter of contemporary 
experience. Th e promises of Isa :– referred to the times of the Roman 
empire following Christ, the times of salvation, the times of the universal 
Church, the new community that brings the gospel to the world.

If early commentators read Isaiah with little interest in the original 
historical setting it was because a new historical setting now existed. But 
although the fi rst sense was christological the commentators did treat the 
historical settings of the prophecies, sometimes extensively, and did use 
allegory for matters other than christology.

Th is same Christian newness to history would lead some early Chris-
tians to read other passages in Isaiah as prophecies of Jewish unbelief in 
Jesus. Origen (Against Celsus .) and Cyprian (Treatise ..), for exam-
ple, would read Isa :– in this way. Cyprian (Treat. ..) would addi-
tionally understand Isa :– to apply to the Jews in their misunderstanding 
of Jesus while Tertullian would apply Isa : to their unbelief in both Son 
and Father (On Prayer ). Th e evangelization of the Gentiles and the misery 
of Israel aft er  c.e. provided a context for Christian interpretation of the 
prophet.

Yet in early Christian interpretation the material of Isaiah served a 
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number of diff erent ends. Isaiah :– taught the lasting purity of inner 
virtues but the end of sacrifi ces (Barn. ). From Isa :– the Christian 
learned about the need for repentance ( Clem. .) and of the baptism in 
water that brought remission of sins (Justin, Apol. , ). Clement of Rome 
in his ecclesiological concerns found prophetic warrant for the apostolic ap-
pointment of bishops and deacons in Isa : ( Clem. .), while Cyprian, 
in his own ecclesiological pressures, found Isa :; :– helpful in 
encouraging humility and the forsaking of hubris (Ep. .). Of course the 
passage on the suff ering servant, Isa :–, informed the Church’s faith 
and practice. Clement of Rome would quote the entire passage to teach hu-
mility from the example of the Lord Jesus Christ ( Clem. ). Origen cites 
almost the entire passage in order to explain the prediction of the Savior’s 
death for sinners, a death that would bring benefi t, healing (Against Celsus 
.–). For Athanasius, too, :– was a prophecy of Christ’s death, a 
death of one of divine nature suff ered for the salvation of all, and not for his 
own sake (On the Incarnation ). Gregory of Nazianzus read :,  in the 
sense of  Cor : and Gal :. Th e Lord was made sin and a curse in the 
sense that he took them upon himself, bore them, and removed them from 
sinners (Ep. ). For Augustine : sets forth the fi rst lowly, hidden, silent 
coming of Christ to be followed by his exalted, manifested advent (Tractate 
on the Gospel of John .).

In doctrinal confl ict and development Isaiah’s material would play many 
roles. Irenaeus would argue against Th eodotion, Aquila, and the Ebionites 
that Isa : spoke of a virgin conceiving, not a young woman. God had 
superintended the translation of the Hebrew into Greek (lxx), and the 
translation was in accord with the apostolic faith (Adv. Haer. ..–). 
Against the gnostics who allegorized Isaiah’s prophecies of the end times 
into ideas related to their pleroma Irenaeus would argue that they taught no 
such doctrine. Rather, in accord with Revelation they taught the times of the 
kingdom and the refashioning of the creation (Adv. Haer. ..–.). Also 
against the gnostics Irenaeus would connect the prophecies of Isa :– 
and :– with the baptism of Jesus and the Spirit’s descent upon him as 
recorded, for instance in Matt :–. By doing so he opposed the gnostic 
thesis that it was a spiritual “Christ” from the pleroma that descended upon 
Jesus (Adv. Haer. ..; ..).

Origen would see the Son and the Holy Spirit in the two seraphim of 
Isa  (Homilies on Isaiah .; First Principles ..). Th is would evoke the 
anonymous (Pseudo-Jerome) anti-Origenistic tractate On the Vision of Isaiah 
:–. Jerome, too, would object to Origen’s interpretation in his Commentary 
on Isaiah (..) and in a letter to Damasus (Ep. A, .–.). Jerome sees 
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Christ as the Lord who is seated and who speaks and the seraphim as the 
two testaments.

Isaiah’s role in theological discussion would not be limited to the dispute 
over the vision of ch. . Much material from the prophet would have an im-
portant place in trinitarian development. Th e Arians used Isaiah : to nullify 
the claim that the christological term “begotten” referred to the Son’s sharing 
the Father’s nature. For them the prophet made the term “son” applicable to 
those of dissimilar nature to God (Eusebius of Nicomedia, Epistle to Paulinus 
of Tyre; Alexander of Alexandria, Epistle to Alexander of Th essalonica –; 
Athanasius, Defence of the Nicene Defi nition –). Alexander of Alexandria, 
however, would explain that the passage referred to those adopted as God’s 
sons, not the Son who was the Son by nature (Epis. Alex. Th es. ). Isaiah 
: would be used by Athanasius to prove the divine essence of the Son, 
for there he is worshipped (Against the Arians .), while Ambrose cited it 
to validate the unity of the divine substance (On the Christian Faith ..). 
For Basil the Great Isa : taught the Holy Spirit’s divine nature (Against 
Eunomius ..; On the Holy Spirit .). Isaiah : would be quite promi-
nent. Alexander of Alexandria cited it twice in his Epistle to Alexander of 
Th essalonica (, ) to insist that the Son is begotten of the Father, but that 
his hypostasis and his generation are beyond human investigation. Th us 
Alexander sought to prevent Arian speculation into the Son’s generation, 
but the Arians would use the text to prevent Nicaea’s language about the 
Son being the same substance as the Father from being taken too seriously; 
the Son was clearly subordinate (Sirmian Formula (Blasphemia) in Hilary, 
On the Councils ). But Cyril of Jerusalem would see the Son’s eternality in 
the prophet’s words (Catechetical Lectures .).

Isaiah’s place in the Church’s liturgical use of the ot is second only to 
Psalms. It is read during Advent, Christmas, Lent, and Holy Week. Th e read-
ings remind the people of God that a holy, righteous God has provided a 
suff ering, yet ultimately victorious, saviour in the incarnate Son.

Jeremiah

From Origen’s hand twenty homilies on Jeremiah are extant in Greek and 
fourteen in Latin. Fragments from Cyril of Alexandria’s comments on the 
prophet can be found in catenae, and still extant is a commentary said to be 
authored by John Chrysostom, but it is spurious. Th eodoret’s commentary 
on Jeremiah treats the prophet as well as Lamentations and Baruch. Jerome’s 
commentary on Jeremiah seems to have been his last. Catenae also preserve 
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comments on Jeremiah by Ephrem (or Pseudo-Ephrem). Within Jeremiah the 
Fathers of the early Church would fi nd material that informed them about 
their place in redemptive history, their ministry, their ethics and morals, and 
their theological questions.

Jeremiah :–, a passage in which the prophet chides the people for 
forsaking the Lord and digging broken cisterns, is a favored text for Christian 
self-defi nition against other groups. Th e opponents are contrasted with the 
Church, Christian faith, and maybe Jews (Justin, Dialogue With Tryphoo 
.; Tertulliam, An Answer to the Jews ) or heretics (Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 
..). An appeal by the prophet for the people to circumcise their hearts in 
accord with new covenant expectation (:–) is used as a petition to Jews 
for Christian conversion (Justin, Dial. .) and as warrant for the unity of 
the one God of both prophet and apostle of the new covenant (Tertullian, 
Against Marcion ..). Aphrahat will understand Jer : as teaching that 
the kingdom of God has passed away from the Jews, that they have been 
rejected (Demonstrations .). Jeremiah echoes the Church’s message and 
its self-understanding.

Th e prophet also provides moral teaching. Jer : is used to compare lust-
ful behavior to that of horses (Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. ..; Cyril of Jerusalem, 
Catechetical Lectures .). Jeremiah :– functions as an appeal to 
Christian humility ( Clem. ) and an exhortation to trust and glory in 
God (Cyprian, Treatise ..). For Origen, in a homily on the prophet, Jer 
: teaches the need to confess and repent of sinful words which burn in 
the sinner’s heart (Homily on Jeremiah .–).

In the development of doctrine Jeremiah’s material would play an im-
portant role. Irenaeus’s explanation of Christ’s divinity and humanity against 
those who assert that he was only a man is informed by Jer :: “he (it) is 
a man and who can know him (lxx).” Th e text teaches the Lord’s human-
ity, but also the unfathomable depth of his deity revealed only by God. He 
is Son of humanity and Son of God (Adv. Haer. ..; ..; ..). For 
Tertullian the same passage would contribute to the Christian teaching, 
against Marcion and the Jews, on the two advents of Christ, one lowly and 
the other glorious (Against Marcion .).

In thinking about God, Gregory of Nazianzus would invest consider-
able space in explaining God’s incomprehensibility from Jer : (Oration 
.–). Origen would be fascinated with Jer :: “O Lord, you have deceived 
me and I have been deceived.” It sets forth God as a parent or physician who 
may deceive the child or patient for his or her ultimate good. It should raise 
believers’ awareness of their childlike, untaught state in which God teaches 
them as children, not as adults (Homilies on Jeremiah , ).
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In the Trinitarian controversy Athanasius would cite Jer : of the 
Father: “A fountain of living water.” Since the Son is life (John :) it is ab-
surd for the Arians to suppose that “there was when he was not.” Th is would 
make the Father a dry fountain void of life (Defence of the Nicene Defi nition 
.; Against the Arians .). Th e same bishop of Alexandria would cite 
Jer : (lxx :) and : (lxx :) in support of the Nicene formula’s 
statement on the Son being of the Father’s essence or substance (Epistle to 
the Bishops of Africa ). Athanasius sees in the Greek wording of these texts 
(hypostemati, hyparxis) prophetic testimony to the language of Nicaea.

Finally, since the early Christian community read the prophets in light 
of the new age introduced by the Christ-event, Jeremiah informed their vi-
sion of christology and soteriology. Origen read Jer : (lxx), “Come let 
us put wood into his bread,” as indicating the Bread of Life’s, the Teacher’s, 
the Word’s crucifi xion at the hands of those people who opposed his teach-
ing (Homily on Jeremiah .). Likewise, Athanasius is found associating 
the tree or wood of : with the prophetic prediction of the cross (On 
the Incarnation ). Of course the Fathers would give special place to Jer 
:–, the new covenant. Irenaeus emphasizes the newness, that is, its 
liberty, the blessing of the Spirit, the faith in Christ, the new manner of life 
that diff ers somewhat from the covenant of Moses, but he also stresses the 
unity of the God who gave both (Adv. Haer. ..; ..). In his Treatises 
Cyprian quotes the entire passage to teach the prophetic expectation of a 
new dispensation and covenant for the Gentile Church (..). For Jerome 
the passage teaches, in concert with others, that until the end comes humans 
will be incomplete in righteousness (Against the Pelagians .–), and for 
Augustine it emphasizes the blessing of power to fulfi ll the Law through the 
Spirit’s writing it upon hearts. Th e fearful become those who delight in Law; 
the transgressor is made a lover (Th e Spirit and the Letter –).

In the liturgy Jeremiah is read in Ordinary Time, Lent, and Ritual 
Masses including those of Penance, Marriage, Baptism of Adults, Religious 
Profession, and Vocations. Th e words of the prophet remind the faithful to 
seek righteousness not through law written on stone but through a new heart 
written upon by God’s Spirit.

Lamentations

Eusebius tells us that he possessed fi ve books of Origen’s Commentary on 
Lamentations (Hist. Eccl. ..). Unfortunately, of these only fragments have 
survived. Th eodoret includes remarks on Lamentations in his Commentary 
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on Jeremiah. Olympiodorus’ comments on Lamentations also survive only 
as fragments in cataena.

Lam : was an important text to early Christians. In addition to 
reading the text as referring to Christ as the believer’s spiritual food, early 
Christians would see the incarnation, cross, and passion prophesied in Lam 
:. Since the nose, the organ of breathing, stands out from the face, Justin 
believed a cross was traced in the center of the human visage. Th us Lam 
:, “the breath of our nostrils is the Lord’s anointed,” anticipated Christ’s 
crucifi xion for Justin ( Apology .–). Irenaeus, too, would see the Lord’s 
passion in Lam :, but he would emphasize both the reference to “breath” 
in :a, which he translates “Spirit,” and the reference to “his shadow” in 
:c. Th is combination of terms prophesied the bitter, veiling incarnation 
(shadow) of the Spirit Christ (Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching ). 
For Origen as well the passage spoke of the fi rst advent of the Lord Christ, 
that humble incarnation (Homily on Joshua .). But the “shadow in which 
we live” could also refer to the mortality of the present age that clouded even 
the believer’s partial experience of immortality in this life (Commentary 
on Matthew .). Again the Alexandrian would read it in a positive, yet 
guarded manner of the Christian’s present experience. “His shadow in which 
we live among the nations” is contrasted to the shadow of the Law in which 
the unredeemed live. In the shadow the believer has a share in Christ as the 
way, truth, and life, but it is dim. Th e believer still awaits a perfect, future 
redemption (Commentary on the Canticles ).

The language of Lam :, then, as already seen would serve the 
Christian’s understanding of the present state in tension between two worlds, 
one of mortality and lament and one of immortality and exultation, a state 
refl ective of the Lord’s passion prior to glory. Such a theme would also be 
found in Lam :, “. . . the prisoners of the earth.” Gregory of Nazianzus would 
fi nd here a reference to the body and carnality (earth) that obstructs the 
Christian’s (prisoner) path to God (Th eological Oration . [Oration .]). 
Th e same theme of the Christian’s struggle in the present state would be seen 
in Lam :, , , . From these verses Jerome composed a description 
of the character of the ascetic life of the anchorites. Finally, early Christians 
would fi nd in Lamentations anticipatory words of their own deep, relentless 
grief. At his Funeral Oration on Meletius, bishop of Antioch, Gregory of Nyssa 
would cite Lam :, “Th e roads to Zion mourn.” For Gregory, Jeremiah spoke 
these words long ago in reference to his grief over the demise of Jerusalem, 
but these words of lament were also realized and fulfi lled in the community’s 
mourning for Meletius.
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Baruch

Frequently referred to by the Fathers as a part of Jeremiah, the book of 
Baruch supplied rich material for early Christian thought. Th eodoret would 
include remarks on Baruch in his Jeremiah commentary, and Olympiodorus 
would also provide commentary. Baruch would inform the Church’s ideas 
on a broad range of questions from eschatology, revelation, and incarnation 
to Christian gnosis and sanctity in marriage.

Irenaeus, the earliest Father to cite Baruch, reads the address to Jerusalem 
in :–, :– as Jeremiah’s prophetic expectation of the rebuilt, escha-
tological Jerusalem in the Kingdom prior to the new earth (Adv. Haer. 
..–). He also reads Bar : [], which speaks of God conversing with 
humanity on the earth, as fulfi lled in the prophetic ministry of revelation 
mediated by the Father’s Word and in the Word’s own incarnate ministry of 
revelation (Adv. Haer. .., ). Tertullian will allude to the passage when he 
also discusses the Son of God’s ministry of revelation throughout all redemp-
tive history (Against Praxeas .). Even later, in the fourth century, Bar : 
[] would be associated with the Son’s incarnate life among humanity. It is 
here that God was conversing with humanity (Ambrose, On the Christian 
Faith ..). For Clement of Alexandria, Bar :, which promises eternal 
peace to the one who walks in God’s way, teaches the blessing that follows 
knowledge (Th e Instructor .). Clement would also fi nd in the language 
of Bar :, which speaks of Israel’s defi lement in a strange country, a lesson 
against intimacy with a foreign (that is, a non-spousal) partner.

In their formulation of trinitarian doctrine Christians of the fourth 
century also turned to Baruch. In the same way that he had used Jer :; 
: against the Arians, Athanasius would use Bar :. If the Father is the 
“fountain of wisdom” he could never be without the Son, for this would 
make him a dry spring (Defence of the Nicene Defi nition .; Against the 
Arians .). Furthermore, Bar :,  with its language about the eternity 
of God provided Athanasius with a basis for his argument on the Son’s eter-
nity. Against the Arians who said “there was when he was not,” Athanasius 
argues that he who is the expression and revelation (cf., for example, Matt 
:; John :–; Heb :) of the Father who is eternal must himself be 
eternal (Against the Arians .). With the same agenda to show the Son’s 
deity and to show him as a distinct person from the Father, Hilary (On the 
Trinity .) cites Bar :[]–[]. In contrast to an Arian usage of the 
text that would capitalize on the language about God’s exclusive unique-
ness in :[] in order to emphasize the Father’s separation from the Son, 
Hilary takes another path. He emphasizes :[]–[] in order to teach 
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that the ot testifi ed to the existence of the Son, “God,” who dwelt among 
humanity on earth (: []– []). Th erefore the term “God” (:[]) 
could not be assigned to the Father alone, for he was not incarnate on earth 
in conversation with humanity.

Ezekiel

Origen’s twenty-fi ve book commentary on Ezekiel was the fi rst in the early 
Church. Unfortunately, it is no longer extant, but fourteen of his homilies on 
the prophet’s writings, translated by Jerome, do survive. Sadly, many other 
commentaries on Ezekiel have not reached the present era, except as frag-
ments in catenae. Th ose of Apolinaris of Laodicea, Th eodore of Mopsuestia, 
and Polychronius of Apamea, have all been lost. However, the commentaries 
of Th eodoret of Cyrus and of Jerome are extant as are twenty-two homilies 
of Gregory the Great which present important teachings on his views of 
spirituality, contemplation and compunction (his texts are Ezek :–: and 
Ezek ). Also, a homily falsely ascribed to the Egyptian monk, Macarius 
the Great, giving a spiritual interpretation of Ezek :–: is available in the 
collection Fift y Spiritual Homilies.

Th e Fathers openly declared the profundity and obscurity of the writings 
of the prophet Ezekiel yet found his prophecies formative for Christian faith, 
perspective, and practice.(cf. Gregory of Nanzianus, Orat. ; Th eodoret, 
Commentary on Ezekiel Pref.; Jerome, Ep. , Commentary on Ezekiel Pref.). 
Th e early Church would fi nd the vision of God in Ezekiel  pivotal to its case 
for the partial, progressive nature of God’s revelation of the divine essence 
to humanity. For Irenaeus the nature of the vision of ch.  is explained by 
Ezek :: it was the vision of the likeness of God’s glory. Th is contributes to 
his theme of the progression of humanity, in the advance of the economies, 
toward ever more immediate visions of God. Th e prophets did not see God 
as those who saw the Son would see God, and the incarnate vision anticipates 
the fuller vision of God in the eschatological kingdom. For Origen, too, the 
vision described in Ezek : is not a direct seeing of God. It is a vision of 
good things, the type of life which is available to the believer in the present 
age. Yet it is only a shadow of the full life available in the future glory when 
one is absent from the body and united with God and God’s Son (Dialogue 
with Heraclides –). Likewise, for Gregory of Nazianzus the vision of the 
prophet was not an observation of the essence or nature of God. No human 
being in the present state of things, prior to eschatological glory, has seen 
God’s nature or essence (Th eological Oration ., cf.  [Oration .]).



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  Major Prophets 

For the Alexandrians, Clement and Origen, Ezek :, “Th e soul that sins 
shall die,” provided a basis for meditation on sanctifi cation and the nature of 
death. Clement (On Spiritual Perfection .) would argue that the passage 
was addressing a Christian’s putting aside of wicked passions in the same 
way that Paul speaks of the old human dying and being raised to life (Eph 
:, ). In this way one would be an acceptable sacrifi ce (cf. Rom :). 
Origen, however, would read the passage diff erently. It is seen repeatedly in 
his discussions of the soul’s death, mortality, and immortality. For him the 
passage teaches death as a soul’s capitulation to sin. It addresses the exclu-
sion of that soul from God, that is, life (Homily on Leviticus .; Dialogue 
with Heraclides –; Commentary on John .).

For Gregory of Nyssa, who argued against an idea that the incarnation 
involved only human fl esh and not the human soul, Ezek : was critical. 
He reasoned that if Christ came to save the lost he came to save their whole 
being. Ezekiel : teaches the death of the sinning soul, as does :, which 
in his mind took eff ect immediately at the Fall because there humanity was 
alienated from God; bodily death followed years aft erward. Since, then, hu-
manity dies in both soul and body the Saviour must have taken upon himself 
all that is lost (Against Eunomius .).

Furthermore, for the early Christians ch.  would function prominently 
to inform them about repentance and steadfastness in the Christian life. Ezek 
:–, which teaches the Lord’s preference for the sinner’s repentance 
and righteousness rather than the sinner’s death, and :, which teaches 
the same, would be referred to repeatedly (e.g., Athanasius of Alexandria, 
Ep.  [Easter ] ; Life of Antony ; Basil of Caesarea, Ep. .; Jerome, Ep. 
:; .). Illustrative of how diff ering theological climates can produce 
diff erent readings and emphases from the same text is Tertullian’s much 
earlier use of Ezek :. Against the theological dualism of Marcion that 
sees two gods, one of goodness and one of justice, Tertullian turns to the 
Ezekiel passage. Here he fi nds one God who mercifully prefers a sinner’s re-
pentance but who justly and righteously will punish the sinner. Th is teaches 
one God who should be loved by the obedient but feared by the sinner 
(Against Marcion .).

It is important to note how the new covenant blessing of Ezek :– 
was frequently understood by the early Church. Th e Lord promised Israel 
a cleansing with water, a new heart, and a new spirit. Th ese promises were 
realized for the early Christian in regeneration by baptism (e.g., Gregory 
of Nyssa, On the Baptism of Christ; Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lectures 
.; .). Also important is the long patristic tradition connected with 
the eschatological reading of Ezekiel , the prophecy of the valley of dry 
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bones. From pastoral exhortations for unity, to Christian apologetics and 
polemics, to catechetical instruction, the promise of the bones coming to life 
gave early Christians the expectation of a second return of Christ and their 
own resurrection from the dead ( Clem. ; Justin, Apol. , ; Irenaeus, Adv. 
Haer. ..; Tertullian, On the Resurrection of the Flesh ; Cyril, Catechetical 
Lectures .). Origen, however, brought out a future hope of the ecclesial 
unity of the members of Christ’s body, the Church (Commentary on John 
.–). For Th eodoret, the most interesting feature of ch.  was the 
later reference to the coming unity of Israel’s house and the eternal rule of 
God’s servant David (vv. –). Seeing no basis for a literal, historical fulfi ll-
ment among the Jews in Palestine under a davidic descendant, Th eodoret 
interpreted the prophecy spiritually in reference to the invisible, eternal, 
heavenly rule of Christ (Commentary on Ezekiel .–; cf. the helpful 
discussion in Robert L. Wilken, Th e Land Called Holy: Palestine in Christian 
History and Th ought [New Haven: Yale University Press, ], –).

Finally, three diff erent readings of Ezekiel’s prophecies regarding the 
rebuilding of Jerusalem (chs. –) will be mentioned. First, it was com-
mon in the second century for Christians to expect to receive and inhabit, 
on the basis of Ezek :– and other parallel prophetic texts (Isa :
–), a new, rebuilt, eschatological Jerusalem upon the earth (Tertullian, 
Adv. Marc. ..–; cf. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. ..). But, with a more spiritual 
exegesis like that of Origen, the actual rebuilding of an earthly Jerusalem as 
a Christian hope gave way to the expectation of a heavenly Jerusalem where 
the soul would be nourished and the mind enlightened (Origen, On First 
Principles ..–). Interestingly, when Th eodoret’s interpretation is encoun-
tered, the rebuilt Jerusalem is the Jerusalem of his own day, the Christian 
Jerusalem with its Christian churches (Com. Ezek. .).

In the Church’s liturgy Ezekiel is read on Easter Vigil and Pentecost, on 
the feast of Christ the king, on the fi ft h Sunday of Lent, and in Ordinary 
Time. Th e prophet encourages the community of believers concerning the 
blessings of the new covenant, resurrection, the sanctifying ministry of the 
Holy Spirit, and the sovereign graciousness of God in salvation.

Daniel

Portions of the book of Daniel have had an important place in the Church’s 
thought and practice. Daniel’s material is discussed in theological, polemical, 
and apologetic treatises as well as in commentaries. Motifs from the stories 
within the prophetic book were also popular in the Church’s iconography.
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Th e behaviour of Daniel and his companions in the fi rst chapter exempli-
fi es for Hippolytus, in his Commentary on Daniel (., ), the faithfulness 
and purity expected of Christians. It also validates for Origen the authenticity 
of Daniel as a true prophet of the Church in contrast to the false prophets 
of the pagans (Against Celsus .).

Th e stone of Dan :,  cut out from the mountain without human 
hands was interpreted christologically, covenantally, and ecclesiologically. It 
was seen to teach the virginal conception and the mysterious, divine incarna-
tion of the Father’s Son (Justin, Dial. .; Ephraem, Commentary on Daniel 
.); the glorious, powerful, destructive second coming of Christ against 
the temporal end-time kingdoms in order to establish the eternal kingdom 
(Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. ..–; Tertullian, Adv. Iud. ); the coming of the 
new covenant, law which overtakes and ends the old law and replaces it 
with a new, spiritual circumcision (Tertullian, Adv. Iud. ); and the Church, 
the body of Christ, which has tangibly fi lled the whole earth (Tyconius, 
Book of Rules ) and therefore those who speak of a division and pollution 
of the Church (for example, the Donatists) hate their brother and stumble 
blindly against the mountain (Augustine, Homilies on  John ., ). Th ese 
readings are frequently infl uenced by the rich scriptural images of “stone” 
and “mountain.”

Th e three young Hebrews in the furnace of fi re (Daniel ) who are 
not burned provided a hopeful soteriological image reproduced in early 
Christian art. Th e common association of the fourth fi gure in the furnace 
with Christ the Son is present already in Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. ..) and 
Hippolytus (In Dan. .). Nebuchadnezzar’s subsequent repentance (Dan 
:–) serves as an example to stir others to repentance and restoration 
(Tertullian, On Repentance ). Jerome in his Commentary on Daniel, em-
phasized a historical and literal reading of Nebuchadnezzar’s experience 
denying any symbolic reference.

Th e story of Daniel in the lions’ den (Daniel ) was rich soil for the early 
Church’s meditation. Daniel’s response of prayer to the king’s decree and 
his preservation was a model of how the Christian prays without ceasing 
and receives blessing (Origen, On Prayer .; .). His suff ering at Darius’ 
hands teaches that Christians are persecuted by wicked men and therefore 
should not rebel against one another ( Clem. ). To Cyprian, it teaches 
the place of the fear of God in faith and hope (Treatise ..). In the early 
Church’s iconography the story was popularly depicted as a hopeful picture 
of salvation and resurrection.

Th e four beasts of Daniel  and the four parts of the image of Daniel  
were of particular interest to early Christians. In most interpretations the fi rst 
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three were read as the empires of Babylon, Persia (Medo-Persia), and Greece. 
Th e fourth empire was commonly understood as Rome (Hippolytus, In Dan. 
.–; Jerome, In Dan. .–) with Cyril of Jerusalem stating that this inter-
pretation was the Church’s tradition (Catechetical Lectures .). Th e Syrian 
commentators, however, off er some alternative readings of the fourth empire. 
Aphrahat’s interpretation is somewhat diffi  cult to clarify. On the one hand 
he seems to identify the fourth kingdom as Rome, yet on the other hand he 
appears to believe that the third and fourth kingdoms found their fulfi llment 
together in Alexander, that is, in Greece (Demonstrations .). Ephrem, in 
his Commentary on Daniel (.), sets the four kingdoms forth as those of 
the Babylonians, Medes, Persians (Cyrus), and Greeks (Alexander).

Th e “little horn” of Dan. ,  was understood by the Fathers both his-
torically and eschatologically. Hippolytus saw it in one place as referring to 
Antiochus Epiphanes (In Dan. .–), but in others as referring to Antichrist 
(In Dan. .–; ..). Jerome would stress against Porphyry the vanity of 
reading the little horn as Antiochus rather than Antichrist, but seems to al-
low for an orthodox reading that sees Antiochus as a proleptic fulfi llment or 
type of Antichrist (In Dan. .–; ., , ). Th e Syrian commentators, as one 
would expect, prefer the historical interpretation. For Aphrahat (Demonstr. 
.) and Polychronius, in his Commentary on Daniel (), the little horn was 
Antiochus, in continuity with the identifi cation of the fourth kingdom.

When it comes, however, to the interpretation of the Son of man in Dan. 
: the Syrian reading is not so predictable. Polychronius gives no identity, 
Aphrahat (Demonstr. .) rejects the interpretation that it is a reference to 
the Jews and applies it instead to Christ in his fi rst advent, while Ephrem 
(In Dan. .) applies it proleptically to the time of the Maccabees, but in 
its consummation to Christ. Commentators other than the Syrians read the 
passage christologically as well, and with both historical and eschatological 
perspectives. For Justin (Dial. ) it refers to Christ’s second advent, as it 
does for Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. ..) and Tertullian (Adv. Iud. ). Lactantius 
connected the passage with Jesus’ ascension into heaven in a cloud (Epitome 
of the Divine Institutes ; cf. Acts :). For Jerome the text is linked with Acts 
: and Phil :–. It refers, then, to the Son of man as the Son of God who 
is equal with God, who has taken human fl esh and who will return from 
heaven (In Dan. ., ).

Th e late Middle Ages would show that disputes between ruler and Pope, 
dissident order and Pope, and reformer and Pope resulted in the Pontiff  
being identifi ed with the Antichrist of Daniel and his acts equated with the 
abomination of desolation. Th e Protestant Reformation, particularly in the 
writings of Martin Luther, would continue this identifi cation from Daniel. 
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John Calvin’s commentary on the prophet, however, would emphasize a 
historical interpretation, seeing the fourth kingdom as Rome and the little 
horn as Antiochus.

In the Church’s liturgy Daniel is read, for example, on the thirty-third 
Sunday, the feast of Christ the King, and during the thirty-fourth week. It 
is also read in Lent and in Masses for persecuted Christians. Th e readings 
encourage God’s people concerning God’s sovereign control of events and 
their eventual victory over trial and adversity.
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VIII
MINOR PROPHETS

Th e twelve minor prophets (Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, 
Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi) appeared 
early as a literary unit in Sir :: “May the bones of the Twelve Prophets 
send forth new life.” In canonical lists this custom of referring to these 
prophets as the “twelve” was common, yet the Fathers frequently cited them 
individually. Augustine gave us the appellation “minor prophets,” this dis-
tinction being drawn because of their shorter length (City of God .). 
Eusebius records (His. Eccl. ..) that there were at least twenty-fi ve books 
of Origen dedicated to the twelve prophets, of which only fragments of 
Hosea now remain. Extensive expositions of these books were undertaken 
by Cyril of Alexandria, Th eodore of Mopsuestia, Th eodoret of Cyrrhus, and 
Jerome. Jerome’s work, occupying the later years of his life, is of consider-
able erudition.

Hosea

For the patristic writers the issue of how to interpret Hosea’s marriage 
was particularly troublesome. Julian of Eclanum, who, in addition to Cyril, 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia, Th eodoret and Jerome, also wrote a commentary 
on Hosea, points out that the diff erences of interpretation on this matter 
were largely regional (Commentary on Hosea .–). Th e Alexandrians in-
terpreted the command from God allegorically. Th is school claimed that a 
real marriage would have exposed Hosea to ridicule, and God nowhere else 
in the Bible demands a violation of formerly-revealed laws.

Th e Antiochians, in contrast, said an actual marriage did take place. 
Th eodore (Commentary on Hosea .) and Th eodoret (Interpretation of Hosea 
.) argued that literal names and places are attached to the marriage, and 
the woman is said to bear literal off spring. Th e point of the passage is not 
legalistic adherence to divine precepts but Hosea’s unquestioning obedience 
to God’s will for him (Th eodoret, Interp. Hos. .; cf. Julian, In Hosea .–). 
Th e prophet chose an absolute moral good. Even Cyril of Alexandria at-
tempted to refute an unnamed interpreter who claimed the marriage must 
have been purely symbolic since Hosea would not have literally obeyed such 
a command from God. Like others, Cyril took note of the text’s historical 
indicators such as actual names for actual off spring (Commentary on Hosea 



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint  Minor Prophets 

..ff .). Other directives from God, he points out, seem more repugnant 
than that a prophet should marry a prostitute (.–). In fact, Christ 
Himself associated with sinners, which is mystically pictured in Hosea’s ac-
tion (.–). He rescued Gomer from her shameful position and gave her 
legitimate standing in society (.). While not depending on other com-
mentators directly, Cyril’s interpretation was consistent with Antiochians 
such as Th eodore of Mopsuestia and Th eodoret in the attempt to prove the 
historicity of Hosea’s marriage.

Jerome notes that Apollinaris of Laodicea, Origen, and Pierius had writ-
ten on Hosea (preface to Commentary on Hosea). His own work was intended 
to complete the brief commentary of Origen at the request of Didymus of 
Alexandria. However, Jerome is much more ambiguous when it comes to 
the appropriate hermeneutical method to be used. In the preface he states 
a predilection for an allegorical interpretation of Hosea’s marriage because 
“God commands nothing but what is honorable, nor does he, by bidding 
men do disgraceful things, make that conduct honorable that is disgraceful” 
(preface to In Hosea), but his interpretation of Hos : seems to indicate a 
literal marriage took place. Such variety in approach shows the fl exibility with 
which the patristic interpreters came to the Scriptures, cautioning against a 
too-rigid distinction between the “Antiochian” and “Alexandrian” schools.

Joel

Origen brought his characteristic allegorical hermeneutical tendencies to his 
address to the book of Joel. For example, in his commentary on the book he 
fi nds multiple layers of meaning in :–, which predicts the withering of 
Judah’s farms, vineyards, and orchards. Beyond the literal aspect the passage 
refers spiritually to the devastation of the Jews at the hands of the Romans for 
rejecting the Messiah, and tropologically to the soul, which is like a garden 
that blooms when virtue is pursued but shrivels from vice.

For Cyprian, Joel :– was an important passage. He used it to dem-
onstrate God’s mercy toward those who had denied the faith but who then 
penitently sought reinstatement into the Church (e.g., Th e Lapsed ).

Because it is quoted in Acts , Joel :– is one of the few passages 
from the Minor Prophets that the Fathers unanimously agreed must be read 
in light of the nt. In Against Heresies, Irenaeus sees the unity of prophetic 
expectation and apostolic fulfi llment in Peter’s use of the prophet (..). 
Tertullian gives the passage a Montanistic fl avor in On the Resurrection of 
the Flesh (), a tendency also seen in the Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas 
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(preface), which may bear his infl uence. Ambrose quotes : four times in 
Th e Holy Spirit to prove that the outpouring of God’s Spirit was predicted by 
the Hebrew prophets (., , ; .; cf. Th e Sacrament of the Incarnation 
of Our Lord, .). Even Th eodore of Mopsuestia understood Joel :– 
in a christological sense by relating it to the day of Pentecost (Commentary 
on Joel :–).

Amos

Amos :, “For lo, the one who forms the mountains, creates the wind, 
reveals his thoughts to mortals, makes the morning darkness, and treads 
on the heights of the earth—the LORD, the God of hosts, is his name!” was 
important for the Church Fathers. It functioned pivotally in the trinitarian 
debate. Th e lxx contains the phrase “and declares His Anointed [= Christ] 
to humanity,” which the orthodox patristic commentators used to teach 
the distinctiveness of the Son from the Father (Tertullian, Against Praxeas 
). Gregory of Nazianzus, however, highlighted the cooperation between 
Father and Son in the continuous upholding of the created order (Oration 
.). Athanasius examined the verse in detail and found in it decisive 
proof against the Pneumatomachians who denied the divinity of the Spirit 
(Letters to Serapion .; On the Holy Spirit .). Th ere is no cause for taking 
the created “wind” (pneuma) as a reference to the Holy Spirit, he argued, be-
cause Scripture uses the defi nite article when it wishes to indicate the Th ird 
Person of the Trinity. Ambrose also refuted the heretics’ use of Amos : 
(On Th e Holy Spirit .). Th e passage does not refer to the Holy Spirit but to 
the “thunder” of the incarnation, the Sons of Th under (Jesus’ brothers), and 
the voice of God at the Lord’s baptism (..–).

Amos was also important in christological and ecclesiological discus-
sions. Th e coming darkness and mourning of Amos :– were thought 
to foreshadow the dimming of the sun at the crucifi xion of Christ. Irenaeus 
(Adv. Haer. ..), Tertullian (An Answer to the Jews ., ; :; 
Against Marcion ..), Lactantius (Divine Institutes ..) and Cyprian 
(Testimonies Against the Jews .) take this view. Basil, however, applies the 
verse to the persecution and confusion of the Eastern Churches (Letter to 
the Bishops of Italy and Gaul ).

Amos :, which speaks of the fallen “booth of David,” was interpreted 
as the body of Christ by Hilary of Poitiers (see commentary on Amos in 
this volume). Jerome, however, understood it as the demise of the Jewish 
synagogue, which has been superseded by the Church, to which all na-
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tions will be converted. Irenaeus had a similar view, arguing against the 
Marcionites that the God of the ot promised in the words of Amos to come 
to the Gentiles and raise up a new tabernacle of David (Adv. Haer. ..), 
but elsewhere he takes it as the resurrection body of Christ (Proof of the 
Apostolic Preaching , ).

Obadiah

Th eodore of Mopsuestia, Cyril of Alexandria, and Th eodoret understood 
the book in light of the sibling rivalry between Esau and Jacob. “Edom,” as 
the family and descendants of Esau, became a symbol of all who oppose 
Israel. From this the idea developed that “Edom” was the personifi cation of 
the devil.

For the Latin Fathers Edom became a type representing worldly wicked-
ness, the enemy of the Church and the soul. Augustine modifi es the largely 
antagonistic interpretation of Edom by saying that as Esau was a “part” for 
the whole of Edom, so Edom was a part for the whole, the Gentile nations. 
Augustine interpreted Obadiah  as referring to Christians, and specifi -
cally the apostles, as those who “came up from Mount Zion” (Judea) to “de-
fend” the mountain, that is, to preach to the Gentiles the gospel of salvation 
from the kingdom of darkness (Th e City of God, .).

Jerome formally commented on Obadiah on at least two diff erent occa-
sions. While he was very young he composed a commentary on Obadiah that 
he would later disown. When he again took up the project (ca.  while in 
the midst of the Origenist controversy) he would regret his earlier attempt 
because of its excessive allegorization.

Jonah

Of the twelve minor prophets Jonah was the most frequently cited and ar-
tistically represented in the early Church. On this abundance of references 
Jerome wrote with perspicacity: “I know that older interpreters, both Greek 
and Latin, have said many things about this book, and have not so much 
uncovered many questions as they have obscured meanings” (On Jonah; 
CCSL : ).

In patristic thought the death and resurrection motif was frequently 
articulated both through the avenue of typological exegesis (Jonah being 
the “type” and Jesus the “antitype”) and within the context of apologetic 
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or theological writings defending or explaining the resurrection of Christ 
(e.g. Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho  and Gregory of Nazianzus’ Oration 
., ). Jerome captured this theme, as well as the universality of God’s 
salvifi c plan, when he wrote of Jonah’s “shipwreck prefi guring the passion 
of the Lord [that] calls the world to penitence: and in the name of Nineveh 
he announces salvation to the Gentiles” (Ep. ).

Developing the theme of God’s increasing scope of salvation, Jerome 
wrote elsewhere that Cyprian of Carthage was converted to Christianity 
by meditating on the book of Jonah. Particularly prominent interpretations 
of God’s larger plan of salvation include Cyril of Alexandria’s On Jonah, 
which propounded that the very reason for Jonah’s mission was God’s 
universal design. Th eodoret (On Jonah) was more assertive in arguing that 
Jewish and Gentile salvations were correlatives under God’s one rubric of 
salvation. Augustine, in commenting on Jonah’s refusal to go to Nineveh, 
interpreted such reticence as a sign of Israel’s jealousy to Gentile salvation 
(Ep. .–).

Th e resurrection and salvation motifs also found expression in art. Th e 
story of Jonah was the most frequently depicted of ot scenes. He was most 
commonly displayed as being thrown into the sea and swallowed by the 
monster (which would allude to Christ’s passion and resurrection), spewed 
out on dry land, and fi nally resting under a gourd. Th is later episode received 
various depictions. Sometimes Jonah was at ease, suggesting the Christian 
transformation of the pagan myth of Endymion who was transported to 
Elysium, paralleling Jonah’s deliverance into Paradise. Other times Jonah 
appeared sad under the vine, underscoring his reluctance to spreading God’s 
message of salvation to the Gentiles.

In modern times Jonah has found extensive liturgical expression, being 
read both within Jewish (on the Day of Atonement) and Christian tradi-
tions. Since Vatican II, Jonah  is read in the fi rst week of Lent, and chs. – 
are read during the twenty-seventh week in alternate years. Anglicans and 
Episcopalians cite Jonah – on the Sunday closest to September , and 
Lutherans refer to Jon :– on Easter evening and Jon :–,  on the third 
Sunday aft er the Epiphany.

Habakkuk

For the Fathers, Habakkuk was usually interpreted in light of the nt. Th e 
phrase, “but the righteous will live by my faith,” (:) was particularly im-
portant because of its use in Romans :. Irenaeus, in light of Rom :, 
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understood the advent of Christ to be the fulfi llment of the prophet’s words 
(Adv.Haer. ..). Th e prophets and apostles, then, are from the very same 
God. For Tertullian, Habakkuk anticipated the kind of faith exercised by the 
woman who anointed Jesus’ feet (Against Marcion .; cf. Luke :–), 
or all who are justifi ed by Christ (.). “Faith” in God was understood to 
open new avenues of understanding. Clement of Alexandria quoted Hab 
: to prove belief must precede the soul’s “transcendental contemplation” of 
divine themes (Stromata .). Likewise, Cyprian uses the verse to show faith 
in Christ is necessary to understand the Scriptures (Testimonies Against the 
Jews .) and to see great miracles achieved in one’s life (.).

Zephaniah

Th e book of Zephaniah was oft en interpreted eschatologically, especially in 
associating the terrors of the last judgment with the prophet’s “Day of the 
Lord” motif. Cyprian links the inevitability of God’s future wrath (Zeph :) 
to Jesus’ command not to take vengeance since such belongs to God alone 
(Th ree Books of Testimonies Against the Jews .; cf. On the Advantage of 
Patience ). Origen, arguing against the view of Celsus that the peoples of 
the world could never be brought under the single reign of God, interprets 
Zeph :– as a prophecy certain to be fulfi lled (Against Celsus .). Evil 
will be destroyed by God and human harmony will one day prevail. Th is es-
chatological reality will occur at the “consummation of all things.” Zephaniah 
also contained christological references for the Church Fathers. For example, 
Cyprian understood :, “the LORD has prepared a sacrifi ce,” to be speaking 
of the crucifi ed Jesus (Against the Jews .).

Haggai

On the whole the little book of the prophet Haggai is seldom mentioned 
by the Church Fathers. It would, however, inform them on various issues. It 
addressed, for example, their views of theology, history, and morals.

Cyprian refuted his pagan opponents’ premise that wars and famines 
continue because the ancient gods have been abandoned by Christians. He 
used Haggai’s statement in : to prove the reverse: God’s anger actually 
burns against those who continue to worship idols (An Address to Deme-
trianus ; cf. Th ree Books of Testimonies Against the Jews .). In book  
of the Ecclesiastical History, where Eusebius was refl ecting on the glories of 
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the Churches rebuilt aft er persecutions ceased, Paulinus of Tyre is likened to 
Zerubbabel. In this bishop’s basilica Haggai’s prophecy in : that the glory 
of the Jewish temple will be restored “is no longer a word but a fact, for the 
last glory of this house has become and now truly is greater than the former” 
(Eccl. His. ..–). Other historical readings would be much broader. 
Th e “shakings” of Hag :– referred to the great epochs of salvation history 
for the Church Fathers. Th ey reveal a movement from the former time of 
darkness to the new age of the Gospel. Origen interpreted the “earth” as the 
era of lesser understanding under Moses and Plato and the “dry land” as 
the Christian land in which he now lives (Against Celsus :; cf. .). For 
Gregory of Nazianzus there were two “remarkable transformations of the 
human way of life in the course of the world’s history,” from idolatry to Law 
and from Law to Gospel, plus one “shaking” yet to come in the end times 
when this earth is transformed (Th eological Oration . [Oration .]).

Th e book of Haggai was also used to provide moral instruction. For 
example, Clement of Alexandria interpreted : as a command for fi scal re-
sponsibility. Th e one who greedily hoards money or spends it wantonly will 
lose an eternal reward, putting the money into a “purse with holes” (Christ 
the Educator .; Stromata ..).

Zechariah

Th e book of Zechariah was one of the Minor Prophets most widely quoted 
by the Church Fathers. Th is is because many of Zechariah’s prophecies would 
come to be interpreted in the Christian tradition as references to Jesus’ life 
and work. However, those who tended toward Antiochian exegesis, especially 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia, were reluctant to give anything but a historical 
interpretation to passages that had important christological meaning for 
other patristic writers and the nt authors.

Zechariah :, which describes the victorious king of Jerusalem riding 
“a colt, the foal of a donkey,” was applied to the triumphal entry of Christ 
in Matthew :–. Justin Martyr sees this as fulfi llment of prophecy that 
proves Jesus is the Christ (Dial. ). Clement of Alexandria, however, un-
derstands the colt as “high-spirited” Christians who are “unsubdued by 
wickedness” and are in need of Christ as a “trainer,” (Christ the Educator 
..). Th eodore of Mopsuestia strictly limits the meaning of the verse to 
the return of Zerubbabel from exile (Commentary on Zechariah .). Th e 
gospel application to Christ can be made only because Jesus displayed the 
same characteristics Zechariah described in Zerubbabel.
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Th e prophet spoke of looking with regret on the “one whom they have 
pierced” in :, and here the Church Fathers found another reference to 
Christ. Cyprian applied the verse to the historical event of Jesus’ crucifi xion, 
which was viewed by actual witnesses just as Zechariah predicted (Testimonies 
Against the Jews .). Ignatius used the verse to refute the Docetic teaching 
that Jesus did not really assume human fl esh (Trall. ) and did not have 
a physical resurrection body (Smyrn. ). At times the verse was given an 
eschatological interpretation. Irenaeus applied it Christ’s second coming in 
judgment, when sinners will be punished for their unbelief and rejection of 
the Son of man (Adv. Haer. ..). Tertullian does the same in attempting 
to show the error of the Jews and of Marcion in not understanding the two 
advents of Christ, one lowly, the other sublime (An Answer to the Jews ; 
Against Marcion .). Ambrose, however, focuses on the “pouring out of the 
spirit” in the verse, understanding it as a reference to the grace of the Holy 
Spirit (Th e Holy Spirit ..).

Tertullian gives Zechariah :– a martyrological interpretation in 
which the striking of the shepherd and subsequent scattering of the sheep 
in v.  referred to clergy who abandon their congregations, and the purging 
fi re of v.  is the “fl ame of persecution” that proves the steadfastness of the 
confessor’s faith (On Flight in Persecution . ). Normally, however, the pas-
sage was understood to address the scattering of the disciples when Jesus was 
arrested for trial and put to death. Justin, for example, follows this interpre-
tation (Dial. ). Origen believed the “striking” of Christ the Shepherd was 
prefi gured in the rock struck by Moses that brought forth fl owing waters. 
In the same way, water issued from Christ’s side, which represents the Word 
of God (Homily on Exodus .). Zechariah  was usually understood as a 
reference to Christ’s second coming.

Malachi

Malachi :, “In every place incense is off ered to my name, and a pure off er-
ing,” was understood by the Church Fathers to have eucharistic signifi cance. 
Furthermore, for Justin, Irenaeus, and Cyril of Jerusalem the “unacceptable 
sacrifi ces” of v.  referred to Jewish worship, now replaced by the Christian 
meal. Tertullian also understood the text to speak of the Church’s replace-
ment of Israel, but in addition to the sacramental theme he interprets the 
sacrifi ces as spiritual off erings of praise and obedience, hymns of worship, 
and holy prayer (An Answer to the Jews ; Against Marcion .; .).

Th e “messenger of the Lord” in : was understood to be either John the 
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Baptist or Christ himself. Jerome interpreted the messenger as the Baptist 
and the “one coming to his temple” as Jesus. Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. ..) and 
Tertullian likewise understood John to be the messenger, who is “angelic” in 
his Spirit-empowered ministry of witness (Answer to the Jews ; cf. Against 
Marcion .). Clement of Rome, however, interprets :– as a promise of 
Christ’s return ( Clem. ). In a similar fashion Cyril of Jerusalem takes the 
text eschatologically, not as a reference to the Second Coming alone but to 
both advents of Christ (Catechetical Lecture .).

Malachi :, “For I the LORD do not change,” was used by the Fathers to 
teach the immutability of God. Origen refuted the Stoics who held that God 
is a body capable of change (Against Celsus .). Even in condescending 
to become human God did not change as Celsus believed (.; cf. .). 
Alexander of Alexandria, refuting the Arians, used the text to show there 
cannot be a time when the Father was without His Son (Epistles on the Arian 
Heresy .). Hilary of Poitiers argued for the coequality of the Father and 
Son existing in constant immutability (Th e Trinity .; .; .).

Th e “sun of righteousness” in : (:) was understood christologically. 
As the true Sun, Jesus should be worshiped throughout the day, according 
to Cyprian (On the Lord’s Prayer ). For Origen, like the dawn, the Lord 
opened up a new day with the light of knowledge (Homily on Exodus .; 
cf. Homily on Leviticus ..), as opposed to the mere “lamp” of the Law 
(Hom. in Lev. ..).
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IX
GOSPELS AND ACTS

Matthew

In light of Irenaeus’s reference to the four-gospel canon and his specifi c 
mention and exegesis of Matthew the early Church’s use of the fi rst Gospel 
is certain. But evidence collected by Edouard Massaux (Th e Infl uence of the 
Gospel of Saint Matthew on Christian Literature Before Saint Irenaeus,  vols. 
New Gospel Studies .–, translated by N. J. Belval and S. Hecht [Macon, 
GA: Mercer University Press, –]) and W.-D. Köhler (Die Rezeption 
des Matthäusevangeliums in der Zeit vor Irenäus, WUNT ser. ,  [Tübingen: 
J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), ]) argues strongly for the Church’s use of 
Matthew in a variety of works by the end of the fi rst or the beginning of 
the second century.

Although Jerome remarks that he knew of a commentary on the gos-
pel (probably on the four gospels) by Th eophilus of Antioch, he seems to 
question whether it is actually from Th eophilus’ hand (cf. Lives of Illustrious 
Men ; Ep..; Commentary on Matthew, preface). Th e commentary un-
der Th eophilus’ name fi rst published in , and discovered and set forth 
again by Zahn in , is actually a fi ft h-century spurious assemblage of 
the comments of others. Jerome also reports that he knew the Greek com-
mentaries on Matthew by Hippolytus of Rome, Origen, the Arian Th eodore 
of Heraclea, Apollinaris of Laodicea, Didymus of Alexandria, and the Latin 
commentaries by Victorinus of Pettau, Hilary, and Fortunatian of Aquileia 
(In Matt. preface). Didymus’s and Victorinus’s commentaries are lost and only 
fragments of the others survive except for portions of Origen’s twenty-fi ve 
book work and the short commentary of Hilary. Allegorical in focus, Hilary’s 
Commentary on Matthew presents a Matthean interest in Jewish hostility 
toward Christ and his Church and the inclusion of the Gentiles. Th e extant 
portions of Origen’s commentary consist of a treatment in Greek of Matt 
:–: and an anonymous Latin translation treating Matt :–:
. Eight homilies on Matthew falsely attributed to Origen also survive. His 
commentary, as K. J. Torjesen has pointed out (Hermeneutical Procedure 
and Th eological Method in Origen’s Exegesis, Patristische Texte and Studien 
 [Berlin: de Gruyter, ], –) is composed in such a way as to 
lead the reader from knowledge of Christ the Logos as human to the per-
fect understanding of him as divine. He does not ignore the literal sense of 
Matthew’s account, but derives a spiritual teaching from it. For example, he 
acknowledges the historical signifi cance of Jesus’ transfi guration six days aft er 
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the dialogue with the disciples on his identity and passion (Matt :–; 
:–), but the event teaches that the spiritual who wish a higher vision of 
the Logos must pass beyond the six days, which are the lusts and passions 
of the world since it was made in six days (In Matt. .).

Other Greek works on Matthew’s Gospel include the Scholia of Athanasius 
of Alexandria, the ninety homilies of John Chrysostom, fragments of Cyril 
of Alexandria’s commentary, and some homiletic fragments under the name 
Ammonius of Alexandria. (Th ese last are believed to be spurious.) Th ough 
a collection of homilies, Chrysostom’s work off ers the oldest surviving com-
plete commentary on Matthew. Filled with moral teachings concerning the 
chaste, separate life of the Christian, Chrysostom’s homilies also emphasize 
theological themes. Against the Manichaeans God’s unity is developed, while 
in opposition to the Arians the Son’s equality to the Father is treated in light 
of the weakness of his humanity.

Latin works on Matthew not mentioned in Jerome’s list include the 
following: forty homilies and sixty tractates by Chromatius of Aquileia, an 
anonymous partial commentary on Matt  attributed by some to Victorious 
of Pettau or Ambrosiaster, an incomplete Latin commentary falsely ascribed 
to Chrysostom but actually written by an Arian of the fi ft h century, Jerome’s 
own commentary which relies on Origen, and Augustine’s two-book treat-
ment of the Sermon on the Mount, his explanation of forty-seven problematic 
Matthean passages (and fi ft y-one Lukan), his argument for the concordance 
of the four Gospels, and his explanation of seventeen passages in Matthew. 
Augustine also preached several sermons on Matthew. Eleven homilies on 
Matthean texts survive from the hand of Gregory the Great.

Th e early Church commonly viewed Matthew as the earliest gospel, 
composed in Hebrew for Jews by the tax collector turned apostle and later 
translated into Greek. Th e tradition is fi rst seen in Papias, and though later 
writers are indebted to a degree to his testimony, independent knowledge 
by some of the Fathers cannot be dismissed, and the combined testimony 
seems to extend beyond him (Papias in Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. ..; Irenaeus, 
Adv. Haer. ..; Origen in Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. ..; Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. 
..; Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lectures .; Jerome, Commentary 
on Matthew, Preface, Lives of Illustrious Men ).

For Irenaeus the original orientation of Matthew’s Gospel is seen im-
mediately in the genealogy. He wrote to prove to the Jews that Christ was 
descended from David (frag. ) and to develop the humble, gentle human-
ity of the incarnate Word (Adv. Haer. ..). To the catechumen, Cyril of 
Jerusalem was quick to explain that the notion of genealogy or generation 
in Matt : applied to his fl esh. Christ was David’s son “at the end of the age” 
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(Heb :), but God’s Son before any age, for he is eternally begotten of the 
Father (Catechetical Lecture .). Origen’s reading of Matthew’s fi rst verse 
in his Commentary on John (.) points the reader to John’s Gospel. He, 
along with Irenaeus, notes its orientation toward the Jewish expectation of 
the Davidic Messiah, but from that point he asserts that only John’s Gospel 
emphasized Jesus’ deity. Matthew, Mark, and Luke, in his reading, await John’s 
highlighting of the Word as God. However, although Irenaeus will see Jesus’ 
humanity stressed in the genealogy and in other places throughout the 
gospel, he has no diffi  culty fi nding strong testimony to Jesus’ divinity. For 
instance, in Against Heresies .. it is plain to him in the title Emmanuel, 
“God with us” (Matt :) and the Magi’s gift  of frankincense (Matt :).

Th e Sermon on the Mount (Matthew –) would enter fully into the 
Church’s theological and moral refl ection. In Irenaeus’s polemic against the 
gnostics, Matt :, “I have not come to abolish [the law and the prophets] 
but to fulfi ll them,” would function pivotally. It informs his thesis of the unity 
between the acts and teaching of the Lord of the New Covenant and the 
revelation given under the old economy (Adv. Haer. ..). But the Lord’s 
saying also, for the Bishop of Lyons, sets forth the Lord’s extension of the 
prohibitions of the Old Covenant’s Law. Jesus fulfi lls the Law by making 
explicit the Law’s teaching concerning internal desires and thoughts. Th e 
Law does not prohibit merely external actions, but applies also to the interior 
part of the human being. Th us the teachings of Jesus regarding such things 
as anger and lust (murder and adultery, Matt :–) are his fulfi llment, 
extension, expansion of the Law (Adv. Haer. .., ). Clement of Alexandria 
concurs. Fulfi llment of the commands of the Law involves, for the Christian 
of true knowledge, separation from the desire for and mental anticipation 
of what is prohibited (Miscellanies ..). Within Irenaeus’s polemic, 
which included a response to Marcion, his interpretation would provide 
the Christian community a positive understanding of the Lord’s word. Such 
a reading would be needed, for Marcion, Tertullian reports, erased Matt : 
from the Lord’s sayings and argued that Christ had come as the opponent 
of the Law and the prophets (Against Marcion ., , , ; .). Tertullian 
himself shows how in his deeds and words Christ was true to the saying of 
Matt :. Against the dualism of both gnostic and Marcionite, Matt : 
demonstrates to the second-century Church a theological and covenantal 
continuity in salvation history. Later catechetical instruction would stress the 
same continuity between the ot and the nt on the basis of this Matthean 
text (Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Lectures .).

Another word of the Lord from Matthew’s account of the sermon that 
would signifi cantly inform early Christian thought was the beatitude of the 
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pure, Matt :: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.” Along 
with other biblical texts (e.g., Job :–;  John :–;  Cor :) this 
beatitude would contribute to the Church’s development of the hope of the 
vision of God. For Irenaeus the saying refl ects the vision of God attained 
by humans in diff erent degrees in diff erent economies of revelatory history. 
Some in the past, under the Old Covenant, saw God fi guratively, propheti-
cally; some in the incarnation under the New Covenant see God adoptively; 
those in the times of the kingdom to come will see God immediately, pater-
nally (Adv. Haer. ..; ..). In his reading of the text, however, Origen 
emphasizes a mystical, spiritual vision, knowledge of God, not through bodily 
eyes, but through the pure, undefi led mind and heart (Against Celsus ., ; 
., ). Since God is by nature invisible, to see God is to know God and 
therefore the Lord’s word applies to the intellectual faculty, not the faculties 
of sense (First Principles ..–). Th ere is for Origen a postmortem progres-
sive ascent of mind and intelligence toward the perfect vision, knowledge 
of God by those of undefi led, spiritually-schooled, rational minds, intellects. 
Th ese minds progress toward a perfect understanding of reasons and causes 
of God’s ways (Princ. ..–). Basil the Great, too, reads the text in refer-
ence to the inner person’s contemplation, but for the Cappodocian there is 
a diff erent focus. As the bodily parts that apprehend sensations need to be 
treated when they are injured, so the embodied, imprisoned mind needs to 
give heed to a proper faith. Contemplation of such a faith includes contem-
plation of the pure doctrine of the trinity (Ep. .). Th rough such trinitarian 
contemplation God is seen.

Matthean material outside the Sermon on the Mount would also inform 
the early Church’s thinking. Matt : and its Lukan parallel (:) would 
provide language critical to the development of orthodox theology and 
christology. Th e second phrase of this saying of the Lord, “no one knows 
the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son 
and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him,” aids Irenaeus in his 
polemic against the gnostics. Th ey teach two gods, the unknown, eternal 
Father and the wicked creator of the ot. Th ey know the Lord’s word recorded 
in Matt : (Luke :), but they read “ no one knew the Father except 
the Son” in order to emphasize the utter hiddenness of the Father until 
he was revealed by the Son’s advent (Adv. Haer. ..). Before Christ the 
gnostic’s Father was unknown, and therefore he was not the known God of 
the ot. Irenaeus, however, does not read the saying as a temporal indicator 
of a specifi c moment of revelation. Th e saying emphasizes the Son as the 
true, perfect agent of the revelation of the Father, an agency he has been 
performing throughout redemptive history, even prior to his incarnation 
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(Adv. Haer. ..–). For Irenaeus, then, the Lord’s word teaches against the 
gnostics the one Father revealed in all times by the Word, the Son, and chal-
lenges the Jews to receive the Son along with the Father. Such emphasis on 
the unity of the God revealed exclusively by the Son is echoed by Clement 
of Alexandria (Misc. ..), while Origen claims the Word’s appropriate-
ness as the Father’s revealer (In Ioann. .–), and Cyril of Jerusalem 
repeats the corollary between reception of the Father and reception of the 
Son (Catechetical Lectures .).

Most fourth-century exegesis of Matt ://Luke :, however, would 
concentrate on the saying’s trinitarian implications. Cyril of Jerusalem in 
catechesis would emphasize the perfect, reciprocal knowledge between 
Father and Son as indicative of the Son’s equal dignity with the Father 
in the Godhead (Catechetical Lectures .; .). Gregory of Nyssa, in po-
lemic, set the Son’s exclusive role as the Father’s agent of revelation against 
Eunomius’s subordinationism and saw in the Son’s word of Matt : an 
affi  rmation of the Son’s equality in essence and glory with the Father (Against 
Eunomius .; .). Athanasius of Alexandria wrote a tract countering the 
Arian interpretation of the Lord’s word (All Th ings Were Handed Over To 
Me [Matt :]). Whereas the gnostics through their reading of the saying 
had focused Irenaeus’s attention on the second part of the verse, the Arians 
began with the fi rst line: “All things have been handed over to me by my 
Father. . . .” To the Arian this indicated a moment prior to the incarnation 
when the Son had been made Lord of creation. If this was so, they argued, 
he is not eternally of the Father for he would then have been Lord eternally. 
Th erefore there must have been once when he was not, that is, the Son must 
be created (All Th ings ; Against the Arians .). Athanasius, however, ar-
gues that the saying applies to the Son’s incarnation. Th e Son, being eternal 
with the Father, did not gain a lordship previously unearned. Rather, the “all 
things” refer to fallen humanity which the Father delivered over to the Son 
to be redeemed, healed through his saving incarnation (All Th ings –). It 
is a deliverance to save, not rule, for the rule was already his. However, in 
another place Athanasius would explain the text diff erently. Again he insists 
that it does not refer to a prerogative being given to the Son, as if the Son 
did not have all glory eternally, but, neither does he apply it to incarnation. 
Now he interprets it as a saying that discloses the distinction between the 
persons of Son and Father. Guarding against Sabellianism (Modalism) the 
Bishop of Alexandria emphasizes that the Lord’s language simply explains 
the Son’s relationship to the Father. It is a relationship in which he is eternal 
with the Father but in which he receives his inheritance of all things, as a 
Son, from the Father (Against the Arians .–). Such an understanding 
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of the fi rst line of the saying of Matt : applying to the Son’s inheritance 
as the Father’s only-begotten, obedient Son is seen also in Cyril of Jerusalem 
(Catechetical Lectures .; .). Although the Arian usage of the fi rst line of 
Matt : would draw Athanasius’s attention to that phrase of the saying, 
he also employed the second part in polemic against the Arians. Th e Son’s 
statement that he knows the Father—the invisible, unoriginate One—sets 
the Son apart from creatures who are unable to see God’s face and live (Exod 
:) and associates him with the essence of the Father as they both share 
the omniscience peculiar to God (Against the Arians ..). Finally, the 
second phrase of Matt : informs Athanasius’s view on the Son’s eternal 
generation. For him, the Word did not become the Son at the incarnation. 
Th is would indicate, because of the saying’s particular usage of the term 
“son,” that until the incarnation the Word did not know the Father. But 
if the Father was being revealed to the people of the ot, and if the saying 
limits knowledge and revelation of the Father to the Son, the Word, then, 
must also have been Son before the incarnation (Against the Arians .). 
Th us whether anti-gnostic or anti-Arian, the early Christian mind would 
emphasize the eternal nature of the Son’s knowledge which he exercises 
throughout redemptive history.

Of course, any treatment of Matthew in the early Church must take ac-
count of the words of the Lord to Peter in Matt :–. An early developed 
presentation occurs in Cyprian’s Th e Unity of the Catholic Church (). In 
fact there exist two versions of Cyprian’s treatise on the passage, commonly 
viewed as an early version and a later revision by his own hand. In both 
editions Cyprian’s emphasis is on the unity of the Church through the unity 
of the bishops, which has as its paradigm the Lord’s beginning the Church 
from one apostle, Peter. For Cyprian all the apostles are equal. Th ere seems 
to be no supremacy apportioned to Peter or Rome, but this one apostle does 
function as the point of unity among diff erent apostles from which will 
derive diverse episcopal lines. In other exegesis of the passage the Fathers 
focus on the Lord’s language, “upon this rock I will build my Church and 
the gates of Hades will not prevail against it,” as indicative of several truths. 
It may indicate the Church’s permanency in contrast to the ot economy 
(Athanasius of Alexandria, Against the Arians .). It may indicate Jesus’ 
deity, for only as God could he on his own authority declare Peter to be the 
Church’s foundation (Ambrose, Exposition of the Christian Faith ..). Or it 
may emphasize Peter’s faith as the foundation of the Church, his confession 
of Jesus as “the Christ, the son of the living God (Matt :),” by interpret-
ing “upon this rock” as his christological belief (Augustine, Homily on  John 
.). And though later Peter’s confession, his faith, would not be minimized 
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in the Church’s interpretation of the passage (e.g., Leo the great, Ep. .; 
Sermon .) the premier authority of the Roman See, as Peter’s see, would 
be derived from the Lord’s words to Peter. Sometimes linked with John : 
and Luke :, the words were understood to give to Peter and his Roman 
successors, through his enduring ministry, an exalted identity, role, and au-
thority (Leo the Great, Sermon .; Gregory the Great, Ep. .).

Finally we come to the role of Matt : in the faith and practice of 
the early Church. Already in Irenaeus’s soteriology the Lord’s words prior to 
his ascension, “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” have 
an important place. Th ey teach that the trinitarian order of baptism com-
manded by the Lord is the power of regeneration apportioned to all nations 
(Adv. Haer. ..). Cyprian maintains the same soteriological signifi cance 
of the Lord’s words when he objects to reconciliation of the lapsed through 
certifi cates provided in the names of confessors and martyrs. Peace and for-
giveness are available to the nations not through any name on a certifi cate, 
but through baptism in the name of the Trinity (Ep. .). In like manner he 
emphasizes the necessity of baptism in the name of the Trinity against those 
who would diminish the relevance of the faith of the baptizer. He argues that 
if the faith of the baptizer is not trinitarian, the faith of the one baptized is in 
danger, and therefore so is the remission of sins (Ep. .–). So, too, thinks 
Gregory of Nyssa. He claims the words of Matt : to be the mysterious 
word of the Christian’s new birth, the transformation from being corruptible 
to incorruptible, mortal to immortal, aft er the likeness of the Godhead. But 
Gregory presses the trinitarianism of the words. Th e titles of Father, Son, 
and Spirit teach that these are the proper titles for the three persons and 
not the blasphemous ones proposed by the heretics. Th ese titles, given by 
the Lord, the Word, are a rule of faith, truth, and piety, which lead the pious 
into a suffi  cient faith about God. Th e Lord says “name,” singular, signifying 
immediately the unity of essence of the three persons. Gregory also develops 
that the Lord never identifi ed this one name. Th is is because the essence of 
Godhead is incomprehensible and therefore cannot be named (cf. Gregory 
of Nazianzus, Oration . [On Holy Baptism]). Th e Lord then spoke the 
three titles in order to set forth not a diff erence in nature or substance among 
the three, but their particular properties, so that a true faith in God is seen 
as a trinitarian faith. Th e titles divide the three in such a way that even in 
diff erentiation the three, Father, Son, and Spirit, are comprehended only in 
relation to each other. Th us, for example, faith in the Father calls forth faith 
in the Father’s Son who is implied in the title “Father” (Adv. Eunom. .–). 
Augustine in his prayer at the end of his De Trinitate ., begins with a 
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reference to Matt :, echoing a later high regard for the place of the text 
in theological development. Th e Lord would not have spoken about our God 
as Father, Son, and Spirit unless God were Trinity, and the Lord would not 
have ordered baptism in the name of any who was not God.

Mark

Because of the greater detail in the other synoptic accounts, the Gospel of 
Mark was given little individual attention in the patristic period. However, 
the Fathers did make selective use of Mark in their various writings.

Th e earliest attestation of Mark by a patristic writer is that of Papias, 
quoted by Eusebius (Eccl. Hist. .). Papias associates Mark with the preach-
ing of Peter, whose words Mark recorded with “great accuracy.” Th at this 
gospel is a second-hand account explains why some events in Mark occur 
in a diff erent order than an actual eyewitness might have recorded them, 
though nothing has been omitted or falsely stated. Clement of Alexandria 
recalls that Mark’s gospel was undertaken at the urging of many Christians 
in Rome, with neither the encouragement nor discouragement of Peter 
(Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. .). Tertullian also makes the connection between 
Mark and Peter (Against Marcion ..) as does Origen (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. 
.). Irenaeus places the writing of Mark at the time just aft er Peter’s death 
(Adv. Haer. ..). He calls it a gospel with a “prophetical character,” revealed 
by the Son of God through the Spirit that hovers over the Church, corre-
sponding to the “creature like a fl ying eagle” of Rev : (Adv. Haer. ..). 
He believes this characterization is appropriate because the gospel begins 
with the Isaianic prophecy and because it is “compendious and summary,” 
which prophecy tends to be. Origen agreed that Mark had produced some 
abridged versions of events (In Ioann. .–) and that Mark presented 
the Gospel’s “beginning” while John presented its completion through his 
emphasis on Jesus’ divinity (In Ioann. .).

Jerome’s homilies on Mark (falsely ascribed to John Chrysostom) are 
the fullest, extant treatments of the Gospel by a Church Father. Fragments 
from Th eodore of Mopsuestia’s comments on Mark’s Gospel survive, as 
do sermons based on Markan passages written by such Fathers as John 
Chrysostom, Augustine, Peter Chrysologus, and Gregory the Great (for the 
listing of Gregory’s homilies see the Matthew bibliography). Works on Mark 
erroneously attributed to Jerome and Th eophilus have also survived.
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Luke and Acts

As with Matthew, the early Church’s use of Luke’s Gospel is certain at the 
point of Irenaeus’s four-gospel canon, but even before the bishop of Lyons 
composed Against Heresies, usage of the gospel is possibly evident in some 
Apostolic Fathers and Justin Martyr. Irenaeus relates that both Marcion 
and the gnostic Valentinus knew Luke’s Gospel and were being inconsistent 
by taking parts of it and editing out other material (Adv. Haer. ..–). 
Already in the second and early third centuries Luke’s Gospel is perceived as 
representative of Paul’s (Gentile) gospel by both orthodox and heretic (Adv. 
Haer. ..; Tertullian. Against Marcion ..; Origen, Homilies on Luke ).

Th e earliest known commentary on Luke was the fi ft een-book work 
of Origen extant only in a few fragments. Fortunately, thirty-nine of his 
homilies on the gospel still survive. Jerome would translate it in . Of 
the other Greek Fathers, scholia on Luke from both Eusebius of Caesarea 
and Athanasius of Alexandria are extant, as are fragments of comments by 
Dionysius of Alexandria, Apollinaris of Laodicea, Th eodore of Mopsuestia, 
and Titus of Bostra. Cyril of Alexandria’s commentary on Luke’s gospel, 
actually a series of  homilies, is complete in a Syriac version, while only 
three homilies exist complete in Greek and the rest survive in Greek only 
in fragments. In Latin there survive fragments of an Arian commentary 
on Luke’s gospel, the Tractate on Luke’s Gospel. Ambrose was the only Latin 
Father to compose a commentary on the Gospel of Luke. Th e commentary 
appears to be his revised and edited compilation of selected homiles on the 
gospel. Th ough Augustine did not produce a commentary, he did explain 
fi ft y-one passages of Luke in his treatment of diffi  cult texts in Matthew and 
Luke, and preached several times on Luke. Seventeen homilies on Luke 
are contained in a collection of gospel homilies by Gregory the Great (see 
Matthew bibliography).

Th ere are fragmentary remains of several Greek patristic commentar-
ies and homilies on the Acts of the Apostles from several authors includ-
ing Origen, Didymus of Alexandria, Th eodore of Mopsuestia, and Cyril of 
Alexandria. Th e only substantial extant collection of homilies is a series of 
fi ft y-fi ve sermons by John Chrysostom. From Chrysostom’s hand eight ad-
ditional homilies have survived: four on the beginning of the book and four 
on other passages including Paul’s change of name. From the Latin Fathers 
it is important to mention Augustine’s several homilies on Acts and the al-
legorical interpretive poem of Arator on the Acts of the Apostles.
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John

From among the early Fathers, Ignatius of Antioch probably knew and used 
the Fourth Gospel; the same is practically certain of Justin Martyr. Th at he 
did not refer to it explictly may be due to the fact that some Roman circles 
(called “Alogoi” by Epiphanius) opposed this gospel as heretical. Tatian, a 
disciple of Justin who later became an encratite, used the gospel of John as a 
framework for his four-gospel harmony, the Diatesseron. Melito of Sardis used 
it as well. Th eophilus of Antioch in his To Autolycus (.) explicitly quotes it: 
“Hence the holy scriptures and all those inspired by the Spirit teach us, and 
one of them, John, says, ‘In the beginning was the Logos, and the Logos was 
with God’ [John :].” It is interesting to note that the catacombs of Rome 
contain representations of scenes from the gospel of John (in particular the 
raising of Lazarus) probably from the second century (F.-M. Braun, Jean 
le théologien et son évangile dans l’Église ancienne, Études bibliques, [Paris: 
J. Gabalda, ], –).

Th e Alexandrian gnostic Valentinus, who moved to Rome (ca. ), al-
most certainly used the gospel of John. Th e Valentinian Gospel of Truth (ca. 
?) contains numerous echoes of it. Ptolemy, an early disciple of Valentinus, 
wrote a commentary on its Prologue, attributing it to “John, the disciple of the 
Lord” (Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. ..). Heracleon, another Valentinian, authored 
the fi rst known commentary on the gospel (ca. ), extended fragments 
of which are qoted in Origen’s commentary on John. Excerpts from the 
Valentinian Th eodotus have been preserved by Clement of Alexandria.

Th e fi rst explicit witness of the four-gospels canon , Irenaeus of Lyons, 
made extensive use of the gospel of John in his Against Heresies in refuting 
the gnostics and Marcion and explaining the orthodox faith. His theological 
synthesis, emphasizing the unity of the history of salvation, treated almost 
all the major themes of the gospel of John. For example, he clearly perceived 
that the “life” or “eternal life” that presupposes faith in Jesus is not biological 
life or merely a continued existence of the soul, but communion with God 
the Father, through Christ, in the Holy Spirit.

Tertullian, too, made substantial use of the gospel of John, in particular 
in establishing the distinction of Father and Son within the Unity of God 
(see especially Against Praxeas). Hippolytus of Rome uses the Gospel of John 
in a similar vein. Clement of Alexandria is reported by Eusebius as having 
written that “. . . John, last of all, conscious that the outward facts had been 
set forth in the Gospels, was urged on by the disciples, and, divinely moved 
by the Spirit, composed a spiritual Gospel” (Eccl Hist. ..).
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Th e fi rst patristic commentary of which substantial parts have been pre-
served is that of Origen; Eusebius knew of thirty-two books (commenting 
on John –), of which only approximately eight and a half are extant. For 
these, fortunately, we have the Greek text. Th e fi rst fi ve books were com-
posed relatively early in Origen’s life, while he was still in Alexandria, the rest 
being composed later in Caesarea. Th e fi rst books of the commentary are 
extremely prolix: Book  is entirely on John :, Book  arrives at John :. 
Th ese fi rst verses of the Prologue of John off ered Origen an opportunity to 
expose his christology and theology of the Trinity, and even some essentials 
of his comprehensive view of the created universe. Th ere are manifold cor-
respondences between the doctrines of these books of the commentary and 
those of On First Principles (a work written around the same time, but fully 
preserved only in Latin). Origen’s “spiritual exegesis” is oft en quite congenial 
to the Fourth Gospel. “Th e kind of deeper meaning that he fi nds varies from 
the most arbitrary allegorising to a profound understanding of the symbol-
ism of the Gospel” (M. F. Wiles, Th e Spiritual Gospel: Th e Interpretation of 
the Fourth Gospel in the Early Church [Cambridge: University Press, ], 
). He is almost the only ancient commentator who systematically studied 
the key terms of John, such as “spirit,” “truth,” “life,” “light,” “knowledge,” and 
“glory,” and oft en penetrated their deeper meaning.

John’s Gospel played a key part in the trinitarian and christological 
discussions from their beginning, and therefore received special attention 
in the great controversies of the fourth and fi ft h centuries. Unfortunately, 
a good number of commentaries written in this context have been lost or 
survive only as fragments in catenae (see Wiles, Th e Spiritual Gospel, –). 
Several important ones, however, have been preserved. Th e fi rst of these is 
the series of eighty-eight homilies by John Chrysostom, preached in Antioch 
(ca. ), and containing a careful exposition of the whole gospel. From the 
West, Augustine’s Tractates on the Gospel of John, also covering the whole 
gospel, are extant. Th e work consists of  “sermons,” some actually deliv-
ered, others merely dictated. Generally, the fi rst group (–) is dated earlier 
(ca. –) and the second (–) later (ca. –). Th ese works 
share a pastoral character and at the same time have substantial theological 
content. Chrysostom, though developing the teachings of the gospel against 
Arianism, is, in the spirit of Antiochian exegesis, more practical and less 
prone to explore the deeper symbolic meaning. Augustine’s exegesis is more 
congenial to John’s theology. Finally, ten homilies on John by Gregory the 
Great survive (see Matthew bibliography).

From the beginning of the fi ft h century two major Greek commentar-
ies survive, those of Th eodore of Mopsuestia and of Cyril of Alexandria. 
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Th eodore’s commentary, preserved in its entirety only in Syriac translation, 
is typical of the Antiochian school: its bent is practical and literal (though 
where the text clearly demands it he does give symbolic interpretations). 
His christology, too, refl ects Antiochian tendencies. Cyril’s monumental 
commentary is eminently theological, with ample use of spiritual inter-
pretation. Doctrinally he fi ghts against the Arians and the christology of 
Antioch, though Nestorius is not mentioned by name, and therefore the 
commentary is dated before . Fragments of several Greek commentar-
ies are compiled in J. Reuss, ed., Johannes-Kommentare aus der Griechischen 
Kirche, TU  (). Commentaries represented are those by Apollinaris 
of Laodicea, Th eodore of Heraclea, Didymus of Alexandria, Th eophilus of 
Alexandria, Cyril of Alexandria (or Pseudo-Cyril), Ammonius of Alexandria, 
and Photius of Constantinople.

Th ere are, of course, numerous commentaries of lesser importance from 
Byzantine theologians and Western medieval authors. From the golden age 
of Scholasticism, Th omas Aquinas’ Commentary on the Gospel of St. John de-
serves special mention. Taken down fom actual lectures in Paris by Th omas’ 
secretary, Reginald of Piperno, it was corrected by Th omas himself, and is 
considered to be one of his outstanding writings on sacred Scripture.

Due to the special interest, and abundance of recent research on the 
patristic interpretation of John, as well as the immensity of the task of 
attempting to summarize the features of that interpretation, a secondary 
bibliography is off ered to the reader.
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X
PAULINE EPISTLES AND HEBREWS

In order to treat adequately the question of the patristic reception and in-
terpretation of Paul it is necessary to recall the change in the state of the 
question which has occurred during the last few decades.

As Professor William Babcock has written in his Introduction to Paul 
and the Legacies of Paul (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, ), 
which collected the papers presented at an international research conference, 
held in Dallas, ): “Over the past century and a half, especially among 
Protestant scholars, assessments of Paul’s place and legacy in the early history 
of Christianity have tended to fall into a distressingly stereotyped pattern” 
(p. xiii). According to Babcock this “pattern includes at least four elements” 
that can be summarized as follows:

. “Th at Paul’s theology exercised its greatest appeal—and came closest 
to being rightly understood—among versions of Christianity that would 
turn out to be marginal or heretical by the standards of what would become 
the dominant tradition.”

. Th at “the traditions that did ultimately give Christianity its enduring 
shape either ignored or misconstrued Paul. . . .”

. Th at “only with Augustine, in the Latin West and at the turn from the 
fourth to the fi ft h century, did there emerge something like a recovery of the 
genuine central motifs in Pauline thought and in particular, a true sense for 
the great Pauline theme of justifi cation by grace and faith. . . .”

. Th at “the Greek Christian tradition never did—before or aft er Augus-
tine—achieve an apt appreciation of Paul. . . .”

Th e cover copy indicates that “Paul and the Legacies of Paul presents a 
series of studies that paint a very diff erent, and more complex picture”—a 
picture confi rmed by a whole series of studies cited in the bibliographies 
given below. “Th ey suggest that Paul was by no means a negligible or marginal 
fi gure in what would become ‘orthodox’ Christianity, that the ‘orthodox’ read-
ing of Paul was no mere domestication of his thought, and that Paul certainly 
had a formative signifi cance for Greek as well as for Latin Christianity.”

Th e reception and interpretation of the Pauline letters begins within the 
nt itself. Th e so-called Deutero-Pauline letters (according to most exegetes, 
 Th essalonians, Colossians [?], Ephesians, and the Pastorals), which were, of 
course, considered unquestionably Pauline by the Fathers, are here among 
the fi rst examples (see their treatment in the present commentary below).

Among the Apostolic Fathers the letter of Clement to the Corinthians, 
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the letters of Ignatius, and the letter of Polycarp to the Philippians refl ect 
the infl uence of the Pauline letters. Surprising is the absence of the use 
of the Pauline letters in most of the Apologists. (Th e Letter to Diognetus is an 
important exception.) Th e following passage from that letter (with several 
others) undoubtedly shows the infl uence of Paul, especially the letter to the 
Romans:

He himself gave up his own Son as a ransom for us—the holy one for 
the unjust, the innocent for the guilty, the righteous one for the unrigh-
teous, the incorruptible for the corruptible, the immortal for the mor-
tal. For what else could have covered our sins except his righteousness? 
In whom could we, lawless and impious as we were, be made righteous 
except in the Son of God alone? O sweetest exchange! O unfathom-
able work of God! O blessings beyond all expectation! Th e sinfulness 
of many is hidden in the Righteous One, while the righteousness of 
the One justifi es the many who are sinners. (Diogn. .–, translated 
by E. R. Fairweather in Early Christian Fathers, LCC , edited by C. C. 
Richardson [(Philadelphia: Westminster, ], –.)

Of course several of the gnostic writers appealed also to Paul. Marcion tried 
to support his rejection of the ot and his opposing to its creator “God,” the 
good God of Jesus Christ, on a collection of (oft en drastically mutilated) 
Pauline Epistles.

For Irenaeus and Tertullian the Pauline corpus forms an integral part 
of the nt (substantially as we know it). It was especially Irenaeus who in his 
Against Heresies integrated the interpretation of practically the whole Pauline 
corpus (together with the other nt writings) into his own anti-gnostic and 
anti-Marcionite theology (cf. R. Norris, “Irenaeus’s Use of Paul in His Polemic 
Against the gnostics,” in Paul and the Legacies of Paul, –).

From the third century on we have a considerable number of explicit 
commentaries on Pauline epistles (“from Jerome we know of some  Greek 
commentaries dedicated to various Pauline epistles . . . the majority of them 
unknown to us . . .” [Angelo Di Berardino, ed., Encyclopedia of the Early Church, 
s.v. “Paul III. Commentaries on the Pauline Epistles,” by M. G. Mara]). In 
what follows only those commentaries and homilies will be mentioned that 
have been preserved entire or from which we have substantial fragments. 
(For detailed accounts and editions of the fragments see the bibliography 
on the patristic exegesis of Paul.)

Origen seems to have been the fi rst to comment on all the Pauline 
epistles, although except for his commentary on Romans (in Rufi nus’s Latin 
translation, and partly in Greek) only fragments have been preserved. John 
Chrysostom left  us a complete series of homilies on all the Pauline epistles 
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and a commentary on Galatians, fortunately all preserved. From Th eodore of 
Mopsuestia’s commentaries only those on the “minor” Pauline epistles (that 
is, from Galatians to Philemon in the canonical order) are extant integrally 
in an early Latin translation, though we have numerous fragments of the 
Greek original. Th eodoret’s brief, but systematic, commentaries on all the 
Pauline epistles are preserved in the original Greek.

From among the Greek writers of the later patristic or Byzantine period 
we have commentaries or fragments of commentaries, for example, by John 
of Damascus, Photius of Constantinople, Oecumenius of Tricca (th c.), 
Th eophylactus (th c.), and Euthymius Zigabenus (early th c.).

Th e fi rst Latin patristic author who commented on the Pauline epistles 
is Marius Victorinus. We have only parts of his commentaries on Galatians, 
Ephesians, and Philippians. Th e writer called “Ambrosiaster” (an unknown 
author of the fourth century whose works have been falsely attributed to 
Ambrose) has left  us substantial commentaries on all the Pauline epistles. 
From Jerome we have commentaries on Philippians, Galatians, Ephesians, 
and Titus. Pelagius, whose commentaries antedate his controversies with 
Augustine, commented briefl y on thirteen of the Pauline letters.

From Augustine we have a commentary on Galatians and several incom-
plete treatments of Romans, both before and aft er his clash with Pelagius. 
Cassiodorus and his school left  us orthodox re-workings of the commentar-
ies of Pelagius.

In the Syrian Church, Ephrem (or Pseudo-Ephrem) commented on all 
the Pauline epistles. Th ey have been preserved in Armenian, and indirectly 
in Latin.

Some of the major medieval authors who commented on the Pauline 
epistles were Hugh of St. Victor, Peter Lombard, Th omas Aquinas, and 
Dionysius the Carthusian.

From among the Protestant Reformers Luther’s commentaries on 
Romans and Galatians have been foundational for his theology of justifi ca-
tion and immensely infl uential. Calvin published commentaries on all the 
Pauline epistles (Strassbourg, ). Catholic commentators of the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries include Cajetan (Th omas de Vio), whose 
commentary on the Pauline epistles was published in Rome in , and 
Cornelius de Lapide (Antwerpen, ).

Due to the special interest and abundance of recent research on the 
patristic interpretation of Paul, as well as the immensity of the task of at-
tempting to summarize the features of that interpretation, a secondary bib-
liography is off ered to the reader. Also included is a bibliography informing 
the reader on the place of Hebrews in the early Church.
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of Hebrews. BGBE . Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), . Th is is 
a substantial and balanced study, not limited to the commentaries. A brief 
“Conclusion” (pp. –) gives a summary characterization of the patristic 
exegesis of Hebrews.

Primary sources

Extensive Interpretation on Pauline Epistles

Ambrosiaster. Commentarius in xii epistulas Paulinas. Edited by H. J. Vogels. CSEL 
.– (–). Commentaries on all Pauline epistles.

Cassiodorus. Expositio S. Pauli epistulae ad Romanos, una cum complexionibus in xii 
sequentes S. Pauli epistulas a quodam Cassiodori discipulo anonymo concinnatis. 
PL :–. Expositions on all Pauline epistles.

John Chrysostom. Homilies on the Pauline Epistles. Translated by J. B. Morris, 
W. H. Simcox, and revised by G. B. Stevens (Romans); T. W. Chambers (,  
Corin thians); Oxford translation revised by G. Alexander (Galatians, Ephe-
sians), J. A. Broadus (Philippians, Colossians, Th essalonians), Philip Schaff  
(Timothy, Titus, Philemon). NPNF, :–:. Homilies on all Pauline 
epistles.

—. Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians and Homilies on the Epistle to the 
Ephesians of S. John Chrysostom. Translated by W. J. Copeland et al. LoF  ().

—. Th e Homilies of S. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople, on the First 
Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians. Translated by W. K. Cornish and J. Medley. 
LoF – ().

—. Th e Homilies of S. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople, on the Second 
Epistle of St. Paul to the Corinthians. Translated by J. Ashworth. LoF  ().

—. Th e Homilies of S. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople, on the Epistles 
of St. Paul the Apostle to the Romans. Translated by J. B. Morris LoF  ().

—. Th e Homilies of S. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople, on the Epistle 
of St. Paul the Apostle to Timothy, Titus, and Philemon. Translated by J. Tweed. 
LoF  ().

—. Th e Homilies of S. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople, on the 
Epistles of St. Paul the Apostle to the Philippians, Colossians, and Th essalonians. 
Translated by W. C. Cotton, J. Ashworth, and J. Tweed. LoF  ().

—. Ioannis Chrysostomi interpretatio omnium epistularum Paulinarum. –. Edited 
by Frederick Field. Oxford: Combe, –.

John Damascene. Commentarii in epistulas Pauli. PG :–, –. 
Commentaries on all Pauline epistles.

Pseudo-Oecumenius. Catena Ps.-Oecumenii. PG :–:. Commentaries 
on all Pauline Epistles.
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Pauluskommentare aus der griechischen Kirche. nd ed. Edited by Karl Staab. NTA 
. Münster/Westfalen: Aschendorff , . Th is work contains fragments 
from the writings of Didymus of Alexandria, Eusebius of Emesa, Acacius of 
Caesarea, Apollinarius, Diodore, Th eodore of Mopsuestia, Severian of Gabala, 
Gennadius of Constantinople, Oecumenius, Photius, and Arethas on the epis-
tles of Paul. Includes:

Oecumenius. Commentarii in Pauli epistulas, –. Commentaries from Romans 
through  Timothy (no Titus or Philemon).

Severian of Gabala. Fragmenta in epistulas s. Pauli, –. Expositions on all the 
Pauline epistles with the exception of Philemon.

Th eodore of Mopsuestia. Fragmenta in epistulam ad Romanos and Fragmenta in 
epistulam ad Corinthios i et ii, –. Contains the fragments on Romans, 
 and  Corinthians.

Pelagius. Expositiones xiii epistularum Pauli. Edited by Alexander Souter. TaS .– 
(/). PLS :–. Expositions on all the Pauline epistles.

Severian of Gabala. Fragmenta in epistulas s. Pauli. In Pauluskommentare aus der 
griechischen Kirche, nd ed., ed. K. Staab, –. Expositions on all the 
Pauline epistles with the exception of Philemon.

Th eodore of Mopsuestia.Commentarii in epistulas Pauli minores. In Th eodori epis-
copi Mopsuesteni in epistulas B. Pauli commentarii –. Edited by H. B. Swete. 
Cambridge: University Press, , ; reprint Westmead/Farnborough, 
Hants.: Gregg International, . Contains commentaries on Galatians 
through Philemon.

Th eodoret. Interpretatio in xii epistulas s. Pauli. PG :–. Interpretations of all 
Pauline epistles.

For selected portions of patristic commentaries on Galatians, Ephesians, 
Philippians see Mark J. Edwards, ed. Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians. Ancient 
Christian Commentary on Scripture, nt . Downers Grove: IVP, .

For specifi c listings of sermons and homilies, see H. J. Sieben, Kirchenväterhomilien 
zum Neuen Testament, –.

For listings of catenae on the Pauline Epistles see Clavis Patrum Graecorum, : 
C. –.

Interpretation of Individual Pauline Epistles and Hebrews

Romans
Augustine. Augustine on Romans: Propositions from the Epistle to the Romans and 

Unfi nished Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans. Edited and translated by 
Paula Fredriksen Landes. Chico, Cal.: Scholars Press, .

—. Epistulae ad Romanos inchoata expositio. Edited by Johannes Divjak. CSEL  
(): –.

—. Epistulae quorundam propositionum ex epistula ad Romanos. Edited by Johannes 
Divjak. CSEL  (): –.
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Cyril of Alexandria. Fragmenta in epistulam ad Romanos. PG :–.
Origen. Commentarii in epistulam ad Romanos. PG :–.
—. Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, Books –; –. Translated by T.P. 

Scheck. FaCh ,  (, )
—. “Exegesis of Romans VIII, –.” JSL d ser.  (–): –.
—. Römerbrief kommentar.  vols. Edited by T. Heitker. FontChr .– (–).
For selected portions of patristic commentaries on Romans see Gerald Bray, ed. 

Romans. Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, nt . Downers Grove: 
IVP, .

 Corinthians
Cyril of Alexandria. Fragmenta in primam epistulam ad Corinthios. PG :–.
Origen. Fragmenta in epistulam primam ad Corinthios. In C. Jenkins, “Origen on  

Corinthians,” JTh S  (): –, –, –;  (): –.

 Corinthians
Cyril of Alexandria. Fragmenta in secundam epistulam ad Corinthios. PG :–.

Galatians
Augustine. Epistulae ad Galatas expositio. Edited by Johannes Divjak. CSEL  

(): –.
Jerome. Commentarii in epistolam ad Galatas. PL :–.
Marius Victorinus. Commentarii in epistulam ad Galatas. PL :–.
Origen. Commentarii in Galatas (fragments). PG :–.

Ephesians
Jerome. Commentarii in epistulam ad Ephesios. PL :–.
Marius Victorinus. Commentarii in epistulam ad Ephesios. PL :–.
Origen. Commentarii in Ephesios (fragments). In J. A. F. Gregg, “Th e Commentary 

of Origen upon the Epistle to the Ephesians,” JTh S  (): –; –; 
–.

Philippians
Marius Victorinus. Commentarii in epistulam ad Philippenses. PL :–.

 Th essalonians
Origen. Commentarii in epistulam primam ad Th essalonicenses. Edited by Isidore 

Hilberg. CSEL  (): –.

Titus
Jerome. Commentarii in epistulam ad Titum. PL :–.
Origen. Commentarius in Titum. PG :–.
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Philemon
Jerome. Commentarii in epistulam ad Philemonem. PL :–.
Origen. Commentarius in Philemonem. PG :–.

Hebrews
Cassiodorus. Expositio epistulae ad Hebraeos. PL :–.
Cyril of Alexandria. Fragmenta in epistulam ad Hebraeos. PG :–.
John Chrysostom. Homilies on the Epistle to the Hebrews. Translated by F. Gardiner. 

NPNF, :–.
—. In epistulam ad Hebraeos argumentum et homiliae –. PG :–.
—. Ioannis Chrysostomi interpretatio omnium epistularum Paulinarum . Edited by 

F. Field. Oxford: Combe, .
John Damascene. Commentarii in epistolam ad Hebraeos. PG :–.
Oecumenius. Commentarii in epistolam ad Hebraeos. In Pauluskommentare aus der 

griechischen Kirche nd ed. Edited by Karl Staab, –.
Pseudo-Oecumenius. Commentarii in epistulam ad Hebraeos. PG :–.
Origen. In Epistulam ad Hebraeos homiliae (fragments). PG :–.
—. In Epistulam ad Hebraeos libri (fragments). PG :–.
Pseudo-Pelagius. Fragmenta in epistulam ad Hebraeos. PLS :–.
Th eodore of Mopsuestia. Fragmenta in epistulam ad Hebraeos. In Pauluskommentare 

aus der griechischen Kirche nd ed. Edited by Karl Staab, –.
Th eodoret. Interpretatio in epistulam ad Hebraeos. PG :–.
For specifi c listings of sermons and homilies, see H. J. Sieben, Kirchenväterhomilien 

zum Neuen Testament, –.
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XI
CATHOLIC EPISTLES

Eusebius of Caesarea informs us of Clement of Alexandria’s Outlines (Hypo-
typoseis), eight books of interpretations of selected passages from the ot 
and the nt, including the Catholic Epistles, the Epistle of Barnabas, and 
the Apocalypse of Peter (Eccl. Hist. ..). Fragmentary comments on  
Peter, Jude, and  John survive in Cassiodorus’ Latin translation, Outlines 
Concerning the Canonical Epistles. Photius, in his Library (Bibliotheca Codex 
) would explain Clement’s Outlines as refl ecting both orthodoxy and 
impiety. In addition to these fragments of Clement’s Outlines, a few patristic 
commentaries are known and extant. Didymus of Alexandria, though his 
authorship had been questioned earlier this century, composed a commen-
tary treating James,  and  Peter, , ,  John, and Jude. It survives in its 
complete form only in a Latin version. A commentary on the same epistles by 
Pseudo-Oecumenius also is extant as is one sometimes attributed to Hilary 
of Arles, but it is spurious and dates probably to the late seventh or early 
eighth century. Fift y fragments on the Catholic epistles survive in catenae 
under the name of John Chrysostom and thirty-eight scholia are ascribed 
to Cyril of Alexandria. From Augustine, ten homilies developing the theme 
of charity within  John survive.

James

Th e epistle of James would inform early Christian morals and spiritual 
practice as it was used repeatedly to teach the virtues with which James 
was concerned. Origen would exhort Christians to pray that God would 
fulfi ll Jas : in their lives (“be doers of the word, and not hearers only”) by 
cleansing them of sin and enlivening the good through Christ and the Spirit 
(Homily on Genesis .). But he would also teach that Jas : taught personal 
responsibility to fl ee sin once the divine Word had begun to reveal to them 
the diff erence between good and evil (On First Principles ..). Valerius 
would dedicate a homily on Jas : to the virtue of humility (Homily ). 
Augustine would preach sermons on James :–; :, and :.

Th eologically, Jas :, “. . . the Father of lights with whom there is no 
variation or shadow due to change,” would provide language important to 
trinitarian discussion. Hilary of Poitiers states that the Arians would ap-
peal to it to emphasize the Father’s exclusive Godhead to the denial of the 
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Son’s divinity (On the Trinity .). Athanasius, however, uses it diff erently. 
He deduces that the Arians erroneously make God a compound of quality 
and essence by saying the Son is like the Father only in virtue (quality). 
Th is confl icts with God’s simplicity in essence, a simplicity he sees stated by 
James in : (Epistle to the Bishops of Africa ). Cyril of Jerusalem cites the 
entire verse in his lecture on the Father, to show the eternal Fatherhood and 
a begetting of the Son that meant no alteration in the Godhead (Catechetical 
Lecture .). Augustine, too, cites it in his discussion of the mystery of God’s 
substance, the mystery of an immutable God who creates mutable things 
(On the Trinity .–). In the christological discussion Cyril of Alexandria 
would refer to Jas : to state his opposition to any notion of confusion 
of the divine Word with fl esh. No change, no alteration could occur in the 
Word’s divine nature (Epistle to John of Antioch e–a).

Th e passage in James that would become somewhat troublesome in 
later soteriological thinking, Jas :–, usually found application without 
any apparent tension between Paul and James in the early Church. Gregory 
of Nazianzus taught the Christian that both faith and works are each dead 
without the other (Jas :). Th erefore the Christian was to do good works 
upon believing the points of the faith (Oration on Holy Baptism ). Ambrose 
would state simply that a proper faith in Christ is only profi table when 
crowned with good works (Exposition of the Christian Faith . Pref. ). For 
Augustine the faith that is set apart from that of the demons (Jas :) is the 
faith that works through love by the Holy Spirit (On the Trinity .).

Into the Middle Ages some tension would arise, and there would be at-
tempts to reconcile perceived diff erences between Paul and James on faith 
and works. For example, Julian of Toledo would read Jas : as not so much 
dismissing justifi cation by faith alone (cf. Rom. :), but as teaching the 
falseness of the idea that one could refuse good works (Antithesis .). Later, 
in the Reformation, some opponents of the Reformers would set Jas :– 
against their doctrine of justifi cation by faith alone. John Calvin would reply 
that James is not treating manner of justifi cation, but imploring Christians 
to bring forth good works that prove and are the fruit of righteousness 
(Institutes of the Christian Religion ..–).

James occurs in the Liturgy, for example, on the third Sunday of 
Advent, in Masses for Various Needs and Occasions, in Ritual Masses for 
Reconciliation, and in the Anointing of the Sick. It instructs the believer on 
the complementary relationship between faith and good works, especially 
the need to complement faith with love for neighbor, social justice, and 
moral purity.
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 Peter

Two passages within  Peter that would infl uence some formulations of the 
creed were : and :: “. . . in which he went and preached to the spirits in 
prison”; “for this is why the gospel was preached even to the dead. . . .” Th ese 
two passages would help inform the doctrine of Christ’s descent into hell 
between his death and resurrection. For example, Origen would emphasize 
that Christ’s ministry of preaching for conversion did not take place only in 
the body, but also when Christ’s soul left  the body and descended to preach to 
other bodiless souls (Against Celsus .). Gregory of Nazianzus would read 
the signifi cance of the descent to include rescue: when Christ descended he 
brought souls up from hell. Preaching was extended to triumphant deliver-
ance of the dead (Th eological Orations .). Rufi nus would see a somewhat 
more comprehensive signifi cance. For him Christ descended to the dead to 
preach and to lead godly dead forth from corruption (Commentary on the 
Apostles’ Creed –). Yet, Clement of Alexandria had read the passages dif-
ferently, in a manner unrelated to the creed’s confession of Christ’s descent 
into hell. Th e “spirits” and the “dead” referred to Christians who formerly 
were unbelievers, within whose spirits Christ became alive (Commentary on 
 Peter [fragments] :, ; :).

In discussions of trinity and soteriology as well as moral instruction  
Pet :– would provide the early Church with rich language. Th e passage 
speaks of Christ’s sinlessness and his faithful, quiet passivity in suff ering as an 
example to believers in their own tribulation. Athanasius of Alexandria re-
ferred to the passage in his Second Festal Letter () for the precise purpose of 
exhorting Christian conduct in imitation of Christ, but for Gregory of Nyssa, 
in his treatise Against Eunomius (.), the passage defended the Son’s shar-
ing of the Father’s essence even in incarnation. Th e heretics (Anomoeans) 
may argue that Christ is clearly distanced from the Father’s unimpassioned 
nature in his taking upon himself human nature. But Gregory notes that 
the Son did not assume “passion” in the sense of a perverted nature, for 
“he committed no sin; no guile was found on his lips” (:). He only took 
upon himself the inconvenient attributes of body and soul. Also, Cyril of 
Jerusalem would refer to the passage (Catechetical Lecture .–). For him, 
however, the words of  Peter : need to be recognized fi rst as the words 
of the prophet Isaiah (:), and then as words which reveal the true glory 
of the cross. Christ did not die for his own sins, but for the sins of others, 
and here is true redemption and salvation.

In christological matters, regarding the union of the two natures of 
Christ,  Pet :, “Christ suff ered in the fl esh,” would be important. Cyril of 
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Alexandria would set this text’s language against those who would suggest 
a confusion of the Word’s impassible divinity with fl esh. Christ suff ered not 
in the impassible nature of God, but in his own fl esh (Ep. .e–b; to 
John of Antioch). Such an emphasis from  Peter’s words were already set out 
by Athanasius of Alexandria in his theological work against the Arians. In 
his conception the Arians had become fi xated upon the humanity of Christ 
to the point that they numbered him among the creatures. He counters this 
heresy by arguing that the phrase “in the fl esh” of  Pet : demonstrates 
the weakness of Christ limited to the nature of fl esh, that which belongs to 
humanity. One must recognize that the words of the Apostle separate such 
creaturely attributes from the divine nature of the Word (Against Arians 
.–).

And then, of course, there is the early Church’s interest in the fl ood/
baptismal passage of  Pet :–. For Cyprian the reference to the eight 
people in the ark saved through water teaches the necessity of the sacra-
ment of baptism within the one, undivided Church (Ep. .; .; .). 
Tertullian had already anticipated this typology between ark and Church in 
On Idolatry  and had developed the ark/fl ood, Church/baptism typology 
in On Rapture . Th e earth is our fl esh, the fl ood our baptism, the dove that 
returned to the ark the spirit of God that brings God’s peace.

 Peter is read, for example, in the Church’s liturgy during the Sundays of 
the Easter Season, on the fi rst Sunday of Lent, in Masses of the Chair of Peter, 
and on the Feast of Mark the evangelist. It provides baptismal teaching and 
reminds the believer about the blessing of an enduring spiritual, heavenly 
inheritance, and of the need to be prepared to follow Jesus in suff ering.

, ,  John

Whereas Raymond Brown (Th e Epistles of John: Translated with Introduction, 
Notes, and Commentary. AB . Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, , – [see 
pp. – for an orientation to , ,  John in the Church’s tradition]) speaks 
of some “possible echoes” of  John in the early Christian literature of the 
second century, one fi nds probable use only in Justin (cf., Dial. .: “We 
who observe the commandments of Christ are called genuine children of 
God—and that is what we really are,” compared especially with  John :), 
and the Letter to Diognetus (cf. .–). According to the same author one 
would fi nd “probative knowledge of one or more of the Johannine letters” 
for the fi rst time in Polycarp’s Epistle to the Philippians (cf. .: “For everyone 
who does not confess Jesus Christ to have come in the fl esh is Antichrist” 
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compared with  John  and  John :–). Irenaeus in his Against Heresies 
quotes explicitly from both  John and  John, but as if they were one letter 
(Brown, Th e Epistles of John, –). Th e third epistle of John appears in early 
Christian literature only by the middle of the third century, and it is only by 
the end of the fourth century that acceptance of all the three Johannine letters 
as canonical was slowly prevailing (Brown, Th e Epistles of John, –).

As for commentaries, a few Fathers who commented on the so-called 
“Catholic” epistles included also brief comments on – John (see the bib-
liography on Catholic epistles). A major commentary on  John has been 
preserved in the form of ten homilies preached by Augustine (six during 
the Easter Week of the year , the last four between Easter Week and 
the Feast of Ascension). All manuscripts end with homily ten, covering  
John :–, thus leaving  John :– without comment. Th ese homilies 
could be called also a treatise on charity: “there is no theme on which I 
would fainer speak than charity; and no other Scripture extols charity with 
greater warmth” (.; trans. J. Burnaby in Augustine’s Later Works, –). 
Augustine anchors charity (as does  John) in God’s love for us, manifested 
especially in the incarnation of the Son and the sending of the Holy Spirit 
(cf. especially Homily ), yet the major part of his homilies is an exhortation 
to brotherly and sisterly love that, paradoxically, includes also enemies as 
potential brothers and sisters (cf. Homily ).

Bibliography
for Catholic Epistles

Primary sources

Augustine. Commentaire de la Prèmiere Epître de S. Jean. Edited and translated by 
Paul Agaësse. SC  ().

—. Homilies on the First Epistle of John. Translated by H. Brown. Revised by J. H. 
Myers. NPNF, :–.

—. Homilies on the Gospel according to John and His First Epistle. Translated by 
H. Browne. LoF ,  (–).

—. In Iohannis epistulam ad Parthos tractatus x. PL :–.
—. Ten Homilies on the First Epistle General of St. John. In Augustine: Later Works, 

LCC. Translated by J. Burnaby. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, , –. 
Incomplete: there are intentional minor omissions of repetitive or less impor-
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—. Tractates on the First Epistle of John. Translated by J. W. Rettig. ACW  (): 
–.
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ANFa :–.

—. Hypotyposes (fragments). In Clemens Alexandrinus. . Stromata Buch VII und 
VIII. Excerpta ex Th eodoto, Eclogae propheticae, Quis diues Saluetur, Fragmente. 
nd ed. Edited by Otto Stählin, Ludwig Früchtel, and Ursula Treu. GCS  
(): –.

Cyril of Alexandria. Fragmenta in Acta apostolorum et in epistulas catholicas. In 
Cyrilli archiepiscopi Alexnandrini in D. Ioannis evangelium. . Edited by Philip 
Pussey, –. Brussels: Editions Culture et Civilisation, G. Lebon, .

Didymus of Alexandria. Didymi Alexandrini in epistulas canonicas brevis enar-
ratio. NTA .. Edited by Friedrich Zoepfl . Münster: Aschendorff sche 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, .

John Chrysostom (or Pseudo-Chrysostom). Fragmenta in epistulas Catholicas. PG 
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Pseudo-Oecumenius. Commentarii in epistulas catholicas. PG :–.
For specifi c listings of homilies and sermons, see H. J. Sieben, Kirchenväterhomilien 

zum Neuen Testament, –.
For listings of catenae on the Catholic Epistles see Clavis Patrum Graecorum, : 
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XII
REVELATION

Th ere exists little concensus on possible traces of the book of Revelation 
in the Apostolic Fathers, but Justin testifi es of his own knowledge of the 
prophecy (Dial. :). Melito of Sardis, by Eusebius of Caesarea’s record 
(Eccl. Hist. ..), composed a work On the Devil and the Apocalypse of John, 
no longer extant, and Th eophilus of Antioch used Revelation in his work 
Against the Heresy of Hermogenes (Eusebius Eccl. Hist. ..). Irenaeus uses 
Revelation frequently in his Against Heresies. He states that John the Lord’s 
disciple wrote it (..; ..) at the end of Domitian’s rule (..) and 
testifi es to familiarity with several manuscripts of the book (..). It had, 
then, an early, broad circulation within the Churches of Asia Minor, Syria, 
and Gaul. Within Gaul, the Churches of Lyons and Vienne certainly knew 
the language of Revelation and refl ect it in their epistle to the Churches of 
Asia and Phrygia (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. ..–). In the same time frame of 
the latter half of the second century it was also among the books accepted 
in Italy (Muratorian Fragment).

Hippolytus of Rome’s Apology for the Apocalypse and the Gospel of John, 
now lost and extant only in fragments, shows continued Italian interest in 
the book into the turn of the century. Tertullian’s numerous references as 
well as Origen’s promised, but apparently unwritten, commentary indicate 
its honored place in North Africa. Fortunately some scholia of Origin on 
Revelation have survived, but the collection set forth by Harnack as Origen’s 
scholia contains scholia from others, including Irenaeus and Clement of 
Alexandria.

Th e book of Revelation, however, was not without its questioners and 
opponents. Marcion rejected it (Tertullian, Against Marcion .). Gaius of 
Rome attributed it to the gnostic Cerinthus (Eusebius Eccl. Hist. ..–), 
among other possible reasons because of his distaste for chiliasm. Th e Alogoi, 
a second century sect of Asia Minor with anti-Montanist tendencies, also 
rejected Revelation (as well as John’s Gospel) and ascribed it to Cerinthus 
(Epiphanius, Panarion ..–). Th ey mocked the book for what they 
considered its impractical content—things like angels and trumpets (Rev 
:)—and faulted it for its supposed erroneous reference (Rev :–) to 
a Church in Th yatira (Epiphanius, Panar. ..–.). Dionysius of Rome 
was acquainted with such connections of Revelation to Cerinthus and of its 
history of rejection. He himself did not reject it, although he did not believe 
the author was John the apostle, but another John of Asia. Th e book was 
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written, he thought, in a crude style and contained mysteries to which there 
must be a deeper, non-literal meaning. Signifi cantly, these comments were 
evoked by the Egyptian bishop Nepos’ book Against the Allegorists, which 
taught a chiliasm drawn from Revelation (Eusebius Eccl. Hist. .–).

Eusebius, who is our source for much of the above history, himself had a 
view of Revelation that was not enthusiastically positive. He does not reject 
the book outright, noting that opinion on its recognition is evenly split, but 
he will allow its placement among the spurious writings including texts 
such as the Shepherd of Hermas, Barnabas, and the Teachings of the Apostles. 
Th e hesitancy of Eusebius regarding acceptance of Revelation may be due 
to his rejection of chiliasm, which was popularly found in John’s book. Such 
a futuristic, earthly, regal eschatology (not to mention the extreme, sensual 
version of Cerinthus) was unacceptable to his vision of Constantine’s present 
Christian empire. Furthermore, the tension felt with regard to Revelation by 
Eusebius and those whose accounts he presents may be due to its possible 
connection to Montanism. Th ough much evidence is circumstantial, it is 
plausible that the Montanists used John’s visions as models for their own 
visions and had a chiliast eschatology informed by Revelation.

Victorinus, Bishop of Pettau (martyred ca. ), wrote the earliest extant 
commentary on Revelation. Th e text of the original commentary was not 
established until , and three recensions exist. Of the three the best known 
is that of Jerome, which improved the Latin, made other stylistic editorial 
changes, and altered or removed passages that revealed Victorinus’s chiliasm. 
Th ough Jerome had identifi ed him as a chiliast (Lives of Illustrious Men ) 
and his commentary presents a literal reading of Revelation –, the bishop 
of Pettau weaves in a remarkable amount of allegory and fi gurative reading 
throughout his comments. For example, as in Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. ..), 
the four living creatures of Revelation  are the four gospels. Th e twenty-
four elders are the Law and the Prophets, and the white robes of Rev : 
symbolize the Holy Spirit. Th e woman of Revelation  is the Church, ancient 
as the patriarchs, and the dragon is the devil, a murderer from the beginning 
(cf. John :). Th is would be expected, for Jerome also writes of his being 
a follower of Origen (Ep. ). For Victorinus the events of the seven bowls 
(Revelation ) recapitulate the events of the seven trumpets (Revelation 
–) more emphatically. Th e point is not order of events within Revelation, 
but their signifi cance. Th ey describe judgment and tribulation. Historically 
the beast of Revelation  was Nero, and eschatologically it is Nero resur-
rected from the abyss to be Antichrist. Th e fi rst resurrection of Rev :– 
is shown as parallel to the Pauline resurrections of  Th ess :–;  Cor 
:–. Th is resurrection enables those in the book of life, then  immortal, 
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to rule with Christ over all nations on the earth for a thousand years before 
the second trumpet. Jerome, of course, omitted this interpretation in his 
recension. He substituted instead a reading that emphasized the reign as 
the lawful, virginal purity of the believer. Th is is not surprising. Elsewhere, 
on the basis of the reference to the , who remained virgins (Rev 
:–), he argues that all who have not preserved their chastity are defi led 
(Against Jovinianus .).

Victorinus shows continuity with earlier chiliasts. Similar readings of 
Revelation – as a time of earthly blessing and renewal following a 
fi rst literal resurrection and again followed by a second resurrection with 
judgment can be seen in Justin, Dial. ; Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. .. –.; 
Tertullian, On the Resurrection of the Flesh ; Against Marcion ..

Aft er the work of Victorinus the next commentary, extant only in frag-
ments, is that of Tychonius, the Donatist. He follows Victorinus’s notion of 
events recapitulated by future narration of events. Th e commentary’s unique-
ness rests in its strong ecclesiological focus. Th e millennium of Revelation 
 is the Church’s present experience between Christ’s two advents because 
Christ has already bound the devil (cf. Matt :; Luke :). Revelation 
 describes in general the incessant struggle between Christ and the devil, 
but more particularly it reveals the life of the Church (Donatist) that, preg-
nant with the gospel, gives birth to those in whom Christ is formed. Th e 
devil persecutes the Christians, the Church, Christ’s body through the false 
Church (Catholic). Within Tyconius’s commentary one can see at work sev-
eral of the hermeneutical principles outlined in his Book of Rules. Tyconius’s 
exegesis would provide a dominating paradigm for the Church’s reading of 
Revelation in subsequent years.

Augustine, though he never wrote a commentary on Revelation, did 
adapt something akin to Tyconius’s fi gurative-ecclesiological interpretation 
of Revelation  in his City of God (.–).

Th e fi nal Latin commentaries of the patristic period were those of 
Jerome, Primasius, and Apringius. Jerome’s, as mentioned above, was one of 
several recensions of Victorinus’s literal, chiliastic commentary. Primasius’s 
commentary combines the thought of both Tyconius and Augustine. Th e 
manuscript of Apringius’s work, published fi rst in , has only his com-
ments on :–: and :–: surviving. Th e gap of :–: in the manu-
script is fi lled with the material of Jerome and Victorinus. Cassiodorus’s brief 
notes on Revelation have survived and evidence references to Tyconius and 
infl uence from both Victorinus and Augustine. Also Caesarius of Arles’ nine-
teen homilies on Revelation are extant, though earlier they had mistakenly 
been classifi ed as Augustine’s Exposition of the Apocalypse. Th ese homilies 
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refl ect the ecclesiological reading of Tyconius: the millennium of Revelation 
 is the Church’s rule in the world; the fi rst resurrection is regeneration; 
the descent of the new Jerusalem (Revelation ) is the Church’s universal 
dispersion.

The earliest surviving Greek commentary on Revelation is that of 
Oecumenius (th century) who with an appreciation for allegory reads 
the material as either referring to the past moment of Christ’s incarnation, 
the present situation, or to the end time. For him the woman and the male 
child to which she gives birth in Revelation  are Mary and Jesus. Th e 
woman and child are threatened by the dragon but the boy is saved by God 
while the woman fl ees into the desert for , days. Th at is, Satan stirs up 
Herod to murder Jesus but the heavenly Father gives Joseph a dream and 
the family fl ees to Egypt and remains there , days until Herod’s death. 
Similarly, the millennium of Revelation  symbolically refers to the incar-
nation. Oecumenius, however, can still see Satanic persecutions through the 
Antichrist of the end time in Revelation. Andrew of Caesarea seems to know 
Oecumenius’s commentary and employs it in his own. Andrew reads the 
material in an eclectic manner, fi nding an adequate interpretation through 
a literal, tropological, or allegorical sense. Unlike Oecumenius for Andrew 
the woman and child of Revelation  are the Church and the Christians it 
brings forth, while the millennium of Revelation  is the time from Christ’s 
fi rst advent until the knowledge of God is universal. Th e fi rst resurrection of 
Rev : is not eschatological, but refers to spiritual regeneration.

Revelation, as can be seen, informed the early Church concerning Christ’s 
incarnation, the period between incarnation and the end time of tribulation 
and eventual blessing, and the Church’s life between those times. Th ere was 
always discussion of the number  and the identity of Antichrist, both 
historical and eschatological, that ranged from highly speculative to being 
sober-minded and restrained. Th e interpretations of the rich symbolism 
of Revelation could be very fanciful and very earthy. One’s hermeneutical 
approach determined what one saw. But the history of Revelation in the 
early Church is not only a history of diff ering interpretations that at times 
led to diff ering opinions of the book’s usefulness and even its canonicity. It 
is also a history of the ministry of the book to the faith of Christ’s body in 
the fi rst centuries.

In particular, the language of Revelation contributed to the Church’s 
reverent christology. Th e descriptions of the Lamb and the Word as “King of 
Kings and Lord of Lords” (Rev :; :) cause Origen to address Christ 
as the “treasure of treasures” (Homily on Jeremiah .–; cf. Col :; Matt 
:). Cyprian in his Treatises (..) cites John’s vision of Christ in Rev 
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:– to address the everlasting power the Son received from the Father aft er 
his resurrection from the dead. Gregory of Nazianzus sees the divinity of the 
Son in the language of Rev : which he thinks is spoken of the Son “. . . who 
is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty” (Th eological Orations . 
[Oration .]). To the catechumen, Cyril of Jerusalem would present the 
Lord Jesus Christ as the Lion (Rev :), not because he consumes humanity 
but because he is a steadfast, confi dent king who opposes and tramples the 
devil, that roaring, devouring, deceiving lion (Catechetical Lectures .).

Revelation has a large role in the Church’s liturgy. It is read on Holy 
Th ursday, the Sundays of Easter season, and on the feasts of the Assumption, 
All Saints, All Souls, Christ the King, and in Ordinary Time. Th e book en-
courages believers toward faithfulness and separation from wickedness in 
light of Christ’s sure, ultimate triumph over sin, death, and the devil.
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I
INTRODUCTION

As the time of the formation of post-apostolic churches, the second century 
c.e. was a privileged area of research for many twentieth century patristic 
scholars. It was in the second century that the canon of the nt emerged from 
the consensus among the major church communities and that the reception 
of the ot pervaded the very fi rst Christian literature. It was at this time that a 
hierarchy of community services, or “ministries,” started to become a regular 
feature of Christian groups. Th e twentieth century scholarly focus on the 
second century was the result of a fusion of theological concerns with his-
torical inquiry, drawing on the traditional representation of a divine agency 
actively involved in the building up of the earliest church communities. In 
this way the “Apostolic Fathers” of the second century became, in a sense, 
sacralized by their proximity in space and time to the nt period.

New perspectives challenged such traditional apologetics. While the 
title “Apostolic Fathers” continued to be in use, the theological constructs 
on which it originally rested did not stand the test of time. In particular, 
the breakdown of the earlier stance resulted from the fast development of 
studies on Gnosticism in the wake of the Nag Hammadi discovery in , 
as well as from the special interest on second century “Judaeo-Christianity” 
developed by a number of specialists during the ’s.

Th e present chapter examines highly complex issues in the intellectual 
history of these early Christian communities, a history which culminates in 
the works of Clement of Alexandria and Irenaeus of Lyon. Our sole purpose 
is to document the use of scripture by second century authors. It is unnec-
essary to insist that the present survey does not dispense from consulting 
Patrologies for more general information.

Section I, “Th e Formation of the Scriptural Canon,” follows the process 
by which the churches reached an agreement about the scriptural canon. 
Th e legacy of biblical Judaism for Christian communities materialized in the 
form of a standard collection of writings soon to be called “Old Testament.” 
To these scriptures another collection was joined in the form of gospels and 
other “apostolic” writings, recognized as authoritative by local traditions. 
In these foundational writings catechumens were instructed and liturgies 
celebrated. Th ese writings, claiming apostolic origins, eventually became 
the “canon,” or offi  cial collection, of the sacred nt. While the overwhelming 
infl uence of the nt in second century churches has been the object of much 



 Five Th e Second Century

research during recent decades, it remains a fi eld open for new studies and 
fresh approaches.

Th e church teaching based on the nt will be discussed in Section II, 
“Th e Apostolic Fathers,” which deals with the founding of an “apostolic” 
consensus of Christian traditions. Th e sources concerned are the Letter to the 
Corinthians of Clement of Rome (with a mention of the apocryphal “Second 
Letter to the Corinthians”), the Didache, the Letters of Ignatius of Antioch; 
Polycarp of Smyrna, Papias of Hierapolis, the Letter of Barnabas and the 
Shepherd of Hermas and the enigmatic Physiologos, an anonymous product 
of the culture of Alexandria in the late second century by which a Christian 
“expert in nature” claims to have learned his typological knowledge of the 
animal kingdom from the scriptures.

Section III—“Early Christian Poetry,” consists of a (too) short notice 
about the Odes of Solomon, and a section IV—“Acts of the Martyrs,” is 
dedicated to the literary genre of the martyr acts. In Section V, fi ve authors 
representing the intellectual life of the second century, are introduced under 
the title “Greek Apologists,” a title which emphasizes their main signifi cance 
in their own time and in the later traditions of the church. Th ey are Justin of 
Rome, Miltiades, Tatian the Syrian, Apollinarus of Hierapolis, Athenagoras 
of Athens.

With a brief review of Montanism in Section VI, Section VII opens the 
debate concerning Gnosticism, strictly limiting the analysis to the use and 
interpretation of scripture during that major crisis of early Christianity. 
Specifi c attention will be given to the Nag Hammadi Library, Marcion, and 
Valentinian exegesis about which Anne Pasquier off ers a special contri-
bution. Section VII, “Th e Response to Gnosticism in the Greek-Speaking 
Churches,” will consider the works of Hegesippus, Th eophilus of Antioch, 
Melito of Sardis, and the author of the Letter to Diognetus together with a 
special contribution on Irenaeus of Lyon by N. Brox. Th e fi nal section (VII) 
is dedicated to Clement of Alexandria whose literary creativity already an-
nounces the leading role that the Alexandrian church would play in the 
history of Christian exegesis in the third century.
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I I
THE FORMATION OF THE SCRIPTURAL CANON

i. The Issues at Stake

Th e link between Old Testament (ot) and New Testament (nt) is of a vital 
importance for the inner structuring of the new-born church. Th e Hebrew 
scriptures became ot for believers who experienced a hermeneutical con-
version when facing the newness of the gospel-event. In affi  rming the truth 
of the gospel these converts opened a new space and a new time into which 
they entered by creatively claiming their Christian identity. As part of the 
renewed creation (“the eighth day,” according to the Epistle of Barnabas) 
the disciples of Jesus read the sacred books of Israel’s past as anticipatory 
stages in the history of God’s action in their world. Th ey considered them-
selves as participating directly in that divine action through their faith in 
the gospel-event.

Th e nt resulted from the conversion experiences of several generations 
of believers who progressively entered into what they saw as the ultimate 
phase of salvation history. From the time of Jesus’ death until around  
c.e., the nt gives testimony that hosts of men and women became partici-
pants in that same gospel-event. It presents a story of Jesus, the Messiah, 
written more or less independently by diff erent authors designated by early 
Christian communities, together with a set of circumstantial essays or letters 
addressed to small groups of believers struggling for survival. In a variety 
of literary genres created or adapted for these purposes, the nt retrieves 
the ot message in order to celebrate the gospel-event. In a word, the nt 
resulted from a relocation of the Hebrew Bible from the particularity of 
Israel’s past. At the same time it radicalized ot prophecies and ot wisdom 
applying them directly to the very person of Jesus and to the faith experi-
ence of his disciples.

Th e spiritual treasures of the ot fi lled the hearts of earliest Christians, 
just as the hermeneutical conversion included in the gospel-event reshaped 
and directed their minds. With their eyes opened and their tongues freed 
by their conversion, Christian believers explored and proclaimed the fulfi ll-
ment of the ot in the gospel event. Hence the nt refl ects the dynamics of 
that event, as understood and articulated by a particular group of believers. 
As a literary document, the nt represents a community event in which one 
can hear the message of Jesus through the voices of the men and women 
who lived it.
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ii. The Legacy of Judaism

Th e strong Jewish belief in the divine authority of Torah (the Pentateuch: 
“fi ve books” of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy) is best 
expressed through the vivid metaphor of God himself writing on stone for 
Moses the basic elements of the Law: Ex :, :-: Dt :, :-. 
Th e special sacredness of Torah was forever etched into the biblical faith of 
Israel, but aft er some time it was to a certain degree extended to other books: 
the Book of Job was probably one of the fi rst to be counted with Torah as of 
divine origin (paleo-Hebraic manuscript at Qumran). In the early second 
century b.c.e., a “canon” (in Greek, “ruler”: offi  cial collection of writings) of 
Prophets already existed including Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezechiel and the twelve 
Minor Prophets.

At Qumran, in the Essene community formed about two centuries before 
Christ, “holy scripture,” formally quoted as such, included: Torah, Isaiah, Jer-
emiah, Ezechiel, Daniel, the twelve Minor Prophets, Psalms: a total of twenty-
two books. Esther is the only ot book never referred to at Qumran—nor is 
it mentioned in the nt. Psalms are used as prophecies (again as in the nt), 
while the Song of Songs is completely allegorized. Historical books (Samuel, 
Kings, Chronicles) have not yet reached the status of “holy scripture,” rather 
they are revered “documentaries,” again as in the nt. Many other revered 
writings were quoted and copied at Qumran: the cycle of Enoch, the Book 
of Jubilees, the Roll of the Temple, etc.

In Greek, a Qumran roll of Minor Prophets dating from the early fi rst 
century c.e. shows traces of a revision—hence the Hebraic text used for the 
revision was considered as authoritative. In the fi rst century b.c.e., a Greek 
version of Esdras-Nehemiah had replaced an older one, whereas the Can-
ticle of Canticles, Ruth, Lamentations were translated for the fi rst time into 
Greek during that same period and distributed among the synagogues of 
the Diaspora for liturgical Passover readings. Qohelet (Ecclesiasticus) was 
translated into Greek only near the end of the fi rst century c.e. because of a 
controversy between Pharisees: the school of Shammaï refused its canonicity, 
but the school of Hillel admitted it.

Actually, the Pharisean canon of scripture was considered closed from 
the middle of the second century b.c.e., the end of a continuous succession 
of Prophets having been dated from the end of the Persian period. Prophets 
were seen as followed by “Sages.” If Daniel could be added to the canon, it 
was as “prophet,” and so were Esdras, Nehemiah, Kings, Chronicles.

A gathering of rabbis between  and  at Yahvne decided to replace 
Gamaliel II by his brother-in-law Eleazar ben Hyrcanos as the head of the 
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Yeshiva, the rabbinic academy. During the meeting, Canticle and Qohelet 
were confi rmed in their canonical status, Canticles being recommended for 
the liturgy only and Qohelet defended against the objections of Shammaï. 
Against Judaean/Christian innovations, the rabbinic canon of twenty-two 
(twenty-four commonly admitted) ot books was defi nitively closed before 
Bar Kochba’s revolt.

iii. The “Old Testament” of the Christians

As described by Origen of Alexandria in his Letter to Julius Africanus, the 
ot includes also Tobit and Judith, and in Daniel the stories of Susannah, 
of Bel and the Dragon, and the Canticle of Ananias, Azarias, Misael; it also 
includes in Esther the prayers of Esther and Mardochai and two royal edicts; 
but some parts of the Hebrew text in Jeremiah and Job were ignored by the 
Greek translators.

Th e diff erences between the Rabbinic and the Christian canon are not 
due, as oft en repeated, to an “Alexandrian” canon, but to pietist circles not 
yet controlled by the Pharisees at the beginning of c.e., circles like Qumran 
open to enlarging the canon. Only aft er Bar Kochba did Pharisaism identify 
with Judaism.

Th e Pharisean Canon and the Christian Bible form two concentric circles 
with the same central principles:

Mosaic authorship is limited to Torah. 

Th e collection of Psalms is the same.
Th e Pharisees admitted two Salomonian additions.
Th e Pharisees admitted an addition to Jeremiah, the 

Lamentations; lxx-Christians add Baruch and the Letter of 
Jeremiah.

To ancient historical books, the Pharisees added 
Chronicles, Esdras, Nehemiah; lxx-Christians add a more 
recent one, Maccabees.

Th e Pharisees admitted three short novels: Ruth, Jonah, 
Esther; lxx-Christians add two more: Tobit and Judith.

Lists of canonical books are given by Melito in the second, and Origen in 
the third century c.e. Th ey are transmitted, like other lists, by fourth-century 
authors: Codex Hierosolymitanus , folio ; Melito (Eusebius of Caesarea, 
Church History IV.,;); Origen (same, VI.,); Cyril of Jerusalem, Cat-
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echetical Homilies IV, ; Athanasius of Alexandria, Festal Letter ; Council 
of Laodiocea, canon  (); Epiphanius of Salamis, Panarion ,; De men-
sura  and , three lists; Gregory Nazianzus, Carmen ; Amphilochius of 
Iconium, Iambi ad Seleucum, verses –; Apostolic Canons, .

In second-century literature, the uncontested predominance of ot ref-
erences is that of the Pentateuch and the Psalms. Wisdom literature enters 
into the scriptural armoury of Christians only near the end of the second 
century with authors like Clement of Alexandria, who also quotes Enoch, 
IV Esdras, Ascension of Moses, Apocalypse of Sophoniah, Hebraic Sybill, 
Apocalypse of Elija, an Apocryphal of Ezechiel, in a total of about thirty 
quotations from Apocryphals. In the third century Origen distinguishes 
between “testamentary” (ἐνδιατήκοι) and “apocryphal” (ἀπόκρυφοι) books, 
a rabbinic distinction.

Th e “apocryphal” books quoted by Origen are: Th e Martyrdom of Isaiah, 
Th e Prayer of Joseph, Th e Book of Iannis and Mambres, Th e Apocalypse of 
Elija, Th e Apocalypse of Ezechiel, Th e Story of Joseph and Aseneth, Th e Testa-
ments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Th e Ascension of Moses, Th e Apocalypse of 
Abraham, Th e Apocalypse of Baruch. Origen never terms books not included 
in the Hebrew version of the rabbis, like Wisdom, Sirach, Judith, or Tobit, as 
“apocryphal.” Note that “apocryphal” implies no pejorative connotation; it 
means “valuable, but not canonical.” As such, “Apocryphals” are censured for 
the fi rst time only by Athanasius, Festal Letter , in , because they are 
not used in the liturgy, are quoted only by heretics, and at all events more 
recent than canonical writings. Athanasius calls Deuterocanonicals the “other 
books” (hetera biblia) and he recommends them for the moral progress of 
beginners. Cyril of Jerusalem speaks of “apocryphal” and “controverted” 
(like Revelation) books all at once. No patristic homilies or commentaries 
on deuterocanonical books are available.

In the Latin churches, Priscillian (c. –) in Spain pleads in favor of 
the Apocryphals: they should be used for private study, if not in the liturgy, 
as prophecy goes beyond canon. Condemned by imperial authorities under 
Maximus, Priscillian became the fi rst Christian subjected to capital punish-
ment for an alleged heresy.

In Italy, ca. , in Apology against Jerome and Explanation of the Creed, 
Rufi nus of Aquileia opposes Jerome’s “Hebraica veritas” in defense of the lxx, 
which he considered as the only inspired text, because it was received in the 
church, scripture and church taking their origin in the same Spirit.

Th e Decretum Gelasianum is a private collection (Collectio Hispana) 
dating from the seventh century, introduced in a larger collection of can-
ons. It transmits documents of the late fourth century with a list of biblical 
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books: Kings and Samuel are not distinguished, hence  Kings; Maccabees 
are placed at the end of the list. Against Priscillian, it does not enlarge the 
canon; against Jerome (who eliminated the Deuterocanonicals because of 
his narrow understanding of the “veritas Hebraica”), neither does it reduce 
the canon.

In Africa, synods of Hippo () and Carthage () stated: Ut praeter 
scripturas canonicas nihil in ecclesia legatur sub nomine divinarum scriptu-
rarum, “outside of canonical writings nothing should be read in church un-
der the title of divine scriptures.” Augustine defends the Deuterocanonicals 
against Jerome in De doctrina christiana II, . . Following strictly the 
content and order of the rabbinic canon in his Prologue to Kings, Jerome 
calls all other books “apocryphal,” that is Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus, Judith, Tobit, 
Maccabees. Th e resulting confusion in relation to Athanasius’ defi nition of 
“Apocryphals” is a clear witness of Jerome’s erudite viewpoint’s prevailing 
over traditional liturgical use.

For a popular literature covering seven centuries, from the third century 
b.c.e. to the fourth century c.e., the Clavis Apocryphorum Veteris Testamenti, 
published by J.-C. Haelewyck, presents manuscripts, editions and biblio-
graphies concerning  diff erent writings. Th e fi eld still remains open for 
fresh discoveries, for instance, the author notes: “It is likely that documen-
tation for Slavic will undergo a major upheaval: F. J. Th omson is preparing 
a clavis of slavic literature for the Corpus Christianorum for which he has 
assembled a voluminous bibliography” (XI, note ). Of particular interest for 
the study of patristic exegesis are books dating from the third century b.c.e. 
until around  c.e. With the exception of  Esdras, they are all included 
in lxx:  Esdras; Tobit, Judith; additions to the Book of Esther; Wisdom of 
Solomon; Ecclesiasticus (Sirach); Baruch, with the Letter of Jeremiah; Song 
of the Th ree Young Men; Susanna; Beliard the Dragon; Prayer of Manasseh; 
 Maccabees;  Maccabees. Th e total of these writings equals four-fi ft hs of 
the nt writings.

Of a historical character are  Esdras, quoted by Cyprian and Augustine; 
 and  Maccabees. To the genre of haggadah (morals communicated 
through fi ctional tales) belong Tobit, Judith, the additions to Esther and 
Daniel. Wisdom literature is represented by Ecclesiasticus and Wisdom of 
Solomon.

Editions and Studies

Charles, R. H., Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament.
Goodspeed, E. J., Th e Story of the Apocrypha.
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iv. The Septuagint (lxx)

Greek was considered by the rabbis as the only language capable of serving 
as a translation of the Hebrew Bible. Th ey invoked Gn :, “May God extend 
Japheth’s boundaries, let him dwell in the tents of Shem, may Canaan be 
his slave.” In rabbinic interpretation, Japheth represented the Greeks, Shem 
the Hebrews. According to Targum of Jonathan (Add. ), the “tents” 
were rabbinic study houses: “May the sons (of Japheth) become proselytes 
and stay in the school of Shem.” A large percentage of the population in a 
variety of cultures around the Mediterranean and in the Near East spoke 
Greek, either in administration, the army, commerce or scholarship. In Egypt, 
where their proportion was the highest, Jews were sociologically assimilated 
to hellenophones. Greeks did not learn foreign languages, but no foreigner, 
including Jews, would neglect to learn some Greek.

During the last three centuries b.c.e., Hebrew scripture was translated 
into Greek in Egypt, at Qumran and among orthodox rabbis in Judaea. As an 
ongoing enterprise, new versions were also produced in the fi rst centuries c.e. 
by rabbis like Th eodotion, Aquila and Symmachus, until the time of Origen. 
Always aware of the diff erences between the two languages, in translating 
they kept in mind the critical observations and the purpose formulated by 
the author of Ecclesiasticus: “For what is said in Hebrew does not have the 
same force when translated into another tongue. Not only the present work, 
but even the law itself, as well as the prophets and the other writings, are 
not a little diff erent when spoken in the original . . . I thought it necessary 
to spend some energy and labour on the translation of this book” (Preface 
transl. Revised English Bible).

Over the centuries the Hebrew scriptures were subject to a process of 
constant, if slight, changes. From generation to generation new variants 
entered into them until a group of rabbis, in the early second century c.e., 
succeeded in imposing the so-called ‘massoretic’ (massorah, Hebrew ‘tradi-
tion’) text by vocalizing it (dots and other signs signal for each consonant 
the appropriate vowels to be joined, except for YHWH too sacred to be pro-
nounced). Th e greatest Jewish commentator of Torah in late Antiquity, Philo 
of Alexandria (fi rst century c.e.), knew only the Greek Bible; like Origen 
(third century c.e.), he possessed no knowledge of Hebrew.

On the scale of the Roman Empire, the Christian reception of the Bible as 
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ot inculturated the syntax and metaphoric language of the Hebrew people, 
translated in an Hebraic-sounding Greek by bilingual Jews. At the same time, 
this Christian biblical reception also assimilated hermeneutical principles 
and devices proper to those translators:

) the principle of literalism: attention was given to the letter of the text 
in view of its word-by-word appropriation;

) the principle of intertextuality: lexical analogies were recognized 
when the same words recurred in diff erent places and contexts, creating an 
“intertextuality” which enriched the meaning of isolated words and suggested 
a network of thematic correspondences;

) the principle of allegorism: the need for “allegory” is witnessed for 
instance in Is :,  as it is for the interpretation of the Song of Songs at 
Qumran and in rabbinic exegesis at large, and in the church.

v. The New Testament

Th e nt writings evidenced for small groups of believers from Jewish and 
non-Jewish backgrounds the validity of the Christian claim that the ancient 
prophecies about God’s initiatives for saving his elected people have found 
their ultimate fulfi llment in Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah. Th e central refer-
ence for all statements made by authors of the nt was the written tradition 
of Israelite faith, enlarged in the Septuagint (lxx), its Greek edition secured 
by the Egyptian Diaspora. In the nt, the books of the lxx are quoted, al-
luded to, rethought and paraphrased, in order to give a proper account of 
the Jesus-event for the earliest Christian communities. Conditioned by their 
own context at the time of their composition, and marked by the personal 
gift s and motivations of their authors, in essence, nt writings originated 
from a specifi c exegesis of lxx.

Th e nt enterprise, though in some respects midrashic in character, im-
plied a profound rupture with the use of scripture in the rabbinic schools 
because of the spiritual nature of the Jesus-event celebrated among gospel 
believers. Th e life, death and resurrection of the Messiah is announced by 
the gospel writers as the central reality of the gospel. On the one hand they 
gave a down-to-earth facticity in the historical immediacy of their accounts, 
and on the other, a transcendent access to the divine mystery of salvation. 
Hence the rabbinic ordinances, which applied Mosaic Law in age-old venera-
tion, sounded obsolete and dispensable to a gospel-orientated community. 
In Paul’s Letters and in later parts of what was to become the nt, a constant 
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affi  rmation of faith refers to Jesus as the revelation which gives all former 
statements of scripture a new meaning—in other words Christian faith de-
mands a conversion of one’s former understanding of scripture.

Firstly, the use of scripture in nt writings is kerygmatic. Th e very fi rst 
public announcement (kerygma, in Greek) of the gospel-event as perceived 
by the disciples of Jesus as essentially “according to scripture.” Th ere was no 
way, sacred or profane, to mention the risen Christ in other than scriptural 
terms. Th e most elementary awareness of the new kind of faith claimed by 
the disciples of Jesus postulated a hermeneutical conversion by which these 
believers reinterpreted their sacred scriptures of old in order to articulate the 
meaning of the Jesus-event for them. Th us their kerygma proceeded from 
implicit or explicit recall of the ancient scriptures constantly mingled with 
their narratives and their proclamations about Jesus.

Secondly, the use of scripture in nt writings is charismatic. Th e authors 
of gospels, acts, letters, homiletic essays and apocalyptic writings (up to 
twenty-seven writings in the canonical collection which became standard 
in all major churches from the third century on) served their local commu-
nities in exercising a personal “charisma” (a gift  attributed to God’s Spirit). 
Th ese authors contributed actively to the building up of the church which 
they served, as their writings helped to clarify and stabilize the oral tradi-
tions of which diff erent communities gave over to them as a vulnerable and 
vanishing legacy. In a humble ministry, entailing no personal fame except 
in the case of the apostle Paul, all the writers of the nt are, for us, nothing 
but names—John, Mark, Matthew, but for all times they are the voices of 
believing men and women who declared themselves Christians during the 
later decades of the fi rst century and the fi rst decades of the second.

Th irdly, the use of scripture in nt writings is foundational. Because of 
their use of the ot which made possible the transmission of the gospel-mes-
sage in a written form, these writings of the nt constitute a sacred founda-
tion of all Christian literature to come. While they are not part of patristic 
literature the scriptures anticipate and regulate it. From the standpoint of 
contemporary nt scholarship, it is important to recognize the particular 
focus of the nt for patristic studies. From a patristic viewpoint, the focus is 
on the reception of scripture in the churches, rather than on their genesis.

Th e term “reception” implies an historical process:
(a) the recognition of given writings as being of an apostolic origin and 

therefore normative for Christian faith;
(b) the transmission and distribution of these writings in their original 

Greek or in translations;
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(c) the quotation of their statements as authoritative for regulating the 
verbal or written sharing of faith, allowing thereby a consensus among vari-
ous church traditions.

Th e centrality of this process of “reception” will be evident throughout 
the whole of Part B of this work.

vi. The New Testament Apocrypha

Th e major part of Christian writings produced during the late fi rst and the 
whole second century has been classifi ed under the rubric “New Testament 
Apocrypha.” Convenient as it may be in regard to the offi  cial collection of the 
nt, canonized progressively during the second and third century, that rubric 
seems arbitrary and inadequate for categorizing the most popular literature 
of Christian origins. For by no means was it a “hidden” (ἀποκαλύπτειν, to 
hide from) sort of writings. lt had not been conceived as such by its authors, 
nor was it read as such, and there was no regulating authority from whom 
to hide it from censure.

Th e so-called Apocrypha represent a needed complement to the nt 
writings. Most importantly, they help to identify the latter in their spe-
cifi c originality. Th ey also illustrate the collective need for actualizing the 
signifi cance of the gospel-event in the every-day life of the communities. 
Th ey open a space for the imagination of the believers beyond the retro-
spective reconstruction of the gospel narratives bound exclusively to the 
circumstances of the life and death of Jesus. Th ey question the times, past, 
present and future, in which the revelatory dimensions of the gospel-event 
are meaningful. Finally, they respond to religious needs in the hearts and 
souls of believers, needs which could not adequately express themselves in 
what became canonical nt literature. Such was the understandable tendency 
to speculate about aft er-life and the “other” world of supernatural powers, 
specially in relation with the resurrection of Jesus, a topic hardly alluded to 
in the apostolic writings of the nt. In order to satisfy legitimate aspirations 
of that sort, more “apostolic” writings were composed long aft er the time of 
the true apostles. Between such apocryphal works and gnostic productions 
the border cannot always be traced with certitude, both sorts of writings 
intending to respond to similar spiritual questionings.

For a methodological introduction and a general survey see F. Bovon, 
A. G. Brock, C. R. Matthews, eds. Th e Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles. Cam-
bridge, Mass., .

Th e Clavis Apocryphorum Novi Testamenti, published in  by M. 
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Geerard (CC, Turnhaut ), provides information about manuscripts 
and relevant bibliographies concerning the Acts of Peter ( titles), the 
Oriental Acts of Peter ( writings), the Acts of Andreas and Bartolomaeus ( 
titles), Matthias ( titles), Paul ( titles), Philemon; twenty-nine apocryphal 
Apocalypses of Baruch, Daniel, Elija, James ( titles), John ( titles), Mary ( 
titles), Paul ( titles), Peter, Philip ( titles), Sedrach ( Jewish or Christian, 
ot or nt Apocr.?), Zephaniah, Th omas ( titles), plus Ascensio Isaiae, V–VI 
Ezra, Mysteria Iohannis, Oracula Sibyllina, Sibylla Maga, Sibylla Tiburtina, and 
Visio Ezrae; the Cycle of Pilate ( writings), the Dialogues with the Savior ( 
titles), Epistles ( of them), Gospels ( “lost or fi ctitious,”  gnostic,  “more 
recent,” such as the Gospel of Barnabas, unpublished gospels from Georgia 
and Romania, the Arabic apocryphal Gospel of John, and fragments from at 
least  other lost Gospels).

Th e Series Apocryphorum, added since  to the Corpus Christiano-
rum, presently includes the critical editions and translations, completed with 
luxurious commentaries, of the Acta Iohannis. Acta Andreae and Ascensio 
Isaiae. To this must be added the two volumes of Apocrypha Apostolorum 
Armeniaca with introductions and French translations of the Armenian 
Acts of Peter, Paul, Andreas, Matthias, Matthew, James son of Zebedee, 
John, Philip, Barthelemy, Th omas, James the brother of Jesus, Th addaeus, 
and Simon Zealot.

Because they were excluded from the canon, ultimately the nt Apocrypha 
exercised a minor infl uence on the formation of the Christian mind. Th eir 
direct use by some patristic authors appears only peripheral. Th eir contri-
bution to specifi c beliefs (the miraculous birth of Jesus, his descent into 
Sheol between his death and Easter morning, his resurrection itself and his 
encounters with the apostles before returning to the Father), richly imagina-
tive as it was, cannot be compared with the mighty foundation secured for 
subsequent Christian thought by the nt itself.

Écrits apocryphes chrétiens, I, an edition directed by F. Bovon and 
P. Geoltrain (Bibliothèque de la Pléiade. Paris ), includes thirty-two 
apocryphal writings, translated from Greek, Latin, Syriac, Coptic, Arabic 
and Ethiopian, by as many, if not more, specialists. In addition, one fi nds in 
it a set of manuscript variants from the gospel texts and small gospel frag-
ments. Each writing is preceded by a detailed introduction; it is thoroughly 
annoted and followed by a bibliography. Th ese apocryphals refer indiff erently 
to the ot or the nt, but they all date from the fi rst two or three centuries of 
the patristic era. A volume II is announced with “the apocryphal Christian 
writings of the following centuries (until the Middle Ages)” (XII, note ). 
It is unnecessary to stress the fact that this latest collection of Christian 
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apocryphals, secured by F. Bovon and P. Geoltrain, evidences the remark-
able progress made in the fi eld since the publication of similar collections 
by M. R. James (Oxford ); E. Hennecke and W. Schneemelcher (rd ed. 
Tübingen –); M. Erbetta (Casale Monferrato –); L. Moraldi 
(Turin ) and even A. de Santos Otero (th ed. BAC, Madrid ). But 
see also J. K. Elliott (Oxford ).

Th e content of the admirably edited volume in the “Bibliothèque de 
la Pléiade” (, pages!), is best indicated by a listing of the apocryphal 
titles:
. On Jesus and Mary

Th e Preaching of Peter
Th e Gospel of Th omas
Th e Secret Gospel of Mark
Th e Proto-Gospel of James
Th e Childhood Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew
Th e Book of the Nativity of Mary
Mary’s Dormition of Pseudo-John
Th e History of the Childhood of Jesus
Th e Arabic Life of Jesus
Th e Gospel of Peter
Th e Questions of Barthelemy
Th e Book of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ by the Apostle Barthelemy
Th e Epistle of the Apostles
Gospel Fragments

. Visions and Revelations
Th e Ascension of Isaiah
Th e Apocalypse of Esdras
Th e Apocalypse of Sedrach
Th e Vision of Esdras
Th e Fift h Book of Esdras
Odes of Solomon
Th e Apocalypse of Peter
Th e Apocalypse of Paul
Th e Book of the Revelation of Elkasai

. On John the Baptist and the Apostles
Acts of Andrew
Acts of John
Acts of Peter
Acts of Paul
Acts of Philip
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Acts of Th omas
Doctrine of the Apostle Addai
Th e Legend of Simon and Th eonoe
Encomium of Saint John the Baptist
Correspondence of Paul and Seneca
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I I I
THE APOSTOLIC FATHERS: 

FOUNDING AN “APOSTOLIC” CONSENSUS

Under a title invented in the th century (J.-B. Cotelier, Patres aevi apostolici, 
), seven authors from the late fi rst and early second centuries witness 
the birth or the earliest stages of literary and doctrinal traditions in the 
churches beyond the production of writings. Th e are treated here according 
to the most probable chronology.
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is not part of our nt canon” (Hagner, , ), was probably written at the 
time of the persecution of Domitian (– c.e.). Th at exhortation for peace 
and concord, addressed in the name of the Christian community of Rome 
to a fellow community in Corinth, was translated into Syriac, Coptic, and 
Latin. Its author shows an intimate knowledge of ot and training in secular 
rhetorics.

Clement of Rome, presider over the local college of elders who governed 
the Jewish Christian community near the end of the fi rst century, in  or  
c.e., was the author of the Letter. By his disapproval of any form of discord in 
the community of believers, and his many arguments in favour of penance, 
piety and humility, the author is led in the fi rst part of the letter to a massive 
quotation of biblical examples. In the second part, his insistent demands 
for discipline and submission also rest on references to ot institutions. Th e 
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tations (Gn :–; Ex :; Job :; :–; :; Ps :–; :–; 
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iii. Ignatius of Antioch (early nd c.)

Allegedly written by the third “bishop” of Antioch on his forced journey from 
Antioch to Rome, where he was destined to die in the amphitheatre under the 
reign of Trajan (–), three of these Letters, addressed to the churches of 
Ephesus, Magnesia, and Tralles, were sent out of Smyrna. Two others, written 
elsewhere, were directed to the community of Philadelphia and to Bishop 
Polycarp of Smyma. Th e most extensive and substantial letter was sent to 
Rome. No letter at all went to Antioch. Th e work represents a collection of 
epistolary masterpieces at an early stage of ancient Christianity.

With profound intuitions about divine revelation, together with an in-
tense focus on renewal and dedication in faith, the author insistently magni-
fi es the ideal unity of the church, secured by its episcopal structure, founded 
by Jesus himself. Th e passionate plea for a monarchical type of episcopacy, 
apparently out of context in the fi rst decade of the second century, led some 
critics to the hypothesis of a later date around  for the “Ignatian” Letters, 
in the monarchian circle headed by Noetus of Smyma (R. M. Huebner). As 
always, chronology conditions the whole interpretation of those amazing 
documents. Ignatius remains a mysterious fi gure who centers his attention on 
Smyrna, without a single word addressed to his own church of Antioch.
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It is generally recognized that “Ignatius refl ects scant interest in the 
Hebrew scriptures” (W. R. Schoedel, ). He only quotes (“For it is written”) 
Prv : in Ephesians , ; Prv : (“As it is written”) in Magnesians , 
and Isaiah : (“For”) in Trallians , . Otherwise one must be content 
with allusive references due to secondary (oral?) sources (as in the case of 
Matthew), and with affi  nities caused by common traditions, for instance of a 
Johannine type. Th e only verbal contacts with the nt are with  Cor :, “does 
not inherit the Kingdom of God,” in Ephesians , ; and with  Cor : “Not 
for that reason am I justifi ed” in Romans , . He imitates  Cor :–, “I am 
the last of them and a miscarriage” in Romans , , and he echoes once more 
 Cor : (or ) “does not inherit the Kingdom of God” in Philadelphians , 
. But Ignatius knew that Paul had written more letters and indirectly they 
may have contributed to his writing (A. E. Barnett). Like Hermas in regard 
to James, Ignatius is best understood in verbal and spiritual agreement with 
Johannine literature through common traditional background. Th e vexed 
passage of Philadephians , , “For I heard some say, ‘If I do not fi nd (it) in 
the archives, I do not believe (it to be) in the Gospel’ and when I said ‘It is 
written,’ they answered me, ‘that is just the question,’” (tr. Schoedel, ) 
sounds like the debate between Justin and Trypho. It implies a clear distinc-
tion between ot and nt and a hermeneutic of their relationship.

Only seven Letters are authentic (Zahn, ; Lightfoot, Th e Apostolic 
Fathers, Part : S. Ignatius, S. Polycarp,  vols. London ; nd ed. , , 
–), dated – c.e. For the challenging views of R. Weijenborg, 
J. Rius-Camps, R. Joly, see W. R. Schoedel, Ignatius of Antioch: Hermeneia. 
A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible. Philadelphia .
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iv. Polycarp of Smyrna (d. )

Martyred in February  c.e., Bishop Polycarp left  behind him several 
letters of which at least one, To the Philippians, survives. His veneration of 
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“the blessed and glorious Paul” (, ) is vibrant throughout the letter. His 
reception of Pauline thought was mainly due to deutero-Pauline Letters, 
like Ephesians (, ; , )  and  Timothy (, ; , ; , , ), Hebrews (, 
). He also refers to  and  Corinthians,  and  Th essalonians, Galatians, 
Romans, and Philippians, mostly without any express quoting formula, or 
sometimes with phrasings equivalent to “the Lord says” (, ; , ). Only once 
does he quote “as it is said in his scriptures” ( , ), “his” meaning “God, 
the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” ( , ), and the text cited is Ps : as 
partially repeated in Eph :.
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v. Papias of Hierapolis (early nd c.)

A bishop of Phrygia, in Asia Minor, Paplas wrote an Explanation of the Sayings 
of the Lord (Λογίων κυριακῶν ἐξηγήσειϚ), in fi ve books, ca. –. A friend 
of Polycarp of Smyrna, he witnesses inside his tradition the transfer of old-
est oral “sayings,” mainly Gospel narratives, into the written form of the nt 
(thirteen fragments preserved in Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. , , ; Eusebius of 
Caesarea, HE II, , ; III, , ; , –, about the Gospels of Matthew and 
Mark). Papias introduces Mark as the “interpreter of Peter,” and mentions a 
Hebrew original of Matthew, translated into Greek. He is also a witness to 
millenarism: “Th ere will be a thousand years aft er the resurrection of the 
dead, when the Kingdom of Christ will be set up in a material form on this 
earth,” a chiliastic belief proper to Asia Minor, on which Irenaeus of Lyon 
would write extensively in his fi ft h book Against the Heresies (J. P. Bligh, 
J. Munck, J. Kürzinger).
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vi. Pseudo-Barnabas (mid-nd c.)

Another apocryphal writing, dating from the middle of the second cen-
tury aft er the Bar-Kochba revolt, perhaps written in Alexandria, it was still 
counted among the canonical writings of the nt by Origen who calls it 
καθολικὴν ἐπιστολην (PA III, , , ; CC I, : “general epistle.” Chadwick 
), and in the Codex Sinaiticus (fourth century). A violent diatribe against 
Judaism, massively quoting the ot and with the same notion of the “Two 
Ways” of life and death which was noticeable in the Didache, the Letter of 
Pseudo-Barnabas, like Ariston of Pella, supports an exclusively allegorical 
reading of ot.
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vii. Hermas (first half nd c.)

A slave sold to a woman called Rhoda (cf. Acts :) and later freed by 
her in Rome, Hermas converted to Christianity as a land-owner with wife 
and grown-up children. He completed his visionary compilation under 
the title Th e Shepherd around  c.e. A layman without any offi  cial status 
in the church, Hermas presented a work including fi ve “Visions,” twelve 
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“Commands” and ten “Similitudes” or parables, which shows no logical or 
compositional unity. A very unusual “Book of Allegories” (Brox , ), its 
apocalypic frame lacks the appropriate content of eschatological themes, but 
it obviously succeeded in legitimating the allegorical and parenetic purposes 
of its author. Its many semitisms (almost all in lxx: A. Hilhurst) do not put 
into question Hermas’s mother tongue, a low-level Greek koine. Hermas 
does not quote any sources (except in Vision II, , ), but he is reminiscent 
(at least for some modern critics) of many data parallel to lxx (Harnack, 
History, /, ). In thirty-eight passages Hermas comes close to nineteen 
verses of James (Brox, –), but even then a proper literary dependency 
remains highly questionable. Th e same is true about Hermas’s proximity 
to Gnostic writings like Poimandres, the popular “Shepherd” of the Corpus 
Hermeticum. Finally, the distinction of canonical and extracanonical writings 
did not yet exist for Hermas.
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viii. The Physiologos (second half nd c. or later)

Th e Physiologos, or Th e Expert in Nature, was written in Greek by an un-
known Alexandrian (perhaps Pantaenos) during the second half of the 
second century. Originally in forty-eight chapters, the Physiologos off ered a 
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typological description of animals, stones and plants, based on the lxx and 
the nt. Tertullian probably knew it; Clement of Alexandria uses it in Prot X, 
,  (Phys.  and ); XI, ,  (Phys. ); Strom. IV, . ,  (Phys. ); 
Paed. II,  (Phys. ). Origen refers to it in his Commentary on Matthew, 
frg. : GCS , , f. (Phys. ) and elsewhere (Sbordone ). A terminus 
ante quem is secured by Hyppolytus, On Antichrist f. (Phys. ), dating 
from ca. ; the terminus post quem is given by a quotation from the Proto-
Gospel of James (, –, : Phys. ) composed ca. . Several allusions 
to India (Phys. , ) directed the attention of some experts to Pantaenus 
who had visited India according to Eusebius, H.E. V, f. Th e work seems 
to have started circulating without any mention of an author. Information 
in Phys. matches statements of Aelian, Pliny the Elder, Timothy of Gaza, the 
Cyranides, Horapollon; however the essential source of the work, very oft en 
quoted literally, is lxx—nt. Some elements are borrowed from Ps-Barnabas’s 
Letter (, , : Phys. a; , : Phys. ; , : Phys. ; , . : (Phys. ); 
 Clem ,  in Phys. ; and Hermas, ,  in Phys. .

Th e authentic expertise in nature, according to the author, is given only 
through the biblical revelation communicated by ot in view of the salvifi c 
gospel-event. Th e popular knowledge of natural realities is not ignored, but 
under the appearance of naive stories a highly sophisticated typology is 
at work all along the Physiologos. “Each chapter is something of a creative 
masterpiece” (Carmody , ).

With a record number of almost eighty Greek manuscripts and several 
enlarged editions secured in Byzantine times, the work enjoyed translations 
into Ethiopian, Armenian, Syriac, Coptic, Georgian, Slavonic and Old Roma-
nian. At least two independent Latin versions existed, of which one was 
quoted by Ambrose and Jerome, later in the Decretum Gelasianum and in 
the Etymologies of Isidore of Seville. Popular adaptations of the Physiologus 
contributed much to medieval Bestiarii (K. Alpers ).
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IV
EARLY CHRISTIAN POETRY: 

THE ODES OF SOLOMON EARLY 2ND C. 

M. J. Pierre ends her introduction to the Odes in Écrits apocryphes anciens 
by asking: “Which biblical text did the author of the Odes know? Had he 
already a written copy of the nt, or did he only collect an oral tradition? 
For the Odes never quote scripture literally, even when playing with bibli-
cal vocabulary: quasi-quotations, allusions, thematic affi  nities, all testify to 
a deep knowledge of the Bible and of its interpretive traditions in a Semitic 
milieu, in line with the messianic fulfi lment. But the literary genre imposes 
its form: the Odes are poems, and the poet intends no didactic work. In a 
rigid and strict frame, the discourse seeks to recover the mystery, submitted 
to the harmony of rhythm, the pertinence of sound” (–).

A collection of forty-two poems composed in Syriac, probably in the 
early second century, the Odes of Solomon remain mysterious in their 
origin and their very perfection. Th eir French editor, M.-J. Pierre, suggests 
“the hypothesis that the author belonged to the Judaeo-Christian ‘nazir’ of 
Jerusalem, members of the priestly caste with whom the earliest Christian 
tradition associates the Davidic family of Jesus.” She also observes that “the 
wisdom and the christology of the Odes are very primitive, earlier than 
the technical elaborations of the Gnostics and the dogmatic defi nitions of 
the mainstream Churches” (, ). Pierre adds a bibliography with the 
essential titles of editions and studies (–).

In a notice of LACL, M. Lattke condensed the results of a life-long dedica-
tion to the Odes: “Th e Odes benefi t from the Old Testament, they are close to 
some texts from Qumran, they refer to the circles of the evangelist John and 
of the Ignatian Letters. . . . As the time of their composition one may choose 
the fi rst quarter of the second century” ().
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V
ACTS OF MART YRS

Strictly speaking “Acts of Martyrs” are the offi  cial records of the trials where 
Christians were condemned to death, and are to be distinguished from 
the “Passions,” or martyr stories based on the testimonies of eyewitnesses. 
Such Acts and Passions are enumerated by W. Rordorf in DS  (): 
–:
Martyrdom of Polycarp and his eleven companions, a letter from the church 

of Smyrna, dating probably from .
Martyrdom of Ptolemee and Lucius in Rome, ca. –, related by Justin, 

Apology II, .
Martyrdom of Justin and six companions in Rome, between  and , of 

which several records are transmitted.
Acts of Carpus, Papylus and Agathonike, martyrs of Pergamum, probably 

–, or during the persecution of Decius, according to a Latin 
tradition.

Martyrs of Lyon and Vienne, in .
Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs,  a record is transmitted of their trial in Carthage 

ca. . 
Acts of Apollonius, with a historical nucleus dating from the reign of 

Commodus (–).
Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas and their companions, in Carthage –, 

under Septimus Serverus; possibly edited by Tertullian.
Martyrdom of Potamiana and Basilides, disciples of Origen, in Alexandria 

–.
To this list are to be added stories of a more questionable authenticity, 

related to the persecution of Decius (–):
Martyrdom of Pionius, a priest of Smyrna, and four companions.
Acts of Maximus
Martyrdom of Apollina and companions, reported in a letter of Dionysius of 

Alexandria (Eusebius, HE VI, ).
Acts of Acatius, bishop of Antioch of Pisidia.
Other sparse information is available in the Letters of Cyprian.

From the persecution of Valerian (–) date: 
Th e Proconsularis Acts of St. Cyprian, executed in ; 
Th e Passion of Montanus, Lucius and companions in Carthage;
Th e Passion of Marian and James in Lambes, Numidia;
Th e Passion of Fructuosus and Companions, in Tarragona, Spain;
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Th e Martyrdom of Marin, one of the fi rst soldiers martyred (Eusebius, HE 
VII, ).
In the Martyrdom of Polycarp, it is worth noting the purpose of the let-

ter: “Th at the Lord might show us from above a martyrdom becoming the 
Gospel” (I; ANF , ). I Cor : is quoted in ch.  and the details of the 
narrative indeed evoke the passion story of Jesus in the Gospels: Polycarp, 
betrayed by people of his own household and found at suppper time on the 
Day of the Preparation, was brought to the stadium by an offi  cer called Herod, 
“that he might fulfi l his special lot, being made a partaker of Christ” (VI; 
ANF , ). Th e report closes by stating that “all desire to imitate (Polycarp’s) 
martyrdom as having been altogether consistent with the Gospel of Christ” 
XIX; ANF , ). Th us the paradigm was established for the genre of Acts of 
Martyrs to become, for the most part, narratives actualizing the Passion of 
Christ when describing the heroic death of Christian witnesses.

Th e Passion of the Holy Martyrs Perpetua and Felicitas received in its 
fi nal redaction, possibly due to Tertullian, a Montanist fl avour. Th e martyrs 
witness to the power of the Spirit as a source of special gift s and visions 
predicted by Jl :– (Preface). In one of her visions Perpetua comes close 
to contemplating a scene of the Book of Revelation: “We entered and saw 
the boundless light, and heard the united voices of some who said without 
ceasing, ‘Holy! Holy! Holy!’ And in the midst of that place we saw, as it were, 
a hoary man sitting, having snow-white hair and with a youthful contenance; 
and his feet we saw not. And on his right hand and on his left  were four and 
twenty elders” (IV, ; ANF , ). Entering the amphitheater, Perpetua “sang 
psalms,” and with her companions “rejoiced that they should have incurred 
anyone of their Lord’s passions” (VI, ; ANF , ).
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VI
THE GREEK APOLO GISTS

i. Justin of Rome (d. /)

Justin of Rome wrote the fi rst known apology “Against the Jews,” the Dialogue 
with Trypho, of which the introduction and a large part of chapter  are 
lost. Th e long dialogue, or a set of equivalent conversations, reported in  
capitula, may actually have happened, possibly in Ephesus. Its argument 
includes () a summary on Christian interpretation of the ot in chap. –; 
() a fi rm affi  rmation of faith in Christ in chap. –; () a recognition 
of pagan nations gained for Christ, as the new Israel and the true elect. 
Th e texture of the whole work rests on interrelated quotations from the ot 
and nt.

As a philosopher, Justin opened a school in Rome. He “was no auto-
didact, no vagrant in the territory of Plato, but the student and exponent of 
a systematic doctrine which it was possible to hear in the schools of his day” 
(Edwards). Currently, one calls this doctrine Middle Platonism, best repre-
sented by the teaching of Numenius. As a religious thinker, Justin conceived 
his public responsibilities in line with the philosophical apologists in the 
Jewish Christian church of his time. He “understood ‘theology’ as a kind of 
argumentative production of biblical texts. . . . According to a tendency of the 
Judeo-Christian community of Rome, Justin has little feeling for the newness 
of the Gospel in the way of Pauline dialectics, but he affi  rms that newness 
in the light of his own perception of the rational consistency of Christian 
faith. Th e Gospel is not for him the fulfi llment of a divine dynamic, growing 
throughout the economy of salvation as Irenaeus would teach near the end of 
the century; for Justin, it presents the concrete and perfect evidence of what 
has always been the truth for Jewish thinkers as well as for any philosopher. . . . 
Scripture is the ‘mystery’ of the links between prophetic revelations and their 
fulfi llment in Jesus Christ, a mystery perceived only by those who adhere 
freely to Christ in faith (Dialogue  and ). Justin enumerates the gift s of 
the Holy Spirit in line with Pauline statements and Is :–. He presents 
a series of typological interpretations of Exodus and of Jacob as a fi gure of 
Christ and the church. He refers to Jeremiah and Job.
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ii. Tatian the Syrian (late nd c.)

Tatian, a Syrian by birth, became a pupil of Justin aft er a conversion that 
probably took place in Rome. As he narrates in his Discourse to the Greeks 
(Oratio), he encountered “certain barbaric writings too old to be compared 
with the opinions of the Greeks, and too divine to be compared with their 
errors.” He appreciated in these writings (undoubtedly the scriptures) “the 
unpretentious caste of the language, the lack of artifi ce of the writers, the 
foreknowledge displayed of future events, the excellent quality of the pre-
cepts centered on one Being” (Orat ; J. Quasten I, ). His emphasis on 
the uniqueness of the scriptures led to a complete rupture with the secular 
world, occasioned criticism of the Christianity of his time which he accused 
of being too indulgent toward contemporary education and culture. Around 
, back in the East, he founded the sect of the Encratites, or “Abstainers” 
in line with Gnostic rigorism. At that time Tatian composed (propably in 
Syriac) the Diatesseron, literally “Out of Four,” a composite selection “through 
which the threads of the narratives of the four gospels were dexterously 
interwoven” (Vööbus, , ). Th is work was to play an extraordinary 
role in the Syriac tradition. As late as the fourth century, Ephrem wrote a 
commentary on it. Near the middle of the fi ft h century Th eodoret found two 
hundred copies of it in the diocese of Cyrrhus and had them destroyed: “I 
myself found over two hundred copies of that sort venerated (τετιμημέναϚ) 
which I put away (ἀπεθέμην), and I introduced in their place the gospels of 
the four gospel writers” (Haer , ; PG , ). Many quotations survive 
in Syriac literature. Th e infl uence of the Diatesseron can be traced “from 
Armenia to Abyssinia, and from Rome to the British Isles” (Vöobus, ). 
Translations into Arabic, Persian, Latin, Italian dialects, medieval German 
dialects, Dutch, French and English, allow a fairly accurate reconstruction 
of the original text (See bibliography in Quasten I, –).

Among the lost writings of Tatian, mentioned by Eusebius of Caesarea 
(H.E. , , ) the book On Problems in which “he engaged in explaining what 
is obscure and hidden in the scriptures” is a particular loss for the history 
of early biblical interpretation. Th ere is little doubt that Tatian’s initiatives 
in his Syriac-speaking homeland contributed enormously to consolidating 
a Christian identiry, as distinct from the rabbinic.
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of B. M. Metzger. Edited by B. D. Ehrman and M. W. Holmes. StD . Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, .

iii. Miltiades (second half nd c.)

Among many other apologetic pamphets, Miltiades wrote two treatises, one 
Against the Greeks (Idolatres), in which he defend the Christian way of life 
“against the rulers of this world” (πρὸϚ τοὺϚ κοσμικοὺϚ ἄρχονταϚ), a phrase 
close to  Cor :–, and another treatise, Against the Jews, thus marking 
a tradition of polemical apologetics, which would lead in the early fourth 
century to Athanasius of Alexandria’s Treatise on the Incarnation.
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Sources

Eus. Caes., HE , , .
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Grant, R. M., “Five Apologists and Marcus Aurelius.” VC  (): –.

iv. Apollinaris of Hierapolis (second half nd c.)

Apollinaris of Hierapolis bishop ca. –, followed Miltiades’s initiative by 
composing fi ve books Against the Greeks and two others Against the Jews.

Editions and Translations

fr.: Cantalamessa, R., Ostern in der Alternkirche. Bern , f.
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Laiti, G., “Acqua et sangue”: Centro Studi Sanguis Christi . Rome , –.

v. Athenagoras of Athens (second half nd c.)

A contemporary of the Emperors Marcus Aurelius and Commodian, to 
whom is addressed the Embassy for the Christians, Athenagoras was a philoso-
pher, probably established in Athens. He seems to have been unmentioned 
by his contemporaries, except for Methodius (De res. I, , –) who quotes 
him (= Epiphanius, Panarion , , –). A copy executed by Arethas of 
Caesarea in the tenth century allowed his main writings, the Embassy and 
the Treatise on the Resurrection of the Dead, to survive.

Aft er converting to Christianity, Athenagoras continued his teaching of 
philosophy and rhetorics in the frame of contemporary Middle Platonism. 
He tentatively harmonized Christ and Reason as two expressions of the 
same divine Logos, in building up a fi rst systematic form of Christian phi-
losophy. Th e Embassy dates from ca. , around the time when Christians 
were persecuted in Lyon. On the Resurrection, written soon aft er, is a piece 
of anti-Gnostic apologetics on that issue.

References to scripture are rare, and on the whole allusive in both writ-



 Th e Greek Apologists 

ings. Seven passages of ot are quoted in the Embassy: Is :; :–; 
:; :; Prv: :; , ; Bar :), all from lxx. Th ey seem always quoted 
from memory. Citations from nt in the Embassy also are from memory: Mt 
:, –, ; :; Rom :;  Tm :. Only three scriptural citations 
occur in De res.: Is :; Ex :, ; Rom : (Pouderon , –: 
“Appendice VII. Les citations scripturaires et leurs sources”).

CPG I (–).
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VII
MONTANISM

In Phrygia, ca. , possibly as early as , a charismatic movement was 
born led by Montanus, who had experienced ecstatic prophecy (Eusebius 
H.E. V, , ). Th e mystic event signifi ed for Montanus and his earliest dis-
ciples the active presence of the Paraclete, according to Jn :–, and 
the imminent second coming of the Lord, inaugurating the ultimate mil-
lennium (Rv :–). Th e “end of times” called for intense fasting and for 
voluntering for martyrdom. Th e heavenly Jerusalem was to be established 
on earth (Rv :–).

Th e message of Montanus reveived an enthusiastic response in the 
villages of Phrygia, where eschatological expectation and the practice of 
prophecy had prevailed since the days of the daughters of the alleged Gospel 
writer Phillip, all four famous prophets, buried in the city of Hierapolis. In 
, the Montanist “New Prophecy” had possibly reached Lyon: Th e Letter 
on the Martyrs of Lyon names Vettius Epagathus as “ardent in the Spirit’ 
thanks to the ‘assistance of the Paraclete’, and eager to die in the arena.” Th e 
movement had also spread over into Galatia and Th raca. Soon it expanded 
to Antioch and Rome. It received a favourable welcome in Roman Africa 
where Tertullian adopted its rigorism in . Th e charismatic interventions 
of the Paraclete were emphasized by the anonymous redactor of the Passio 
Perptuae et Felicitatis. As a consolidated church with numerous bishops, 
presbyters and deacons, all of them male or female, Montanism maintained 
itself deep into the fourth century. One fi nds it mentioned for the last time 
around  in John of Ephesus’ Church History III, , .

Th e signifi cance of Montanism is the history of patristic exegesis is very 
limited, due to the fact that the charismatic movement did not produce 
its own literature. A partial and probably biased insight about it may be 
gained by examining the peculiar use of scripture in Tertullian’s writings 
dated from  on, starting with his Treatise Against Marcion. In particular, 
between  and  the author of Adversus Praxean, On Fasting, On Mono-
gamy, On Chastity, was entirely committed to the sectarian principles of 
Montanism, as he was in On the Veiling of Virgins and in On Modesty. An 
essay in “six books” On Ecstacy is lost. For a more in-depth review of Tertul-
lian’s Montanist writings in regard to his use of scripture, Fredouille () 
gives valuable insights. One could also explore the introductions to the rel-
evant volumes of Sources Chrétiennes: In SC , De monogamia, P. Mattei 
notes the use of Pauline texts (–); In SC , De exhortatione castitatis, 
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C. More schini discusses the interpretation of  Corinthians  (–); In 
SC , De virginibus velandis, the attention concentrates on  Corinthians 
; in SC , De pudicitia, other Pauline verses, mainly of  Corinthians, 
are central in Tertullian’s argument.

Despite ground-breaking inquiries in epigraphic and archeological data 
(Tabbernee), the Montanist use of scripture remains enigmatic. A suggestive 
foray into the signifi cance of Sirach  in Tertullian, Adversus Praxean ,  
(noted by O. Skarsaune, “Th e Development of Scriptural Interpretation in 
the Second and the Th ird Centuries—except Clement and Origen”: Magne 
Saebø, ed., Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: Th e History of Its Interpretation, vol. 
/: Antiquity, Göttingen ,  n. ) is presented by J. C. Poirier (). 
Poirier concludes that the personifi ed fi gure of Lady Wisdom in Sirach  
was central in the Montanist reception of scripture, leading the adherents 
of the sect to conceive “wisdom in charismatic terms, as the prophetic unc-
tion. Th is understanding of wisdom as a prophetic unction, headquartered 
in Pepuza, rather than the millenialist eschatology of the Book of Revelation, 
holds the key for understanding (Epiphanius) haer , , –” ().
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VIII
CHRISTIAN GNOSTICISM

i. Introduction

During the second and third centuries of its existence Christianity faced a 
life threatening crisis, due to the success of Gnostic doctrines proliferating 
inside the main-current churches and in their cultural surroundings. A cri-
sis of identity deeply aff ected the self-understanding of Christian believers, 
entailing the loss of entire communities and calling for a reformulation 
of apostolic traditions. Th e origins of the crisis at once Jewish, pagan and 
Christian remain obscure and complex. As appropriate backgrounds, capable 
of explaining the explosive propagation, literary production and popular 
ubiquity of gnosticism, scholars have invoked the Jewish disasters of  
(Temple of Jerusalem destroyed) and  (Simon Kochba’s revolt defeated), 
the irruption of oriental religions into imperial city life, the intrinsic dual-
ism of Platonism, as well as the defi ciencies of the Christian establishment 
itself. Present expertise dates the earliest symptoms of the proper crisis from 
before the fi rst century c.e., in the wake of the Baptist movement, originat-
ing from Samaria but contaminated by Jewish Christian expectations and 
popular Platonism (H. M. Schenke TRE , ).

For the reception and interpretation of the Bible in the burgeoning 
churches of the second and third centuries, the Gnostic crisis played a decisive 
role. By their adamant rejection of many biblical beliefs and of sacred Torah as 
such, the Gnostics imposed on church leaders a theoretical reassessment about 
their own acceptance of the ot. Th e canonical books of the nt also needed to 
be better identifi ed, as their inner logic and literary texture kept them bound 
to Jewish scriptures. Th e formation of the ot-nt canon became a high priority 
under the pressure of Gnostic, in particular Marcionite, teachings.

Christian exegesis began as a scientifi c discipline in some Gnostic circles 
of Alexandria with the Commentary on John by Heracleon, a disciple of 
Valentinus. Th e great Valentinus himself (see below Anne Pasquier’s special 
contribution) had already built up a theological and hermeneutical theory in 
order to legitimate his biblical exegesis. Teaching inside church communities, 
fi rst in Alexandria, later in Rome, this prestigious spiritual leader lost the 
support of church authorities, mainly because of his peculiar interpretation 
of scripture. On the broader scale of the multifaceted Gnostic trends for 
which literary evidence is now available, a thorough study of the Gnostic 
use of scripture still represents a task of the future.
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A new impulse was given to such study by the discovery, in December 
, of the Nag Hammadi manuscripts, thirteen codices in a Coptic dialect 
on papyrus and containing a total of fi ft y-six separate tractates, some reduced 
to a few lines, others repeated two or three times. Th e codices, dating from 
the fi rst half of the fourth century. were hidden in a cave before the end of 
the fourth century, transmit writings from a much earlier time, possibly 
from the fi rst and second century c.e., many of them coming from Syria. 
Why, from where, and by whom they were collected and/or hidden remain 
unanwered questions.

Most of the tractates preserve Gnostic teaching, hymns and prayers, to 
a large amount completely unknown before the sensational discovery. In 
the present stage of research, over half a century since , a fi rst transla-
tion and provisional analysis of the Nag Hammadi texts is available for the 
public. Only very tentative conclusions may be suggested concerning the 
signifi cance of these texts for the early history of patristic exegesis:

. Th e picture of Gnostic thought and exegesis, known through anti-
Gnostic writers, like Irenaeus, is substantially confi rmed.

. Th e list of nt apocyphals is signifi cantly enriched by the Gospel of 
Th omas, the Gospel of Philip, the Book of Th omas the Contender, the Apocryp-
tion of James, the Dialogue of the Savior, the (First) Apocalypse of James, the 
(Second) Apocalypse of James, the Letter of Peter to Philip, the Act of Peter and 
the Twelve Apostles, the Apocalypse of Paul, the Apocalypse of Peter.

. Th e Jewish and Christian traditions of wisdom literature in their 
Gnostic reincarnation at the start of common era are much documented, 
thanks to Th e Gospel of Th omas, Th e Book of Th omas the Contender, Th e 
Provider of Perfect Daniel, Th e Th under-Perfect Mind, Authentikos Legos, Th e 
Teachings of Silvanus. Th e latter’s intensive quotation of ot, nt and Homer’s 
Odyssey, exemplifi es a genuine Wisdom christology of Christian origin.

. Th e appropriation of Pauline letters by Gnostic teachers is abundantly 
evidenced in the Nag Hammadi texts, Th e Interpolation of Knowledge off er-
ing “a high signifi cant primary source for understanding now some Gnostic 
Christians—and specifi cally certain Valentinian Christians—understand the 
church in the light of Jesus’ teaching and of Paul’s letters” (E. H. Pagels, in 
J. M. Robinson Th e Nag Hammadi Library, ). Th e “Valentinian” provenance 
of the homily being a matter of debate, as is the case for Th e Gospel of Truth, 
and Th e Treatise of the Resurrection (Letter to Rheginos), more recently at-
tributed to a “Sethian” school of Gnosticism.
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ii. Marcion of Sinope (ca. –)

A wealthy ship-owner from Pontus, Marcion joined the disciples of the 
Gnostic teacher, Cerdon, and between  and , donated , ses-
terces (approximately $,) to the Roman church community in applying 
for his membership; but aft er a short time he was expelled from the church 
and the money given back to him. According to Marcionite dating, exactly 
 years and six and a half months aft er Jesus had inaugurated his public 
appearance (Tertullian, Adv. Marc. , , ), Marcion proclaimed himself the 
true “Apostle of Jesus Christ” and founded his own church, fi rmly organized 
and entirely based on his own scriptural canon, his Apostolikon or revised 
collection of Pauline Letters, and his Gospel of Luke, also expurgated. His 
teaching was contemporary with Justin Martyr ( Apology , ; , ). It 
reached a climax under the Roman bishop Anicetus (–), and spread 
over many provinces of the Empire as a real threat for the apostolic traditions 
of the church, a danger highlighted by an abundant anti-Marconite literature. 
Th rough Syria and Artnenia, Marcionite communities still fl ourished during 
the fi rst decades of the fi ft h century.

Marcion’s most infl uential and independent disciple was Apelles, the 
author of thirty-eight books of Syllogisms demonstrating the inconsistence 
of ot prophecies, who combined Marcionism with Alexandrian Gnosticism. 
“A comprehensive reconstruction of the Marcionite bible is an important 
requirement for scholarly research” (B. Alland, ). Marcion initiated the 
tradition of a fi xed canon, namely one Gospel (Luke) and ten Letters of Paul 
(excluding I– Timothy, Titus, Hebrews). His canon claimed to be free of 
the Jewish infl uences denounced in the dispute between Paul and Peter at 
Antioch (Gal –); it intended to restore the “pure” gospel of Paul whose text 
had been corrupted by (Jewish-Christian) pseudo-apostles (Gal :–). 
Marcion proceeded exclusively by eliminating dubious elements in Luke’s 
Gospel or by introducing small variants (Lk : “your bread,” instead of 
“our” bread). He conceived of no pseudepigraphy of his own. His revision 
of the Gospel was of a theological nature: the God of the ot (taken com-
pletely out of context: “It is me who creates evil,” Is :; cf. Tertullian, Adv. 
Marc. , , ), was rejected; the “unknown,” good Redeemer was Jesus. As a 
commentary added to his Gospel, Marcion composed a set of Antitheses by 
which he stressed the alleged opposition between ot and nt, and he must 
have added some exegetical comments to the Gospel text comparable with 
the sytematic exegesis of Basilides, Tatian or Clement of Alexandria.

Like Hermas, Marcion was concerned by the presence of sinners in the 
church. He stated that according to Rom : the “commandment” of the 
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Law, not sin itself caused evil; the sinner was victimized by the Creator-
Demiurge of ot, enslaved by him until freed by the “good God” Jesus, the 
destructor legis (Tertullian, Adv. Marc. , , ); henceforth love of this “good 
God” prevented from sinning. Th e Gospel means liberation from sin (homo 
liberatus in fi dem optimi dei. Adv. Marc. , , ) and salvation. It dispenses 
from any legal contraints, the “Beatitudes” calling for nothing but trust and 
love. Th e manifestaion of the “good God” in Jesus was totally unpredictable 
and sudden (subito fi lius et subito missus et subito Christus) Adv. Marc. , , 
f.), with no connection with the ot, and no biological father or mother (Th e 
“Christ” of ot was another Christ, still to come). Th e fi nal judgement, though 
destoying by fi re all the just, together with the bad “Creator-Demiurge” him-
self, allows true believers to be saved beyond death in the heavenly kindom 
of the “good God” (B. Aland: TRE  (): –, bibliog.).
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iii. The Valentinian Exegesis

a special contribution
by Anne Pasquier

Th e notion of “Valentinianism” has been inherited from heresiology, which 
means that we know a specifi c group inside Christianity built up by disciples 
and successors of Valentinus only through the indirect sources of the tes-
timonies of church fathers who opposed Gnostics. Th ese indirect sources 
enable us to identify a Valentinian text because the direct sources tell us 
nothing about their origin or their author. Even if the Valentinians aimed 
at reaching a comprehension of Christianity deeper than the one taught 
 offi  cially in the church, at the same time they claimed to belong to that same 
church and did not see themselves other than as Christian.

According to the indirect sources Valentinus was born in Egypt near 
the end of the fi rst century c.e. in a town of the Nile delta. He later came 
to Alexandria for his scholarly training and as a teacher invested with the 
secret wisdom of Christ transmitted by Paul and his disciple Th eonas. 
Around , Valentinus left  Egypt and settled on Rome where he took on 
some ecclesiastical responsibilities. In ca.  he must have separated from 
the church in Rome, probably because of his theoretical teaching. Th e rest 
of his life is unknown. Possibly he travelled to Cyprus where he might have 
opened a school. Short quotations of his work are preserved by Clement of 
Alexandria (Strom., II, , –; II, , –; III, , ; IV, , –; IV, , –; 
VI, , –), Hyppolitus of Rome (Ref., VI, ,; VI, , –), and Marcellus 
of Ancyra (De sancta ecclesia, ).

Th e best known disciples of Valentinus are Ptolemaeus and Heracleon. 
Born in Alexandria, both were probably teaching in Rome. Ptolemaeus’s doc-

. Th e purpose of heresiologists was to exclude Gnostics from the church. One of 
their polemical procedures was to deprive Gnostics of the title of Christian, and to 
call them by the name of one of their teachers, in this case Valentinus.
. On Valentinianism in general on the basis of patristic testimonies, the most 
elaborate studies are still those by F.-M.-M. Sagnard, La gnose valentinienne et le 
témoignage de saint Irénée. Paris  and A. Orbe, Estudios valentinianos, , , 
, , .
. cf. Irenaeus (AH III , ) a text brought to light and well explained by K. Kos-
chorke, Die Polemik der Gnostiker gegen das kirchliche Christentum, NHS XII. Leiden 
, ; ; –; –.
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trine served as a basis for the polemical critique of Gnosticism of Irenaeus of 
Lyon, while Epiphanius transmitted the complete text of one of Ptolemaeus’s 
writings, the Letter to Flora. Heracleon is known for his commentary on the 
Gospel of John, of which several extracts are preserved by Origen. Two other 
Valentinian teachers, Th eodotus and Mark, gained disciples in Egypt, Syria 
and Asia Minor before their doctrines spread all around the Mediterranean. 
Th eodotus is known through Clement of Alexandria, and Mark through 
Irenaeus when Mark’s docrtrines had reached Gaul near the end of the 
second century. To these Valentinian writings, identifi ed as such by church 
fathers, one must add a vast literature which remained anonymous.

Th e main authors who wrote against Valentinianism, or quoted Valentinian 
fragments, if not complete works, are Irenaeus of Lyon (Treatise Against the 
Heresies), Clement of Alexandria (Stromateis and Extracts from Th eodotus), 
Hyppolitus of Rome (Refutatio), Tertullian (Against the Valentinians and Th e 
Flesh of Christ), Origen (his Commentary on John includes the fragments of 
Heracleon), Epiphanius (Panarion, in particular section , , –, . , 
quoting in extenso the Letter to Flora by Ptolemaeus). One could slso add the 
Pseudo-Tertullian, Philastrius, Th eodoret of Cyrus, and a few others.

Among the sources handed down through direct tradition the Coptic 
library of Nag Hammadi includes several tratises identifi ed as Valentinian by 
the specialists, though many divergencies of opinion among them persist. 
It is obvious that such a classifi cation remains problematic. As no writing 
introduced itself as Valentinian, it is not easy to decide which writings should 
be considered under that rubric, as the decision rests exclusively on the 

. See the list given by Sagnard, La gnose, –.
. For the list of later patristic works, see K. Koschorke, “Patristische Materialen sur 
Spätgeschichte der valentinianischen Gnosis”: M. Krause, ed., Gnosis and Gnosti-
cism: Papers Read at the Eighth Annual International Conference on Patristic Studies 
(Oxford Sept. rd–th, ). Leiden . Th e non-Christian testimonies of Plo-
tinus (Second Ennead) and Prophyry (Life of Plotinus) did not concern the Valen-
tinians in the view of some specialists. But again one must admit that there is no 
general agreement on this issue.
. For a general survey of that library, and the adequate tools of research: editions, 
translations, indices, dictionaries, concordances and bibliographical repertories, 
see L. Painchaud, “Le défi  documentaire dans les études sur le gnosticisme”: J.-Cl. 
Fredouille and R.-M. Roberge, eds., La documentation patristique. Bilan et prospec-
tive. Québec – Paris , –. On the other collections of Gnostic texts, 
M. Tardieu and J.-D. Dubois, Introduction à la littérature gnostique I. Collections 
trouvées avant . Paris .
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fi nding in those writings of affi  nities with patristic descriptions. It is true 
that Irenaeus insists on the diversity of Valentinianism (AH I , ). One 
must also take into account the process by which a great number, if not the 
majority of treatises in the Coptic library, show traces of rewriting due to 
their passage through diff erent doctrinal circles. Hence it is risky to classify 
them on the sole basis of their doctrinal orientation. Despite these diffi  culties 
which prevent us from establishing a corpus of Valentinian texts, one may 
note a certain consensus about Nag Hammadi texts whose terminology and 
doctrine signal Valentinianism: they could be of Valentinian origin, or non-
Valentinian works rewritten by Valentinians, or again of Valentinian origin 
but rewritten by non-Valentinians, such as the Prayer of the Apostle Paul 
(I, ); the Gospel of Truth (I, /XII, ); the Treatise on the Resurrection (I, ); 
the Tripartite Treatise (I, ); the Gospel of Philip (II, ); the fi rst Apocalypse of 
James (V, ); the Interpretation of Gnosis (XI, ); the “Valentinian” Exposition 
and the fragments on baptism and the eucharist which follow (XI, ). Some 
experts add the Exegesis of the Soul (II, ), the Authentikos Logos (VI, ), the 
True Testimony (IX, ), and the Apocryphal Letter of James (I, ). Still other 
writings seem to show marks of Valentinian infl uence.

. On Valentinianism in general aft er the discovery of the Nag Hammadi Library, 
see B. Layton, ed., Th e Rediscovery of Gnosticism: Proceedings of the International 
Conference on Gnosticism at Yale, March –, . I Th e School of Valentinus. 
Leiden .
. See L. Painchaud, “Le phénomène des rérécritures,” in Les textes de Nag Ham-
madi et les problème de leur classifi cation, –. To be noted is also the position 
of F. Wisse who goes as far as wondering if one should distinguish or isolate any 
Valentinian text in the Nag Hammadi collection: “Prolegomena to the Study of the 
New Testament and Gnosis”: A. H. B. Logan and A. J. M. Webberburn, ed., Th e New 
Testament and Gnosis. Fs. R. McL. Wilson. Edinburgh , –. In addition, one 
must observe that the direct sources are not original documents but versions which 
were oft en reshaped by non-Valentinians, and for which a precise dating is impos-
sible: Th eir usual dates are located between the late second century and the fi rst 
half of the fourth century. It is not excluded that the codices were used—selected 
and transformed?—by monks during the fourth century.
. Some include also in the Valentinian group the Letter of Peter to Philip (VIII, ). 
Another addition: According to E. Junod and J.-D. Kaestli, in their edition of the 
Acts of John (Acta Iohannis, CCSA –. Turhoot . Th e chapters – and 
 are of an independent origin, and derive from Valentinian circles (possibly sec-
ond century, Syria. See also J. Frickel (Hellenistische Erlösung in christlicher  Deutung: 
Die gnostische Naassenerschrift , NHS . Leiden ), for whom the fragment 
quoted by Hippolytus (Refutatio V , –, ) is Valentinian in its fi nal redaction 
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Comparing direct and indirect sources is important for our understand-
ing of gnostic exegesis. As orthodoxy slowly established itself in reacting 
against them, it is possible to reassess the issues at stake in heresiological 
treatises. For the course of polemics witnesses that the interpretation of 
scripture was central to the debate. One obviously meets traditions and 
theological visions leading to divergent conclusions. Hence, before exam-
ining the exegetical method of the Valentinians, one must summarize the 
theology on which it rests: it is that theological frame about the signifi cance 
of scripture which justifi es their exegetical method and hermeneutical pre-
suppositions.

(quoted by M. R. Desjardins, Sin in Valentinianism, SBL Dissertation Series . 
Atlanta , ). For the bibliography on the problem of classifying the texts see 
L. Painchaud, Le défi  documentaire, –, note . Also the introduction by M. R. 
Desjardins, Sin in Valentinianism, – and L. Painchaud and A. Pasquier, eds., Les 
textes de Nag Hannadi et le problème de leur classifi cation. Actes du Colloque tenu à 
Québec du  au  sepembre . Leuven and Paris .
. Th ough the discovery of direct sources should not lead to underestimate con-
tributions of indirect sources for a better knowledge of Valentinian exegesis, one 
has to take into account the polemic representation given by the latter of heretical 
exegesis. As A. Le Boulluec has well shown (La notion d’hérésie dans la littérature 
grecque, IIe–IIIe siècles, I: De Justin à Irénée. Paris , –; see also vol. II: “Clé-
ment d’Alexandrie et Origène”) the heresiological representation intends foremost 
to demonstrate the non-Christian nature Valentinian exegesis. In particular, for 
Irenaeus, Christian language is used abusively in it as a mask, with the intention to 
seduce the simple believers; Gnostics adapt scripture to an alien system. Th e strat-
egy of their refutation consists therefore in separating their interpretation of scrip-
ture from the Gnostic “system” conceived as a mixture of elements borrowed from 
paganism or from an alien doctrine. Its purpose: to make it impossible for Gnostic 
exegesis to subsist. Butthe tenor of the polemics emphasizes the fact that the discus-
sion develops on the level of the hermeutical method used by the Gnostics. Even 
in Irenaeus’s developments dealing with their forced adaptations, it is clear that the 
confl ict of interpretations becomes inevitable due to obscurities and ambiguities in 
the Bible. Also G. Vallée, A Study in Anti-Gnostic Polemics. Irenaeus, Hippolytus and 
Epiphanius. Studies in Christianity and Judaism, . Waterloo ; N. Brox, Off en-
barung, Gnosis und gnostischer Mythos bei Irenäus von Lyon. Zur Charakteristik des 
Systems (Salzburger patristische Studien, ). Salzburg and Munich .
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. Th e Valentinian Th eological Conception of the Links Between Jewish Scriptures 
and the Christian Message

At the beginning of the Christian movement no New Testament yet existed 
as an authoritative collection corresponding to the Jewish Bible. Th e lat-
ter remained for the church the unique scriptural norm, even if submitted 
at a very early stage to the authority of Christ. Th e articulation between 
that Bible and the new Christian message was not initially a matter of deep 
concern. In the long run, it became impossible to consider the Jewish Bible 
as the unique authoritative document revealing God. Criticism developed 
from inside the church, and it crystallized in the question: how is Jewish 
scripture legitimized by Christ? why such a legitimacy? As we shall see, 
for diff erent reasons, for example the contradictions perceivable in it, or 
its diversity and its ambiguities; but mainly because some of its doctrines 
diverged from the Christian message. Th e Epistle of Barnabas (IV. –), for 
instance, refuses any literal interpretation of that scripture (all of it needs a 
spiritual interpretation, the Christian one). Th us the Bible is somehow taken 
away from the Jews, and Jewish history negated. Essentially, any opposition 
or diff erence between the Jewish text and the Christian message is thus 
ignored. In a direction contrary to such a radical Christianizing of what 
would become the First Testament, others base their refl ection precisely on 
the distance between the Law and the Gospels: Marcion and the Gnostics, 
though in diff erent ways. As H. von Campenhausen stated, the Gnostics did 
not create the problem, but their vision of reality, their culture and what it 
presupposed, enabled them to discover it before any one else, and to look 
for an adequate solution.

Even a cursory reading of the Nag Hammadi treatises and of the patristic 
literature dealing with Gnosticism, reveals the unmistakable importance 
of First Testament exegesis for the Gnostics. Whole treatises are dedicated 
to it. It is for them an inspired book. However, like Marcion, they did not 
see how they could ignore the distance existing between the Law and the 

. See H. von Campenhausen, La formation de la Bible chrétienne. Paris , 
chapt. III La crise du canon de l’Ancien Testament au deuxième siècle, –.
. La formation, –.
. On the relation with the ot, see B. A. Pearson, “Use, Authority and Exegesis of 
Mikra in Gnostic Literature”: M. J. Mulder and H. Sysling, eds., Mikra. Text, Trans la-
tion, Reading and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and Early 
Christianity. Assen/Maastricht – Philadephia , –. Also, quoted by Pearson 
n.  a series of articles on the matter in K.-W. Tröger, ed., Altes Testament—Frühju-
dentum—Gnosis. Neue Studien zu “Gnosis und Bibel.” Berlin ; R. McL. Wilson 
“Th e Gnostics and the Old Testament”: G. Widengren, ed., Proceedings of the Inter-
national Colloquium on Gnosticism: Stockholm, August –, . Stockholm , 
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Gospel (as was the case for Barnabas). Paul’s Letters, especially Galatians 
and Romans, had an important infl uence on them. Th e history of the in-
terpretation of Paul’s Letters during the second century, it has been said, is 
essentially the history of Gnostic exegesis. However that distance did not 
mean for them in any way an insurmountable opposition, Th e Law is not an 
antithesis of the Gospel as it was for Marcion. In fact, in his Letter to Flora, 
Ptolemaeus considers the complete rejection of the Jewish corpus as more 
dangerous than its uncritical acceptance. Under the infl uence of Platonism, 
the Valentinians integrate the Jewish Bible and the Christian message with 
a relatively harmonious coherency in a monistic system which warrants 
salvation from the very beginning. Let us see how.

In the Valentinians’ view, the questions to be faced were the follow-
ing: is the First Testament the ideal representation of God, acceptable for a 
Christian? can divine thought ever be absurd or contradictory? For in the 
Jewish Bible the Valentinians found many contradictions as well as unwor-
thy behavior attributed to God. For readers in Antiquity, many infl uenced 
by Greek philosophy, the deep structure of written statements represented 
the deep structure of reality itself; words refl ect thought, which in its turn 
refl ects reality. Whereas for other Christians such impossibilities and imper-
fections call for allegories, for the Valentinians they are incompatible with 
the ultimate Christian revelation. Th e Jewish Bible is seen as a provisional 
revelation, in need of being relativized, and imperfect in some of its parts 
(be it in its spirit or its interpretation).

Th e distance between Law and Gospel as it structured their vision of 
the world is noticeable in the complex cosmological systems which they 
elaborated. For they also asked: how could an imperfect Law which needed 
to be completed by the Savior come from a perfect God (Letter to Flora , )? 
Th eir answer then would be: the God who promulgated it, with his angels, 
cannot be the supreme God. It must be an intermediary being, itself a power 
or angel, an answer which saved monotheistic faith, and they interpreted the 
Pauline statement of Gal : accordingly, that the Law was promulgated by 
the intermediary of angels. For the God of the Law is as well the demiurge 
of the world. Th e Law and its God represent the spirit of this world, and 

–. For a systematic presentation of the use of the Jewish Bible and of Chris-
tian writings by Gnostics, see: C. A. Evans, R. L. Webb, R. A. Weibe. Leiden – New 
York – Cologne  (where one fi nds a complete bibliography on the issue).
. See H. Langerbeck, Aufsätze zur Gnosis. Göttingen , – and ff .; E. H. 
Pagels, Th e Gnostic Paul. Gnostic Exegesis of the Pauline Letters. Philadelphia ; 
W. Schmithals, Paul and the Gnostics. Nashville and New York .
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this world itself is an image of a superior world. Th is Gnostic conception of 
one or several inferior powers possibly indicates an interpretation of Philo’s 
notion of God’s creative and law-giving powers. Grounded on what they 
understood in the First Testament, the Valentinians elaborated, with the help 
of a mythical language, a picture of what was supposed to be the God of the 
Law and the world, either as imagined by people or as he really existed. Such 
is the main purpose of the myth of Wisdom, whose elements were collected 
by Irenaeus, or of Logos in the Tripartite Treatise of Nag Hammadi, and in 
the Gospel of Truth (, –).

According to the myth described by Irenaeus (AH I , –), Wisdom 
signifi es the last hypostasis or attribute of the Man of the Church, in other 
words, the pre-existent Church inside which the Fall happens. Wisdom tries 
to reach, or comprehend the greatness of the Father by herself alone, a vain 
attempt as the Father is incomprehensible and inaccessible, a quest making 
sense only in agreement with the Savior and through him, as he alone re-
veals the Father (Extract from Th eodotus , ). By that original wrong-doing 
anything produced by divine Wisdom would be an image or a shadow of 
celestial similitudes: the God of the Law, to whom is nevertheless given a 
part of the Spirit. Th e Law is a mixture of Spirit and shadow. Th e agreement 
of Wisdom with the Savior allows to complete the Law, in order to arouse 
and actualize in it the hidden Spirit. Th us, partly through mythical reports, 
the Valentinians formulated the kind of link which allegedly existed between 
the Jewish Bible and the Gospel, the ancient and the new religion, for any 
myth intends to narrate how the origin is directly relevant for people’s actual 
situation in the world.

Th e Law has a divine origin. Nevertheless, it is a shadow or a degradated 
image of a perfect model. It shows a resemblance to the divine model, which 
means that it can lead to it, and that it contains positive elements, otherwise 
it would only be a pure antithesis; but, being image, it is a sign of Truth as 
much as it marks its loss. Th ere is then a diff erence of spiritual levels: the First 
Testament is inspired, but by a spiritual principle which is still imperfect. Th e 
highest knowledge of God is only expressed in Christ’s words. According to 
Ptolemaeus, Letter to Flora , ff ., the Savior’s words enable us to determine 
what is valuable in the Law and what is not. Th e separation of model and 
degradated image eliminated in the Valentinian’s mind the contradiction 
between the Jewish religion and the new Christian religion as dispensing 
from ancient, literal precepts being required for salvation. Th e Platonic 
representation of a universe where each level of reality is an image of the 
preceding one, and a model for the following level, enabled the Valentinians 
to give an account of the diff erent degrees of inspiration in scripture.
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. Valentinian Exegesis

 i. Th e Valentinian Th eory of the Scriptural Interpretation: Th e Hermeneutical 
Principle of Graduated Inspiration.

Th e Valentinian views about the origin and nature of prophecies seemed 
to change from one source to another. Hippolytus (Refutatio VI, , –) 
off ers at fi rst sight a completely negative view: according to Valentinus, all 
prophets like the author of the Law himself spoke under the inspiration of 
the demiurge. Given the latter’s ignorance, not one of them proclaimed the 
high mysteries revealed through the advent of the Savior. Even if some dis-
cordance probably existed among the Valentinians on that issue, the position 
described by Hippolytus diverges from most Patristic testimonies and also 
from the Nag Hammadi documents. In the Tripartite Treatise, prophecies 
originate from the spiritual sphere superior to that of the demiurge, from the 
sphere of the Logos which in other words corresponds to that of Wisdom: 
“For the Logos used him (the demiruge) like a hand, in view of forming and 
fabricating inferior realities and he used him like a mouth in saying things 
which had to be prophesied” (, –). Th e demiurge is an intermedi-
ary, and therefore he generates and proclaims realities greater than his own 
nature, without knowing initially where they came from. One must also 
point out the positive attitude of the Tripartite Treatise in regard to Jewish 
prophets, a logical attitude in so far as their prophecies are also inspired by 
higher spiritual powers. Th e Hebrew prophets belonged to those who pay 
attention to the spiritual seed in themselves. Th ey attest to what is superior 
to them and wait for it in hope: “Prophets said nothing by themselves, but 
each spoke according to what he had seen or heard about the proclamation 
concerning the Savior . . . but sometimes prophets speak about him as still to 
come, in other occurrences as if the Savior spoke through their mouth, and 
that the Savior will come and will be benevolent for those who did not know 
him.” But if the author of the Treatise stresses the harmony of prophecies, 
that harmony itself is an image of a superior harmony, and his purpose is to 
underline the diversity and ambiguity of prophecies and the various degrees 
noticeable among them. Each prophet has a partial and a particular vision. 
In addition, the author distinguishes between prophecies as such and their 
interpretation by prophets and Jews who disagreed from each other. For 
instance, the Savior announced by them was only an aspect, or an inferior 
part of the true Savior, the one exposed to birth and suff ering, that is to say, 
his pneumatic body, the Church. But the “law of judgement which means 
condemnation and wrath” (, –) comes from inferior powers below the 
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demiurge. Th e Treatise admits thereby the composite nature of the Jewish 
Bible. Some prophecies are uttered by the Logos, speaking through the demi-
urge; others by men who possessed the spiritual seed, though only partially 
developed. Finally the Law includes inferior elements to be rejected.

Another example is the Letter to Flora. It is a short essay explaining how a 
Christian must judge to Law in order to properly understand it. Ptolemaeus’s 
theory of the scriptures may be summarized as follows: the revealed Law 
contains human interpolations, words of elders and additions by Moses, 
when not speaking under divine inspiration (, –). Even purifi ed from 
human comments, the revealed Law is uneven. It counts three parts. “Of 
these three parts, says Ptolemaeus, Jesus’ disciples spoke, as well as Paul: of 
the symbolic part, already mentioned, when speaking about the Easter lamb 
immolated for us, and about the bread without yeast; of the part bound to 
injustice, when stating that the Law of the commandments has become 
irrelevant, due to a new teaching; of the part free from all injustice, in the 
words: ‘the Law is holy and the commandment is holy, just and good’” (, ; 
transl. G. Quispel, ).

By comparing Ptolemaeus’s position about the Law with the one de-
scribed by Irenaeus, in AH I , –, about the whole First Testament, and 
with the position of the Tripartite Treatise, the following summary of the 
Valentinian views on the matter may seem acceptable: in addition to hu-
man interpolations (coming from prophets when uninspired: Ptolemaeus 
and AH I , ), that First Testament includes (a) parts of lower inspiration: a 
hylic component (Tripartite Treatise) to be overcome, but which Ptolemaeus 
specifi cally attributes to Yahweh alone, such as the law of “tooth and claw,” 
so decisively contradicting the Christian message, but whose transitory 
need can be admitted; for that reason Ptolemaeus opposes those who at-
tribute such commandments to the Devil; (b) a psychic prophetic spirit, 
coming from Yahweh when speaking and acting under the inspiration of 
the Logos or Wisdom: probably the typical Law, in image and symbol, like 
the ceremonial prescriptions for Sabbath, circumcision or fasting which 
were relevant for a given time, but became obsolete in their letter. In the 
Valentinian myth, divine Wisdom has disposed that “all things from below 
(be) veiled fi gures of things above (Irenaeus, AH I , ), as witnessed by the 
letter of scripture, its historical narrative; (c) pneumatic passages completed 
by the Savior’s utterances giving them a full meaning; for instance, the Ten 
Commandments, as presented by the Savior in his discourse on the Mount, 
as well as monotheistic affi  rmations, and the notion of humans made in the 
image of God, etc.
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If Valentinus and his disciples elaborated an exegesis of Jewish scripture 
on the basis of the Savior’s staements (Letter to Flora , ), and if they were 
the fi rst to use systematically the Christian writings which became the nt, 
their relationship with those writings calls for some clarifi cation. According 
to Irenaeus (AH I , ), the very words of Jesus did not seem homogeneous 
to the Valentinians, but included elements coming from the Savior, from 
Wisdom, or again from Yahweh. In other words, it means that sometimes 
it is the soul of the Savior, or his psychic nature, which becomes vocal (in 
those cases, Jesus identifi es with the messiah expected by the Jews), while at 
other times his spiritual body, the Church (identifi ed with Wisdom) speaks 
out. Again at other times, in his most divine and deepest being, the Savior 
speaks as the head of the Church. Here again one mets the idea of a graduated 
comprehension. Th us, for a carnal or psychic contemplation, the Savior was 
submitted to suff ering, but for a spiritual one, he is diff erent: the vision has 
to reach beyond. Th e investigation of deeper senses is a way of access to the 
knowledge of spiritual realities in a sort of endless reading. In addition, the 
Valentinians considered the revelation as unfi nished, and that other illumi-
nations by the Spirit can continue to enrich and deepen the interpretation 
of scripture, as as can be learned from Irenaeus’s testimony, (AH III , ) 
and from their exegetical method. In short, Irenaeus’s notion of a Gospel, 
seen as a closed up corpus or a defi nitive revelation limited to a collection 
of writings, was foreign to the mind of the Gnostics, nor indeed to a great 
number of other Christians. One may notice here the promise of a theol-
ogy of open revelation, not reducible to a specifi c writing. Th e Valentinians 
also insist on the many ambiguities of biblical language, which only a stable 
tradition may succeed in interpreting, and which can only be understood 
by the ones who possess the Spirit.

From that theory of scriptural inspiration, it is possible to infer most of 
the Valentinian exegetical method. Beforehand let us note that, like some 
other Christians, they admit the infl uence of Homer (the Exegesis of the Soul 
contains quotations from Homer called “the Poet” in , –: Odyssey 
, – and ), Hesiod, Plato and other Platonic sources. Th ey also used 
Apocryphals, and they had links with Jewish apocalyptic literature, Jewish 
mysticism and magical texts. As well, they transmit haggadic traditions or 
midrashim, as can be seen for instance in Th e True Testimony (, –,  
and , –, ).
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ii. Th e Exegetical Method

(a) Typology and Allegory: Th e Diff erent Degrees of Inspiration
Since they identify diff erent degrees of inspiration in the First Testament, 
the Valentinians submit it to a selective exegesis. Th ere is indeed the pure 
Law, for example, the Ten Commandments which must be followed literally, 
but understood spiritually. Th ere is the symbolic part of the Law, “given as 
image of transcendant realities” (Letter to Flora , ), which also calls to be 
applied in a spiritual sense. Like other Christians, the Valentinians practiced 
a typological reading of the Bible, as can be seen in the Letter to Flora, where 
carnal circumcision is the type of the circumcision of the heart, and the 
Easter lamb the type of the Savior’s passion (, ) etc. Th e same is true for the 
interpretation of the martyrdom of Isaiah in Th e True Testimony: “As Isaiah 
was sawn into two parts with a saw, so does the Son of Man partake with 
us through the Logos of the cross” (, –). A recurrent theme mentions 
the separation and union of Adam and Eve typologically applied to Christ 
and the Church, or to the spirituals and their angelic partners (Gospel of 
Philip , –, ). Again, always with Pauline overtones, it is applied to 
the theme of Adam as fi gure of Christ (Gospel of Philip , –), or the 
theme of Israel representing the spiritual man (Ext. Th eod. , ).

However it is important to note that very oft en typology is combined 
with allegory, since there are not only links between the historical realities, 
but between historical realities and a non-temporal world. Like Philo, the 
Valentinians belong to Alexandria, namely to its Judeo-Christian tradition. 
Th eir main idea comes from Platonic exemplarism, according to which the 
visible world, or the historic level of reality, is of secondary value. Th e dual-
ism noticeable in any allegory actually re-duplicates itself, when it serves a 
dualistic vision of the world. In this regard, Valentinian exegesis resembles 
that of the Epistle to the Hebrews, where the Law and its cult are an image 
and a shadow of transcendent realities (Heb :–). According to Irenaeus 
(AH II , ) the Valentinians seize upon everything in the Law fi tting with 
the numbers of their systems, and they try to build up proofs of the realities 
of the Plerôma. Th eir taste for the symbolic value of names and numbers is 
emphasized, as can be seen in the case of Mark; etymology plays an important 
role in their exegesis. Actually the major part of the Law is open to such a 
symbolism. For instance, Clement of Alexandria notes (Ext. Th . , ), that 
the Valentinians see in the verse “In the image of God he created them, male 
and female he created them,” Gn :) the signifi cation of the syzygies in the 
Plerôma. Th e Exegesis of the Soul articulates texts of the Jewish Bible and 
their commentaries in an elaborate exegetical composition, sacred passages 
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leading to symbolize diff erent moments in the doctrine of the soul, its exile 
and its return, hence some references to the Odyssey, which was read since 
Numenius as an odyssey of the soul. But for the Valentinians, as for the whole 
Christian tradition, things themselves, events and actors of Jewish history, 
signify other realities, and not only the letter of the text.

Th e Platonic postulate of a spiritual reading is also applied in their exe-
gesis of Christian texts. As in the case of the First Testament, the leading 
notion is that of degrees of meaning, with deeper or higher levels where one 
goes from what is imperfect and incomplete to perfection and fullness; it is 
not the notion of truth opposed to error. Th e ability to distinguish is what 
charaterizes the Gnostics. Th e literal sense gives a certain knowledge of our 
world, and for a same text one passes on to deeper meanings. In Heracleon’s 
exegesis of Jn : (fr. ), “salvation comes from the Jews,” in the literal sense 
means that salvation was spread over the world from the Jewish people, as 
the Savior appeared in Judea; but in the spiritual sense, salvation comes from 
them because they are images of those who live in the Plerôma, in other 
words images of the Church when the Church is contemplated in the fullness 
of Christ’s body. In a similar way, the terrestrial Jerusalem is the image of the 
celestial Jerusalem; the lash used against the merchants of the Temple, is the 
image of the power of the Spirit and a type of the cross, etc. Allegorism and 
precise observations are key marks of Heracleon’s method noted by all the 
critics. In addition, one should note the play between letter and allegory, an 
allegory sometimes conceeding space to the letter, sometime existing side by 
side with it, and at other times excluding it. Beside the Platonic background 
of that method the use of precise rules of grammatical analysis provided by 
the Stoics and the allegorical techniques of Philo has been noted. Like other 
Valentinians, Heracleon applies allegory to the speeches of Jesus as well as to 
the events of his life in explaining almost all the details of the narrative.

Th e terms used by him are: κατὰ τὸ ἁπλοῦν—κατὰ τὸ νοούμένον for 
the literal and the spiritual sense, the latter being also indicated by the verb 
διανοεῖσθαι. In Ptolemaeus, one fi nds the phrases: τὸ αἰθητόν and τὸ φαινόμε-
νον opposed to τὸ ἀόρατον, or τὸ σωματικόν—τὸ πνευματικόν. For type and 
image, the words used are mainly: εἰκών, τύποϚ, σύμβολον. Another charac-
teristic is the proliferation of multiple forms of allegorism: ethical, anthropo-
logical, cosmological and anagogical, with however a prevalence of soteriology. 
In fact, one and same biblical text occasions a variety of allegories.

Th e interpretations are oft en displayed in a hierarchical order. Th e  levels 
of meaning can be linked with the three-fold anthropology of  Cor : –
: (body, psyche, intellect), paralleled with three levels of life, the hylic, the 
psychic and the pneumatic, and possibly beyond it in a process of endless 
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reading, according to Irenaeus of Lyon’s report. Th us the senses of scripture 
are compared with the anthropological divisions (body, soul, spirit or intel-
lect). Or, as shown by F. Sagnard, with the three divisions of the world as 
plerôma (fullness), kenôma (emptiness), and cosmos: in regard to this three-
fold frame a same passage can be interpreted in reference to one or the other 
levels, like in Heracleon’s exegesis of Jn :–. Another example of such a 
graduated exegesis, but of a diff erent nature: in their interpretation of the 
prologue of John’s Gospel, Ptolemaeus and Heracleon elaborated their chris-
tology on the basis of a Judeo-Platonic hierarchy of being. Th ey distinguished 
between diff erent epinoiai, or names of the Son with regard to the titles in 
the prologue, the Son revealing himself as Principle, Word, Life, and Light, 
becoming multiple in order to save (Ext. Th . :– and AH I , ).

Some additional remarks on Valentinian allegorism. First, some inter-
pretive rules seem to be of a rhetorical nature. Combined with the herme-
neutical principle of the degrees of inspiration, these rules apply metaphor, 
metonymy, or synecdoche. Th us the same verse may be read on two levels of 
interpretation. In the words “here is the lamb of God who takes away the sin 
of the world” (Jn :), according to Heracleon, the lamb signifi es the body 
of Christ, whereas the following words refer to the divine nature: by me-
tonymy the sacred text speaks of the Savior without distinguishing between 
his body and his divine nature, and he crosses from one to the other due to 
the fact that they are intimately linked, though they should be distinguished 
from one another. Th e Gospel of Philip (, –) attributes the question 
of Jesus in Mk : (“My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?”), 
not to the whole Savior, but to the carnal Jesus aft er the departure of his 
divine part: the synecdoche consists here in considering the whole as a part. 
According to Irenaeus, the same phrase was interpreted by the Valentinians 
as speaking of divine Wisdom when separated from her spouse, the Savior 
(AH I , ). A similar application of such rhetorical fi gures can be found in 
Extracts of Th eodotus , –.

Th e search for the deeper meaning of scripture, urged on by the need to 
answer existential questions like in the Extracts of Th eodotus (), is stimu-
lated by the enigmatic aspects of scripture. Th e obscurity of the biblical text 
has a double signifi cance in Gnostic understanding: it is a privation of light, 
but also a signal of the unreachable and unknown God. Th e obscure pas-
sages show that the Spirit or the highest Wisdom was hidden in the period 
preceding salvation. Irenaeus explains that the Valentinians discovered a 
Father diff erent from the one usually proclaimed as God, who was indicated 
only in parables and enigma in scripture, when they attempted to explain 
ambiguous texts (AH II , ff .; II , –). Th ey interpreted in such a way 
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Is :; Hos :; Ex :; Rom :–; etc. (AH I , ). It is interesting not-
ing the use of the technique of questions and answers for solving scriptural 
diffi  culties.

A last distinctive mark of their allegorical exegesis: it is very oft en tar-
geted anthropologically, rather than being properly christological, given their 
notion of the Savior-saved: the Son, being unique in multiplicity, comes to 
collect the spirituals, his members.

 (b) Th e Parts of the ot with Inferior Inspiration: an Allegorism of 
Rejec tion, or a Refusal to Allegorize

In addition to the pure Law and the symbolic part, the Jewish scripture 
contains parts with an inferior inspiration. In this case only the literal sense 
is possible, or otherwise allegorism becomes polemical, and one derives from 
the letter a meaning which actually contradicts it. In other words, the First 
Testament is true in so far as it delivers a true knowledge about the creation 
and the status of the world. If one reads some parts of it literally, they reveal 
the authentic conditions of the world’s creation. For the world itself is born 
from a fall, and the Law refl ects the spirit of this world. Anthropomorphisms, 
cruel acts of God, his wrath or jealosy, his repentance, show that this God is 
nothing but an image, that he is not God in truth. At the start of On Principles, 
Book IV, which deals with exegesis, Origen examines all the proponents of 
literalism in order to critizise them, among them the Gnostics (, ). Th e 
literal statements about God, he says, when taken without allegory, result in 
an undervalued image of God. With the Gnostics, Origen admits impossible 
meanings, defi ciencies, contradictions. But he notes that this is necessary: 
divine Wisdom intended to place stumbling blocks and interruptions along 
the lines of the historical narratives (IV , ). Th us she (Wisdom) signals that 
one should not content oneself with the apparent meaning, but continue the 
search for a deeper signifi cance. It is the theory of absurdity as exponent of 
allegory. A Jewish exegete like Philo infl uenced by Platonism could consider 
certain statements about God as inconvenient. He needed but to allegorize 
them to overcome the diffi  culty.

For the Gnostics, it does not make sense to allegorize the whole of the 
First Testament. Th ereby one would lose the diff erence between Jewish re-
ligion and Christian message. Th e literal sense can in no way be conceived 
in its entirety as the fi gure of a proper sense still to come or to be unveiled. 
Th e lack of meaning, or statements unworthy of God are not necessarily a 
sign that a spiritual reading is needed. Hence there is no global allegorization 
required which would eliminate the opposition between Law and Gospel. 
Even the myths in it, like thoses of Genesis, refl ect the reality of the world, 
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as one sees in the Gnostic interpretation of the biblical story about Paradise 
and the transgression of humankind. Th at interpretation serves essentially 
to characterize the psychic nature of the God of the First Testament and of 
the Law in general. (Th e True Testimony , –, ; Tripartite Treatise , 
–, ; Gospel of Philip , –, ff .).

In fact being literalistic, that exegesis frequently becomes subversive. 
Th us the serpent in the tree of Paradise is no longer identifi ed as Satan, as 
in other Christian or Jewish interpretations, but as the serpent held up by 
Moses in the desert (Nm : ): It symbolizes Christ on the cross who came 
to abolish part of the Law (Th e True Testimony , –, ). Some aspects 
of the Jewish Bible being perceived as an inversion of invisible realities in 
the sensible world, the Gnostics adopt at given times what could be called an 
inverted and polemical typology: By diverting its original meaning, Jewish 
scripture becomes reduced to a reference on the basis of which one builds 
up a new scriptural universe. In the Gospel of Truth, for instance, the tree of 
Paradise is the fi gure of the tree on which Jesus was nailed. Far from giving 
death as did the tree of Paradise, Jesus becomes the fruit of the knowledge of 
the Father for those eat from it (, –). Th erefore, in addition to the form 
of a commentary or a homily, Gnostic exegesis may sometimes result in a 
rewriting of the sacred text. Such rewriting sometimes actualizes the text.

(c) Narrative Exegesis and Actualization
If one retrieves the idea of a historical revelation in Gnostic writings (Jewish 
prophets having benefi tted from a partial revelation of truth), the important 
factor of this retrieval is the closeness it creates between the events narrated 
in the Bible with contemporary events. What is then produced is a sort of 
actualizing of biblical writings in regard to the present situation: one starts 
from the present in order to highlight the texts. Th us the story of Genesis 
on Cain, Abel and Seth would serve as a foundation for explaining how in 
the present one fi nds diff erent levels of consciousness, which may be psy-
chic or pneumatic (Ext. Th . , –). In fact, it is an ascetical reading of 
Paul which founds the practical implications of the story. Th e focus is more 
anthropomorphic rather than historical or announcing future events, as in 
the typological exegesis of other Christians.

Such an exegesis is close to the one adopted in several intertestamen-
tal writings, apocryphal or pseudo-epigraphic; it is also close to Judeo-
Hellenistic literature, in particular to Philo of Alexandria; in short, due to 
their paraphrases of biblical narratives, to a type of writings whose way of 
interpreting led aft er some time to the haggadic midrash. Th at exegesis aim-
ing at a more explicit content of biblical narrations is creative and it oft en 
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bears a polemical or apologetical dimension. Th e Gnostics retell the stories 
of the Bible; they amplify them with Jewish, Greek, or Christian motifs; they 
insert into them religious, or philosophical and speculative considerations 
by supplying missing links and focusing on passages more diffi  cult to ex-
plain; or again they supply data which remedy the silences of scripture: for 
example, in the wake of the Gospel narratives they stage dialogues with the 
Risen One. Th ereby no quotation of the sacred text is necessarily required, 
but the text is “recaptured,” and biblical phrases are reworked like basic data 
in the narrative process. Such rewriting, infl uenced by Platonism fi nds its 
most elaborate expression in broad interpretations of the world, like the 
Tripartite Treatise, or in Ptolemaeus (AH I –, ). Th e latter combines as 
model and image, the Johannine Prologue for describing the spiritual world, 
and the story of Genesis for the material world, the couples of the Plerôma 
representing the spiritual generations of which the carnal ones are shadows 
and fi gures. Biblical titles and notions, like faith, wisdom, only-begotten, 
beginning, logos and life, engage them, in extremely diff erent ways from 
one text to another, into a narrative and mythical process rather than into 
a discursive presentation.

Conclusion

Th e hermeneutical presuppositions and the exegetical method of the Valen-
tinians derive from their theological understanding of scripture. Th e First 
Testament is needed for the history of salvation because it prepares for 
and explains the coming of the Savior. Th e resemblance between type and 
antitype is due to the fact that Law and Gospel are parts of the same divine 
projects, but the idea that the supreme God is not the direct origin of the 
Law explains the latter’s status as an imperfect image. Th at presupposes that 
there was a period of rupture and partial ignorance during which the Law 
was hiding the true God, in veiling the Spirit mixed with it, and somehow 
imprisoned in it. Christ comes to save the hidden Spirit in revealing the status 
of the First Testament as an image, in bringing to fullness what was incom-
plete, but also in rejecting what was contrary to the Christian message. Hence 
there are diff erent degrees of inspiration in the Law, and exegesis becomes 
selective. Coherent doctrine results from selection. Th e First Testament is 
not a single piece, all parts of it do not have equal meaning for salvation and 
should not be understood as speaking about Christ and the Church. Hence 
on one side the refusal to allegorize certain parts, and on the other the use 
of an inverted and polemical typology. Under the infl uence of Platonic ex-
emplarism, the ot or Christian writings are interpreted on graduated levels 



 Five Th e Second Century

of meaning where one shift s from shadow to reality, from the temporal to 
the eternal, from incomplete signifi cance to its fullness. Th ese semantic dif-
ferences are sometimes linked with the three-fold anthropological divisions 
of  Cor :–:. Th ey may also be explained in the light of a Platonic world 
vision: material world—spiritual world, or Plerôma, Kenôma, Cosmos. Finally, 
in addition to the usual forms of exegesis common to other Christians, the 
Valentinians adopt a form of narrative exegesis close to midrash.
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IX
THE RESPONSE TO GNOSTICISM IN THE 

GREEKSPEAKING CHURCHES

i. Introduction

During the third century c.e. the response to Gnosticism will reach its cli-
max with the two major contributions of Origen, On First Principles, and 
the Commentary on John examined in the next chapter. For now, the story 
of second century churches needs to be completed by noting the most im-
portant chapters of anti-Gnostic polemics.

Anti-Gnostic pamphlets, taking on the proportions of voluminous 
representations as in Tertullian’s Against Marcion, or delivered in the poetic 
form of homilies sung from the pulpit as by Melito of Sardis, occupy the fi rst 
work among the production of Christian authors during the second century 
of the church. Th e study of that profuse literature limits itself in the present 
work to a short mention of relevant exegetical aspects.

Th ey are: Hegesippus (c. –), Th eophilus of Antioch (ca. ), 
Melito of Sardis (ca. –), the author of the Letter to Diognetus (c.–
), and last but not least, Irenaeus of Lyon (c. –).

ii. Hegesippus (ca. –)

Hegesippus, a Hellenistic Jew, born in Syria, travelled to Rome where he lived 
from  to . His purpose was to check “in all places the continuity of early 
apostolic traditions.” Five books of Memoirs (ὑπομνήματα), written in the 
Orient aft er his return, are lost. Against proliferating Gnostic traditions these 
books exposed “the fl awless tradition of the apostolic kerygma” as Eusebius 
quotes in H.E. , , –, . Th us the institutional frame for the formation of 
the canon and the patristic interpretation of canonical writings was secured, 
as needing to be “apostolic,” an anti-Gnostic concept linked with the claim 
of a verifi able continuity in matters of faith.
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iii. Theophilus of Antioch (second half of nd c.)

Th eophilus of Antioch, sixth bishop of Antioch in Syria, according to Euse-
bius (HE , ), was born of pagan parents and received an excellent educa-
tion. His conversion resulted from a personal study of “the sacred books of 
the holy prophets.” In Ad Autolycum he off ered the fi rst theoretical statement 
in an anti-Gnostic context on the creation of the world “out of nothing,” 
creatio ex nihilo (G. May).

Th eophilus wrote Commentaries on the Gospels and On the Proverbs of 
Solomon according to Jerome, De vir. inl. . In On Histories, composed before 
Ad Autolycum, he had discussed biblical genealogies, showing thereby how 
the Gnostics engaged church leaders to study more carefully the ot.
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iv. Melito of Sardis (late nd c.)

Melito of Sardis, in a metrical sermon, On the Passion (εἰϚ τὸ πάθοϚ) op-
poses Gnostic salvation theories by glorifying the salvifi c dimension of God’s 
incarnation. In line with the Letters of Ignatius of Antioch, he stresses the 
experienced reality of God-made-man and the actualizing of that reality in 
the present faith experience of Christians.

On Melito’s anti-Judaic stance, see chapter , XI, ii.
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vii. Irenaeus and the Bible

a special contribution
by Norbert Brox

Irenaeus has not left  any handbook as a guide to biblical interpretation. 
His major work adversus haereses (Against the Heretics) is a polemical and 
apologetic treatise. In it he defends the fundamental doctrines and truths 
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of Christianity, since in his time, in the middle and towards the end of the 
second century c.e., this was a need of the greatest urgency for his church. 
Irenaeus battled against Gnosticism, a religion which arose at roughly the 
same time as the infant Christianity and confronted it sometimes with a 
degree of sympathy and sometimes in rivalry. Christian theologians de-
fended themselves fi ercely against the “strange doctrines.” Irenaeus wrote a 
comprehensive dogmatic book, in which he achieves the eff ect of developing 
and safeguarding the “whole” doctrine of faith. For this he uses the Bible as 
his authoritative standard, because in it all truth is to be found. His theme 
in any case compelled him to go back to the Bible. And since on the one 
hand the biblical texts, as is well known, could present diffi  culties for inter-
pretation, and on the other hand many gnostics claimed this same Bible for 
their own, and in Irenaeus’s judgment distorted it, interpreted it falsely, and 
misused it, he had to explain what the gnostics did wrong. Th e battle for 
the truth led to a battle about the Bible. Th e battle about the Bible however 
became more and more a confl ict about method: how is the Bible to be read 
to reveal the truth that is contained in it? Irenaeus states the methods of his 
church. With full conviction he sets forth the rules according to which one 
must proceed, and sternly demands of the gnostics that they abandon their 
methods because they lead to error. Again and again he writes—scattered 
over the book—very fundamental ideas about dealing with the Bible and 
its truth, so that one may fi nd in him and collect a whole series of rules, 
principles and methods, as well as experiences and observations, to which 
the exegete must hold and which he has to bear in mind.

. Th e Bible of Irenaeus: Content and Authority

Irenaeus knows the Bible in roughly the same dimensions as the later church 
from the fourth century on. Th e only books in its Canon which are miss-
ing in him are Ruth,  and  Chronicles, Nehemiah, Esther, Ecclesiastes, 
Song of Songs, Obadiah, Nahum, Haggai and in the nt Philemon,  John, 
Jude, Hebrews. He read the ot in the lxx version which was current in 
the church, and marvelled at the circumstances of its origin (III .). Th e 
description of the biblical books as a whole in Irenaeus takes various forms: 
he oft en uses the plural “Scriptures/γραφαί” for the ot (e.g. II .; .) or for 

. Irenaeus knew Hebrews, but apparently outside the church’s Canon (Euseb. 
HE V ). On Irenaeus’ nt canon, cf. G. Nathanael Bonwetsch, Die Th eologie des 
Irenäus, Gütersloh, C. Bertelsmann, , ; H. Reventlow, Epochen der Bibelausle-
gung t.I, München , .
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the two Testaments together (II .: universae scripturae), and the singular 
for individual biblical books (e.g. III .; V .), for particular passages, 
and for the whole ot; he also chooses it for extra-biblical and even heretical 
books (I .; III .), frequently also for his own book “Against the Heretics” 
(III .; .; V praef.). Th e formula scripturae dominicae (II .; .; V 
.) denotes the whole Bible. To authenticate biblical texts Irenaeus ad-
duces the following authorities, with deep respect and in a variety of choice 
and sequence: it was the Lord, Moses, the remaining prophets, apostles, the 
Holy Spirit, the Gospel, Paul (I .; II .; .; III .; .; .; .; IV .; V 
.) who in each case said what then follows. It is not possible to recognise 
any distinct theological evaluation (e.g. in a comparison of speeches of Paul 
and words of the Lord).

Irenaeus fi nds in the form of the biblical writings many advantages, 
which all contribute to the trustworthiness of their statements. He sees 
a happy fullness and completeness in the quaternion of the Gospels (III 
.). Th e number four is no accident, and must be preserved without 
question, because of the guarantee of the truth which it signifi es (III .). 
Every biblical author attests with full power the whole truth of these writ-
ings, all have the entire Gospel, the unabridged truth, which is stored up in 
the church. To extract a portion is to abandon the whole. Th e Bible contains 
the complete stock and in addition the reliable standard of the truth. “One 
must eat of every tree in Paradise, that is, feed upon every scripture of the 
church” (V .). Conversely one does not by any means have to study and 
fulfi l the whole range of gnostic ideas in order to know their miserable qual-
ity. Irenaeus quotes the proverb: “One need not, as the saying goes, drink 
up the whole sea to know that its water is salt” (II .). It is diff erent with 
the Holy Scriptures. One must know them all in order to do justice to the 
claim of truth. In terms of content, the primary question is the demonstra-
tion, directed against the gnostics, of the unity and uniqueness of God and 
of the fact, with its attendant phenomena, of the redemption of humanity 
through God incarnate.

Since the whole truth is present in all biblical books, Irenaeus takes 
pains to present it in all its actual fullness and breadth. He does not proceed 
in a selective fashion, or give only examples, but “uses” for preference and 
consistently the “whole” Bible (e.g. IV .). He reviews it in its full breadth, 

. Cf. Th eodor Zahn, Geschichte des neutestamentlichen Kanons I/, Erlangen 
, .
. Th e symbols or attributes of the four Evangelists—the man, bull, lion and 
 eagle—appear for the fi rst time in Christian tradition in Irenaeus (III .).
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lets his readers know and understand it from all sides, and claims every 
single line for the whole truth. Irenaeus seeks to bring the whole Bible, all its 
texts, individual writings and authors, into play for the proof of the Church’s 
doctrine and truth. For this a passage from Book III is signifi cant by way of 
example, for in it from . to . one and the same theme (the one God) 
is given expression through many biblical books. If one reads Irenaeus long 
enough, one can in fact be of the opinion that for his quotations he was 
not, like most early Christian theologians, dependent upon current lists of 
selected biblical passages, but that from an enormous knowledge and grasp 
of the Bible he had “evidently to a large extent mastered it by heart.” Here 
one may already see a fi rst hermeneutic rule: the Bible is always to be used as 
a whole. Selection means abridgement and loss of truth. When one isolates 
texts from their context, that leads to one-sidedness and error. According 
to Irenaeus, all parts of the Bible stand in complete harmony with one an-
other. Individual contradictions or obscurities cancel out within the frame 
of the whole Bible, and present no problem. Irenaeus demonstrates from the 
gnostics what is the result when one neglects this basic principle. Th e Bible 
does not allow itself to be treated as the gnostics wish (II .). For a mo-
ment Irenaeus deals cynically and experimentally with the texts, exactly as 
they do, to show himself a match for and superior to the gnostic methods, 
but then says that nothing but blasphemy and nonsense comes of it when 
one in this fashion neglects the order and context of the texts, entangles 
individual texts in gnostic speculations, and does not pay attention to what 
is actually spoken of in the Bible in each case (I .; II .)

. Th e Perfection of Scripture

In Irenaeus this principle stands at the beginning: that the Bible is in every 
respect perfect and suffi  cient. It is “as a rule of conduct the truth itself and 
the testimony of God set forth in all clarity” (II .). Th e Scriptures are 
“perfect, because they were spoken by the Word of God and by his Spirit” 
(II .). Th ere is “order (τάξιϚ) and continuity (εἰρμόϚ)” in the scriptures, 
which the interpreter must know and observe (I .), and “nothing is un-
important of that which . . . stands in the scriptures” (IV .). Since in con-
trast to the “untold multitude of apocryphal and falsifi ed writings” they are 
the “scriptures of truth” (I .), appeal to any other authority whatsoever 

. Reventlow . Irenaeus can put the Lucan Sondergut together from the Bible 
without any trouble (III .–.).
. See H. Reventlow, –: “Harmonie der Testamente.”
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(the unwritten special and secret tradition of the gnostics) is inadmissible 
(I .). Th e perfection of scripture has its consequences for interpretation. 
On the basis of this conception of the Bible Irenaeus sketches a radiant and 
inspired picture of the ideal biblical expositor: “A mind that is healthy and not 
imperilled, pious and loving the truth, which zealously investigates all that 
God has given into the hands of men and made accessible to our knowledge, 
will be successful therein, making learning easy for himself through daily 
practice. Th ese are the things which lie before our eyes, and those which 
are set forth openly and unambiguously word for word in the scriptures” (II 
.). Th at is how biblical interpretation appears according to Irenaeus. Th e 
basic attitude of the exegete is of the utmost importance for right exegesis, 
that is, his discretion (see below) as a respect for the truth in the text and 
as a realistic self-assessment of humanity in general, in which he does not 
seek to know everything that he might ask of the Bible.

It is part of the perfection of scripture that it has been handed down 
through time unadulterated since the Apostles. Th e Apostles gave it into 
good hands. Th e church is the place where it is, so to speak, “at home.” Th ere 
it was and is expounded in its full compass. “Nothing was added to it, noth-
ing removed from it. It is read without falsifi cation, and in conformity with 
the scriptures it is expounded correctly and carefully, without danger and 
without blasphemy” (IV .). With the origin of the Bible and its place in 
the church we have named the central orientation, according to Irenaeus, of 
all scriptural interpretation and all theology, the basic hermeneutical motive 
of his understanding of exegesis: “Th e whole doctrine will stand fi rm” for the 
exegete “if he carefully reads the scriptures with the presbyters of the church, 
with whom the apostolic teaching rests” (IV .). “Let one therefore read 
the scriptures, how the Lord aft er his resurrection from the dead discoursed 
with his disciples and showed them from the Scriptures that it was neces-
sary for Christ to suff er . . . thus will one become a consummate pupil” (IV 
.). Only to this extent does Irenaeus restrict the suffi  ciency of the Bible, 
according to which one needs nothing but the Bible itself and the Bible is to 
be interpreted from itself alone. Without a bond to the church scriptural 
interpretation must suff er shipwreck. “In view of such weighty proofs, one 
ought not to seek the truth from others when it may easily be obtained from 
the church” (III .)—that is the homely biblical hermeneutic of the church 
at the end of the second century. With this and nothing else one unlocks the 

. IV .: “If I trouble myself with the scriptural proofs . . . you can understand 
that the proofs which are contained in the scriptures can only be exhibited from the 
scriptures themselves.”
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Bible, which Irenaeus calls the rule (or canon) of truth (IV .: nos regulam 
veritatis habentes eius sermones; cf. II .). Th ere is no more eminent symbol 
of its reliability and freedom from ambiguity in his terminology.

. Allegory, Parables, and Comprehension

Anyone who reads the Bible comes across problems which lie in the text, not 
in the reader. Irenaeus too knows diffi  culties, which according to his theory 
strictly should not have existed, but they are incontestable. Th e exegete must 
fi nd and show the ways by which they are overcome. Th ere are kinds of 
text which do not at all fi t the thesis of the clarity, freedom from ambigu-
ity and uniformity of the Bible, but lead to obscurities which are extremely 
dangerous. Th ese are the parables and allegories, “which can be pulled in 
many directions” (I .) and “in which the question always arises as to what 
is meant in them” (II .). Irenaeus does not make any decided distinction 
between the two (I .; II .). According to his hermeneutical principles 
he must reject allegory as a method, because it departs from the true sense 
of the text and leads into the realm of speculation, beyond the possibility 
of proof, and to presumption and error: “One may not interpret anything 
allegorically, but all is certain, true and real” (V .). Irenaeus can adduce 
speeches of the Lord, in which he speaks not in parables but clearly and 
plainly (simpliciter ipsis dictionibus; IV ., see below). Allegory however 
interprets the text in every possible way at the whim of the reader. It is the 
opposite of everything that is “certain, true and real.” Th e texts of the Bible 
are unambiguous. Hence anyone is suspect who shows a special partiality for 
parable texts and allegories. Scriptural interpretation must start from “what 
lies before our eyes and what is set forth openly and unambiguously word 
for word in the scriptures. Hence the parables ought to be adapted to what 
is not ambiguous” (II .). Irenaeus reacts strongly to the contrary proce-
dure, that for the interpretation or explanation of the parables something 
should be brought in “which is not openly spoken,” and therefore for its part 
is not clear. He seeks to prevent any ambiguity being explained in biblical 
interpretation by another ambiguity (I .). For example, the descriptions 
of the future new world in the prophets may not in any circumstances be 
interpreted allegorically (V .), because that would undermine the realism 

. “Parable” here does not mean the biblical parable in the narrower sense of a lit-
erary Gattung, but biblical texts of a fi gurative and symbolic character with several 
conceivable meanings (e.g. II .). Parables are texts “in which the question always 
arises, as to what is meant in them” (II .).
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of ideas about the blessings of salvation, which is important for Irenaeus. 
Beyond doubt, Irenaeus can show a considerable antipathy against parables 
and allegories when he refl ects on the misuse which the gnostics practised 
with them (cf. II .; .–.). He does indeed give appropriate and well-
aimed basic principles for the interpretation of parables, but one senses the 
abiding mistrust that something other may result, like the monstrosity of 
a false conception of God (II .): “Hence one must explain the parables 
according to what is not ambiguous. For then the interpreter explains them 
without risk, and the parables are explained by all in the same sense, and 
the body of the truth remains unharmed” (II .). Th e rule of truth and the 
criterion of parable interpretation is therefore scripture itself in its clear and 
unambiguous parts. For in truth “the parables agree with what is expressly 
said, and what is clearly said explains the parables” (II .). But he who 
begins with the parables “will therefore ever seek, but never fi nd, because 
he has rejected the method (disciplina) which makes it possible for him to 
fi nd anything” (II .).

Further, the danger of error adheres to the parables, and Irenaeus can 
only warn against their use. “If anyone thinks that what was said by the 
apostles about God must be understood allegorically” he is “suff ering from 
morbid broodings,” of which  Tim . speaks (III .). It is all the more 
astonishing and signifi cant, in view of the basic hermeneutical principles 
which he formulates and aft er he has repeatedly disqualifi ed and exposed 
allegory, that Irenaeus himself to a large extent and in the most varied ways 
makes use of allegory. Th e texts themselves are the cause of this, for “the 
prophets spoke for the most part in parables and allegories and not according 
to plain speech” (II .). Th us there is a whole swarm of allegories from the 
pen of Irenaeus himself, e.g. that of the Treasure in the Field (IV .), the 
allegorizing of Lot (IV .–; .–), and many others. Both Testaments 
are allegorized. In the process, fi delity to the text is very varied.

Allegory is in many cases an instrument for typology. A signifi cant ex-
ample of this, and for Irenaeus’s readiness for extreme allegorizing, occurs at 
V .: the ot comparisons of godless men with irrational and bestial animals 
(V .) provoke Irenaeus into drawing out still more in meaning and inter-
pretation from the relations between text and reality which according to his 
conviction are concealed therein. In the text men are represented by beasts. 
Now in the laws of purity (Lev .–) all those animals are declared clean 
and allowed for eating “which have divided hoofs and are cleft -footed and 

. See the examples: III .,,,; V .; Epid. -; -; ; IV .,; V ; 
.; ..
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chew the cud” (.). An animal which lacks one of these characteristics is 
unclean (.-). Irenaeus knows and explains the meaning: “Who then are 
the pure? Th ose who make their way steadfastly to the Father and the Son 
by faith—that is the meaning of the divided hoof—and meditate on the ut-
terances of the Lord day and night (Ps .), that they may adorn themselves 
with good works—that is the meaning of chewing the cud. But unclean are 
those who neither have the divided hoof nor chew the cud, that is, those 
who neither have faith in God nor meditate on his utterances; this is the 
abomination of the heathen. But those that do chew the cud but have no 
divided hoof are likewise unclean—that is the fi gurative description of the 
Jews, who do indeed have the utterances of God in their mouth but do not 
take fi rm root in the Father and in the Son, and therefore their race falters. 
For those animals with a single hoof slip easily and do not go so surely as 
those with double hoof, because the divided hoofs follow one another on 
the way, each hoof supporting the other. Unclean likewise are those which 
have a double hoof, but do not chew the cud. By this are evidently meant 
all heretics, and those who do not meditate on the utterances of God, nor 
adorn themselves with the works of righteousness” (V .).

One may ask whether this is still the Irenaeus of the hermeneutical coun-
sel we have seen so far, and must answer in the affi  rmative. For Irenaeus, it 
makes a diff erence who is allegorizing. If the gnostics do it, they are doing 
what is forbidden. If Irenaeus does, he is expounding the Bible. If simple 
Christians (exposed to the gnostics) do so, they are running an irresponsible 
risk for their faith. What determines legitimacy is the (orthodox) result. 
Where the modern reader of the Bible wonders at the free crossing of ot 
texts with nt themes (especially in Christology, e.g. III .–), Irenaeus 
regards the allegorizing he has just carried out as the only possible and ap-
propriate interpretation of the text. However, he never calls it allegory, but 
treats his results as the literal meaning of the texts. We must explain this 
on the basis that Irenaeus accepts allegorizing when it is devised within 
the church, or stems from his own hand, for then the correct meaning is 
assured through the proper surroundings, and it may rank as without rival 
like the literal sense, only one must deal with it appropriately. He thus does 
not dispute a two-fold sense in biblical texts (II .), and in the “speeches 
of the Lord” concerning the Father he distinguishes, as already said, those 
which speak per parabolas (in parables) from those which speak simpliciter 
ipsis dictionibus (in unambiguous words) (IV .). Irenaeus goes a stage 

. Th is allegory occurs in the same version in Clem. Alex., Strom. VII .–.; 
otherwise Barn ..
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further, and makes elaborate allegories out of nt parables. Th e parable of 
the Labourers in the Vineyard, for example, speaks according to Irenaeus of 
the history of the world and of mankind, and of the unity of God (IV .). 
In the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk :–) he interprets the two 
denarii allegorically (III .). Warning from the text for new and diff erent 
situations is possible in the nt also, and is not confi ned (as typology) to 
the ot. Th e biblical writings are all equally competent and superior to the 
gnostic teachers (II .).

. Hermeneutical Discretion

Th e Bible is thus, as it proves, more complex than would appear, or is pro-
vided for in Irenaeus’s theory of its suffi  ciency in form and content and the 
manifest clarity of its meaning. Apart from the fact that the Bible proved to 
be the cause of the confl ict (with the gnostics) and not a bridge to agreement, 
it does not match the questions for which the gnostics required an answer. 
As a clear and manifest testimony from God it forbids what Irenaeus expe-
riences to his displeasure. Th ere are people who “continually turn aside to 
other solutions for their questions, and reject the fi rm and true knowledge 
of God,” whereas one must “orient the solution of these questions by pre-
cisely this characteristic teaching” (II .). “It is indeed correct to exercise 
oneself in questions about the mystery and the order of salvation . . .” (ibid.), 
but one must be ready to break off  the questions and the exercise immedi-
ately when one has to recognise that one has asked improper questions, is 
unequal to the knowledge one has sought, or is unable to reckon with an 
answer. According to Irenaeus it is a fact that not everything that people 
ask of the Bible can be known. He is concerned about a possible reaction: 
“If we cannot fi nd solutions for all the questions which are thrown up by 
the scriptures . . . we must leave such diffi  cult things to God . . . knowing very 
well that the scriptures are indeed perfect . . . but that to the extent that we are 
smaller and very much later than the Word of God we lack the knowledge 
of his mysteries.” Th e exegete does not in every case attain his goal, “and 
it is no wonder if we come to discover this” (II .). People do not know 
many things even in the realm of daily life, how much less can they (seek 
to) know everything in the spiritual and heavenly realm (II .–)? Th ese 
considerations relate to the hermeneutical competence of people. Over and 
over again Irenaeus commends discretion, humility, as the proper and pious 
attitude (II .). A part of knowledge we must entrust to God, so that he “is 
always teacher, but man is always learning from God” (ibid.). Renunciation 
of questions and of knowledge is a positive quality in the biblical interpreter, 
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and so is the patience which is ready to learn, instead of affi  rming a perfect 
knowledge (Gnosis) (II .).

Here Irenaeus has turned a traditional idea to good account for biblical 
hermeneutics. It is the “programme” of the critique of knowledge. In the 
ancient world and in late antiquity there was critical debate about the hu-
man thirst for knowledge. Suspicion of the desire for knowledge and doubt 
as to the legitimacy of human investigation were widespread. Th e curiosity 
(περιεργία/curiositas) of men was assessed as an acute danger of self-conceit, 
a morally doubtful and fundamentally false attitude. From his way of think-
ing, Irenaeus belongs to those who were full of mistrust against the wide 
range of human knowledge. In his opponents, the gnostics, he found the most 
malignant and dangerous attitude of their false ways precisely in the train of 
their thought and speech. In every respect the gnostics esteemed themselves 
quite unrealistically and much too high. Th e critique of knowledge was one 
of the quite central themes in Irenaeus’s polemic. He clearly strengthened 
this distrust against Gnosis (as knowledge and intuition) in his community, 
in order to immunise the many church Christians against the seductions of 
Gnosis. In the interest of a theology for the simple (simplices) Christians he 
urged rejection and mistrust. It is precisely in biblical interpretation that the 
danger is great, and requires verifi cation. Th is verifi cation lies in the discre-
tion under discussion. Questions, inquiries, speculations, aft er the revelation 
(in scripture also) has already taken place and has given the knowledge of 
all that man must know, are extremely dangerous for faith. In particular the 
products of gnostic speculation, as a (false) doctrine, represented an acute 
danger. He who still inquisitively seeks loses what he has found, or foolishly 
seeks further, although he has received from God what is needful. Th at means 
that he is seeking beyond the measure of his capacity, beyond the measure 
of what is given, as well as beyond what is possible and admissible—and of 
necessity comes to grief. He who despite the revelation given seeks further 
and wishes to know more and something new commits a fatal error. Th e Bible 
is decisively involved. It makes any seeking superfl uous, and instead requires 
understanding and faith. Th e understanding of scripture is a sensitive area. 
Irenaeus warns against thoughtlessness as against arrogance.

People must therefore without shame (II .) leave the answers to many 
things to God, for “our knowledge is partial” ( Cor :) (II .), since the 
Bible is very far from imparting everything and much is not attainable or 
appropriate for human knowledge, and this precisely in the context of the 
Bible. Irenaeus links this idea of a merely partial human knowledge system-
atically with the understanding of the Bible.
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. Th e modifi ed Th eory of Scripture

In Irenaeus’s church environment there is thus a number of hindrances 
which do not allow any carefree, lighthearted reading of the Bible. One 
needs the experts for hermeneutics and practice, sometimes also for special 
knowledge in exposition, to avoid injury and error. Th e optimistic theory 
of the perfect scripture, such as Irenaeus from time to time outlined with 
enthusiasm, could not but be aff ected. In practice Irenaeus had long since not 
indeed abandoned this theory of the perfection of scripture, but modifi ed 
it. Even in theoretical discussion, however, it could no longer pass without 
restriction. And in fact there are in Irenaeus statements according to which 
the Bible does not show this high degree of clarity and completeness of 
content, but for its part raises questions for which no answer can be found 
(II .). Not only do the parables off er diffi  culties for understanding, but 
the great sequences regarding Heilsgeschichte and the saving action of 
God, as the Bible speaks of them, also pose questions which are diffi  cult to 
resolve. He who can explain all this has a deeper understanding than the 
rest. Irenaeus however hastens to add at once that he does not mean this 
in the gnostic sense of a division of humanity into pneumatics who know 
(gnostics) and psychics who do not. Although he here no doubt brings an-
thropological diff erences into hermeneutics, he does not by any means wish 
to speak of esoteric knowledge (a new reality, another God), but to validate 
the diff erence between man and God, which was undervalued or disputed 
by the gnostics. Th ere are certainly experts in biblical interpretation in the 
church, who penetrate more comprehensively and more deeply. Th rough 
the shrewd discernment of these judicious men the approach is opened 
up for all: “Th e fact that according to their powers of comprehension some 
know more and others less does not mean that they alter the content of the 
teaching and think up another God for themselves . . . as if this one would 
not suffi  ce them . . . or another Christ . . . It is rather that what is spoken in the 
parables is repeatedly refl ected on, to accommodate it to the basic argument 
of the truth, and God’s activity and dispensation for mankind are explained” 
(I .). Irenaeus enumerates the questions which present themselves to men 
on these and other themes, which they are not able to answer for themselves. 
Th e church needs the experts, whose pre-eminence over other Christians 
does not consist in the fact that they possess a diff erent and elitist knowledge, 
but that they are able, in terms of Rom :, to search out the riches of the 
Bible, which not all can do (I .). One must, as already said, read the Bible 
“with the presbyters” and “in the church.”
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On these considerations, Irenaeus’s picture of the Bible and its interpreta-
tion takes on changed features. Scripture raises serious questions (II .). 
Of all that stands in scripture people can by God’s grace, as already said, 
“only explain some things,” while others remain reserved to God (II .). 
Th is does indeed trouble impatient and inquisitive people (the gnostics), but 
is not at all surprising; rather would the Bible be undervalued should it be 
considered accessible for everyman in all its fullness. For it was “spoken by 
God’s Word and by his Spirit,” so that we in consequence “lack the knowl-
edge of his mysteries, to the extent that we are smaller and much later than 
God’s Word and his Spirit” (II .; cf. .). What appears problematical 
is according to Irenaeus in accordance with the facts. He draws the conse-
quences for hermeneutics, and from the fact that the statements of scripture 
can only be grasped in part by men deduces a certain circumspection, that 
only that should be investigated “which God has given to the power of men 
and subjected to our knowledge” (II .; cf. .,). And in this connec-
tion Irenaeus also defi nes precisely the suffi  ciency of the Bible in terms of 
content. Th e Scriptures do not contain all that men may ask. For example, 
the Bible gives no information as to what God did before the creation of 
the world, any more than about other things which Irenaeus enumerates 
(II .). Consequently one should not ask about everything. “Th e answer 
rests with God” (II .). Th us the discretion we have discussed is required 
of men by Scripture. Th e criterion for the legitimacy of the questions is the 
saving signifi cance of any particular knowledge. Th e image of the Bible then 
remains no longer quite the same: what is diffi  cult, obscure and inexplicable 
comes in alongside its clarity, certainty and completeness, to serve men as 
a warning against undue self-esteem. But the attitude of people towards it, 
such as Irenaeus requires, has remained the same: one must read and pay 
attention to take cognizance of what is there said, and without altering, omit-
ting or adding anything. Irenaeus still has in mind the presbyters in Asia in 
the days of his youth. Th ey are for him the model of the one who “piously 
knows his place” (idiota religiosus); his repulsive example on the other hand is 
“the blasphemous and shameless sophist” (blasphemus et impudens sophista) 
(V .). Biblical interpretation is not to be driven by the desire or the cer-
tainty of being able to know everything, but must be done “in faith in Christ 
and in prayer to God for wisdom and deliberation, for the understanding of 
the statements of the prophets” (Epid. ).

With this delimitation of the possibilities of human understanding 
Irenaeus attacked the gnostics head on, for all this was absolutely  repugnant 
to their thinking and for them there was no greater folly than to deny  oneself 
the possibility of perfect Gnosis. For that reason Irenaus describes the Bible 
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as a limited revelation, tailored to salvation and the needs of men, but for 
that purpose complete and perfect. With this revelation he cuts away the 
ground beneath the gnostic hybris. Irenaeus also wishes to carry on the 
debate about principles with his opponents, from a hermeneutic point of 
view, on the ground of scripture. To that end he shows that scripture is the 
most inappropriate object for gnostic intellectual treatment. He lets the un-
controllable interpretative methods of the gnostics run aground on the clarity 
of scripture, and at the same time makes clear that the allegedly perfect and 
comprehensive Gnosis (knowledge) of the gnostics is an impossible construct, 
because the limited themes of the Bible and the uncertainty or diffi  culty of 
its interpretation at some points do not yield the necessary information for 
it. Irenaeus’s polemic makes plain his conception of the Bible. On one side 
the clear unambiguousness is the compelling argument, and in another con-
nection the very opposite can be brought into play, namely what is diffi  cult 
or even impossible to explain in scripture. On the thesis of the suffi  ciency of 
scripture it should expressly be said that it is left  in a peculiar loose relation-
ship to the principle of the church’s regula veritatis. Irenaeus develops the two 
independently, and for this reason they do not turn out identical.

. Th e True Gnosis as Criterion

All this remains free from contradiction in Irenaeus, because he is arguing 
with an entity which so far has not yet been systematically treated. Th is 
is the “true Gnosis”—a concept opposite to the “Gnosis falsely so called” 
(since  Tim :). It is the entity which in truth regulates scriptural in-
terpretation. For beside the rule that the obscure passages of Scripture are 
to be interpreted according to the unambiguous texts (II .,) there is 
at another point a suggestion which does not have the same meaning, to 
align oneself with tradition: “Should discussion arise about some modest 
question, ought one not to resort to the most ancient churches, in which 
the Apostles discoursed?” (III .). Here then is yet another orientation, and 
Irenaeus cannot (and will not) pass it by. He describes it and develops it as 
“(gnostic) tradition” or as “the canon of truth.” Th e several descriptions of 
it overlap. Th us one of them is “the true Gnosis.” And this knowledge makes 
itself known in biblical texts, according to which Scripture itself is “as a rule 
(regula) the truth” and “the testimony that lies open before us.” Irenaeus calls 
to mind “a fi rm and true knowledge,” a conviction that is proclaimed in the 
clearest way, and this entity to which he refers is clearly not just the result 
of the preceding biblical interpretation, but has controlled and guided this 
interpretation, and brought it safely to its goal (II .). Strictly speaking, the 
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understanding of the scriptural statement here stands not as a result at the 
end, but as knowledge at the beginning of the exegesis. Irenaeus describes 
it in the version already quoted, that for right interpretation it is necessary 
to read scripture “carefully with the presbyters of the church, with whom 
the apostolic teaching rests,” and then the “whole doctrine” will stand fi rm 
(IV .), for the presbyters “expound the scriptures for us without danger” 
(IV .). He who holds steadfastly to the church’s faith interprets the Bible 
correctly (I .). Quite clearly, in these and many other texts, the truth or 
the true Gnosis precedes the interpretation of scripture. It is present in the 
church, and takes from exegesis the risk which it evidently always means 
for relatively unskilled Bible readers. Irenaeus adheres quite specifi cally to 
the sequence of church, faith and scriptural statement when he says: “One 
must take fl ight to the church, be brought up in its bosom, and be nourished 
from the scriptures of the Lord” (V .).

One thus receives scriptural interpretation from the church. But there is 
something that precedes the interpretation. It can thus be called “true Gnosis,” 
and is not identical with right interpretation, but rather a precondition for 
it. It establishes the authority of the Bible in its church interpretation in the 
simplest conceivable fashion: “True Gnosis is the teaching of the Apostles and 
the ancient system of the church throughout all the world and the character 
of the Body of Christ according to the successions of the bishops, to whom 
the Apostles handed down that church which is in every place. Th e true 
Gnosis came to us preserved without falsehood as a complete treatment of 
the scriptures, having undergone neither addition nor abridgment. Here the 
reading is unadulterated, and exposition according to the scriptures is legiti-
mate and careful, without danger and without blasphemy” (IV .). Reliable 
interpretation of the Bible has its presuppositions in church and tradition. 
Now the Bible according to Irenaeus’s theory is fully comprehensible of itself, 
and stands by itself, another time the church tradition is of necessity added 
to it, as the standard for the compass and the interpretation of the scriptures. 
Irenaeus has not brought the two into agreement with one another. But he 
can speak in both ways. Th e Bible is now the subject of dispute, about which 
one can begin to debate with the gnostics without further presuppositions, as 
the pure textual basis. Here what the opponents can only deny, with labori-
ous malevolence, becomes plain. Th e heretical Gnosis contradicts scripture, 
but the church’s doctrine harmonises with it without a gap. In this sense the 
Gospels are “our Gospels” (III .). On the other hand one must also say, 
regarding the form of the Bible, that one describes it within the framework 
of church, tradition and apostolicity, because only in this combination does 
it reliably yield its meaning.
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What lays claim to truth must harmonise with the Bible. In this way 
Irenaeus makes the Bible a quasi neutral judge between heresy and church, 
instead of claiming it from the outset (like Tertullian, praescr.) for the 
church alone and denying it to his opponents. Th is has its grounds both in 
the attempts of the heretics to defi ne their teaching (or Gnosis) as the real 
deeper sense of scripture, and also in Irenaeus’s theory of scripture, for he 
is convinced that he can carry the day with the text alone. But naturally it 
becomes clear even for Irenaeus the exegete that scripture is not the unifying 
basis upon which one may on both sides attain identical results, to bring an 
end to the confl ict. Irenaeus however does not see himself compelled (like 
Tertullian, praescr. ) to change from scripture with its ambiguitas and 
obscuritas to the regula fi dei as a basis for argumentation, but holds fi rmly, 
with conviction and on apologetic grounds, to the suffi  ciency and clarifying 
function of the Bible, although the principle is alive only in theory. In point 
of fact his hermeneutical orientation is not the biblical text alone; basically 
the rule of faith as the “true Gnosis” is the guiding thread. But Irenaeus sees 
this otherwise. scripture and the rule of faith, through their common ori-
gin as the Word of God through Moses, as the Word of Christ through the 
Apostles, and as the preaching of the church’s presbyters, are together one and 
the same. In consequence Irenaeus refers not simply to the Bible, but to the 
Bible in the interpretation given to it in the course of the tradition: “For we 
have not come to know the ordering of our salvation through any other than 
those through whom the Gospel came to us. What they then made known 
by word of mouth, and later by the will of God handed down to us in the 
scriptures, was to be the foundation and pillar (cf.  Tim :) of our faith” 
(III .). Th e scripture recognisably plays a kind of subordinate role. With 
that Irenaeus enters into an undeniable formal parallelism with the thinking 
of the heretical Gnosis. Th e gnostics took their stand on the position that 
“the truth cannot be found from the scriptures by those who do not know 
the tradition. But the tradition is not handed down in writing, but through 
the living word” (III .). Irenaeus too has for his scriptural interpretation 
an authority outside the Bible. Th e correspondence is unmistakable. In 
each case the biblical interpretation draws its life from the comprehensive 
hermeneutical viewpoint of a Gnosis which is there before it, on the one 
side heretical, on the other the ecclesiastical, which Irenaeus also calls “the 

. Tertullian, praescr. .; .; .; .. Cf. Norbert Brox, Off enbarung, Gno-
sis und gnostischer Mythos bei Irenäus von Lyon. Zur Charakteristik der Systeme, 
 Salzburg – München, Anton Pustet, , , .
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true Gnosis.” From the point of view of a historical and critical assessment 
however one must say that the proximity to scripture of the Gnosis in each 
case is diff erent in quality. Th e distinction is important. Whereas the gnostics 
could at any time emancipate and distance themselves or their interpretation 
from the Bible, and declare it defective (III .), Irenaeus in doubtful cases 
appeals to the church’s preaching in order to show the harmony of scripture 
and tradition, of which he is always fi rmly convinced. One must begin with 
scripture, and in it clarity is to be won. To this Irenaeus holds fast, and he 
could never hit upon the idea which Tertullian freely contemplates, that 
scripture was quite deliberately conceived by God in such a way that it gave 
occasion for heresy, and that without the Bible there would be no heresy, for 
according to  Cor :  there “must” be heresies (praescr. .). Irenaeus 
contends with the gnostics for the content, not for the legitimate possession 
(hermeneutics) of the Bible.

. Tradition without Scripture

Irenaeus on occasion puts forward a remarkable hypothesis. “Let us sup-
pose,” he says, “that the Apostles had left  us nothing in writing” and that 
“a discussion had arisen about some minor question; would it not then be 
the only right thing to do, to go back to the oldest churches, in which the 
Apostles lived, and let them give us certainty and real elucidation for the 
solution of the present problem?” (III .). Th is is hypothetical. In order to 
say how comprehensively and abundantly the apostolic doctrine has been 
deposited in the church as oral tradition, Irenaeus constructs a situation 
without the Bible, which however does not exist. In principle, scripture is 
not to be imagined away, and is not dispensable. Despite this Irenaeus for 
the moment, purely for the sake of argument, puts the case that we have to 
cope without the Bible, and his thesis is that without the Bible we should 
cope, because the apostolic teaching is directly present and accessible in the 
churches founded by the Apostles. What he wants to say is that the church’s 
proclamation is doubly assured. If it could on a theoretical level actually be 
assumed that the Bible is superfl uous, this for Irenaeus is not a conceivable 
possibility. Scripture is for him so decisively important, beloved and dear that 

. Also Hans von Campenhausen, Kirchliches Amt und geistliche Vollmacht in den 
ersten drei Jahrhunderten, Tübingen, J. C. B. Mohr, nd ed. , : “It is a question 
of something unreal!” (ET Ecclesiastical Authority and Spiritual Power in the Church 
of the First Th ree Centuries, London ). Similarly Reventlow .
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he simply cannot think of a church without the Bible. Irenaeus continues 
this train of thought in concrete terms:

Many nations of the barbarians who believe in Christ adhere to this 
rule. Without paper and ink they have salvation written in their hearts 
by the Spirit. Th ey carefully preserve the old tradition. . . . Th ose who 
believe this faith without the scriptures are, from the point of view of 
our language, barbarians, but as for their opinions, their usages, their 
way of life they are because of their faith the wisest men, and please 
God. . . . If anyone should proclaim to them in their own language what 
the heretics have invented, they would at once stop their ears and fl ee 
far away from him, since they cannot bear even to hear blasphemous 
speech. Th us through that ancient tradition of the Apostles they do 
not allow the portentous eloquence of those people into their minds 
(III .).

Th e meaning of this reference to the barbarians, made by Irenaeus, bishop 
among Celts, is once again that the (unwritten) ancient tradition, with which 
the gnostics have nothing to do, is (already) suffi  cient for orientation towards 
the truth.

At another point Irenaeus opens up the idea of tradition, and speaks of 
the witness of all humanity to the one Creator God: “Th e ancients, from the 
fi rst man on, preserved this faith on the basis of tradition. Th e rest who came 
aft er them received the commemoration of this matter from the prophets. 
Finally the Gentiles learned it directly from the creation” (II .). Th is too 
is unwritten tradition, which fl ows into the tradition of the Church, and ex-
ists “without paper and ink” (III .). We may compare also what Irenaeus 
develops in IV .: “Th e righteous fathers had the virtues of the Decalogue 
written in their hearts and souls, loving God . . . so that it was not necessary 
to warn them by stringent letters, because they had the righteousness of 
the Law within themselves”; “but when this righteousness and love for God 
(i.e. among the Israelites in Egypt) had passed into oblivion, then it was 
necessary for God . . . to reveal himself to men through his voice”; thus again 
without scripture.

. It is a matter of this question only (also in III ., see below), and not whether 
the individual person can be a Christian without the Bible. Th is distinction was not 
correctly made by Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Axiomata  (Gesammelte Werke . Bd., 
Berlin and Weimar nd ed. , –), who also appealed to Irenaeus (ib. ) 
and by Hans Lietzmann, Geschichte der Alten Kirche t., Berlin – Leipzig, Walter de 
Gruyter, ,  (ET Th e Founding of the Church Universal, London ).



 Five Th e Second Century

. Exegetical Methods and Procedure

Anyone who reads Irenaeus sees him invariably at work on the Bible. He takes 
this work very seriously, refl ects on the necessary methods, and adheres to 
them. According to his conviction, literal meaning and allegory remain very 
close in the biblical text. What is important is attentiveness to the text and 
its literal meaning, even when it is a question of a parable. Also important is 
caution in exegesis, with the aid of which one leaves undisturbed the inher-
ent order (τάξιϚ) and the actual continuity (εἱρμόϚ) of the statements. Th ese 
hermeneutical rules are intended by Irenaeus in a thoroughly technical and 
philological way. What they mean is to obtain the literal sense according to 
the rules of the art. Th ese rules he repeats and practises. Th e interpreter of 
scripture must observe the church’s rule of faith, and with his exegesis remain 
within the church and in the tradition; he must demonstrate the unity of 
the Bible and the harmony of its parts; he must fi nd the key to obscure pas-
sages through those that are clear and certain; he must be satisfi ed with the 
sure and unambiguous truths, and not seek to go beyond them. All this has 
already been discussed. What is still lacking is a glance at sundry examples 
of Irenaeus’s work on such texts, which he would not call parables but has 
to reckon among the unambiguous passages.

In a critical interpretation, which on his own assessment proceeds along 
expressly philological lines, Irenaeus puts his earnestness to the proof of 
treating the text with all care and accuracy. Concepts are made clear in 
critical fashion, parallel texts adduced for understanding, parable interpreta-
tions are appropriately found from the context of scripture as a whole (e.g. 
II .,; IV .f.). In the application of this method Irenaeus is guided 
by a very sure ear, as is shown for example by his anti-gnostic explanation 
of the term “fl esh, fl eshly” in Paul, which in spite of its use of non-Pauline 
anthropological terminology is still to be described as at one with Pauline 
theology in its direction (V ; ; ). And when a biblical parable is ex-
plained in such a way that the parts of the parable are transposed point by 
point into the realities of salvation, this not only has its base in the nature 
of parable, and not only relates to the fl ow of the text, but Irenaeus himself 
evaluates the correspondences thus discovered between the biblical text 
and the reality addressed therein like any literal meaning, as the result of 
clear exposition of the exact wording. An example is the exposition of Mk 
:– par. in IV .:

God planted the vineyard of the human race fi rst through the creation 
of Adam and the election of the patriarchs, and gave it to the tenants 

. Bertrand de Margerie, Introduction à l’histoire de l’exégèse t., Paris, Cerf, , 
–, seeks to arrange these rules systematically into a hierarchy.
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through the legislation of Moses. Th en he surrounded it with a fence, 
that is, he set bounds to their culture. He built a tower, in that he chose 
Jerusalem. He dug a wine-press, and prepared a vessel for the pro-
phetic Spirit. And so he sent the prophets . . . to ask for the fruits, saying 
to them: Th us says the Lord, Purify your ways and your habits . . . When 
the prophets proclaimed this, they sought the fruits of righteousness. 
But since they did not believe them, at last the Lord sent his Son . . . Th e 
wicked tenants slew him, and cast him out of the vineyard. Th erefore 
the Lord God handed it over, no longer fenced about but expanded 
over all the world, to other tenants, who would yield the fruit at its 
time. Th e tower of election is exalted everywhere in splendour. For the 
church shines forth everywhere, and everywhere the wine-press is dug 
round about, for everywhere there are people who receive the Spirit. 
For since they rejected the Son of God, and aft er killing him cast him 
out of the vineyard, God has justly rejected them (the Jews) and given 
it to the Gentiles who live outside the vineyard to till it, that it may 
bring forth fruit.

In this parable Irenaeus sees the whole economy of salvation measured out 
in broad but precise steps. In the Bible all this is intended just as Irenaeus 
proceeds: step by step the details of the text are in the narrow sense allegori-
cally interpreted and drawn into the story as a whole, in that they are all 
assigned meaning as parts of this whole.

Th at is why Irenaeus’s allegorical paraphrase matches so edifyingly with 
the biblical text. Th e biblical interpreter obtains the meaning of such parable 
stories by way of the virtues of the philologist, which means by reading the 
text itself according to Irenaeus’s basic hermeneutical rules (see above).

Sometimes Irenaeus insists with such rigour upon the wording of 
the text (the “letter”) that one must call it exaggerated, shooting beyond 
the meaning of the text. For example, where he is seeking to prove (against 
the gnostic teaching) that Jesus preached and taught for more than just a 
year, he fi rst lets the reader wonder at the simple-minded view (“How should 
the Lord have preached for only a single year?” II .). It is foolish because 
according to the church’s conception of salvation, as Irenaeus knows and 
formulates it, Jesus “sanctifi ed all stages of life through their likeness to him-
self ” and “lived through every stage of life” (II .; III .; cf. Justin, Dial. 
.; Hippol. Ref. X .). And now Irenaeus makes his observations on the 
biblical text, to provide himself with arguments: “At the time of his baptism 

. Of the example here chosen (the exposition of Mk :– par in haer. IV 
.) it must be said that the passage is already clearly allegorical in style and 
among the synoptic parables represents a special case, and is open to further 
 exegesis.
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the Lord was thirty years old, then having the perfect age for a teacher he 
came to Jerusalem, so that he was justly heard by all as a teacher. For he did 
not appear any other than he was . . . but what he was, that he appeared. Since 
he was a teacher, he also had the age of a teacher” (II .). Th ese assertions 
all relate to narrative elements in the Gospels. Th ese are scriptural proofs, 
and they are further added to: “His advanced age, in which he was a teacher 
and taught all,” was exactly “the necessary and most honourable stage of life” 
(and it was precisely this that the gnostics wished to expunge).

How did he have disciples, if he did not teach? How did he teach, if he 
did not have the age of a teacher? When he came to baptism, he had 
not yet completed thirty years but was only at the beginning of the 
thirtieth—for thus Luke, who noted the years of his life, stated his age: 
‘Jesus was at the beginning of his thirtieth year’ (cf. Lk :), when 
he came to baptism—and (according to the gnostics) aft er his baptism 
he preached for one year only and suff ered aft er the completion of his 
thirtieth year, when he was still a young man who had not yet reached 
an advanced age. For everyone will agree that thirty years is the fi rst 
age of a young man, which extends to the fortieth year. From the for-
tieth and fi ft ieth year one passes to the age of a senior, which the Lord 
had when he taught (II .).

Th e really apposite scriptural proof for the duration of Jesus’ life (and his 
preaching) is for Irenaeus found in Jn : f., which can also show an infl u-
ence among the opposition. It obviously gives him pleasure to play off  the 
testimony of the Jews against the gnostics. For when the Johannine Christ 
affi  rmed to the Jews that Abraham wished to see his day, and saw it (Joh 
.), “they answered him: You are not yet fi ft y years old, and you have seen 
Abraham? (Jn :). Th is can meaningfully be said to one who has now 
passed forty years but has not yet reached the fi ft ieth, though he is not far 
short of it. To one who is thirty years old, one would say: You are not yet 
forty. Th ey wanted to show him a liar. Th ey did not extend the number of 
his years far beyond the age they saw him to have. On the contrary they 
expressed it as accurately as possible, whether they really knew it from the 
census lists or guessed it from the age they saw him to have, as over forty; 
but at any rate not as thirty. It would be altogether irrational for them to lie 
by twenty years, when they wished to show that he was younger than the 
times of Abraham. What they saw, that they also said. But he who appeared 

. To reinforce his argument, Irenaeus has undertaken a slight manipulation (of 
which perhaps he was unaware) in the Lucan text: he has brought forward the word 
“about” (quasi) and thus obtained the catchword “beginning” (incipiens/archomenos) 
for the statement of the age (“about the beginning of his thirtieth year” instead of 
the beginning of his work, as it is in Luke).
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to them was no phantom, but the truth. He was therefore not far short of 
fi ft y, and that is why they said to him: You are not yet fi ft y, and you have 
seen Abraham? And so he did not preach for one year only. . . . For the time 
from the thirtieth year to the fi ft ieth will never be a single year” (II .). 
Irenaeus is no less interested in extending the life of Jesus than the gnostics 
were in cutting it short. Th e relatively trivial detail of the mocking comment 
of the Jews in the Johannine confl ict story about the age of Jesus has for 
Irenaeus a considerable demonstrative value, but it is frankly not based on 
historical information. Irenaeus holds fi rm to the text, which in content is 
unambiguous and beyond dispute. Th e result is cogent to the letter, that the 
Lord did not suff er as a young man but reached a ripe maturity.

Th e scriptural proof for the Virgin Birth of Jesus is conducted in very 
similar fashion (Epid. ), from Ps :;  Sm :. It is for Irenaeus no 
accident but a deliberate mode of expression that “God promised David that 
from the fruit of his body he would raise up an eternal king, that is, one 
born from the Virgin, who was of the race of David. Th at is why the promise 
speaks of the fruit of the body, which means birth from a pregnant woman; 
and not of the fruit of the loins or the fruit of the reins (which relates to 
the man). Th is is also a special kind of birth, that the special quality which 
belongs to the fruit of the virgin Davidic body (of Mary) might become 
evident.” “Fruit of the body” is meant for the woman, “fruit of the reins and 
loins” for the man. To fi nd this distinction in the wording of the biblical text, 
Irenaeus has to suppress the possessive pronouns in the text of the psalm 
(“his/your” body, referring to David).

Such scriptural proofs (cf. also III .) have professedly reached their goal 
by philological argument, and demonstrate that a particular interpretation is 
the only possible one. From the reconstruction of such exegesis it is  however 
easy to see that the cogency of the interpretation is not philologically proven, 
but dogmatically controlled. A fi tting example of this is the manner in which 
Irenaeus blunts the force of the biblical plural and any large-scale use of 
the word “God” (θεόϚ). Th e scriptural sayings which speak of “gods” must 
at all costs be saved from the heretics, because they sought by using them 
to support grave errors. Here it is interesting to see how Irenaeus either 
almost violently re-interprets the terminology of an archaic ot polytheism 
such as Ps : ,  and :  into familiar statements of Christian theology, 

. Cf. Hermann Strathmann, Das Evangelium des Johannes, Göttingen, Vanden-
hoeck und Ruprecht, , : “Th e assertion, at an age of not yet fi ft y—a round 
fi gure, set deliberately high, which cannot be put to chronological use.” Cf. C.K. Bar-
rett, Das Evangelium nach Johannes, Göttingen , : “Probably fi ft y is a round 
number” (original English edition , ; nd edition ).
. Th e same proof in haer. III .; cf. Epid. .
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and so renders them innocuous (e.g. III .; .; IV .), or reduces them 
to prophetic and nt ideas (e.g. Is :; Gal :f.;  Cor :–), so that the 
name “gods” is given to nonentities which are gods only so far as the word 
goes (verbo tenus, IV .). Using this method, Irenaeus can even save himself 
when he is interpreting the particularly diffi  cult text  Cor :, which the 
gnostics claimed for their doctrine of two Gods. Paul there speaks of “the 
God of this world,” who accordingly stands beside God Most High. Here 
Irenaeus was at a loss. In this case he could not rest content with the literal 
sense, which at fi rst glance gives the right to his opponents. He reports their 
exegesis, and then sets about correcting it: “Th ey appeal to the fact that Paul 
in the second letter to the Corinthians says openly: In them (i.e. the lost) 
the God of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving ( Cor :), 
and they say that there is indeed one who is God of this world, but another 
who is above every principality. . . . It is not my fault if those who say that 
they know the mysteries concerning God do not even know how to read 
Paul. For Paul has the habit of using transpositions of words (hyperbata), as 
I show at many other places. If one accordingly reads as follows: ‘In them 
God’—and then breaks off  and makes a slight pause, and reads the rest in 
one breath: ‘of this world the minds of the unbelieving,’ then he will fi nd the 
truth; so the meaning of this passage is: God has blinded the minds of the 
unbelieving of this world. And this is shown through a small distinction. For 
Paul does not say the God of this world, as if he knew another above him, 
but he has confessed God as God; but he speaks of the unbelieving in this 
world, because they will not inherit the coming world of incorruptibility” 
(III .). Here Irenaeus has found himself at a loss, but as already said has 
known how to extricate himself, even if in quite remarkable ways. In the face 
of the diffi  cult text he changes his method and puts into practice a special 
technique for fi nding meaning in the text (hyperbaton and a pause in read-
ing). We may ask why he did not think on the spot of the Pauline meaning 
of the verse. By “the God of this world” Paul means Satan or the devil. For 
Irenaeus this compromise evidently goes too far, because this interpretation 
may be misunderstood. From III ., we learn to know the doubts which 
Irenaeus has about the phrase “the God of this world,” even when the phrase 
derives from Paul. Hence he commends his method of “word-transpositions” 
and pauses in reading: “If then one does not pay attention, and make manifest 
the intervals in what is said, not only will there be incongruities, but he will 
even blaspheme in his reading. . . . As then in such cases one ought to show the 
hyperbaton through the reading, and preserve the Apostle’s consistent mean-
ing, so also there (i.e. in  Cor :) we read not “the God of this world,” but 

. Two examples follow in the next section, ., where Irenaeus fi nally comes back 
to  Cor : to sum up his conclusions.
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say “God” of him whom we truly call God, but understand the “unbelieving” 
and blinded “of this world” in the sense that they will not inherit the world of 
life that is to come” (III .). Th e clear and unambiguous literal sense, such 
as Irenaeus makes the task of exegesis, is in such examples (cf. III .) more 
complicated, but for Irenaeus no less clear on that account.

For such methods of interpretation Irenaeus has to make the best of 
changes in the text and its meaning. As in the example above, in his proof of 
the Virgin Birth, he suppressed the possessive pronoun which stood in the 
way of his interpretation, so here it is no longer Satan, as in Paul, but God who 
blinds men (on this idea cf. IV .), and Satan disappears completely from 
the text. Th is interference, born of necessity, cannot be regarded as an example 
of serious exegetical dealing with the Pauline text, and as “a real concern for 
the text and its understanding,” in order to go on thereaft er and call Irenaeus 
the fi rst in the church “who concerned himself with an interpretation of the 
letters of Paul.” Comparison with the Greek text shows the desperate char-
acter of these operations, which one also encounters in Irenaeus. He remains 
absolutely sure of his methods. It is a part of his method that in IV . he 
quotes the “dangerous” and problematic text unconcernedly and without any 
warning, transposition or precautionary measures. Such detailed interpretation 
of individual lines of the Bible, or individual terms, is no concern of Irenaeus. 
He dwells for preference on the larger contexts, which are indeed likewise 
known from the biblical texts but are to be rendered in broad paraphrases 
and according to their internal logic. One sees Irenaeus at such work in IV 
.–, for example, where he sets forth for insight and understanding that text 
of such high quality (for himself and the gnostics), Mt :.

Biblical interpretation as a method is the instrument with which one 
fi nds and attains the truth contained in the written tradition. Over against 
the gnostics, Irenaeus provides the clue with which one may fi nd the way: 
“Read attentively the Gospel, which was given us by the Apostles; read at-
tentively the prophets; and you shall fi nd proclaimed in them all that our 
Lord did, all that he taught, all that he suff ered. Should it occur to you to 
ask: What new thing did the Lord actually bring to us by his coming? Th en 
consider, that he brought all that was new, in that he brought himself, he 
who was promised. For precisely that was proclaimed, that the New would 
come to renew men and quicken them to life.”
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X
CLEMENT OF ALEX ANDRIA CA. 150–215

Born ca. , a contemporary of Irenaeus, Tertullian and Hippolytus, 
Clement converted to Christian faith aft er a quest for truth which had led 
him to southern Italy, Syria and Palestine. Finally, he met Pantaenus, “the 
Sicilian bee gathering the spoil of the fl owers of the prophetic and apos-
tolic meadow” in Alexandria, where he was a teacher of Christian thought. 
Clement replaced Pantaenus ca.  as head of the Alexandrian school of 
catechumens, but he was driven out of Egypt by the persecution of Septimius 
Severus (–). He died in Jeruselem shortly before .

In his writings Clement “alludes to the ot in fi ft een hundred passages 
and to the nt in two thousand. He is also well versed in the Classics, from 
which he quotes not fewer than three hundred and sixty passages.” (Quasten, 
II. ). His literary legacy includes:

i. The Exhortation ΠροτρεπτικὸϚ πρὸϚ ῞ΕλληναϚ (CPG  )

With  quotations from classical sources such as Homer, Euripides, Plato 
and the Oracula Sibyllina, the vibrant essay counts almost as many references 
to both Testaments.

ii. The Tutor ΠαιδαγωγόϚ (CPG  )

The Divine Logos, first proclaimed source of true knowledge in The 
Exhortation, comes now forward as the “Tutor” who shows converts how to 
conduct their daily life in order to reach perfection as authentic Christian 
“Gnostics.” Both Testaments are the main authority referred to by Clement 
next to Plato, Plutarch and Stoic sources. No less than  verses of the ot 
(lxx), quoted or alluded to in four hundred passages of the three books, 
show how “both Laws served the Logos for the education of humankind, 
one through Moses the other one through the Apostles” (III, , , ). In 
the nt, Matthew takes the lead, with about as many quotations as the three 
other canonical Gospels together. Pauline references prevail over those from 
the Gospels. Th e Book of Revelation is explicitly introduced only once, in 
II, , , ): “and Revelation (ἡ ἀποκάλυψιϚ) says” (Rv :, ); in eleven 
other passages it is only reminiscent. Among the topics for which scripture 
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is most frequently invoked, scriptural childhood comes fi rst. As baptism 
gives a new start in life, catechumens are regenerated, their youth in faith 
and newness of life calling primarily for Pauline quotations, as does their 
imitation of Christ. He off ers abundant advice for down-to-earth practice 
and ethical behavior, for example in getting dressed, taking a bath, eating, 
and sleeping, all fi nding appropriate support in biblical literature.

iii. The Carpets, or Stromates ΣτρωματεῖϚ (CPG II, )

“Th e name ‘Carpets’ is similar to others used at the time, like ‘Th e Meadow,’ 
‘Th e Banquets,’ ‘Th e Honeycomb.’ Such titles indicated a genre favoured by 
philosophers of the day through which they could discuss most varied ques-
tions without strict order or plan and pass from one problem to another 
without systematic treatment, the diff erent topics being woven together like 
colours in a carpet.” (Quasten, II, )

In seven books (the eighth is fi ctive, being a set of notes used for the 
other books) the author discusses the relation of Christian religion to secular 
culture. He emphasizes the primacy of the biblical revelation over all phi-
losophy, “for God is the cause of all good things; but of some primarily, as of 
the Old and New Testaments and of others by consequence, as philosophy” 
(I, , ). Any moral or religious truth in paganism, even when taught by Plato 
derives from the prophets of the ot (Book II). Th e principles of Gnosticism 
are refuted in Books III to VII, Book III focusing on ethics, Book IV on mar-
tyrdom and Christian perfection, Books V and VI on the symbolic language 
of faith and the indebtedness of Greek philosophers towards Scripture, and 
Book VII recapitulating the main themes.

Most favoured biblical books are Psalms, Isaiah, Matthew, Luke, and 
among the Letters of Paul, First Corinthians. Proverbs receives a special 
treatment in Stromates I and II, but throughout the Stromates the citation of 
the nt is clearly predominant. Some chapters, such as Genesis –, Exodus 
, and Deuteronomy  with the Ten Commandments, Matthew  with the 
Sermon on the Mount, the Prologue of John,  Corinthians  and Ephesians 
 are central in Clement’s biblical thought. A constant memorizing of biblical 
data pervades his style and regulates his exuberant references to non-biblical 
traditions, classical, Jewish, or Gnostic (A. Mehat, Étude, –).
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iv. Excerpts from Theodotus, ᾽Εκ τοῦ Θεοδότου  (CPG II, )

In his comments on some Excerpts from a disciple of Valentinus, the most 
famous Alexandrian Gnostic teacher, Clement refers only a dozen times to 
the ot (ed. Sagnard, SC , ), but he quotes the nt in at least a hundred 
occurences. Usually scriptural elements need to be identifi ed in the texture 
of Clement’s own sentences; only a few quotations are introduced by “as the 
Lord says” or “as Paul the Apostle said.” Th e recourse to Scripture functions 
with regard to anti-Gnostic concerns whereby Genesis –, the Prologue of 
John’s Gospel, and that Gospel as a whole, as well as  Corinthlans , play 
a major role.

v. Eclogae propheticae, ᾽Εκ τῶν προφητικὼν ἐκλογαί

A collection of ot quotations, some having already served in earlier writ-
ings of Clement, others being presumably storaged for the last (and never 
composed) books of Stromates.

vi. Who is the Rich Man That is Saved? 
ΤίϚ ὁ σωζώμενοϚ πλούσιοϚ; (CPG II, )

An essay written as a sermon, (but not delivered) on Mk :–, not to be 
taken literally in all cases, but with a heart free of desire for money.

vii. Fragments ῾ΥποτυπώσειϚ (CPG II, )

Of Clement’s eight books of commentaries on the ot and nt in form of 
sketches or outlines only a few fragments survive from Book IV (on  
and  Corinthians), V (mainly on Galatians  and ), VI (on Mark), VIII 
(on – Timothy); to these must be added two other Greek fragments on 
Hebrews and other topics, and in an Old Latin translation by Cassiodorus 
(ca. ); short comments on  Peter, Jude and – John (GCS , d. ed., 
, –). Th e Greek fragments are transmitted in Eusebius, HE I, 
II, VI; Pseudo-Oikomenius (th–th c.?) I–II; John Moschus, Th e Spiritual 
Meadow, and Photius, Bibl. Cod.  H.

A. Echle, Th e Baptism: Quasten II, .
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viii. On the Pascha Περὶ τοῦ πάσχα (CPG II, )

Th is has been lost, with the exception of a few lines, most of them in Eusebius, 
Chronicon Paschale; see also mentions of the work in H. E. IV, , , and VI, 
, . Clement called on similar essays On the Passion by Melito, Irenaeus 
and others.

ix. Ecclesiastical Canon, Κατὰ ἰουδαϊζόντων (CPG II, )

A single fragment fi gures among the patristic quotations added by Nicephorus 
of Constantinople (ca. –) to the third book of his Antirrhetici against 
Constantinos Copronymos: GCS , nd ed., –).
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XI
ANTIRABBINIC POLEMICS

Specifi c needs of the Christian believing community inspired adequate uses 
of scripture. Th e rupture with the rabbinic authorities of the Diaspora, already 
witnessed in the canonical Gospels entailed deep into the third century a 
proper genre of polemical writings “Against the Jews,” Adversus Iudaeos. Not 
the least agressive in this regard were converts from Judaism to Christianity, 
turning against their former fellow-believers. One distinctive literary creation 
in anti-rabbinic pamphlets is the systematic quoting of biblical references 
known as Testimonia.

i. Testimonia

Specifi c psalms or passages from the Prophets served to elaborate the earli-
est Christian self-defi nition in the nt, such as Psalm  and Isaiah – in 
regard to the passion of Jesus, Psalm  for proclaiming his incarnation, 
Psalm  and  about his ascension or Psalm  for his being seated at 
the right hand of the Father. For a similar purpose, other ot citations were 
slightly modifi ed, words being added or substracted, two or more scriptural 
verses being confl ated (cf. Letter of Barnabas), a method familiar to the targu-
mim. Some elements taken over from midrashim like the Book of Jubilees or 
the Apocryphon of Genesis, were joined to ot data. Such are the “Testimonia, 
with all the features of archaic quotations: reductions, additions, fusions, 
modifi cations” (Daniélou, Études, –).

During the fi rst two centuries the Testimonia circulated from one Chris-
tian author to another. Th ey shift ed from theme to theme, long before they 
were collected by Melito of Sardis, Cyprian of Carthage, Athanasius of 
Alexandria or Pseudo-Gregory of Nyssa. Th ey inspired early Christian art 
and enriched many Christian liturgies. Th ey also ended in collections of 
biblical citations organized according to the inner order of the Bible, fi rst the 
prophecies of Moses taken from the Pentateuch, then those of David taken 
from the Book of Prophets: the Eclogae Propheticae of Clement of Alexandria 
and Euseblus of Caesarea.

Dt :, “Your life will hang continually in suspense” fi rst used in its 
modifi ed form (add: “You will see”) by Melito (On the Passion) also ap-
pears, but in another form closer to lxx, in Irenaeus, Proof of the Apostolic 
Teaching  where it enters into a set of ot quotations about the passion of 
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Christ. Clement of Alexandria alludes to it (Stromates V, ii, , ). Clement 
and Origen (Commentary on Matthew XII, ) in line with Philo, quote it 
when mentioning the “two ways” of life and death. Tertullian quotes it among 
other prophecies of the passion in Adversus Iudaeos (X, ), in adding “on the 
wood” (in ligno); he quotes it elsewhere (Adv. Iud. XIII, ). In Commodian’s 
versifi ed Instructions, the phrase occurs seven times, in keeping occasionally 
Tertullian’s additional in ligno. Melito had joined Dt : with Jer :, 
Ps :, and Is :, whereas Justin combined Dt : with Jer : and Ps 
:. Such constellations of biblical quotations continued to be carried on 
through separate channels in all established traditions of East and West.

Studies

Hommes, N. J., Het Testimonialboek. Amsterdam 
Lindars, B., “Second Th oughts. IV. Books of Testimonies”: ET  (–): –.
Nispel, M. D., “Christian Deifi cation and the Early Testimonia”: VC  (): 

–.

ii. Anti-Judaic Authors

. Ariston of Pella

Ariston of Pella (ca. ), Alexandrian author of a lost Discussion between 
Jason and Papiscus about Christ (Maximus Confessor, referring to Eusebius, 
HE IV , ) presented the very fi rst entirely allegorical Jewish-Christian 
hermeneutics on the ot. His essay was attacked by Celsus, and for that 
reason defended by Origen. Quoting Celsus: “I know a work of this sort, 
a Controversy between one Papiscus and Jason, which does not deserve 
ridicule but rather pity and hatred. It is not, therefore, my duty to refute this 
nonsense; for it is obvious to everyone to give his attention to the actual writ-
ing. But I would prefer to teach about the order of nature and say that God 
made nothing mortal,” Origen adds the following comment: “Nevertheless, 
I could wish that everyone who hears Celsus’ clever rhetoric asserting that 
the book entitled ‘A Controversy between Jason and Papiscus about Christ’ 
deserves not laughter but hatred, where to take the little book into his hands 
and have ‘the patience and endurance to give his attention’ to its contents. 
He would then at once condemn Celsus, for he would fi nd nothing in the 
book deserving of hatred. If anyone reads it impartially he will fi nd that the 
book does not even move him to laughter. In it a Christian is described as 
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disputing with a Jew from the Jewish Scriptures and as showing that the 
prophecies about the Messiah fot Jesus; and the reply with which the other 
man opposes the argument is at least vulgar nor unsuitable to the character 
of a Jew” (C.C. , ; Chadwick , f.).

In other words the allegorical method, proper to Alexandrian culture, 
was initially applied in anti-Judaica by a Jewish Christian apologist, eager 
to legitimate his Christocentric reading of ancient prophets. Allegorism was 
not a founding decision of Christian hermeneutics. It was a subsequent and 
secondary eff ect of unavoidable polemics. In its very origin, the hermeneuti-
cal initiative proper to Christian faith was much more bound to the inner 
dynamic of faith itself.

Editions

Otto, J. K. T. von: Disputatio Iasonis et Papisci. Jena  = Vienna , .

Studies

Bruns, J. E., “Altercatio”: StT  (): –.
Harnack, A. von, Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur. I, . Leipzig , – 

(Texts).
Prostmeier, F. R.: LACL nd ed. , f.
Williams, A. L., Adversus Judaeos. , –.

. Justin of Rome: see chapter , VI, i

. Melito of Sardis: see chapter , IX, iv

Melito of Sardis, in his homily On the Passion makes a strong anti-Judaic 
statement, similar to what one reads in pseudo-Cyprian’s Against the Jews.

. Pseudo-Cyprian

Adversus Judaeos, transmitted under the name of Cyprian, is a sermon dating 
from ca. . D. van Damme attributes it to a minister in the Jewish Christian 
community of Rome, which had already produced the Letter of Clement 
to the Corinthians. Th is “oldest sermon in Latin” is not directly addressing 
Jews, but sectarian Jewish-Christians inside a Gentile-Christian community. 
Aft er calling on the ancient covenants of God, from Adam to Moses, the 
preacher comments on the two parables of the evil tenants (Mt :–; Mk 
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:–; Lk :–) and the wedding feast (Mt :–; Lk :–), with 
special refernece to the two sons (Mt :–). Th e description of Christ’s 
Passion serves as a rhetorical climax binding together the comments on the 
diff erent parables. Contemplating the rejection of the unbelieving Jews and 
the election of the nations leads to a hymnic profession of faith. Th e hom-
ilist ends by celebrating the fact that some Jews reached salvation thanks 
to Christ’s compassion and to baptism. Pseudo-Cyprian was a rhetor and 
a gift ed writer familiar with the classics. He was also trained as a jurist; the 
notions vetus and novum testamentum keep a strictly juridical sense when he 
claims: hic est qui rupit vetro suum testamentum et scripsit novum, quo gentes 
ad possessionem bonorum suorum vocavit (par. ). Th e homily shows several 
contacts with a very early text of the Diatessaron. It comes close to Irenaeus 
and to Melito’s homily On the Pasch. ot quotations are: Gn : (par. ), 
:b and  (par. ); Is : (par. ), b–a (par. ), :,  (par. ), 
:b– (par. ), :– (par. ), :– (par. ). Th e sermon only alludes to 
Jer :, , ; :– (par. ), and Is :– (par. ).

Editions
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Translations
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Studies

Harnack. A., “Zur Schrift  Pseudo-Cyprians Adversus Iudaeos,” TU , NF  (): 
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INTRODUCTION:
THE BIBLE IN THIRDCENTURY CHRISTIANIT Y

Th e third century witnessed a substantial growth of the Christian minority 
in the urban centres of the Roman Empire, as well as the implantation of 
Christian communities beyond the borders of the Empire, in Syria, Persia and 
Armenia. Th e Greek koine served as a lingua franca for many transactions in 
the sphere of religious and cultural activities. Even in Rome the Christian 
liturgy continued to be celebrated in Greek, whereas Latin was the offi  cial 
language of the imperial administration, including that of Alexandria and of 
the eastern provinces. Christian authors of the West inherited a lxx, diffi  cult 
of access in poor and diverse Latin translations, and so, like Tertullian, some 
other writers did not hesitate to translate the Greek exemplars of the Bible at 
their disposal on their own initiative. At the same time, these authors tended 
to content themselves with latinizing many technical terms in exegesis and 
liturgical practice. Actually, the entire view of a biblical interpretation in the 
West, which had grown out of the Judeo-Christian catechesis in Rome, Africa, 
or Spain, and had been founded on basic principles in properly Latin terms, 
slowly but surely assimilated the more elaborate hermeneutics fl ourishing 
in Greek-speaking churches. Aft er the occasional (lost) Greek pamphlets of 
Tertullian written during the fi rst two decades of the century, Hippolytus of 
Rome, over a decade later, was the last Westerner in the church composing 
his works in Greek.

Th e storm of Gnosticism, severe in its impact for some Christian com-
munities, milder for others, had urged the need for a canonical list of ot and 
nt writings for all the churches. Before the end of the second century, the old 
collections of Testimonia had been replaced by more elaborate expositions 
of Christian doctrines, the most comprehensive being authored by Irenaeus 
of Lyon. Biblical exegesis was on the verge of becoming a main component of 
Christian literature as the increasing need for educating the faithful in scrip-
ture challenged community leaders. Hence the writing of apologies, aimed at 
presenting Christianity in an acceptable way to a non-Christian readership, 
receded from the creative horizons of church writers, while explanations of 
the sacred scriptures used in the liturgy and for the training of catechumens 
gained in popularity. Th e main churches of Antioch and Alexandria, Ephesus 
in Asia and Caesarea in Pontus, Carthage in Africa, and of Rome and the rest 
of the Latin West, consolidated their liturgical community life with a strong 
emphasis put on the biblical education of their converts.

Persecutions by State authorities broke out sporadically, due to political 
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opportunism and social unrest. Th is was the case at the start of the third 
century, when an edict by Septimius Severus in  strictly forbade conver-
sion to Judaism or Christianity. Until the short reign of Emperor Decius 
(–), only Maximinus (–) occasioned an anti-Christian out-
burst, with the Roman bishop Pontianus and the priest Hippolytus among 
its victims. In , a general edict of Decius imposed on all inhabitants of 
the Empire to off er a sacrifi ce, a supplicatio, to the gods for the well-being 
of the State. In all cities, Commissions delivered certifi cates (libelli) to those 
who sacrifi ed. Th e refusal of the public act of loyalty toward the emperor, 
which the sacrifi ces implied, was punished by prison, torture, and oft en by 
death. An Ethiopian document, whose authenticity has been warranted by 
the Bollandists (Acta sanctorum , June , ), mentions sixteen thou-
sand Christian casualties in Egypt alone. Th e defection of a great number of 
catechumens and baptized who, through bribery or other means, acquired 
libelli without sacrifi cing, provoked a deep scandal inside Christian com-
munities. Unforgiving rigorists in the spirit of Novatian, dreamed about a 
church of the Pure and claimed to take sides with the confessores, who had 
really suff ered during the persecution; a more accommodating majority of 
priests and lay people considered the situation with realistic indulgence. 
Hence, in the Christian writings of the time, biblical agruments of a new 
kind pleaded in favour of reconciliation and forgiveness. Th e ot teaching 
about penance and the nt message of love received in that context much 
attention by intellectual church leaders of opposite camps, such as Novatian 
and Cyprian. In  and , general measures by Emperor Valerian struck 
the clergy and leading laity in particular, in Rome, Egypt and Roman Africa; 
the persecution was stopped by Gallian in .

During the long period of relative peace between  and , the third 
century Christianity prospered on the scale of the Empire, mainly in urban 
areas. In Alexandria, but also in other places, a spectacular inculturation of the 
Christian self-affi  rmation entailed a re-thinking of biblical exegesis. Origen 
of Alexandria inaugurated a new style of interpretive techniques and literary 
genres applied to scripture, which integrated the Jewish scholarship of Philo 
and contemporary rabbis with the pastoral needs of church congregations, 
and the mystic vision of his own genius. Like Alighieri Dante, a thousand years 
later in Florence or William Shakespeare in Elizabethan England, Origen cre-
ated a literary legacy, precisely in the area of scriptural interpretation, which 
was to change forever the language of future generations.
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I
SIXTUS JULIUS AFRICANUS D. CA. 240

Africanus was born in Aelia Capitolina. He became a civil servant under 
Septimus Severus and he studied Christian thought as a pupil of Heraclas 
in Alexandria. He died at Nicopolis in Palestine, ca. .

Th e Chronicles, a millenarian compilation of times from the creation of 
the world to  c.e., biblical data and facts being synchronized with events 
of Greek and Roman history was the fi rst attempt to harmonize biblical 
traditions with the secular history of the world. Hippolytus of Rome and 
Eusebius of Caesarea, among many others, would become Julius’s successors 
in this respect.

Julius Africanus also wrote a Letter to Aristides on Christ’s genealogy in 
the Gospels (Eusebius, HE, I, ; Jerome, Commentary on Matthew I, ) in 
order to eliminate any discrepancy between Matthew and Luke: “Th us neither 
of the evangelists is in error, as the one reckons by nature and the other by 
law” (II), “Th e gospel, however, in any case states the truth” (V), and a Letter 
to Origen on the book of Susannah, entirely preserved with Origen’s answer.

Studies

Quasten, I, – (bibliography). PG , –. English ed.: ANF (: ) 
– (Epistle to Aristides).

On his biography and work: M. Simonetti, DPAC II () f. : EECI () .
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I I
HIPPOLY TUS OF ROME D. CA. 235 

Of Greek descent, Hippolytus was a Roman presbyter at the time of 
Bishop Zephirinus (–), possibly of Victor (–). He wrote a 
Commentary on Canticle and a tractate On Christ and Antichrist before the 
edicts of Septimius Severus (ca. ), a Commentary on Daniel soon aft er 
them. Under the reign of Severius Alexander (–), who was barely in 
his teens and still under the guardianship of his mother, Julia Mammaea, 
Hippolytus seems to have enjoyed the support of Bishop Urbanus (–) 
and Bishop Pontianus (–). His personal quarrel with Bishop Callistus 
did not result in any real schism (M. Richard, D Sp , , referring approv-
ingly to J. M. Hansen’s, La liturgie d’Hippolyte, –). Aft er the murder of 
Severius Alexander and Julia Mammaea in , Maximinus turned against 
the Christians. Pontianus and Hippolytus were deported to Sardinia and 
died there.

For a clear and comprehensive survey of Hippolytus’s works, with in-
dication of their manuscript transmission, their ancient and contemporary 
editions and translations, see M. Richard, DSp. Among these works, exegetical 
writings prevail. In biblical order they are:
 . Commentary on Genesis
 . On Blessings of Isaac, Jacob and Moses
 . On Hexaemeron
 . On What Follows Hexaemeron
 . On Exodus
 . Benediction of Balaam (Numbers –)
 . Th e Great Ode
 . On Elkanah and Anna
 . On Pentateuch
. On Judges
. On Ruth
. On Elkanah and Samuel ( Samuel)
. On Th e Story of David and Goliath ( Samuel )
. On the Witch of Endor ( Samuel )
. On Psalms
. On Proverbs
. On Ecclesiastes (Qoheleth), mentioned by Jerome
. On Song of Songs
. On Isaiah
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. On Ezekiel
. On Daniel
. On Zechariah
. Commentary on the Apocalypse (unique commentary on a book of nt)
. Homily on Matthew : - (eschatological discourse):  fragments 

in Coptic, Arabic, and Ethiopian catenae on Matthew
. Homily on Matthew :–, the talents, (quoted by Th eodoret)
. Homily on Luke :–, the two criminals (quoted by Th eodoret)
. On Christ and Antichrist
. Chronicles
. On the Date of Easter
. On the Pasch; cf. P. Nautin, Homélies paschales, I Une homélie inspirée 

du traité sur la Pâque d’Hippolyte. SC  ().

In current scholarship, Hippolytus is probably the most controversial writer 
of the early church. As a truly creative pioneer in the fi eld of Christian ex-
egesis, he published at least twelve scriptural commentaries:

. Commentary on Genesis Fragments, most of them in the Catena on 
Genesis by Procopius of Gaza (th century), edited by H. Achelis () in 
GCS I, , –. An additional fragment is edited by M. Richard, in Serta 
Turyniana, Fs. A. Turin, Urbana , –.

. Commentary on the Blessings of Isaac and Jacob, in two books on 
Genesis  and , in Greek: TU,  (); also in Armenian and Georgian. 
A German translation of the Georgian text (through a Russian version) 
already secured by G. W. Bonwetsch: TU ,  (), led to the discov-
ery of the Greek original (TU , ) . On the Blessings of Moses: On 
Deuteronomy , extant in Armenian and Georgian; two small fragments 
in Greek. All three Blessings are edited, with a French translation, and with 
exhaustive biblical and orthographic indexes, by M. Brière, L. Mariès and 
B.-Ch. Mercier, in PO  (), –.

. On the Hexaemeron: Eusebius and Jerome transmit six authentic frag-
ments, GCS ,, –.
On What Follows the Hexaemeron: a fragment on Gen : –, Eusebius
On Exodus: mentioned by Jerome
On the Benedictions of Balaam (–): six fragments, TU , , p. 
On the Great Ode (Deuteronomy ): quoted by Th eodoret
On Judges: eleven fragments
On Ruth: one fragment
On Elkana and Anna: quoted by Th eodoret

. Th e Story of David and Goliath: a homily on  Samuel , in Armenian 
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and Georgian; German translation. G. N. Bonwetsch from the Russian (trans-
lated by Karbelov from the Georgian) in TU . Add: On the Sorceress 
(ἐγγαστρίμτον) of Endor ( Sm :–); statue; Jerome.

 . On Psalms: Statue, Jerome; quoted by Th eodoret of Cyrus, on Psalm 
, :, :: GCS ,  (): –. Syriac version of the Introduction: 
P. de Lagarde, An. Syr. –. English translation: ANL ; ANF , –. 
German: GCS ,  (): –. Greek: Prologue with French translation 
published by P. Nautin, Le dossier –. His commentary was used by 
Origen.

 . Greek fragments collected by H. Achelis: GSC  (): –; 
M. Pritchard, Mvs  (): –;  (): –,  (): –.

 . On Song of Songs: Complete text extant in Georgian (up to Cant. 
:); fragment in Greek, Slavonic, Armenian, Syriac. Ed. G. N. Bonwetsch; 
short fragment of the Greek original; other fragments of the Slavonic ver-
sion (from Armenian and Syriac versions), and continuous Armenian text 
of Com. Cant. :–: , in German translation: GCS . (): –. 
Georgian and Armenian texts with Latin translation: G. Garitte, in CSCO 
/ (). A summarizing Greek paraphrase, ed. M. Richard: Mus  
(): –. A set of homilies with allegorical interpretation: the king 
is Christ; his bride is the Church; she also stands for the God-loving soul. 
Ambrose used Hippolytus’ allegory in his explanation on Psalm .

 . On Isaiah: Th eodoret, Jerome.
 . On Ezekiel: Eusebius.
. Commentary on Daniel: entire text in Old Slavonic, most of it in 

Greek fragments. Composed around , the very fi rst exegetical work by a 
Christian, written under the pressure of persecution by Septimius Severus. 
In four books, based on the Greek version of Th eodotion. Allegory of Daniel 
: – and the story of Susanna (I); Daniel f., about the three young men 
in the fi re and the spiritual power of martyrdom (II); Daniel –, discussing 
the relationship between Church and State (III); and Daniel –, with the 
story of the four kingdoms: Babylonian, Persian, Greek and Roman (IV).

Th e Commentary on Daniel was written, not preached. Again and again 
the author recommends his readers to attend to the scriptures carefully, 
for nothing is useless in the scriptures. In I, , Hippolytus explains that the 
purpose of scripture is to exhort us to glorify the prophets, for the Word 
generates saints and is regenerated by them (compare Jer :). Scripture 
tells the whole story—both admirable deeds and the scandals (Susanna)—in 
calling on allegorical interpretations (I, ). Th us the reception of the story 
is secured in the light of ecclesial actuality showing why and how scripture 
is meaningful in all its details. Th e present church experience generates 
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meaning for scripture (). Understood as prefi guration, the story is assists 
the church to assume a disconcerting present experience (). From the 
fi gura we lift  up our eyes to spiritual realities in Heaven (); the exempla 
are given for our imitation (). In short, scripture does not deceive us (). 
Th erefore in all things we must keep the majesty of scripture (). In Book 
II, Hippolytus adds further hermeneutical remarks: Nobody can explain 
heavenly mysteries without participation in the Holy Spirit (). When al-
legorism serves for an appropriate interpretation, all details can become 
signifi cant (). For scripture uses all possiblities available to engage us into 
a fully Christian dedication (). In Book IV, Hippolytus adds a fi nal request: 
Anyone reading scripture must imitate the prophet ( and ).

. On Zechariah: through Jerome; used by Didymus and Proclus of 
Constantinople

. On Proverbs: Fragment, in PG , –, or GCS , – 
(H. Achelis), to be avoided! Check M. Richard, Opera Minora I () : “Les 
fragments du Commentaire de S. Hippolyte sur les Proverbes de Salomon, 
I–VIII”: Le Muséon  (): –;  (): –: “Les fragments 
du Commentaire de S. Hippolyte sur les Proverbes de Salomon, II. Édition 
provisoire”: Le Muséon  (): –).

In addition, Hippolytus wrote:
On Christ and Antichrist, ca. , the longest Patristic exposition on An-

tichrist, based on the Prophets, Daniel and the Apocalypse. Hippolytus refers 
to it in his Commentary on Daniel (IV. . ; . ). Greek original: Achelis, 
GCS I, , –. Georgian version with modern Latin translation: G. Garitte, 
CSCO – (): –. Old Slavonic, with German translation, 
AGWG  ().

Th e Chronicle,whose main source is the Bible, was written in , and 
was in line with the Chronicle of Julius Africanus (), and with Clement of 
Alexandria, Stromateis I, –. It narrates a world history from Creation 
on, against wrong expectations of the Day of Judgement. Hippolytus counted 
only  years of the  presumed for global history.

Th e Determination of the Date of Easter (see Eusebius of Caesarea, HE 
, .), dates from . Hippolytus counts from that date on (wrongly) a 
sixteen-year cycle for Easter in order to free the church from the Jewish 
calendar. It was corrected in  by an anonymous De pascha computus, 
transmitted under the name of Cyprian.

M. Richard, Comput et chronographie chez saint Hippolyte, Lille, ; Notes sur  le 
comput de cent-douze ans; REB  (): – (Opera Minora I, n. ).

A. Strobel, Ursprung und Geschichte des frühchristlichen Osterkalenders (TU ), 
Berlin, .
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Hippolytus excels in the narrative style of a historical and typological 
exegesis. He is entirely committed to the biblical historia, which he usually 
paraphrases in adding details of his own imagination, able to dramatize or 
to clarify circumstances. He not so much actualizes the biblical narratives, as 
he reads into them Christian actuality, namely the gospel event as narrated 
in the gospels and the apostolic foundations of the church known through 
the nt. Th e core of salvation history, the “mystery” for Hippolytus, consists 
in the transfer of divine economy from the biblical Israel to the “church of 
the Gentiles.” Hippolytus witnesses the “mystery” objectively, in line with 
the kerygma of church tradition, not subjectively through interiorizing it in 
reference to the experience of faith (as Origen will do). Th us his typology 
itself remains narrative, as a part of the paraphrase of the ot, in a concrete, 
catechetical and homiletic style. His aversion to philosophy and higher learn-
ing seems absolute. He could have been inspired by the exegetical initiatives 
of Melito, Justin and Irenaeus. Because of his lack of rhetorical culture, he 
remains alien to the allegorism and the Gnostic disposition of contemporary 
Alexandrian exegetes.
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I I I
ORIGEN OF ALEX ANDRIA 185–253

a special contribution
by Hermann J. Vogt

i. Biographical

Origen (born about  c.e. in Alexandria) is said to have learned the scrip-
tures by heart already as a child, under the guidance of his father Leonidas; 
later, as minor errors show, he appears oft en to have quoted from memory. 
Inspired by the biblical call to imitation of Jesus, he wished to follow his 
father to a martyr’s death, and was only prevented by a ruse devised by his 
mother. He gave up the income he earned as a teacher of grammar in order 
to comply with the wishes of a growing number of heathen, who wanted him 
to teach them about Christianity, but this now required of him a scholarly 
preoccupation with the Bible which had been familiar to him from his youth. 
Origen however always regarded its intepretation as a task to be undertaken 
only by experienced Christian teachers, who also directed their daily lives 
in accordance with the Scriptures. He appears to have approached the sys-
tematic presentation of the truths of the Christian faith and their theological 
exposition much more nonchalantly than he did exegesis; at any rate his great 
work on the fi rst principles (Peri Archon – De principiis), preserved complete 
only in Rufi nus’s Latin translation, betrays no hesitation or doubt over tak-
ing in hand such a task. Rather, sure of his knowledge, he begins it thus: “All 
who believe . . . receive the knowledge which summons men to live good and 
holy lives, exclusively from Christ’s word and his teaching.” In contrast, in 
the preface to his commentary on the Psalms, composed while he was still 
in Alexandria and probably the fi rst of all his exegetical works, he explains 
not only “how tightly shut and sealed the divine scriptures are,” but also 

. So Eusebius in his Church History (HE VI –).
. Rufi nus (d. ), an erudite Latin monk, learned Greek in the East and became 
enthusiastic for Origen’s works, which he sought to introduce to the West. In the 
fi rst great confl ict over Origen’s orthodoxy at the turn from the th to the th cen-
tury, he fell out with his former friend Jerome, who until his death in  lived as 
abbot in Bethlehem and indefatigably translated the Bible and, relying in the main 
on Origen, commented on it.
. Patrologia Graeca (PG) , C.
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that this venture is properly beyond his powers and only undertaken at the 
request of his friend Ambrosius.

Th e same holds for his great commentary on John, which he likewise be-
gan at the request of Ambrosius, whom he had converted from Gnosticism to 
Christianity, and to refute the commentary on John by the gnostic Heracleon 
(and perhaps never completed). He says in the very fi rst book (cap. .) 
that one could only understand John if like him he had lain in the bosom of 
Jesus (cf. Jn :) and like him had received from Jesus Mary as his mother 
(cf. Jn :f.); Origen will scarcely have affi  rmed such a thing of himself. 
Certainly we can see here not only a diff erence in attitude towards dogmatic 
presentation and scriptural interpretation, but probably also an advance in 
discernment. In the fourth book of the De Principiis, the fi rst three chapters 
of which are devoted to Holy Scripture, Origen was convinced that “the 
cause of the false opinions” which he had encountered among Jews, heretics 
and simple Christians, lay only in the fact that “scripture is not spiritually 
understood, but conceived according to the bare letter” (Princ IV .). In his 
commentary on John, and thus in his debate with Gnosticism, it occurred 
to him that there is also false doctrine which understands itself as spiritual 
interpretation, and that therefore spiritual interpretation, allegorizing, is no 
guarantee of orthodoxy (Comm. in Joh ..; ..).

To preach on biblical texts, and thus to speak about them in divine service 
before a congregation composed of very diverse elements, was for Origen 
probably again a new experience, which he fi rst had aft er his move from 
Alexandria to Caesarea. He had indeed been invited to preach even earlier, 
on a journey through Palestine—naturally because of his well known know-
ledge of the Bible—but this was at most occasional preaching. In Caesarea 

. Th ey occupy  pages in volume V of the edition of Origen in the “Griechisch-
christliche Schrift steller” series (GCS).
. Eusebius (HE VI ) speaks in neutral terms, but earlier (VI .) he had re-
ferred to a fresh confl ict which fl ared up in Alexandria and caused Origen to leave 
the city. Origen himself may have been the cause of this confl ict; for Eusebius re-
ports also that the Alexandrian bishop Demetrius brought charges against Origen 
out of envy (VI .), and that because of his ordination as presbyter in Palestine 
accusations were brought against him, with which other church leaders also had 
to concern themselves. Eusebius, or his teacher Pamphilus, had expressed himself 
more clearly in a work written in defence of Origen; it was still known to the great 
Byzantine scholar Photius in the ninth century, and he has left  us extracts from 
it; from this it emerges that actually two synods in Alexandria had pronounced 
against Origen. J. A. Fischer (“Die alexandrinischen Synoden gegen Origenes”: 
Ostkirchliche Studien (OS) , , –) off ers a careful account.
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however, where he spent the last two decades of his life in unfl agging activ-
ity, he was entrusted with the regular liturgical exposition of scripture; he 
was to expound the whole of Holy Scripture, probably in accordance with 
the Antiochene three-year cycle of the lections for divine service, and thus 
preach not only on Sundays but on working days also. He apears however 
not to have carried this task to the very end; the church historian Eusebius, 
himself bishop in Caesarea from about , found in the library there no 
complete preaching cycle for all the biblical books. It has been conjectured 
that the bishop released Origen from his task before the fi rst three years had 
elapsed, because in his sermons he did indeed speak otherwise than in the 
great commentaries, but none the less delivered even before the congregation 
his profound theological ideas, thereby probably asking too much of many 
listeners. At any rate he himself sometimes complains of lack of attention. 
Th at was certainly not wanting at the synods, to which Origen was occa-
sionally invited; there also he expounded Holy Scripture, and at least once 
in lively discussion brought back to the Catholic creed a bishop suspected 
of heresy. He had been asked by his friend Ambrosius to compose his com-
mentary on John, his fi rst exposition of the Gospels; but beyond doubt the 
debate with Gnosticism also attracted him. Th is is indeed a theme which 
continues right through into his late works. Origen appears also to have 
commented on the Gospel of Luke, but all that remains is only sermons on 
Luke, which leave great gaps and certainly preceded the commentary. Th at 
Origen occasionally refers to Luke in his commentary on Matthew, but on 
the other hand frequently off ers an interpretation of the details of Luke and 
Mark in connection with his exegesis of Matthew, probably shows that the 
commentary on Luke was composed aft er that on Matthew—a commentary 
on Mark is never ascribed to him. In ancient literature the reader is frequently 

. Th e whole discussion was noted down, and is available to us in the “Dialogue 
with Herakleides and his episcopal colleagues.” Text and French translation by 
J. Scherer, Entretien (cf. bibliography). On these synods see J. A. Fischer, “Synoden 
mit Origenes,” OS , , –.
. E.g. in the Commentary on Matthew (Book XI, cap. ). Origen combats not only 
the false doctrine of God in Gnosticism, but also its anthropology, according to 
which being good or evil was supposed to derive from the diff erent natures. Against 
this Origen, e.g. Comm. in Matt. X, , in his interpretation of the net cast into the 
sea, defends the liberty and responsibility of man, without however falling victim to 
Pelagian exaggeration; rather he could even be named as a witness for the position 
of Augustine: “Th ey are free from righteousness only through the decision of the 
will; they become free from sin only through the grace of the Saviour” (Against two 
Pelagian Letters I .).
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addressed, but the addresses to the reader in the commentary on Matthew 
could also be understood like those in the commentary on John, and would 
then also be directed to Ambrosius and indicate that once again he stimu-
lated Origen to this exegetical work, if he did not actually compel him, just 
as Origen conversely encouraged him in his own study of the Bible.

Occasionally Origen laments that the whole scriptorium which the rich 
Ambrosius had placed at his disposal, comprising some twenty persons, 
wanted to be kept busy without interruption, and thus forced him into inces-
sant theological and literary activity. While the commentary on John was, 
so to speak, an academic work, some of Origen’s preaching experiences also 
appear to have found a place in the commentary on Matthew. He probably 
did not bring the commentary on John to completion, but perhaps he did 
that on Matthew. In it and in the great work against the heathen philosopher 
Celsus, which probably came into being about the same time and was also 
inspired or even demanded by Ambrosius, we may see in each case Origen’s 
fi nal word on a question of faith. He died aft er , probably from the con-
sequences of the torments suff ered in the Decian persecution.

ii. Documentary

Among exegetical works, Origen has left  us not only large scientifi c commen-
taries (tomoi), e.g. on Genesis, the Song of Solomon, the Psalms, the Gospels 
of Matthew and John, and Romans, as well as numerous sermons (homiliai), 
namely on the Pentateuch, i.e. the fi ve books of Moses, as well as on Joshua 
and Judges, on Samuel, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, on the Song of Solomon and 
on the Gospel of Luke, but also works of a third kind, which were perhaps 
conceived of as preliminary work for major commentaries; they are short 
expositions on individual verses, the so-called scholia. First and foremost 
however one work must be mentioned, which is not strictly exegetical but 
represents the foundation for all interpretation of Holy Scripture, namely the 
establishing of a reliable text. Origen knew no Hebrew, and thus could not 
read the original text of the ot, even if he obtained information from rabbis 
at least about the signifi cance of Hebrew names. He did indeed system atically 
defend the lxx, the translation of the ot into Greek prepared in Alexandria 
in the third century b.c.e., because of its long use as the Bible of the church, 
and for that reason decisively rejected the demand for a new translation from 
the Hebrew; but he was perfectly aware of the not inconsiderable diff erences 

. So in the letter to Julius Africanus (cap. , PG , A–A).
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at many points between the Greek translation and the Hebrew text used at 
the time by the synagogue.

Decades before Origen began to study the Bible, educated Jews had al-
ready produced new Greek translations of their Bible; that was how the usual 
Christian proofs for the Messiahship of Jesus were to be refuted, for they were 
based on the Septuagint text. Th e most famous passage is probably Is :, 
where the lxx says: “Th e virgin will . . . bring forth a child,” but the Hebrew 
text does not expressly speak of a virgin, but only of a young woman; thus 
over against the word parthenos in lxx the new Jewish translations off ered 
neanis. Th e diff erences between lxx and the original in the content of the 
text were naturally thrown into clear relief in these works by Aquila, who 
translated with extreme literalism and even attempted to preserve the ety-
mology of the Hebrew words, by Symmachus, who aimed at a good Greek, 
and by Th eodotion, who presented rather a revision of lxx. Origen himself 
discovered two further translations, which however probably did not repro-
duce the entire ot. As a basis for the exegetical works of the second half of his 
life, his activity in Caesarea, Origen had the various translations written side 
by side in six columns, the fi rst probably containing merely a transcription 
of the Hebrew text in Greek letters; this gigantic work is called the Hexapla 
(the six-fold). In it all those passages were marked which occur either only 
in the Hebrew text (and its exact translations) or only in lxx.

Origen had such a reverence for both forms of the text that he did not 
wish even the surplus material in lxx to be lost. Indeed, he occasionally 
even expounds two diff erent readings of the same biblical verse with the 
same degree of sympathy. For example, Jeremiah says: “I am a debtor to no 
man, and a creditor to none” (:), in Greek: “ouk opheilesa, oude opheilese 
moi oudeis.” In some manuscripts Origen also found the reading: Oute oph-
elesa, oute ophelese me oude heis, hence: “I was useful to no-one, and no-one 
was useful to me,” and fi nds in them not only information about the life of 
the prophet but also important statements about the saving activity of the 
Redeemer (Jer. Hom. XIV f.). Th e Hexapla was indeed never copied in full, 
and therefore is not preserved complete, but it has manifestly infl uenced 
the biblical text of not a few manuscripts; the fragments of the Hexapla, 
preserved in various ways, were gathered together by F. Field and reprinted 
in volumes  and .– of Migne’s Patrologia Graeca.

On the fi rst book of the ot, Genesis, Origen certainly composed a detailed 
commentary, for there are quotations from the fi rst and third books, and 
some further fragments; but the chief extant remains are sixteen homilies 
translated by Rufi nus. On Exodus there are, in addition to very meagre 
fragments, thirteen sermons translated by Rufi nus, and likewise sixteen 
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sermons on Leviticus and twenty-eight on Numbers; on Deuteronomy 
only meagre fragments have survived, but for Joshua twenty-six sermons 
and for Judges nineteen translated by Rufi nus. On the books of Kings only 
one sermon has survived through Rufi nus’s translation, but the sermon on 
 Kings :– (Saul and the witch of Endor) is still extant in the original 
Greek. Perhaps Origen did not comment in detail on the books of Kings, 
although he evidently intended to; for in No.  of the Commentariorum 
series, on Mt :, he says that he cannot here explain what had become 
visible through the rending of the veil at the death of Jesus; this would be 
more appropriate in the comment on the third book of Kings (i.e. the fi rst 
in our numbering) and the second book of Chronicles. On Ruth and Job 
there are meagre fragments.

To the Psalter Origen devoted all three kinds of exposition; Jerome (ep. 
) bears witness that he composed many volumes of commentaries on all 
the Psalms; Eusebius, already mentioned, reports (HE ..) that he had al-
ready published a commentary on the fi rst twenty-fi ve Psalms in Alexandria. 
Origen himself also refers in his De Principiis (..), certainly composed 
while he was still in Alexandria, to his exposition of Psalm : (“Th en will he 
speak to them in his anger”), which he has interpreted “in accordance with 
his small insight.” Here he does not seem to have meant any commentary 
on all the Psalms; for in his commentary on Romans, which was composed 
later (:; extant only in Latin), he says that he spoke of how David himself 
calls us to a deeper understanding of the Psalms when he “commented on the 
Psalms in sequence”; there he manifestly means his complete commentary 
on the Psalms. In other works also Origen mentions his expositions of the 
Psalms (cf. PG , –). Evidently he began a new commentary on 
the Psalter in his second period of creativity in Caesarea. P. Nautin believes 
that the introductory remarks on the Psalter as a whole, which in the tradi-
tion are ascribed to the book on the fi rst Psalm (PG , –), may 
be assigned to the beginning of the Alexandrian commentary, while he sees 
in the text of columns –, which likewise discuss basic questions, 
the beginning of the Caesarean commentary. On the individual verses of 
Psalms  to  somewhat longer expositions have come down to us, which 
however may be recognised as extracts from the more detailed commentary; 
from Psalm  on we possess only occasional shorter explanations of single 

 . On this, see below.
. P. Nautin, Origène. Sa vie et son oeuvre, Christianisme antique I, Paris , 
f., would however arrange the fragments in a diff erent sequence, namely  
CD to  B, then  A to  A, then  A to  C.
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verses, of which many indeed belong to Evagrius Ponticus, the later admirer 
of Origen, but many probably reproduce the concise exegetical comments 
of Origen himself, of which the tradition reports.

Th at Origen did not work on one biblical book aft er another, and in each 
case concern himself only with this book, can be seen from a reference to 
Psalm  () in the last part, extant only in Latin, of his commentary on 
Matthew. Where Origen is expounding Mt :–, the debate with the 
Pharisees in which Jesus asks how the Messiah could be David’s son when he 
calls him “my Lord,” he says that anyone would be better able to interpret 
this Psalm verse “if he has undertaken to interpret the Psalm itself.” Origen 
had thus not yet himself worked on Psalm  when he reached chapter 
 in his commentary on Matthew. But it can scarcely be thought that the 
complete Psalm commentary of his creative period in Caesarea came into 
being as a whole only aft er the commentary on Matthew, since we are certain 
that at least the commentary on Luke belongs in this late period.

Th e exposition on the three Psalms, Nos. , , and , occupies a special 
place. Because it is “wholly moral” and deals with “conversion, repentance, 
purifi cation and improvement of life,” Rufi nus translated it into Latin in the 
form of nine homilies and dedicated this “Corpus” to his disciple Apronian. 
We must therefore (as with the translation of the De Principiis) reckon with 
interference by Rufi nus.

Origen was especially fond of the Song of Solomon; already in his youth 
he expounded it in a short commentary, of which however only a small 
fragment is preserved in the Philocalia, and then devoted to it a large com-
mentary in ten books, of which four are extant in Rufi nus’s translation; in 
addition there are also two detailed sermons on the Song of Solomon, which 
Jerome translated. He says of Origen that with his scriptural interpretation he 
surpassed all other exegetes, but with his exposition of the Song of Solomon 
he surpassed even himself. In the bridegroom of the Song Origen sees Christ 
and in the bride the Church or the believing soul; thus he prepared the way 
for a pious Church-consciousness, and so for the Ecclesiology of Augustine 
and his successors, but at the same time laid the foundation for nuptial 
mysticism and so for Christian mysticism generally.

. In No.  of the Commentariorum series; on this see further below.
. PG , –A; B–C; A–B.
. Th e Philocalia, literally “delight in what is beautiful and true,” is a collection of 
fairly long extracts from works of Origen which the two friends Basil the Great and 
Gregory of Nazianzus put together in their time as monks; a fairly large part of it, 
chapters –, is concerned with freedom of the will. New edition: Philocalie (see 
Bibliography).
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Origen had composed the fi rst fi ve books of his great commentary on 
John in Alexandria, and had begun the sixth. However, when he was expelled 
from the Alexandrian Church and removed to Caesarea in Palestine the 
beginning of Book VI was lost and he had to begin afresh (VI .f.). He 
evidently never completely fi nished the commentary; Eusebius already la-
ments (HE ..) that only thirty-two books “have come down to us”; in 
the Greek there still exist today Books I, II, VI, X, XIII, XIX and XX, XXVIII 
and fi nally XXXII; this last however explains the Gospel only as far as :; 
of the one hundred and forty-one fragments which Preuschen collected in 
GCS (some of which however belong to Th eodore of Mopsuestia), only two 
deal with a text beyond Jn :, namely Jn : and :. It is also already 
striking in the last extant books that Origen is no longer doing his exegesis 
at length, as when he began the work; for the fi rst two books deal with the 
Gospel only as far as Jn :. Perhaps however he also lacked the incentive for 
further interpretation; in the fi rst books he is refuting the commentary on 
John by the gnostic Heracleon, who for his part seems only to have reached 
as far as Jn :; beyond Book XX ,  Origen quotes him no more.

Th e commentary on Matthew also has not come down to us complete. 
In Greek there exist today only Books X to XVII, which deal with the text of 
Matthew from : to :. Th ere is however a Latin translation, deriving 
probably from the th century, which from Book XII. (i.e. from Mt :) 
runs parallel with the Greek text; this too does not extend to the end of the 
Gospel, but only to Mt :. In the Middle Ages the last part of it, for which 
the Greek has not survived, was curiously treated as an independent work, 
and divided into one hundred and forty-fi ve sections of varying length; 
it was given the name Commentariorum Series. Th is Latin version betrays 
interests of its own, ascetic and monastic; it can therefore be adduced only 
with caution for the correction of the Greek text. Of Books I to IX of the 
commentary interesting fragments have survived above all in the Catenae.

. All the manuscripts do present the number “twenty-two,” but Jerome in the 
introduction to his translation of Origen’s homilies on Luke speaks of thirty-two 
books; the text of Eusebius is thus to be corrected. For shortly aft erwards (cap. ) 
he speaks about the content of Book , which is no longer available to us; he thus 
very probably still had in his library everything that Origen wrote on the Gospel 
of John.
. At any rate not to the extent that E. Klostermann did in the fi rst critical edition, 
volume X of the works of Origen in the GCS series. E. Früchtel already withdrew 
most of these interferences with the Greek text, in volume XII. of the GCS edition 
of Origen, Berlin . More recently Mme Bastit, who has taken over the editing 
of Books XII onwards for the Sources Chrétiennes series, is attempting to improve 
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Th e ancient witnesses also ascribe to Origen a commentary on Luke; 
as a matter of fact, in volume IX of GCS Rauer off ers, in addition to the 
thirty-nine homilies on the Gospel of Luke handed down in Jerome’s Latin 
translation,  fragments some of which cannot derive from the homilies. 
Incidentally it may be said that Jerome probably wanted in the main to show 
by his translation how much his older contemporary Ambrose, bishop of 
Milan, had taken over from Origen in his sermons on Luke, which were 
combined into a continuous commentary. Ambrose in fact made similar 
use of Basil’s sermons on the six-day work of Creation (Hexaemeron) for 
his own interpretation. However, Jerome’s own sermons on the Psalms are 
essentially only translations of the homilies of Origen, even if they have been 
slightly adapted to the needs of the small monastery in Bethlehem.

Origen devoted to Romans a commentary comprising fi ft een books, but 
Rufi nus condensed the text to ten books in all (PG , –). In addition 
some not unimportant Greek fragments have survived, about  to  pages 
altogether. J. Scherer has published separately the exposition of Rom : to 
:, preserved on papyrus. Here Origen sees in Paul the arbitrator between 
Jews and Gentiles, who occasionally rejects unjust claims and confi rms those 
that are justifi ed, but on the whole represents the “Translatio Religionis,” 
from the Jews to the Christians. Noteworthy pieces have been preserved in 
Greek from the commentary on  Corinthians, which was already fi nished 
when Origen was working on the twenty-second chapter of Matthew, and 

the text with the aid of a third manuscript, the independence of which Klos-
termann had not recognised. R. Girod has brought out Books X and XI as No.  
in the same series; cf. bibliography.
. Cf. H.J. Sieben’s introduction in his edition Origenes. In Lucam Homiliae. Homi-
lien zum Lukasevangelium in the series Fontes Christianae, Freiburg , f.
. Cf. Peri, V., Omelie Origeniane sui Salmi. Contributo all’ identifi cazione del testo 
latino = Studi e Testi , Città del Vaticano .
. Namely pages – and – in the Journal of Th eological Studies (JTh S) 
 and pages – in JTh S , edited by A. Ramsbotham, and pages – in 
the Biblische Zeitschrift  , edited by K. Staab.
. Scherer, J., Le commentaire d’Origène sur Rom. III, –V, , d’après les extraits du 
Papyrus no.  du Musée du Caire et les fragments de la Philocalia et du Vaticanus 
Gr. . Essay de reconstitution du texte et de la pensée des tomes V et VI du “Com-
mentaire sur l’Epître aux Romains,” Cairo .
. So Th eresia Heither, Translatio Religionis. Die Paulusdeutung des Origenes, 
Bonner Beiträge zur Kirchengeschichte , Bühlau, Cologne / Vienna .
. In No.  of the ComSer, Origen quotes  Cor : – and says: “For all this we 
have given an explanation in its own place.” Th is particular section however has not 
survived.
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on Ephesians. Other fragments really only provide evidence that Origen 
also interpreted Colossians, the two letters to the Th essalonians and the let-
ters to Titus and Philemon, and devoted to Hebrews not only a commentary 
but also homilies; on the Apocalypse, on the other hand, he appears to have 
left  only brief scholia.

Th ere is however not only much genuine material from Origen under the 
names of later exegetes, but some that was written by later admirers of Origen 
has been handed down under his name. For example, it was made clear 
only a few decades ago, through the investigations of H. U. von Balthasar 
and M. J. Rondeau, that many of the brief expositions on the Psalms (in 
vol. XII of PG) in reality belong not to Origen but to Evagrius Ponticus, an 
Origenist from the period about . It is similar with Greek citations which 
ostensibly derive from works of Origen, and which the emperor Justinian 
had condemned at a synod in ; they were held to be genuine, so that 
the editor of the Peri Archon in the GCS series even inserted them into the 
Latin text handed down to us. Th at however aroused a false impression; 
more recent researches have shown that these meagre sentences are no 
exact quotations, but have a tradition of their own, which to some extent 
goes back to the party hostile to Origen in the years around , hence to 
the great confl ict over Origen’s orthodoxy and his whole legacy. Th e new 
edition of the Peri Archon by H. Crouzel and M. Simonetti has therefore 
rightly removed these alleged fragments both from the text and also from 
the French translation.

iii. Analytical

Origen not only expounded almost all the books of the Holy Scripture, 
but already in the De Principiis he outlined a theory (IV cap. –), indeed 
a theology of exegesis, based on the general consensus that the scriptures 
intimate mysterious divine actions of salvation (IV .), that in them the 
Holy Spirit seeks to convey knowledge about God and his Son, about the 

. Namely pages –, –, – in JTh S  and pages – in JTh S 
, edited by C. Jenkins, or pages –, – and – in JTh S , 
 edited by J. A. F. Gregg.
. Th e precise details are to be found in the Clavis Patrum Graecorum, ed. 
M. Geerard, vol. I (Corpus Christianorum), , Nos. –.
. “Die Hiera des Evagrius”: ZKTh  , , – and –.
. “Le commentaire sur les psaumes d’Evagre le Pontique,” OCP , , –.
. Cf. below in the bibliography: Traité des principes.
. In the edition by H. Karpp and H. Görgemanns, Origenes. Vier Bücher von den 
Prinzipien (Darmstadt ) they are still reproduced in the German translation.
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soul, about the world and the origin of evil (IV . and ). But not all are 
capable of this knowledge; hence the Holy Spirit has hidden the deeper 
mysteries in what are “outwardly tales,” which already prompt to the Good, 
that beginners in the faith may rest content; the more advanced penetrate 
into the deeper meaning.

Indeed, Origen at fi rst even distinguishes between three kinds of reader 
and three levels of scriptural meaning, as between body, soul and spirit in 
mankind. Th is distinction, which he outlines only briefl y, is generally singled 
out in an exaggerated form; already in the later chapters of the De Principiis 
and all the more in the later works, especially in the commentary on Matthew, 
he distinguished only between the literal and the deeper (literally “higher”) 
sense; for he fi nds already in the literal wording guidance for good conduct, 
and thus the moral sense. Admittedly there are, in his opinion (ib., par. ), not 
a few passages in Holy Scripture which on a literal understanding yield no 
meaning, and invite us to seek a deeper sense not only here but throughout 
the whole of scripture. Origen however regards all fi gurative language, all 
similitudes, and of course especially all anthropomorphic statements about 
God, which we today treat as immediately comprehensible, as meaningless 
in their literal sense; he can thus bring forward many proofs for the necessity 
of metaphorical interpretation.

Th e result for the Christian exegete is not only the justifi cation but the 
necessity of making use of those methods which the old interpreters of 
Homer had already applied, for example to make tolerable the stories about 
the gods, which for the philosophically educated were off ensive. In the same 
way the Jew Philo, who worked in Alexandria in the fi rst century, had made 
the Jewish Bible, our ot, tolerable for educated Gentiles. Nevertheless there 
is a fundamental diff erence between Origen’s allegorizing and that of his 
predecessors. Whereas Philo and the interpreters of Homer are at one in 
believing that in their texts they can and should fi nd general truths and moral 
commands which can basically be attained through human reason, Origen 
seeks and fi nds in all the texts of the ot the truths which now all together 
form the content of the Christian faith. God’s saving activity in Jesus Christ is 
the hidden content of all scriptures, which can be laid hold of by allegorizing. 
One might thus think that the nt, which speaks in the literal sense of Christ, 
does not require to be allegorized. But there Origen attempts to fi nd some-
thing generally valid in the narrative of an individual event, the historicity 
of which he does not call in question; not however general philosophical 
truths, but statements of how God to the end of time heals and sanctifi es all 
mankind through Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit. For example, the story of 

. Princ. IV ..
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how Jesus healed the blind (Mt :ff .) is to be understood as a promise of 
light and knowledge for all who believe and concern themselves with the 
understanding of Holy Scripture (MtCom XVI.). Allegorizing is thus not 
a procedure brought from without to the scripture text, but the scriptural 
text itself demands allegorizing; that is how it is expounded.

Th e Holy Spirit has not only woven into the biblical narratives such 
things as did not happen, or even cannot happen, he has woven into the 
laws demands which simply cannot be fulfi lled (Princ. IV .); each of these 
points holds both for the ot and for the New. When Genesis (.–) speaks 
of days even before the creation of sun and moon, this cannot be understood 
in the customary sense. Th at from a high mountain one should see “all the 
kingdoms of the world” (Mt :) is impossible. Th e injunction “let no man 
leave his place on the seventh day” (Ex :) is for Origen (Princ. IV .) 
just as incapable of fulfi lment as the command in the Sermon on the Mount 
(Mt :), to pluck out the right eye if it give off ence (Princ. IV .). Th rough 
these manifestly “untrue” or “impossible” interpolations the Holy Spirit seeks 
to prevent the reader from reading the Holy Scripture like other works of 
world literature, purely for pleasure and thus merely superfi cially (Princ. IV 
.). Jesus, the Logos become man—Origen can treat him too, like the Holy 
Spirit, as the author of all Scripture—even warns: “Search the Scriptures!” 
(Jn :). One must thus penetrate through the surface of the holy text into 
its depths. Th e meaning of the obscure passages must be opened up with 
the aid of similar words and concepts which occur at other places in the 
Bible; on the basis of the results it will then be possible to discover a deeper 
spiritual meaning in those passages also which are meaningful read liter-
ally, and fi nally to grasp the real meaning of the Bible as a whole (Princ. IV 
. and .).

In the commentary on John (..) Origen sees it as the goal of 
the gradual development of theology, which is to be attained by way of ever 
more careful and extended exegesis, “to set forth the one corpus of the whole 
truth.” Th is task however is never to be completely fulfi lled; for when “a cre-
ated spirit . . . has found a little of what was sought, he sees again something 
else that is still to be sought” and so further (Princ. IV .). Later in the 
Commentary on Matthew Origen spoke in detail about the provisional and 
limited character of his expositions (XI ; XV ; XVII ). In this commen-
tary he also expresses another concern, which goes beyond the question 
already posed in De Principiis as to whether what has become known can 
also be spoken, namely whether it is possible and permissible to set down 
what has become known in writing, and thus as it were to deliver it up to 
readers whom one cannot shield from error and misuse by additional ex-
planations, as one can with hearers with whom one is in conversation. Th is 
probably fi rst dawned upon Origen in the course of his life as a result of 
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misinterpretation and unjustifi ed resistance; but the concern was not new; 
Plato too was already perplexed by it. It is not only in this respect that Origen 
stands in the succession of this great philosopher.

Even if Origen in essentials remained true to his early insights in regard 
to content and method, he still occasionally discovered and set forth new 
aspects. Th e idea of three levels of meaning which are all at the same time 
contained in scripture—this is rather a Platonic idea—is recast in the fi ft h 
homily on Leviticus in a Christian and heilsgeschichtlich way: the body of 
scripture was intended for those who were before us, its soul for us, but its 
spirit for those who in the future inherit eternal life. With a happy inconsist-
ency, Origen then still labours to ascend even to the spirit of the scripture, 
although admittedly not through his own exertions alone, but with prayer 
for insight.

Origen’s discussions of the book of the philosopher Celsus, again, throw 
another light on the possibilities of scriptural interpretation, for Celsus had 
not only attacked the content of the faith of Jews and Christians but had 
expressly denied any religious value to their holy Scriptures, because they 
did not contain two levels of meaning, i.e. they were neither worthy nor 
capable of allegorical interpretation. Origen however demonstrates that 
Moses already was a true educated author, “who everywhere brings forth 
carefully the doubling of the expression (diploe tes lexeos)” (CC .). Here 
then Origen emphasises only two levels of meaning, but that need not mean 
any rejection of the possibility of the threefold meaning of scripture. He does 
not however content himself with the proof that the biblical writings are of 
equal rank with heathen literature, but demonstrates their superiority. Plato 
because of his highly literary style was directly useful only to a few, namely 
the educated, but to the great mass at most indirectly; Epictetus on the other 
hand was read by simple people too, at any rate by those who sought some 
benefi t (CC .). “Our literature is aimed also at the mass of the simpler 
sort, about whom the Greek poets did not trouble themselves” (CC .). 
Origen thus here understands the Bible as a single work; but he does not 
simply presuppose this unity but demonstrates it, indeed emphasises the 
agreement of Old and New Testaments precisely where one might perhaps 
assume contradiction between them: “Th e Gospel does not contradict the 
Law of God, even in wording . . . the Father when he sent Jesus had not for-

. For further detail on what precedes in Part , see H. J. Vogt, Origenes. Der Kom-
mentar zum Evangelium nach Matthäus. Eingeleitet, Übersetzt und mit Anmerkun-
gen versehen. Vol. I = Bibliothek der griechischen Literatur (BGL) , Stuttgart 
, –.
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gotten what he prescribed to Moses; also he did not perchance change his 
mind” (CC .).

Th e question of the relation of the New Testament to the Old leads 
Origen to a new insight. Th e Christians appeal to the nt (at all events already 
in the time of Origen) and bear witness for Christ, as the Jews appeal to 
the ot and at the same time bear witness for Moses. But whereas the Jews 
“have no proof to off er for Moses,” the Christians can produce “from the 
Law and the prophets the evidences for Christ.” But then there follows the 
totally unexpected conclusion, that the proofs which can be drawn “for Jesus 
from the Law and the prophets” demonstrate in their turn “that Moses also 
and the prophets were actually prophets of God” (CC .).

Th e Holy Spirit wishes not only to give understanding for God’s activity, 
for the events of salvation and disaster in human history, but also to grant 
insight into God’s nature and the nature of all his creation, the things which 
are purely spiritual, those that are both spiritual and corporeal, and those 
that are merely corporeal. Where the faith handed down is clearly expressed, 
allegorical exposition is on a safe track; but where the prevailing tradition 
of faith has left  many questions open, the mind that is exploring the Bible 
must make use of the concepts and methods of thought thus far available to 
him. Even when Origen wishes to draw all his answers from Holy Scripture 
itself, he is already pre-conditioned by the whole philosophical and theo-
logical tradition of the Greeks, which also left  its mark upon the Christians. 
Despite his study of philosophy, Origen is indeed very cautious over against 
the assertions of the philosophers, but at the same time, like the Apologists 
before him, he is convinced that all the truth that is to be found in philoso-
phy derives ultimately from Holy Scripture, because the Greeks owed their 
true insights to the much older Moses and to the prophets of Israel. Origen 
himself does indeed think that he has drawn from scripture, or at least tested 
against scripture, all the answers to the great questions which he himself 
names, but for example the teaching on the pre-existence of all souls, which 
he still resolutely defends in his late commentary on Matthew, still prob-
ably derives from Plato. Th e insight which he was the fi rst to express, that 
the begetting of the Son by the Father within the Godhead should not be 

. In the parable of the labourers whom the owner sent to his vineyard at dif-
ferent times of the day (Mt :–), Origen sees hidden “the mysterious teaching 
about the soul” (MtCom .). He who affi  rms that “the soul is sown with the 
body” cannot explain the parable. Quite indignantly he challenges the opponents of 
his view that God created all human souls at the beginning: “Let them tell us what 
the whole day means, and . . . the calling of the workers at diff erent hours!” (cap. ).
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assigned to any point of time whatever, even a point before time itself, but 
must be understood as eternal, has also been described as “a Platonic form 
of thought,” since Plotinus also (V .) wholly excludes “origin within time” 
for the nascence of the Second from the One. Origen does develop the idea 
philosophically in the De Principiis (I .), but also gives it an exegetical basis, 
probably about the same time, in the fi rst book of his commentary on John 
(cap. , ); there he says that the “today” of the Psalm verse (:: “Today 
have I begotten you”) means the eternity of God, which knows neither stars 
not morning. And in his ninth homily on Jeremiah he appeals to Prv :b: 
“before the hills he begot me,” which in lxx has the present genna me; even 
what is described by us as past is in God eternal present.

Almost everywhere, when Origen refers to another of his works, he lets 
it be known that he is holding to interpretations advanced earlier. But in at 
least one passage in his late work, in the sixth book against Celsus (cap. ), 
he indicates that he has gained new insights: several years before he had 
expounded the six days of Creation as he was at that time able to compre-
hend it. At that time he had discussed the questions what heaven and earth 
are, what the abyss and the darkness, what the water and the Spirit of God 
that moved over it, what was the light that came into being, and what the 
fi rmament that was diff erent from heaven. Now Origen refers to the fact that 
the Logos through Isaiah promises to the righteous days in a situation (ka-
tastasis) “in which not the sun, but the Lord himself will be for them eternal 
light, and God will be their glory” (cf. Is :). Unfortunately Origen says 
nothing further on the subject, but merely comments that “the creation of 
the world and the Sabbath rest thereaft er, reserved for the people of God, 
would need a teaching extensive, mysterious, deep and diffi  cult to explain” 
(CC .). Th is teaching he has not given us; nor can one discern where he 
would have sought to present it; but this much is clear: the aged Origen was 
no longer satisfi ed with the questions about the (static) nature of things, 
about whatever lies behind the visible, and the possible answers to them. 
Now the Heilsgeschichte, the tension between now and the days to come, 
between the already and the not-yet, are especially important to him. Th is 
makes one think of Augustine, who only towards the end of his life grasped 
the true meaning of the Heilsgeschichte and therefore in his Retractationes 
(I .) wrote of his early work De ordine: “Now it displeases me also, that I 
so spoke of two worlds, that of the senses and the spiritual . . . as if the Lord 

. So H. Görgemanns (Origenes. Vier Bücher von den Prinzipien. Übersetzt und 
erleutert von H. Görgemanns und R. Karpp. Darmstadt )  note .
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had wished to express this when he said ‘My kingdom is not of this world’ 
(Jn : ), where one would be better to understand by the other . . . world 
that in which there will be the new heaven and the new earth.”

iv. Critical

Even in his lifetime Origen already met with opposition—his exclusion from 
the Alexandrian community probably also had its reasons in the content of 
his teaching and theology—but he experienced also much assent and ad-
miration. He even had infl uence beyond the bounds of Christianity; he not 
only obtained from rabbis information about Hebrew names, but himself 
had an infl uence on rabbinic exegesis. Rabbi Yohanan of Tiberias, who in 
Origen’s time frequently visited his teacher Hoshaya Rabba in Caesarea, led 
“the exegetical battle against the Christologizing of the Song of Songs” by 
Origen, although here and there he followed him. As for Origen what Christ 
the Bridegroom brings to the bride surpasses all that she had previously re-
ceived from the Law and the prophets, so Rabbi Yohanan exalts the teachings 
of the scribes above the written Torah, in order to refute the assertion that 
only Christianity could be meant by what excelled the Torah. Indeed, Rabbi 
Yohanan appears to have been stimulated by Origen even for his emphasis 
upon Abraham, through whom the sins of Adam were made good, for Origen 
also found this role of Christ expressed in the Song of Songs.

A few decades later Eusebius helped his teacher Pamphilus, imprisoned 
during the Diocletianic persecution, to write the defence of Origen already 
mentioned, in fi ve books, to which he himself aft er Pamphilus’s death added 
a sixth; only one however has survived. Another half-century later the two 
monks Basil and Gregory put together that anthology of the works of Origen 
which has been preserved for us as the Philocalia and mediated the most 
important thoughts of Origen not only to wide circles of monasticism. About 
the same period Origen’s exegetical methods were made known to the West 
by Bishop Hilary of Poitiers, who in  had been banished to the East by 
the arianizing emperor Constantius, and there was able to make himself 
familiar with the riches of Greek theology. His commentary on the Psalms, 

. For further details on what precedes cf. H. J. Vogt, Origenes. Der Kommentar 
zum Evangelium nach Matthäus, vol. II = BGL , Stuttgart , –.
. Cf. above, note .
. Cf. Kimelman, R., “Rabbi Yohanan and Origen on the Song of Songs. A third 
century Jewish-Christian Disputation,” HTh R , , –, esp. f. and .
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which he composed aft er his return to the West, is so strongly infl uenced by 
Origen that Jerome, probably exaggerating, describes it simply as a trans-
lation. One recognises how much Hilary learned from Origen when one 
compares with his commentary on the Psalms the exposition of the Gospel 
of Matthew which he composed before his exile; the exegesis here is mainly 
typological.

It has already been mentioned that the homilies on Luke by Ambrose, 
bishop of Milan, were infl uenced by Origen; but Ambrose also expounded 
the ot allegorically in his sermons. Th is was of quite vital signifi cance for 
his most famous hearer: Augustine, at that time a professor of Rhetoric 
in Milan, was still wavering between inclination to the Catholic Church 
and the rationalistic criticism of the Manichaeans, particularly with regard 
to the ot. Ambrose showed him that the Catholic Church did not understand 
the anthropological statements about God literally, but found support for 
its spiritual understanding of God in the ot also. Th ere Augustine learned 
from experience that “the letter killeth, but the Spirit giveth life” ( Cor :b); 
Ambrose himself frequently quoted this verse and “then . . . where the letter 
seemed to teach perverted things . . . opened up the spiritual understand-
ing.” Augustine himself, like Origen, made this word of Paul into a rule 
of exegesis. Certainly in his debate with the Pelagians later he understood 
that Paul was not in the fi rst place making a hermeneutical statement, but 
one of a theology of grace; but still he allowed the exegetical application 
of the saying to have a continued validity and so through his own work, 
which has stamped Western theology to this day, he handed on the methods 
of Origen.

Origen however also had a direct infl uence upon later generations. Th is 
is shown not only by the Latin translation of his commentary on Matthew, 
which probably belongs to the period and circle of Cassiodorus, and by 
its partial adaptation in the mediaeval Commentariorum Series, which has 

. So Augustine reports in his Confessions VI ..
. E.g. in the book against Celsus VI  and VII ; Commentary on Matthew 
XV  and XVI .
. In De spiritu et littera  Augustine says that what kills is the prohibitive letter of 
the Law, and what gives life the Spirit’s gift  of grace, but also further on wishes “not 
to conceive literally an expression used fi guratively, the literal meaning of which is 
contrary to sense, but to consider another meaning.”
. Cassiodorus, minister to three East Gothic kings, founded a monastery in Italy 
about  and wished to bring together a complete commentary in Latin on the 
whole Bible.
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already been mentioned, but also by the fact that Paschasius Radbertus, ab-
bot of Corbie who died before , in his great commentary on Matthew, 
arranged in twelve books (Patrologia Latina , –), depends so much 
upon Origen that we can improve many corruptions in the text of the 
Commentariorum Series with the help of his text. However, he also seems at 
several points to enter into debate with Origen. He does not once mention 
him, but appeals to Hilary, Jerome, Ambrose, Augustine, Gregory the Great 
and John Chrysostom. Whether he knew nothing about Origen, or did not 
wish to mention the name of one who had been repeatedly condemned in 
the course of the centuries, especially in the East, remains unclear. In later 
centuries also, not only in the Middle Ages but down to the beginning of 
modern critical exegesis, people have drawn sustenance from Origen, but 
without giving him the honour that is his due. Only this century now drawing 
to its close has truly done him justice; he was indeed at fi rst still treated as a 
philosopher who made use of biblical expressions and ecclesiastical resources 
to convey his own ideas to initiated pupils, but then he was appreciated as 
what he really wanted to be, a homo ecclesiasticus. Th is is chiefl y due to the 
works of H. U. von Balthasar, J. Daniélou, H. de Lubac, H. Chadwick, 
Marguerite Harl, H. Crouzel, R. Gögler, G. W. Butterworth, E. Corsini and 

. For at least a brief account, see H. J. Vogt. Origenes. Der Kommentar zum Evan-
gelium nach Matthäus, vol. III = BGL , Stuttgart , f.
. Origenes. Geist und Feuer. Eine Aufb au aus seinen Schrift en by H. U. Balthasar 
(Salzburg ,  Einsiedeln/Freiburg ) opens up the whole work systematically.
. Th e programme of J. Daniélou (Origène, Paris ,  pp.) is given by the 
title of the series “Le Génie du Christianisme.” H. de Lubac (Histoire et Esprit. 
L’Intelligence de l’Ecriture d’après Origène, Paris ,  pp.) describes the posi-
tion of Origen in the history of exegesis.
. Origen. Contra Celsum. Translated with an Introduction and Notes by Henry 
Chadwick, Cambridge ,  pp. So this work of Origen, which is very impor-
tant even for exegesis, was newly presented and made accessible.
. M. Harl has appended a detailed list of literature (pp. –) to her Origène et 
la fonction révélatrice du Verbe incarné (Paris ); so also H. Crouzel, Origène et la 
connaissance mystique, Paris  (pp. –); in addition he published in  the 
Bibliographie critique d’Origène (Instrumenta Patristica VIII,  pp.) and continued 
it in  with “Supplement I” ( pp.); he regularly reviews the further literature 
in the “Chronique Origénienne” in Bulletin de Littérature Ecclésiastique, Toulouse.
. R. Gögler (Zur Th eologie des biblisches Wortes bei Origenes, Düsseldorf ,  
pp.) cites J. Daniélou, H.-I. Marrou, H.-Ch. Puech; the work was completed in , 
but only appeared in . G. W. Butterworth (Origen on First Principles, New York 
) cites de Lubac and off ers a detailed introduction.
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M. Simonetti. But many others could also be mentioned, who again and 
again have raised their voices in the International Conferences on Patristic 
Studies held every four years in Oxford and the “Colloquia Origeniana” 
and whose contributions have appeared in Origeniana I–VI. Th e Handbuch 
der Kirchengeschichte () appraises Origen as “the founder of an already 
richly developed Christ and Bride mysticism.” And fi nally the new Catechism 
of the Catholic Church in  has not only taken up the mediaeval rule of 
the four senses of scripture, which ultimately goes back to him, but quotes 
him by name in ten places, which are also indicated in the index.

v. Bibliography

For many works, the “Griechische Christliche Schrift steller” edition must 
still be used:

Origen I and II, : Martyrium, Contra Celsum, De Oratione;
III, : Homilies on Jeremiah, Lamentations, Samuel and Kings
IV, : Commentary on John
V, : De Principiis
VI, : Homilies on Genesis, Exodus and Leviticus
VII, : Homilies on Numbers, Joshua and Judges
VIII, : Homilies and commentary on Canticles
IX, : Homilies on Luke and Fragments
X, : Commentary on Matthew X–XVII
XI, : Commentariorum Series

. E. Corsini, Commento al vangelo di Giovanni di Origene, Turin  ( pp.); 
the fi rst complete translation into a modern language appeared, surprisingly, in the 
series “Classici della Filosofi a.” M. Simonetti (In principi di Origene, Turin ,  
pp., in the series “Classici delle Religioni”) has prepared the way for a new evalua-
tion of Rufi nus’ performance in translation.
. All the papers of the fi rst ten conferences were published in the series “Texte 
und Untersuchungen” of the Akademieverlag, the following ones in other publish-
ing houses.
. No.  of the Catechism quotes the following mediaeval distich:
Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria,
Moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia.
Its origin from the Greek is already betrayed by the two expressions Allegory and 
Anagoge.
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XII., : Fragments on Matthew
XII., : Indices

In the Sources Chrétiennes series the following have so far appeared, in the 
Greek or Latin text with a French translation, commentary, detailed intro-
duction and bibliography:
 Commentaire sur le Cantique: I–II and III–IV (Nos.  and ) L. Bré-

sard and H. Crouzel (, )
 Commentaire sur saint Jean (C. Blanc): vol. I, Books I–V (No. , )
  vol. II, Books VI and X C (No. , )
  vol. III, Book XIII (No. , )
  vol. IV, Books XIX–XX (No. , )
  vol. V, Books XXVIII and XXXII (No. , )
 Commentaire sur l’Evangile selon Matthieu (R. Girod):
  vol. I, Books X and XI (No. , )
 Contre Celse (M. Borret): vol. I, Books I and II (No. , )
  vol. II, Books III and IV (No. , )
  vol. III, Books V and VI (No. , )
  vol. IV, Books VII and VIII (No. , )
  vol. V, Introduction and index (No. , )
 Entretien avec Héraclide: J. Scherer (No. , )
 Homélies sur la Genèse: H. de Lubac, L. Doutreleau (No.  bis, )
 Homélies sur l’Exode: M. Borret (No. , )
 Homélies sur le Lévitique: M. Borret
  vol. I, Introduction and Hom. I–VII (No. , )
  vol. II, Hom. VIII–XVI, Index (No. , )
 Homélies sur Josué: A. Jaubert (No. , )
 Homélies sur les Juges: P. Messié, L. Neyrand, M. Borret (No. , )
 Homélies sur Samuel: P. and M.-Th . Nautin (No. , )
 Homélies sur le Cantique: O. Rousseau (No.  bis, )
 Homélies sur Jérémie: P. Nautin and P. Husson
  vol. I, Introduction and Homilies I–XI (No. , )
  vol. II, Homilies XII–XX and Latin homilies, index (No. , )
 Homélies sur Ezéchiel: M. Borret (No. , )
 Homélies sur saint Luc: H. Crouzel, F. Fournier, P. Périchon (No. , 

)
 Philocalie – (Sur le libre arbitre): E. Junod (No. , )
 Philocalie – and Letter to Africanus: M. Harl and N. de Lange (No. 

, )
 Remerciement à Origène (Gregorios Th aumatourgos)—La Lettre d’Ori-

gène à Grégoire: H. Crouzel (No. , )



 Six Th ird-Century Greek Christian Literature

 Traité des Principes: H. Crouzel and M. Simonetti
  vol. I, Books I and II, Introduction, text and translation (No. , 

)
  vol. II, Commentary and fragments (No. , )
  vol. III, Books III and IV, text and translation (No. , )
  vol. IV, Books III and IV, commentary and fragments (No. , 

)
  vol. V, Compléments et index (No. , )
Dubois, J.-D., “Le Traité des Principes d’Origène et le Traité tripartite valen-

tinian: une lecture comparée de leurs prologues”: J.-D. Dubois and 
B. Roussel, eds., Entrer en matière, les prologues. Paris , –.
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IV
DIONYSIUS OF ALEX ANDRIA D. CA. 264/5

Born in Alexandria near the end of the second century to a well-to-do non-
Christian family, Dionysius received an excellent education. He explored 
diff erent Gnostic traditions (Letter to Philemon) and fi nally converted to 
apostolic faith aft er a thorough study of Paul’s letters. (Chronicon orientale) 
Origen may have prepared him for baptism. Soon a presbyter, according to 
Jerome, de vir. inl. , he replaced Heraclas as the head of the local school 
for the catechumenate in – (Eusebius of Caesarea HE VI, , ; 
contra Nautin, DPAC). He must have belonged to Origen’s local opponents, 
in particular in denouncing Origen’s doctrines of pre-existent souls and 
of the eternity of the world. In / he again replaced his friend Hera-
clas, this time as bishop of Alexandria, only to suff er persecution under 
Decius (–) and Valerian (–), and to fi nd himself involved in 
the subsequent controversies about the lapsi. His moderation allowed for 
a balanced decision about the baptism of heretics. Basing his opposition to 
Egyptian millenarism on a critical study of the Johannine Apocalyse (which 
he attributed to a John diff erent from the Apostle) paradoxically Dionysius 
confi rmed the inclusion of the Apocalypse in the nt canon. In letters ex-
changed with Dionysius of Rome he discussed scriptural symbols used in 
his trinitarian statements and introduced the generic use of homousios which 
would prevail in fourth century traditions in line with Origen’s doctrine of 
three divine hypostaseis.

For a study of Dionysius’ attitude to scripture, his two preserved Festal 
Letters show in particular how he combined biblical thought and classical 
culture. His letters on penance and baptism suggest how he linked scriptural 
references with ecclesiastical discipline. His Commentary on Ecclesiastes sur-
vives in a few fragments. His Letter to Basilides, a fellow bishop from Lybian 
Pentapolis whom he had befriended, focuses on the interval between the 
death and the resurrection of Jesus, and on the date of that resurrection.

On the Promises (Eusebius of Caesarea, HE VII, –) examines the 
nature and authorship of the Apocalypse. Th is work documents his exegeti-
cal method: Book  ridicules popular beliefs about the thousand years of 
Christ’s fi nal reign on earth, and censures Irenaeus, Adversus haereses V; Book 
 discusses the Apocalypse, its current status in the church, the diffi  culty of 
its interpretation (“the way of interpreting each passage is entirely hidden 
and extraordinary”). First, he stresses the diff erence of “style” between the 
Gospel and the (fi rst) Letter of John on one side, and the Apocalypse on the 
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other. Th e latter is due to an author “inspired by God” also called “John” and 
who never missed an opportunity to give his name, whereas the Johannine 
Gospel writer remains anonymous. Th emes, vocabulary and Greek syntax 
are shared by the Gospel and Epistles, but not by the Apocalypse. Diony-
sius’ exercise in literary criticism on the Book of Revelation was to remain 
unparalleled until modern times.

Th e discussion of the precise hour of Christ’s resurrection in the Letter 
to Basilides shows the same clarity of judgement and open-mindedness: in 
comparing the wordings on that issue of all four Gospel writers, Dionysius 
concludes that the resurrection happened only aft er midnight; therefore 
fasting seemed more convenient until Easter Sunday morning. In answering 
other questions of Basilides, Dionysius quotes Matthew : and Luke :, 
when recommending that women should abstain from communion during 
menstrual periods. He invokes Paul for letting husband and wife decide 
themselves whether to avoid intercourse during times of prayerful retreat.

On Martyrdom to Origen opposes the latter’s essay on the same topic, in 
particular chapter . Dionysius dedicated a more philosophical essay On 
Nature to his “son” Timothy. He anticipated the theological debate around 
Arianism in his four books, Apology and Defence. As Dionysius of Rome had 
commented on Prv : as a solid basis for his monarchian subordination-
ism, Dionysius expressed his own opinion on the vexed verse, but in the 
surviving fragments (Athanasius, De sententia Dionysii, ) he only quotes 
implicitly Wis : when claiming that the Logos is “the radiance of eternal 
light” (PG , c), and he cites Prv : (d) and Wis : (a). His 
reservation about homoousios conforms to his usual hermeneutic: “Th ough 
I did not fi nd that word in the scriptures I knew, by collecting the sense 
(τὸν νοῦν) of those very scriptures that as Son and Logos he could not be 
alien to the Father’s substance (τῆϚ οὐσίαϚ)” (b). Th e careful checking of 
literal data in scripture is always a priority, but it is always more important 
to keep the sense (τὸν νοῦν).
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V
GREGORY THAUMATURGUS (210/13–270/75)

Gregory, surnamed the “Wonder-worker” soon aft er his death, was born 
into a non-Christian family, but he became interested in Christianity before 
he went to Beirut with his brother, Athenodorus, in order to complete his 
law studies. On his way, he met Origen in Caesarea, and his life was turned 
upside down. He studied with Origen for fi ve years. As a farewell speech, 
he delivered in  an Encomium (or Th anksgiving Address) of his beloved 
master, with quotations from ot and nt including ths Book of Revelation 
(E. Marotta). It was the most solemn rhetorical performance of that sort, as 
far as we know, addressed to any church father. Soon aft er his return to his 
hometown in Pontus, Gregory became its bishop. In , he escaped with his 
community into neighbouring mountains during the persecution of Decius, 
but he could not avoid the ravages caused by the Goths and other Barbarian 
invaders in . His Canonical Epistle faces with a fi rm and sound judgement 
the dramatic situations imposed on men and women during the invasion. 
Scripture, with extensive quotations from Genesis, Exodus, Deuternomy 
and Joshua, and also from Matthew,  Corinthians and Ephesians, is the sole 
authority dictating the bishop’s attitude in the ten authentic canons.

A Metaphrase of the Book of Ecclesiastes in twelve chapters was translated 
into English by S. D. F. Salmond in mid-nineteenth century, but received 
from A. Cleveland Coxe, its American editor of  (ANF ), at least for 
its last chapter, a less than fl attering notice: “Th e incomparable beauty of 
our English version of this twelft h chapter of Koheleth is heightened not 
a little by comparison with this turgid metaphrase. It fails, in almost every 
instance, to extract the kernel of the successive stivcoi of this superlatively 
poetic and didactic threnode. It must have been a youthful work (ANF , 
). More recent critics (Noakes, Jarick) off er diff erent and complementary 
insights on Gregory’s Metaphrase.

To Th eopompos is an apologetic essay transmitted only in Syriac. In the 
form of a dialogue, it discusses with a pagan interlocutor the question of 
God’s impassibility. If Christ is said to have suff ered, it means that he volun-
teered to do so in order to overcome suff ering and death, which safe-guards 
the principle of God’s impassibility. A Confessio fi dei, or Symbolum, transmit-
ted under the name of Gregory Th aumaturgus, is a work of Gregory of Nyssa 
(L. Abramowski). A few other dubious or apocryphal writings are known, 
such as the Letter to Philagrius and a short essay De anima.
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VI
AMMONIOS OF ALEX ANDRIA MID3RD C. 

Ammonius, who “seems to have been a contemporary of Origen, wrote a 
Harmony between Moses and Jesus, probably in order to prove against Gnos-
tics (Marcion?) the unity of both Testaments” (Quasten II, ).
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VII
THEO GNOSTOS SECOND HALF 3RD C. 

Successor to Dionysius as head of the school of Alexandria, ca. –, Th eo-
gnostos is known thanks to a long extract from Photius, cod.  quoting 
the Hypotyposeis, a systematic summary of Christian beliefs in seven books, 
of which four fragments are preserved (PG , f.).
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VIII
THEONAS OF ALEX ANDRIA LATE 3RD C. 

Little is recorded of Th eonas, who succeeded Th eognostos as bishop of 
Alexandria in the fi nal decades of the third century (–).
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IX
PETER I  OF ALEX ANDRIA D. 311

Bishop of Alexandria (–) during the persecution of Diocletian, Peter 
was matyred in . His confl ict with the rigorist Melitius concerning the 
laspi generated a number of letters and homilies. An essay On the Divinity 
and Humanity of Christ, a De anima, a treatise On the Resurrection against 
Origen, are relevant for Peter’s hermeneutics.
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X
METHODIUS OF OLYMPUS D. CA. 311 

Th e writings of Methodius of Olympus span the closing years of the third 
century and the beginning of the fourth century. Th ere is considerable 
uncertainly about this Christian writer. An itinerant teacher rather than a 
bishop with fi xed location (R. Williams), it is possible that Methodius was 
martyred in  during Maximinus’s visit to Caria.

His main work, also one of his earliest, Th e Banquet or On Virginity, 
(CPG I, ) is entirely preserved in the original Greek. Another essay, On 
Free Will (CPG I, ) is partly transmitted in large extracts by Eusebius 
of Caesarea PE VII, ; Photius, Cod. ; and in the Sacra parallela by John 
of Damascus. It also reads in Armenian (Eznik of Kolb) and in a complete 
Old Slavonic version of the th century, under the more adequate title, On 
God, Materia and Free Will. A third essay , On the Resurrection, or Aglaphon, 
also survives in Old Slavonic. Parts of it are quoted by Epiphanius, Photius, 
John of Damascus, Justinian, and in several catenae. Other exegetical frag-
ments are known through the catenae. Th ey deal with the book of Job, the 
“red heifer” of Numbers  (De cibis), the leprosy mentioned in Leviticus 
 (Sistelius: De lepra); the leech of Prv : (De sanguisuga) and with Ps 
:, “Th e heavens show forth the glory of God.” Among the last works of 
Methodius fi gure commentaries On Genesis and On the Canticles which 
Jerome still records among the known works.

Methodius belongs to the hermeneutical tradition of Origen, whom 
he criticizes about the pre-existence of souls and the resurrected body. He 
denounces literalism as “Jewish” (Symp. f., –) and favours allegori-
cal interpretations of the ot, in particular the passages of the Pentateuch 
including legal or ritual regulations. He stresses free will, with a vision of 
salvation centred on the theme of divine image-likeness in human beings. 
Adam’s humanity is still in an early stage: people were called to grow in 
grace by contributing their own generosity. Irenaeus of Lyon was a strong 
inspiration for Methodius.

Th e Banquet celebrates the legitimacy and beauty of human sexual-
ity. Methodius, unlike the Apostle Paul, fi nds in it the best comparison for 
contemplating the union of Christ and Church. Th e celebration of virginity 
is bound with Methodius’ millenaristic certitudes: virginity secures a new 
harmony between earthly and heavenly condition, and prefi gures the fi nal 
reign of Christ on earth (R. Williams).
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Th e fi rst of the eleven “Speeches” (logoi) of Th e Banquet is anticipated, in 
the Introduction by a mention of the “Bridegroom” ( Cor :), announcing 
the basic orientation of the whole work:
Logos  is a spiritual meditation on scripture, fi lled with numerous biblical 
quotations and references. Marcella, who delivers the Logos, stresses biblical 
history in a sweeping survey of human sexuality.
Logos , delivered by Th eophila intends “to give scripture its proper place” 
(), in showing that a Christian focus on the human condition calls for a 
biblical recourse in which scripture would inspire the whole argument. Logos 
 insists that the truth about virginity can only be reached by allegorizing 
scripture.
Logos  is entirely dedicated to a critical comment on Pauline texts. It starts 
by directly questioning  Cor : on the relevance of allegory, and with 
quotation of Eph :– claims that one has to follow “the Apostle, teaching 
us to take the text in a more spiritual sense as referring to Christ” (). Th e 
literal sense should never be neglected: “For it is a precarious procedure to 
disregard utterly the actual meaning of the text as written, particularly in 
the book of Genesis” (), but in some cases “let us inquire more deeply into 
the text and explain its corresponding spiritual sense” (). Such remarks do 
not deviate from Origen’s own hermeneutics.
Logos , interested in “the senses of the soul” (also an Origenian topos) and 
in what “the Holy Spirit tells us” according to Psalm  ( and ), refers 
insistently to Christian scholarship :”as the scholars tell us” () probably also 
with Origen in mind.
Logos , delivered by Th allusa seeks “to explain to you by true reasoning 
the spiritual meaning of scripture” (). Her argument is simple, repeating 
Origen again: “If, according to the Apostle, ‘the law is spiritual’ and contains 
within itself the images ‘of the good things to come’, then let us remove ‘the 
veil’ of the letter which is spread over it and contemplate its true meaning 
stripped bare” (). What is proper to Methodius is the way in which Th allusa 
combines spiritual exegesis with chiliastic faith, again the global history of 
salvation serving as a background.
Logos  becomes utterly allegorical: “For the oil represents wisdom and right-
eousness (), “Midnight stands for the reign of the Antichrist” (), “Th ese, 
my fair maidens, are the secret rites of our mysteries, the mystical rites of 
initiation into virginity” ().
In Logos , Procilla maintains the global vision, dear to Methodius, in cele-
brating “all those who have been outstanding in righteousness from the 
beginning throughout the course of history” ().

 Methodius of Olympus 
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Logos  turns Th ecla’s attention towards the Apocalypse, “relying on Him who 
has bidden us to search the scriptures” (Jn : ) () and “without fl inching 
before the tremendous obscurities of scripture: ().
Logos  scorns the Jews for missing the spiritual meaning of their own 
scripture: “For the Law is a shadow and type of the image, that is to say, of 
the Gospel, and the image, the Gospel, represents the truth which will be 
fulfi lled at the second coming of Christ” (). Again, in these stages and in 
a vision close to the mind of Origen, the status of exegesis and the Gospel 
event are contemplated in the light of global history.
Th e same happens in Logos , when Domnina explains why there are four 
Gospels, and in Logos , more exactly, in Th ecla’s fi nal hymn.

Th e elaborate treatment in Banquet, Logos , of the Feast of Tabernacles 
(Lv : –) “is commonly recognized as the fi rst evidence of the Christian 
use of Jewish millenarian interpretations of the feast,” but “the common no-
tion that Methodius is an adherent of a millenarian tradition is quite mislead-
ing” (Patterson, ). Daniélou (Gospel Message, –) had characterized 
Methodius’s exegesis as consistent with the typological approach of Asia 
Minor. Patterson objects convincingly “that is far as Methodius sets forth 
a rationale for the treatment of the scriptures, that rationale is indebted to 
Origen rather than to anyone else. His approach is at once both typological 
and allegorical, as his use of Hebrews : shows. But so is Origen’s” (Pat-
terson, ). Patterson also discusses “the introduction of the excerpt from 
Origen on Ps :” (–), the exegesis of Pauline quotations (–). 
A thorough examination of Origen’s thought, as criticized by Methodius, on 
the “days of Creation” (Ps :–) completes his study (–).

Studies

Ferrarese, G. “Valore della legge ed autorità degli Apostoli; Act :– in Metodio 
di Olimpo.” Koinonia  (): –.

Macleod, C. W. “Bathos in ‘Longinus’ and Methodius.” JTh S  (): s.
Marin, M. “Origene e Metodio su Lev :–.” VetChr  (): –.
Mazzucco, C. “Tra l’ombra e la realtà; l’‘Apocalisse’ nel ‘Simposio’ di Metodio di 

Olimpo.” CivClCr  (): –.
—. “Il millenarismo di Metodio di Olimpo di fronte a Origene; polemica o conti-

nuità.” Aug  (): –.
Mees, M. “ Cor :– und die Auferstehung der Toten nach Origenes und 

Methodius.” Lateranum  (): –.
—. “Paulus, Origenes und Methodius über die Auferstehung der Toten.” Aug  

(): –.
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Montserrat Torrents, J. “Los titulos cristológicos en la obra de Metodio de Olimpio.” 
ScrVict  (): –.

Orbe, A. “S. Metodio y la exégesis de Rom ,a ‘Ego autem vivebam sine lege ali-
quando’.” Greg  (): –.

Patterson, L. G. “Th e Creation of the Word in Methodius’ Symposium.” StPatr / 
(): –.

—. “Methodius on Origen in De Creatis.” In Origeniana Quinta, edited by R. J. Daly, 
–. Louvain, .

—. “Methodius’ Millenarianism.” StPatr  (): –.
—. Methodius of Olympus: Divine Sovereignty, Human Freedom, and Life in Christ, 

Washington D.C., .
Prinzivalli, E. “L’uso dei Proverbi nella cultura cristiana asiatica da Giustino a 

Metodio di Olimpo,” LettureSap () :–.
—. “Origene e Metodio di Olimpo a confronto su un brano escatologico di Paolo.” 

In Storia dell’esegesi giudaica e cristiana antica, edited by P. C. Bori, –, 
/.

—. L’esegesi biblica di Metodio di Olimpo. Rome: Inst. Patrist. Augustinianum, .
Reinink, G. I. “Der Verfassernahme ‘Midios’ der syrischen Schatzhöhle und die 

Apokalypse des Pseudo-Methodios.” OrChr  (): –.
Reinink, G. J. “Ismael, der Wildesel in der Wüste; zur Typologie der Apokalypse des 

Pseudo-Methodios.” ByZ  (): –.
—. “Der edessenische ‘Pseudo-Methodius.’” ByZ  (): –.
Riggi, C. “Teologia della storia nel ‘Simposio’ di Metodio di Olimpo.” In Epistrophe, 

edited by B. Amata, –. Rome, .
Simonetti, M. “Il millenarismo (Apc ,) in Oriente da Origene a Metodio.” In 

Corona Gratiarum Fs. E. Dekkers, –. Brugge: Gravenhage, .
Vitores, A. “Identitad entre el cuerpo muerto y resucitado en Origenes según el ‘De 

Resurrectione’ de Metodio de Olimpo.” Jerusalem: SBFA , .
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I
MINUCIUS FELIX EARLY 3RD C. 

Th e Octavius, composed between  and  c.e., takes its name from 
the title given by a copyist who counted it as “eighth” book of Arnobius, 
Adversus nationes. Th is mistaken attribution probably preserved a work 
which transmits a conversation between three friends on Christian apolo-
getics concerning divine providence and monotheism, and on ethics. Th ere 
are no biblical quotations, but affi  nities with scripture, which help to shape 
its Christian style: “a scriptural impregnation which, though very discreet, 
is the more noteworthy and certainly the more effi  cient with regard to any 
potential reader.” (J. Fontaine, Aspects, ; affi  nities with scripture, –). 
Th e relationship between Minucius and Tertullian remains a matter of schol-
arly discussion.

Editions

Beaujeu, J., nd ed. .
Halm, K.: CSEL .
Kytzler, B., nd ed.,.
Naia de Silva, M. A., Lisbon .
Solinas, F., .

Translations

French: Beaujeu (see above).
English: Clarke, C. W.: ACW , .
German: Heck, E., Tübingen ; Kytzler, D., Darmstadt  = Munich 

.
Italian: Solinas (see above).
Portuguese: Naia de Silva (see above).

Concordance

B. Kytzler, D. Najock. Hildesheim .



 Seven Th ird-Century Latin Christian Literature

Studies

Becker, C., Der Octavius des Municius Felix. Munich .
Buchheit, V., “Die Wahrheit im Heilsplan Gottes bei Municius Felix”: VC  (): 

–.
Rizzi, M., “Amicitia e veritas: il prologo dell’ Octavius”: Aevum antiquum  (): 

–.
Siniscalco, P., “Minucio Félice,” DPAC II –.
Wiesen, D. S., “Virgil, Minucius Felix and the Bible”: Hermes  (): –.
Windau, B.: LACL, nd ed. , –.
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I I
TERTULLIAN D. CA. 220

Tertullian, traditionally seen as a jurist and advocate of some renown (an 
opinion broadly denied by modern experts; see Rankin), converted in Rome 
ca. . A prolifi c writer, Tertullian went back to his native Carthage, where 
he became a priest according to Jerome (De vir. ill. ). “With a profound 
knowledge of philosophy, law, Greek and Latin letters, Tertullian combines 
inexhaustible vigor, burning rhetoric, and biting satire. His attitude is un-
compromising. Forever a fi ghter, he knew no relenting towards his enemies, 
whether pagans, Jews, heretics, or, later on, Catholics” (Quasten, II, ).

We know of forty-two treatises, composed by Tertullian between  
and  c.e., eleven of them being lost. “Except for St. Augustine, Tertullian 
is the most important and original ecclesiastical author in Latin” (Quasten 
II, ). On occasion, he also wrote directly in Greek. In all his tractates 
and pamphlets, this passionate advocate of personal religious beliefs carried 
scripture in his brief as the decisive piece of evidence. Th e Bible not only 
served as proof-text, but Tertullian found in it the very language appropri-
ate for his pleas. Based on Old Latin translations of Hebrew scripture and 
on his own reading of Greek versions of the scriptures, Tertullian’s style 
and vocabulary inaugurated “Christian Latin” (C. Mohrman). He quotes all 
canonical writings, except  and  John.

Surveyed in their most probable chronological order, Tertullian’s tractates 
off er a rich variety of insights into his use of the Bible:

 c.e., De pallio

Scripture is not quoted in this treatise.

(?) c.e., Apologeticum

Again, no scripture is quoted in this Apology addressed to the governors of 
Roman provinces (Romani imperii antistites).

 c.e., De idololatria

Th is treatise argues against Christians who were, in one way or another, 
involved in activities linked with the cult of the idols. Aft er a reference to 
 Jn :, sicut Iohannes docet (; , ), denouncing idolatry as evil, the 
ot prohibition of idols is asserted by quoting Ex :, Dt :; Is :–, 
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; Ps : (–). All social or professional activities directly or indirectly 
related to the cult of idols are declared inappropriate for Christians (–). 
Th e exhortation, punctuated by nt quotations, disqualifi es all forms of the 
established cult of idols, Tertullian’s fi nal argument calling on biblical typol-
ogy: serte idololatres in arcae typo non habetur. Nullum animal in idololatren 
fi guratum est. Quod in arca in fuit, in ecclesia, non sit “For sure no practicioner 
of idolatry can be found in the type of the ark. No animal (in it) prefi gures 
an idolator. What was missing in the ark should not be accepted in the 
church” (; , –).

Editions

Nat, P. G. van der, Q.S.F. Tertulliani De idolatria, Pars I (chap. –), with in-
troduction, translation and commentary. Leiden .

Reiff erscheid, A. and G. Wissowa, CSEL  (): –.
Waszink, J. H., SVigChr .

Translations

English: Nat (see above); Waszink (see above).
German: Esser, G., BKV nd ed. , –.

Studies

Nat (see above).

 c.e., Ad nationes

Th e liturgical use of scripture is discreetly mentioned here: coimus ad lit-
terarum divinarum commemorationem—certe fi dem sanctis vocibus pascimus, 
spem erigimus, fi ducium fi gimus, disciplinam praeceptorum nihilominus incul-
cationibus densamus, “With those holy words we feed our faith, we lift  up 
our hopes, we confi rm our confi dence; and no less we reinforce our teaching 
by inculcation of God’s precepts . . .” (, ). Except for II. II. , divina alias 
enunciata Solomonis, “sacred pronouncements by Solomon made elswhere,” a 
possible allusion to Eccl :, or Prv :, : , or Ps :, and II. IV. , an al-
lusion to Acts :, ignotis deis, there are no biblical references in the text.

Edition

Reiff erscheid, A. and G. Wissowa, CSEL  (): –.
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Translation

French: Schneider, A., BHRom. Giessen .

 c.e., De spectaculis

Th is is a pastoral admonition without a single reference to scripture(!).

 c.e., De testimonio animae

A tractate that briefl y expands the argument of Apologeticum about the tes-
timonium animae naturaliter christianae, “the testimony of the soul Christian 
by nature.” Despite a possible allusion to scripture (notris litteris ; , ), 
the pamphlet addresses educated non-Christians in dispensing from biblical 
quotations or references.

Editions

Kroymann, A. and G. Wissowa, CSEL  (): –.
Tibiletti, C., Florence .

Translations

German: Esser, G., BKV nd ed. , –; Waszink, J. H., Munich .
Italian: Tibiletti (see above).

 c.e., Ad martyras

Tertullian exhorts imprisoned Christian catechumens to exercise perseve-
rantia and to prepare for the supreme sacrifi ce. One notes in it only a close 
paraphrase of Mt : in chap. , a partial quotation of  Cor : in chap. 
, and a reference to Mt :, scimus ex dominico praecepto (Dekkers , ), 
“From the saying of Our Lord we know” (Th elwell, ).

Editions

Dekkers, E., CCL  (): –.
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Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden .
Mohrmann, C., Monumenta christiana , . Utrecht – Brussels, , –.
English: Th elwall, S., ANF  (, ): –.
German: Kellner, H., BKV nd ed.  ().

Studies

Campenhausen, H. von, Die Idee des Martyriums in der alten Kirche. Göttingen , 
–.

 c.e., Adversus Judaeos

Based on Justin’s Dialogue (other opinion, J. Daniélou, Les origines, –), 
it was composed before Adversus Marcionem III. Only chapters  to  are 
authentic. Biblical quotations were probably added at a later date.

Editions

Kroymann, A., CSEL  ().
Tränkle, H., Vienna .

Translations

German: Esser, G., BKV nd ed. , –.

ca. – c.e. De cultu feminarum

Cosmetics and other beauty artifi ces are diabolic inventions. In this treatise 
there are references to Genesis, Matthew and Paul. For adding the authority 
of the Book of Enoch, Tertullian argues that Noah could have saved the work 
during the Deluge, or re-written it by memory soon aft er (chap. –).

Editions

Isetta, S., Florence .
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): –.
Turcan, M., SC .
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Translations

English: Th elwall, S., On the Apparel of Women, ANF  (, ): –.
French: Turcan (see above).
German: Esser, G., BKV nd ed. , –.
Italian: Isetta (see above).

ca. – c.e., De oratione

In both parts of this Exhortation, the fi rst on the Our Father, the second, 
commencing like a poem with practical advice for prayer life, Tertullian 
addresses the Christian community in keeping his attention constantly 
directed to scripture.

Editions

Dekkers, E., CCL  (): – = Diercks, G. F., StPM . Bussum .
Evans, E., London .
Gramaglia, P. A., Rome .
Reiff erscheid, A. and G. Wissowa, CSEL  (): –.

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden .
English: Evans (see above); Sutter, A., London – New York ; Th elwall, S., 

ANF  (–): –.
French: Hamman, A., Le Pater expliqué par les Pères, Paris  (extracts).
German: Esser, G., BKV nd ed.  (): –.
Italian: Gramaglia (see above).

Studies

Moff at, J., “Tertullian on the Lord’s Prayer”: ET  (): –.
Pétré, H., “Les leçons du panem nostrum quotidianum”: RSR  (), Fs. J. 

Lebreton, –.
Schäfer, O., “Das Vaterunser, das Gebet des Christen. Einer asketische Studie nach 

Tertullian De oratione”: Th Gl  (): –.
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ca. – c.e., De baptismo

Th e anti-Gnostic explanation of Christian baptism starts by celebrating 
water in the original creation of the world. It describes the baptismal sym-
bolism of water as prefi gured in the crossing of the Red Sea (Ex ), in the 
water from the rock (Ex ) and in John’s baptism. New Testament data are 
scrutinized in order to demonstrate the validity of the rite: in chaps. –, 
the healing power of baptismal water was signifi ed in advance by the angel 
of Bethesda (Jn :–).

Editions

Borleff s, J. W. P., CCL  (): –.
Evans, E., London .
Reiff erscheid, A. and G. Wissowa, CSEL  (): –.
Refoulé, R. F. and M. Drouzy, SC  ().

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden ; Mohrmann. C., Monumenta christiana 
, . Utrecht, , –.

English: Evans (see above); Souter, A., London ; Th elwall, S., ANF  
(–): –.

French: Refoulé (see above).
German: Esser, G., BKV nd. ed.  (): –.

Studies

Amann, E., “L’ange du baptême dans Tertullien”: RevSR  (): –.
Borleff s, J. W. P., “Zu Tertullian de baptismo”: Philologische Wochenschrift   (): 

–.
Dölger, F. J., “Die Eingliederung des Taufsymbols in den Taufvollzug nach den 

Schrift en Tertullians. Zu Tertullian De baptismo , ”: AC  (): –.

– c.e. Ad uxorem

Th e editor of Ad uxorum in SC, C. Munier, dedicates a section of his intro-
duction to “L’interprétation scripturaire” (–). If ot references and quota-
tions are spread over both parts of the letter/pamphlet, the commentary of 
 Cor  is the letter’s centerpiece. Tertullian reaches an important conclu-
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sion: Should the chosen partner be a Christian, a second marriage can be 
accepted.

Editions

Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): – = CCL  (): –.
Munier, C., SC  ().
Stephan, A., Th e Hague .

Translations

Dutch: Mohrmann, C., Monumenta christiana , . Utrecht-Brussels , 
–.

English: Le Saint, W. P., ACW .
French: Munier (see above); Quéré-Jeaulmes, F., in Le mariage dans l’Église 

ancienne, Paris .
German: Kellner, H., BKV nd ed.  (): –.

Studies

Braun, R., “Tertullien et l’exégèse de I Cor. vii”: J. Fontaine and C. Kannengiesser, 
eds., Fs. J. Danielou, Epektasis, Paris , –.

Glaue, P., “Die Vorlesung heiliger Schrift en bei Tertullian”: ZNW – (-): 
–.

Rambaux, C., “La composition et l’exégèse dans les deux lettres Ad uxorem, le De ex-
hortatione castitatis et le De monogamia—ou la construction de la pensée dans 
les traités de Tertullien sur le remariage”: REAug  (): –, , ;  
(): –.

Shortly aft er  c.e., Adversus Hermogenem

In this anti-Gnostic affi  rmation of Creation, Hermogenes is refuted on the 
basis of a critical examination of his interpretation of scripture (–). 
Genesis serves as the tonic chord with calls on Psalms, Isaiah, Matthew and 
the Apocalypse. “Adversus Hermogenem demostrates the profound coherency 
of Tertullian’s use of scripture; he constantly applies principles of interpreta-
tion as prescribed by himself” (Chapot, ).
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Editions

Chapot, F., SC  ().
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): – = CCL  (): –.

Translations

English: Waszink, J. H., ACW .
French: Chapot (see above).

Studies

A bibliography on Hermogenes and Tertullian’s Adversus Hermogenem is 
off ered by Chapot, –.

ca. – c.e., De carne et anima

Again, there are no biblical quotations.

 c.e., De praescriptione

“The most finished, the most characteristic, and the most valuable of 
Tertullian’s writings” (Quasten, II, ), in which Matthew and Paul are 
dominant. Heretics are not able to interpret scripture correctly, according 
to  Tm :– and Ti –. Th e Bible belongs to those who comply to the 
“rule of faith.”

Editions

Bakhuizen van den Brink, J. N., Th e Hague, .
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): –.
Martin, J., Florilegium Patristicum . Bonn .
Refoulé, R. F. and P. de Labriolle, SC  ().

Translations

English: Holmes, P., ANF  (, ): –; Le Saint, W. P., ACW  
().

French: Refoulé (see above).
German: Esser, G., BKV nd ed. , –.
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– c.e., De paenitentia

Originally an oral presentation to the whole assembly, the treatise presents 
a refi ned rhetorical argument, aiming at elegant persuasion. Reminiscences 
of scripture are pervasive but there are few actual quotations. Among the 
latter, only a small number are formally introduced as scriptural, e.g. IV, ; 
VIII: –; XI, .

Editions

Borleff s, P., Mnemosyne  (); Th e Hague () CCL  (): –; 
CSEL  (): –.

Munier, C., SC  ().

Translations

English: Le Saint, W. P., ACW ; Th elwall, S., ANF  (, ): –.
French: Labriolle, P. de., Paris ; Munier, C. (see above).
German: Kellner, H. – Esser, G., BKV nd ed. (): –.
Italian: Sciuto, F., Catania , –.

Studies

See the general bibliography in SC .
Aalders, G. J. D., Tertullianus’ citaten uit de Evangeliën en de oudlatijnsche bijbelver-

talingen. Diss. Amsterdam .
Geest, J. E. L., van der, Le Christ et l’Ancien Testament chez Tertullien .
Hanson, R. P. C., “Notes on Tertullian’s Interpretation of Scripture”: JTh S  () 

–.
O’Malley, T. P., Tertullian and the Bible. Nijmegen – Utrecht .
Rönsch, H., Itala und Vulgata. Marburg nd ed.,  = Munich .

 c.e., De patientia ( cf. Seneca)

Th ere are more nt than ot quotations, with Matthew quoted thirty-eight 
times, more than three times as much as the other Gospels. Equal in fre-
quency are the Pauline quotations. Heroic examples of patience can be found 
in ot and nt, such as those of Isaiah and Stephen in their violent deaths, but 
the “patience” of Christ surpasses all. Patience is a gift  of the Holy Spirit.
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Editions

Borleff s, J. W. P., Th e Hague ().
Fredouille, J.-C., SC  ().
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): –.

Translations

Dutch: Mohrmann, C., Utrecht – Brussels , –.
English: Th elwall, S., ANF  (, ): –.
French: Fredouille (see above).
German: Kellner, K. A. H., BKV nd. ed.  (): –.
Italian: Sciuto, F., Catania .

Studies

Carlson, M. L., “Pagan Examples of Fortitude in the Latin Christian Apologists”: 
CPh  (): –.

 c.e. Adversus Marcionem I

Tertullian refutes the Marcionite opposition between ot and nt.

Editions

Braun, R., SC  ().
Evans, E., OECT, Oxford .
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): – = CCL  (): –.
Moreschini, C., Testi e documenti per lo studio dell’ antichita,  Milan , 

 (review Gnomon ,  –).

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. V., Leiden .
English: Evans (see above); Holmes, P., ANF  (, ): –; AN 

Christian Library , Edinburgh .
French: Braun (see above).
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Studies

Aalders, G. J. D. (see above De paenitentia).
Bill, A., Zur Erklärung und Textkritik des . Buches Tertullians adversus Marcionem. 

TU , . Leipzig .
Colson, F. H., “Tertullian on Luke VI. Two Examples of Literary and Rhetorical 

Criticism in the Fathers”: JTh S  (): –.
Higgins, A. J. B., “Th e Latin Text of Luke in Marcion and Tertullian”: VC  (): 

–.
Naumann, J., “Das Problem des Bösen in Tertullians zweitem Buch gegen Marcion”: 

ZKT  (): –, –.
Soden, H. von, “Der lateinische Paulustext bei Marcion und Tertullian”: Fs. 

A. Jülicher. Tübingen , –.
Stengel, M., “Zum Wortschatz der neutestamentlichen Vulgata”: VC  (): –.
Tenney, M. C., “Th e Quotations from Luke in Tertullian as Related to the Texts of 

the Second and Th ird Centuries”: HS – (): –.

– c.e., Adversus Valentinianos

Tertullian presents a polemical entertainment, based on the premise that 
congruet et veritate ridere, quia laetare; de aemulis suis judere, quia secura 
est, “truth can laugh, she is happy; she can laugh at her competitors, she 
has nothing to fear” (, ). Th e satirical rejection of Gnostic genealogies 
includes a discussion of the notions of forma and persona. Th ere are no 
biblical references, except in the introductory section where the simplicitas 
of Christians is eulogized. Tertullian takes over large sections of Irenaeus’s 
refutation of the Valentinians, but drops the biblical elements because of the 
satirical genre of the essay.

Editions

Fredouille, J.-C., SC – (–).
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): – = CCL  (): –.

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden , –.
English
Riley, M. T., Diss. Stanford University  (Univ. microfi lms, Ann Arbor).
Roberts, A., ANF  (, ): –.
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French: Fredouille (see above; vol. : continuous commentary and indices).
German: Kellner, K. A. H., BKV ().
Italian: Marastoni, A., Padua ; Moreschini, C., Turin .

 c.e. De corona

Scriptural reminiscences are pervasive but with only a few explicit quota-
tions. Among numerous arguments against the acceptance of laurel crowns 
by Christian soldiers, Tertullian invokes an example of biblical prefi guration: 
in the ot, no “crown” is ever mentioned in reference to the Temple, the Ark: 
At quin si fi gurae nostrae fuerunt—nos enim sumus et templa dei et altaria et 
luminaria et vasa—, hoc quoque fi gurate portendebant, hominis dei coronari 
non oportere , “but indeed, as a prefi guration of us—for we are God’s temple, 
altar, lampstand and vase—they also predicted in a symbolic way that God’s 
people ought not to be crowned” (IX, ; Kroymann, CCL , ).

Editions

Fontaine, J., Paris .
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): – = CCL  (): –.
Marra, I., nd ed., Turin .
Ruggiero, F., Milan .

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden .
English: Th elwall, S., ANF  (, ): –.
French: Fontaine (see above).
German: Kellner, H. – Esser, G., BKV nd ed.  (): –.
Italian: Ruggiero (see above).

Studies

Plinval, G. de, “Tertullien et le scandale de la Couronne”: Fs. De Ghellinck, , 
–.

Ryan, E. A., “Th e Rejection of Military Service by the Early Christians”: TS  
(): –.
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 c.e., De Anima

Th is treatise, Tertullian’s longest, presents indirect references to scripture in 
the author’s own exposition. Only in sixteen passages, does Tertullian fi nd 
himself compelled to quote scripture explicitly, his leading reference being 
the Book of Genesis (III, , XI, –, XXI, , XXVI, , XXVII, , XXXVII, 
, XLV, ). Tertullian feels free to introduce his quotations in various and 
imaginative ways: III, , muniti et illic divinae determinationis in obscurabili 
regula, “we relied even there on the clear direction of the inspired statement 
which informs us how”; XI, – in sequentibus instrumentis, “in such pas-
sages as the following” (XI, , ; Holmes, ) namely Gn : and other 
verses called by it; XV, : a constellation of elements from Psalms, Wisdom, 
Proverbs, Matthew, John, Romans; XVI, : a polemical constellation of biblical 
references and allusions; XVII, : recita Johannis testationem, “Read (loudly!) 
John’s testimony,”  Jn :; XVIII, : Quia et apostolus nobis scribit, “for the 
apostle writes for us,” Rom :; XXI, : si quia prophetavit (Adam) magnum 
illud sacramentum in Christum et ecclesiam, “It is because he prophetically 
declared ‘the great mystery of Christ and the church’ (Eph :),” in Gn 
:f.; : apostolus scribens, “the apostle writing,” Eph :, : and  Cor 
: by association of thought; XXVI, : Sic et ad Hieremiam legis dei vocem, 
“Accordingly let me call on Jeremiah to account for God’s law,” in Jer :, 
followed by Gn :, Mt :; XXVII, : Gn :–.

Editions

Reiff erscheid, A. and G. Wissowa, CSEL  (): –.
Waszink, J. H. Amsterdam  = Munich  = CCL  (): –.

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden .
English
Holmes, P., ANF  (, ): –.
Quain, E. H., FaCh  (): –.
French: Genoude, M. de, Paris .
German
Kellner, M., BKV, Kempten .
Waszink, J. H., Tertullianus. De anima. Mit Übersetzung und Kommentar. 

Amsterdam: J.M. Menlenhoff , .
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– c.e., De fuga

Th e theme of fl ight has already been touched on in De corona. Mt :  refers 
only to the apostles. Th is treatise was written to a friend. Now a Montanist, 
Tertullian forbids fl ight in times of persecution.

Editions

Bulhart, V., CSEL  (): –.
Marra, J., Turin .
Th ierry, J. J., Hilversum  = CCL  (): –.

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden ; Th ierry (see above).
English: Th elwall, S., ANF  (, ): –.

Studies

Castiglioni, L., Ad Tertullianum adnotationes. Studi Ubaldi. Milan ,  ff .
Waszink, J. H., Museum  (): –.

– c.e., Adversus Marcionem II, III

Adversus Marcionem II presents a systematic justifi cation of the God of 
the ot: God is truly Creator, innocent of Adam’s sin, of which the latter is 
solely responsible because of free will. Th ough severe, the God of the ot is 
benevolent. Tertullian mentions the fact, but abstains from a deeper inquiry: 
ut nihil de aeternis arcanis adtingam signifi cantiis legis, spiritalis scilicet et 
propheticae et in omnibus paene argumentis fi guratae, “not to mention the 
mysterious meanings of the Law, spiritual as it is, and prophetic, and in 
almost all topics fi gurative” (XIX, ; , –). He thinks that to understand 
the fact, simpliciter, “in its literal sense,” is enough for now (XIX, ; O’Malley, 
f.). Against other Marcionite objections, Tertullian explains divine legisla-
tions concerning Sabbath and sacrifi ces, and dealing with all vicissitudes of 
sacred history, with both the repentant and the wicked involved in it. Some 
quotations of scripture furnish historical confi rmation. Most of the time 
they are only reminiscences.

Aft er Quispel, Prigent, and Tränkle, Braun emphasizes the infl uence of 
Justin and Irenaeus on Tertullian’s use of scripture in Adversus Marcionem I 
and II. In Book III, “the biblical references outnumber by far those of Book 



 Tertullian 

I and II: , of which  are explicit citations” (SC , ). A most help-
ful analysis by themes of the biblical references in Book III fi lls up a set of 
“Notes complémentaires” in SC , –.

Adversus Marcionem III, like I and II, betrays the infl uence of Justin and 
Irenaeus in Tertullian’s use of scripture.

Editions

Braun, R., Adversus Marcionem II, SC  (); III, SC  ().
For other editions and translations, and for the rest of the bibliography, see 

above, Adv. Marc. I–II. Note, in particular, G. Pfl igersdorff er, De Tertulliani 
adversus Marcionem libri tertii argumento sententiarumque connexu. Diss. 
Vienna .

 c.e., De virginibus velandis

Female ascetics should not ask for special privileges in the community. Th ere 
are twelve biblical quotations and a thin layer of scriptural reminiscences, 
mainly from Genesis and the Pauline letters, in this short pamphlet.

Editions

Bulhart, V., CSEL  (): –.
Dekkers, E., CCL  (): –.
Diercks, F., StPM , Utrecht , –.
Schulz-Flügel, E., Diss. Göttingen ; Fontes Chr.
Mattei, P. and E. Schulz-Flügel, SC  ().
Stücklin, C., Diss. Basle. Bern – Frankfurt .

Translations

English: Th elwall, S., ANF  (, ): –.
French: Mattei (see above).
German: Kellger, K. A. H., nd ed.,  Cologne; Schulz-Flügel (see above).
Italian: Gramalia, Turin .

Studies

Bibliography in SC . In particular note: V. Morel, “Deductor omnis veri-
tatis. Het vers Joh. ,  bij Tertullianus”: Stud. Cath.  () –; 
J. E. L. Van der Geest, Le Christ et l’Ancien Testament chez Tertullien. 
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Recherche terminologique (Latinitas Christianorum Primaeva, ) Nijme-
gen .

– c.e., De exhortatione castitatis

Th is is a polemic against second marriage. Tertullian reworks Ad uxorem in 
favour of Montanist encratism.  Cor : literally means “to burn” in Hell! Once 
more, Tertullian privilegies the combined quotations of Genesis and Paul.

Editions

Friedrich, H. V., Stuttgart .
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): – = CCL  (): –.
Moreschini, C. and J.-C., Fredouille, SC  ().

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden .
English: Th elwall, S., ANF  (, ): –; Le Saint, W. P., ACW  

(): –.
French: Moreschini: above.
German: Esser, G., BKV nd ed. , –; Friedrich, (see above).

Studies

Braun, R., “Tertullien et l’exégèse de  Cor ”: J. Fontaine and C. Kannengiesser, eds. 
Epektasis, Fs. J. Daniélou. Paris , –.

Ford, J. M., “St. Paul the Philogamist”: NTS  (): –.
Koch, H., Virgines Christi. Die Gelübde der gottgeweihten Jungfrauen in den ersten 

drie Jahrhunderten. TU,  . Liepzig .
O’Malley, T. P., Tertullian and the Bible. Nijmegen – Utrecht .
Rambaux, C., “La composition et l’exégèse dans les deux lettres Ad uxorem, le De 

exhortatione castitatis et le De monogamia”: REAug (): –; –; 
(): –.

Rönsch, H., Das Neue Testament Tertullians. Leipzig .

– c.e., De ieiunio adversus psychicos

A narrative illustration and rejection of Catholic indulgence, seen from a 
Montanist viewpoint. Th e ot and nt are called to testify in favour of a more 
rigorist diet and more frequent fasting.
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Editions

Reiff erscheid, A. and G. Wissowa, CSEL  (): – = CCL  (): 
–.

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U. Leiden .
English: Th elwall, S. ANF  (, ): –.
German: Kellner, H. – Esser, G., BKV nd ed.  (): –.

Studies

Arbesmann, R., “Fasting and Prophecy in Pagan and Christian Antiquity”: Trad  
(): –.

Schümmer, J., Die altchristliche Fastenpraxis, mit besonderer Berücksichtigung der 
Schrift en Tertullians. LQF . Münster/W .

– c.e., Adversus Marcionem IV

Th e treatise is almost as long as the three former books together. In II, , the 
evangelicum instrumentum is declared older than Marcion since it was handed 
over by apostolic tradition. Tertullian off ers an argumentative paraphrase of 
Gospel narratives with abundant quotations showing how Jesus vindicates 
and fulfi lls ancient prophecy.

Editions, Translations

 see Adv. Marc. I. Also:
Alès, A. d’, “Tertullien, IV Adv. Marcionem ”: RSR  (): –, –; 

 (): –.
Corssen, P., “Tertulliani Adversus Marcionem in librum quartum animadver-

siones”: Mnem  (): –; –;  (): –.

 c.e., De resurrectione carnis (mortuorum CCL)

Tertullian’s intention is ad muniendos sensus omnium scripturarum, quae 
carnis recidivatum pollicentur, “to lay a foundation for the defence of all the 
scriptures that promise resurrection of the fl esh” (XVIII, ; Holmes, ), 
in particular, Genesis , Ezekiel, with strong quotation of the nt, specially  
and  Corinthians,  Th essalonians and the Apocalypse. Tertullian gives a 
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preliminary warning: Nacti enim quidam sollenmissimam eloquii prophetici 
formam, allegorici et fi gurati, plerumque, non tamen semper, resurrectionem 
quoque mortuorum manifeste adnuntiatam in imaginariam signifi cationem 
distorquent, adserentes ipsam etiam mortem spiritaliter intellegendam, “for 
some, when they have alighted on a very usual form of prophetic state-
ment, generally expressed in fi gure and allegory, though not always, distort 
into some imaginary sense even the most clearly discribed doctrine of the 
resurrection of the dead” (XIX ; Holmes, ). His notion of a spiritual 
exegesis was diff erent from gnostic speculation, as he kept a realistic view 
of prophetic utterances, even if some of them needed allegory. Chap. XVIII 
to XX expose a forceful summary of anti-Gnostic hermeneutics.

Th ere is an exegesis of Mt : “Who is my mother? Who are my broth-
ers?,” VII, –; of Rom :, XVI, –; of Jn :, XIX, –, and scriptural 
proofs on the “mother of God” virginal and non-virginal, XXI–XXIII.

Editions

Evans, E., London .
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): –.

Translations

English
Evans (see above).
Holmes, P., ANF  (, ): –.
Souter, A., London .

Studies

Davies, J. G., “De Resurrectione Carnis LXIII. Note sur l’origine du Montanisme”: 
JTh S, n. s.  (): –.

Sevenster, G., “De ‘opstanding des vleses’ bij Tertullianus en het Nieuwe Testament”: 
NTh T  (): –.

– c.e., To Scapula

In a manifesto addressed to Scapula, proconsul of Africa (–), the author 
pleads for religious freedom; he limits his views of scripture to three allusions 
in the introduction, and another one in , . His recourse to the Bible is dis-
creet enough for being only detectable to the eye of the modern critic.
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Editions

Bindley, T., Oxford .
Bulhart, V., CSEL  (): –.
Dekkers, E., CCL  (): –.

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden .
English: Arbesmann, R., FaCh  (): –; Th elwall, S., ANF  (, 

): –.
German: Kellner, H. – Esser, G. BKV nd ed.  (): –.
Spanish: Pellicer, de Ossau, J., Barcelona .

– c.e., De scorpiace

Th e latinized skorpiakoun, “remedy against the sting of a scorpion,” served 
as an appropriate title in Tertullian’s mind for an anti-Gnostic pamplet, in 
which he defends the merits of martyrdom.

Editions

Azzali Bernadelli, G., Florence .
Reiff erscheid, A. and G. Wissowa, CSEL  (): – = CCL  (): 

–.

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden .
English: Th elwall, S., ANF  (, ): –.
German: Kellner, H. – Esser, G., BKV nd ed.  (): –.
Italian: Azzali Bernadelli (see above).

Studies

Buonaiuti, E., “L’Antiscorpionico de Tertulliano”: RR  (): –.
Cassiglioni, L., “Ad Tertullianum adnotationes,” St. Ubaldi. Milan , –.
Waszink, J. H., “Tertullianea”: Mnem  (–): –.
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 c.e., Adversus Marcionem V

See above Adv. Marc. I–IV

 c.e., Adversus Praexean

 J. Moingt, Th éologie, I, –, “Analyse de l’argumentation scripturaire,” 
makes the following points:

) Sermo is identical with Sophia in Prv :. Th e Word’s generation is 
also mentioned in Gn :, Ps : and : .

) Plurality in the Godhead is revealed by Gn : and :, with proso-
pographic verses such as Ps :, :–, :, Is :, and :. Th ese same 
verses were already noted by Justin, Tertullian being more systematic and 
literalistic in his treatment of the topic.

) The theophanies mean that the Son is visible and the Father is 
 invisible.

)  Cor :– is quoted in support of the claim that divine monarchy 
remains preserved in the economy of salvation. Th e Gospel of John stresses 
at length the distinction between Father and Son.

Editions

Evans, E., London .
Kroymann, A., CSEL  (): –.
Kroymann, A. and E. Evans, CCL  (): –.
Scarpat, G., CorPat , nd ed. .

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden .
English: Evans (see above).
Holmes, P., ANF  (, ): –.
Souter, A., London .
Italian: Scarpat (see above).

Studies

Camelot, Th ., “Spiritus a Deo et Filio”: RSPhTh   (): –.
Moingt, J., Th éologie trinitaire de Tertullien, I–IV. Paris –.
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Turner, C. H., “Tertullianea I. Notes on the Adversus Praxean”: JTh S  (): 
–.

Verhoeven, Th ., L., “Monarchia dans Tertullien, Adversus Praxean”: VC  (): 
–.

– c.e., De monogamia

Well written and composed (Sider, Fredouille, Rambaux), the essay presents 
an exegesis of the “two Adams”  Cor :, in a global theology of history 
with a christocentric interpretation of numerous examples from ot and nt. 
Genesis, Matthew and Pauline literature are predominant.

Editions

Bulhart, V., CSEL  (): –.
Dekkers, E., CCL  ().
Mattei, P., SC  ().
Uglione, R., CorPat , Turin .

Translations

English: Le Saint, W. P., ACW  ().
French: Mattei (see above).
Italian: Moreschini, C., Turin ; Uglione (see above).

Studies

See bibliography in SC , –.

 c.e., De pudicitia

Th is polemical treatise attacks clerical hierarchy in the name of a spiritual 
hierarchy understood in Montanist terms. Tertullian had an individual 
bishop in mind, whose identity remains unknown. He denies the fact that 
the power of forgiving sins had only been given to the hierarchy instituted 
by Peter. Th e treatise includes a careful discussion of nt references (aposto-
licum instrumentum) with a special stress on their literary sense. R. D. Sider 
underlines the rigorous and rational structure of the treatise.
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Editions

Dekkers., E., CCL  (): –.
Labriolle, P. de, Paris .
Micaelli, C. and C. Munier, SC – ().
Reiff erscheid, A. and G. Wissowa, CSEL  (): –.

Translations

Dutch: Meyboom, H. U., Leiden .
English: Le Saint, W. P., ACW  (); Th elwall, S., ANF  (, ): 

–.
French: Labriolle (see above); Micaelli (see above).
German: Kellner, H. – Esser, G., BKV nd ed.  (): –.

Studies

See bibliography in SC , –.

To recapitulate, critical editions of Tertullian’s works can be found essentially 
in CSEL , , ,  and in CCL I–II. Th e series Sources Chrétiennes in-
cludes thirteen titles published in eighteen volumes and aims at a complete 
edition with commentaries: SC  (De baptismo),  (De praescriptione 
hereticorum),  (De cultu feminarum), ,  (De resurrectione carnis), 
 (Ad uxorem), – (Adversus Valentinianos),  (De patientia),  
(De paenitentia),  (De exhortatione castitatis),  (De spectaculis),  De 
monogamia); , ,  (Adversus Marcionem); – (De pudicitia). 
Other translations are available in English, German, Italian, Spanish, etc.

general bibliography
on Tertullian and Scripture

Adinolfi , M. “I cristiani ‘sacerdoti’ secondo Apc. ,; , e , nella interpretazione 
di Tertulliano.” Elfeso  (/): –.

Aland, B. “Gnosis und die Kirchenväter; ihre Auseinandersetzung um die Inter-
pretation der Evangelien.” In Fs. H. Jonas, Gnosis, –, .

Armstrong, G. T. “Der Gebrauch und die Auslegung des Buches Genesis bei Justin, 
Irenäus und Tertullian.” Diss., Heidelberg, .

—. “Die Genesis in der Alten Kirche. Die drei Kirchenväter (Justin, Irenaeus, Ter-
tullian).” Diss., Heidelberg, .
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Auwers, J.-M. “Tertullien et les Proverbes. Une approche philologique à partir 
de Prov :–.” In Mémorial Dom Jean Gribomont (–) (Studia 
Ephe meridis ‘Augustinianum’ ), –. Rome: Institutum Patristicum 
‘Augustinianum,’ .

Ayers, R. H. Language, logic and reason in the Church Fathers; a study of Tertullian, 
Augustine and Aquinas. Altertumswissenschaft liche Texte und Studien . Hilde-
sheim: Olms, .

Aziza, C. Tertullien et le Judaïsme. Nice: Fac. Sc. Hum., .
Azzali Bernardelli, G. “Concezioni antropologiche nell’esegesi Tertullianea dei passi 

vetero-testamentari con la parola dém.” In Sangue, –, /.
—. “Quomodo et scriptum est (Scorp. ,). Nota su ermeneutica e tradizione apos-

tolica in Tertulliano montanista.” Aug  (): –.
Balfour, I. L. S. “Th e fate of the soul in induced abortion in the writings of Tertul-

lian.” In Patristica, –, /.
Barlow, R. M. “Biblical Inspiration in Tertullian.” Th e Th eologian , (): 

–.
Bauer, J. B. “Was las Tertullian  Kor :?” ZNW /– (): –.
Bender, W. “Die Lehre über den heiligen Geist bei Tertullian.” Diss., Rome: Pont. 

Univ. Greg., .
—. Die Lehre über den Hl. Geist bei Tertullian, –. Munich, .
Bernardo, B. Simbolismo e tipologia do baptismo em Tertuliano e Santo Ambrosio. 

estudio litúrgico-teológico = Didaskalia, vol. , .
Braun, R. “Tertullien et l’exégèse de  Cor .” In Epektasis. Mélanges patristiques 

 off erts au Cardinal Jean Daniélou, –. Paris, .
—. Deus Christianorum. Recherches sur le vocabulaire doctrinal de Tertullien (rev. 

augm.). Paris: Ét. augustinienne, .
—. “Le témoignage des Psaumes dans la polémique antimarcionite de Tertullien.” 

AugR /– (): –.
Bray, G. L. Holiness and the Will of God—Perspectives on the Th eology of Tertullian. 

London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, .
Brox, N. “‘Non huius aevi deus’ Zu Tertullian, adv. Marc. V ,.” ZNW  (): 

–.
Bulhart, V. Tertullian-Studien. SbWien, .
Burleigh, J. H. S. “Th e Doctrine of the Holy Spirit in the Latin Fathers.” SJTh   

(): –.
Cagnetta, M. “Tertullo contro Paolo: l’accusa di στάσιϚ.” In Paideia cristiana. Fs. 

M. Valdini, edited by G. A. Privitera, –. Rome, .
Cantalamessa, R. “Tertullien et la formule christologique de Chalcédoine.” StPatr 

/ (): –.
—. “Cristo “immagine di Dio”; le tradizioni patristiche su Colossesi :.” RSLR  

(): –; –.
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Choi Yeong-Cheul, A. La “Resurrectio carnis” secondo Q.S. Fl. Tertulliano. Collectio 
Urbaniana . Rome, .

Clabeaux, J. J. A Lost Edition of the Letters of Paul. Washington, .
Clercq, V. C. De. “Th e Expectation of the Second Coming of Christ in Tertullian.” 

StPatr , (): –.
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con Marcione).” Studia Patavina  (): –;  (): –.
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Augustin.” In Jenseitsvorstellungen in Antike und Christentum. Gedenkschrift  für 
Alfred Stuiber, –. Münster: Aschendorff , .

Dulaey, M. “Les sandales de Moise.” In Mélanges off erts à Jacques Fontaine, à 
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L. Holtz and J.-C. Fredouille, –. Paris: Études Augustiniennes, .

Eno, R. B. “Scripture and Tradition in Tertullian.” In Th e Quadrilog. Tradition and 
the Future of Ecumenism. Fs. G. H. Tavard, edited by K. Hagen, –. Th e 
Quadrilog. Collegeville (Minn.), .

Evans, E. “Tertullian’s Commentary on the Marcionite Gospel.” Studia Ev. ().
—. “Second Th oughts on Tertullian against Praxeas.” StPatr  (= TU ) (): 
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Evans, R. F.  “One and Holy. Th e Church in Latin Patristic Th ought (Tert.; Cypr.; 
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Images (Tert. Adv. Praxean , Cyprian, De Unitate ) and Philo on the menorah.” 
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Pont. Univ. Gregoriana, s.
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 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint 

I I I
COMMODIAN EARLY 3RD C. 

Possibly from Syria, but settled in the West, most probably in Africa, Commo-
dian belongs to a Jewish-Christian group in confl ict with rabbinic authori-
ties. In his poetic works, he celebrates the order of Creation and salvation 
in Christ, and also of the millenarian ending of times. His writings betray 
monarchian overtones (Daniélou, ) and the Jewish background of the 
Sibylline Oracles and of the Apocalypse of Baruch. His Instructiones, eighty 
poems in acrostic form, address both pagans (Book ) and Jews (Book ). 
His Carmen apologeticum addresses the same double audience in rhythmic 
prose, with a more poetic inspiration in the description of the end of times. 
Commodian is the fi rst commentator of the Apocalyse of John, which he 
interprets in a millenaristic and materialistic (Jewish) way. His remarkable 
development on Antichrist announces Tyconius’s Liber regularum and his 
Commentary on the Apocalpyse. At the end of the third century, Commodian’s 
eschatology would be taken over by Victorinus of Pettau.

Th e Instructiones, in forty-three verses in Book I and sixty-eight in Book 
II, provide implicit references to scripture (see CSEL). A free adaptation of 
biblical phrases underscores Commodianus’ poetic diction. He knows Liam 
typum synagogae fuisse, mysterium verum et typum ecclesiae nostrae, “Liah was 
a type of the synagogue, a true mystery and type of our church” (I, , –); 
in tot profatorum volumina vox Domini proclamat. “in the many books of the 
prophets God’s voice proclaims” (II, ); Mitis et in illo (Christ) hilaris, nam 
saeculo tristis, “gentle and joyous in him (Christ), because stern for the world” 
(II, ). He presents Tabilha clarissima quondam, “a certain very famous 
Tabilah,” as a model for matrons (II, :), a suggestion repeated by Cyprian, 
De opere et eleemose, . In quoting Isaiah : , he acclaims caeliloquax Esaias 
doctor et auctor, “the heavenly eloquent teacher and writer Isaiah” (II, :; 
see Cyprian De habitu virg. ) and he refers to Sirach :, in Salomoniaco 
libro (II, :). (Daniélou, , –, –).

His Carmen apologeticum is a hymn to God Almighty, with a condensed 
account of the biblical story of salvation, including Creation, the fi rst parents, 
the fl ood, the tower of Babel, Abraham, Moses, the prophets (allowing adver-
sus Judaeos-motifs), Daniel, David, Solomon, divine incarnation, salvation for 
the nations, victory over Satan, the cross (through a series of Testimonia), 
the resurrection, apparitions to Th omas and others, and the ascension. 
Commodian ends in observing that his presumed pagan readership would 
probably prefer the classics: Vergilius legitur, Cicero et Terentius item (verse 
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). His unshakeable expectation of an End (soon to come?) includes a 
lively terror of Antichrist and unusual expectations of some remnant Jewish 
tribes being called from the Orient to fulfi ll divine promises before the fi nal 
collapse of the world.

Editions

Dombart, B., CSEL  ().
Martin, J., CCL  ().
Instructiones
Durel, J., Paris .
Wallis, R. E.: ANF  () –.
Carmen apologeticum
Pitra, J. P., Spicilegium Solesmense . Paris , –.
Salvatore, A.: Turin .

Translations

English: Wallis, R. E., ANF , , –.
French: Durel: above.
Italian: Salvatore: above.

Studies

Daniélou, J. “Les ‘Testimonia’ de Commodien.” In Studi Card. M. Pellegrino, –. 
Turin: Bottega d’Erasmo, .

—. Les origines du christianisme latin. Histoire des doctrines chrétiennes avant 
Nicée, vol. III, Paris, .

Fontaine, J. Naissance de la poésie dans l’Occident chrétien. Esquisse d’une histoire de 
la poésie latine chrétienne du IIIe au VIe siècle. Paris , –.

Hoppenbrowers, H. A. M. Commodien poète chrétien. (Graecitas et Latinitas 
Christianorum Primaeva. Suppl. , –. Nijmegen .

Salvatore, A. “Lex Secunda e interpretazione biblica di Commodianus.” VetChr  
(): –.

—. “Il Salmo  () in un passo di Commodiano.” VetChr  (): –.
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IV
CYPRIAN OF CARTHAGE D. 258

Bishop of Carthage for ten years, Cyprian was a highly educated rhetor before 
converting to Christianity. He embarked on an ascetic lifestyle, distributed 
much of his wealth to the poor and engaged into the study of scripture by 
compiling a vast collection of quotations, Ad Quirinum, put under a set of 
rubrics and provided with short comment. Th is earliest form of scholarly 
exegesis in the Latin West was conceived as a resource for preachers. Book 
I, an Apology against the Jews, counted twenty-four headings; Book II, a 
compendium of christology, counts thirty headings. Book III, with its own 
preface, was added at a later time on the request of Quirinius; it seems to 
date from before , and counts a hundred and twenty headings, dealing 
with the Christian way of life.

In , Cyprian’s comments on the Lord’s prayer De dominica oratione, 
more balanced than those of Tertullian, were carefully pastoral in tone, 
embedded in the liturgical use of scripture, centred on the eucharist, and 
furnished with an eschatological epilogue. At the beginning of the persecu-
tion of Valerian in  (shortly before the persecution of Gallus in  (Koch, 
–) his exhortation, Ad Fortunatum, presents a collection of biblical 
extracts, generously commented on and inspired in particular by the Book 
of Maccabees, in which his attention is focused on martyrdom. His Apology, 
Ad Demetrianum, responds to pagan claims denouncing the Christians as 
responsible for public calamities, but it is addressed to the Christian com-
munity itself, as evidenced by numerous references to scripture. A pamphlet, 
De zelo et livore, dismisses envy as having its origin in Satan, who brought 
Adam to fall by it.

M. A. Fahey (), provides a detailed analysis of “Cyprian’s termi-
nology for Scripture, canon, inspiration, unity of the Testaments” (–); 
“Cyprian’s ot and nt quotations and allusions” in the order of biblical 
books (–); “Cyprian’s biblical fi gures, and passages on salvation history 
(–), and he adds an “Excursus: Cyprian’s Vocabulary for Typology” 
(–). Cyprian’s most cited books are: Matthew, Psalms, John, Isaiah, 
and Apocalypse. Hebrews and James are absent from his canon. Like in 
Tertullian, his interpretation is mainly christological against Marcion. From 
nt, Cypian quotes almost exclusively “sayings,” praecepta of Jesus. Typology 
is usually based on persons. Most of the time Cyprian remains independent 
of Tertullian in the choice and interpretation of biblical texts.

H. Koch () examines the dating of Ad Fortunatum (–), and 
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“Ad Quirinum (Testimonia)” (–): Book III is authentic (same opinion 
in H. von Soden, Das lateinische nt in Afrika zur Zeit Cyprians, , ); 
–, list of biblical quotations in Ad Quirinum III, compared with Ad 
Fortunatum, letters and other writings of Cyprian.

M. Réveillaud () formulates the hypothesis that a collection of un-
published “Testimonia” was used by Cyprian for Ad Quirinum. He was easily 
refuted by M. M. Sage, Cyprian (Patristic Monograph Series ), Philadelphia, 
: Appendix V: “Did Cyprian Compile His Own Florilegium?,” –. 
“Le ‘De Dominica Oratione’ et l’Écriture sainte”: a third of the text quotes 
scripture with sixty-eight explicit quotations and more than fi ft y allusions. 
Th e written Gospel is the foundation of the church. In scripture the Holy 
Spirit speaks to the church. Th e prayer for “bread” in the dominica oratio, 
like all the scriptures potest et spiritaliter et simpliciter intellegi, “can be un-
derstood in a spirtitual sense and according to the letter” (De dom. orat. ). 
Both senses, the literal and the spiritual, are equally necessary. Typology 
is important: it enables the commentator to fi guram exprimere, typum os-
tendere, imaginem expressere; Anna, ecclesiae typum portens, “represent the 
fi gure, to show the type, to express the image, Anna carrying on the type 
of the church.”

Still missing is a detailed study of the use of scripture in Cyprian’s 
Letters.

Ps.-Cyprian. De duobus montibus Sina et Sion
Th e Pseudo-Cyprianic sermon, De duobus montibus Sina et Sion, African, 
rd century (PL , –; CSEL , ) belongs to the genre of Adversus 
Iudaeos. It “exhibits the same features that characterized other early Christian 
treatises: a christological interpretation of scripture, biblically based argu-
mentation, the use of typology, allegory, and etymologies, and the typically 
dualistic contrast between Christians and Jews” (J. A. Kraus, JECS , , 
, reviewing A. M. Laato, Jews and Christians in the De duobus montibus 
Sina et Sion: An Approach to Early Latin Adversus Iudaeos Literature. Diss. 
Abo Akademi Univ. Press ).

Th e preacher comments on the two parables of the evil tenants (Mt :
–; Mk :–; Lk :–) and the wedding feast (Mt :–; Lk 
:–), with a special reference to the two sons (Mt :–). Th e de-
scription of Christ’s Passion serves as a rhetorical climax binding together 
the comments on the diff erent parables. Contemplating the rejection of the 
“unbelieving Jews” and the election of the nations leds to a hymnic profession 
of faith. Th e homilist ends by celebrating the fact that some Jews reached 
salvation thanks to Christ’s compassion and to baptism. Pseudo-Cyprian was 
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a rhetor and a gift ed writer, familiar with the classics. He was also trained as 
a jurist; the notions vetus and novum testamentum keep a strictly juridical 
sense when he claims: hic est qui rupit vetro suum testamentum et scripsit 
novum, quo gentes ad possessionem bonorum suorum vocavit, “He is the one 
who annulled his former covenant and wrote a new one, by which he called 
the nations to take possession of his goods” (par. ). Th e homily witnesses 
several literary contacts with a very early text form of the Diatesseron. It 
comes close to Irenaeus and to Melito’s homily On the Passion. Quoted are 
Gn : (par. ); :b and  (par. ); Is : (par ); b–a (par. ); 
:,  (par. ; :b– (par. ); :– (par. ); and :– (par. ). Th e 
sermon alludes to Jer :, ; :– (par. ); and Is :– (par. ).

Chronica Tertullianea et Cyprianea (–)
Th anks to the initiative of P. Petitmengin and J.-C. Fredouille, a small group 
of specialists engaged into a thorough critical review of publications con-
cerning Cyprian: the Chronica Tertullianea, which had started in REAug in 
, expanded into a Chronica Tertullianea et Cyprianea , reviewing 
publications up to that year. For instance, n.  discusses a thesis of J. Ziegler 
(), and n. , P. Monat, BTTL, who insists that the books Ad Quirinum 
do not represent a proper collection of “Testimonia.” Chronica , n. , 
highlights K. B. Schnurr, “Hören und handeln,” stressing the juridical char-
acter of the very notion of Pater, in De oratione dominica; it also examines 
the articulation of the literal and spiritual sense based on the hermeneutical 
regula fi dei. Chronica , n.  deals with Y. Frost. Chronica –.

One fi nds new critical precisions about Pseudo-Cypriana in Chronica 
 (REAug ), n. : according to J. Schwind, the pseudocyprianic 
Carmen de pascha seu de ligno crucis, a poem of  hexameters (CPL ), 
was probably composed in northern Italy ca. ; it is close to Chromatius 
of Aquileia. A. Roncoroni, , is also mentioned. Chronica  (REAug 
), n. : Cena Cypriani (CPL ),  verses in strophes of four, with 
rhymes and assonance, pictures a burlesque dinner party with ot and nt 
fi gures, using a Latin translation of the Bible from before Jerome. Th e enig-
matic poem engaged medieval culture into allegorism. It dates from the last 
third of the fourth century. Chronica  (REAug ), n. , presents G. 
W. Clarke, “Cyprian,” the Anchor Bible; S. Deléani observes: “Cyprian does 
not limit himself to quoting strictly scripture; he paraphrases it by announc-
ing his quotations and adding to them his own comments. His style seems 
marked by the lectio divina.”

Chronica  (REAug ), n. , singles out De excidio Sodomae et 
Ninive, a fi ft h century diptych of  hexameters, and mentions R. Cacitti. 
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Chronica , n. , quotes Fr. Trisaglio, “Cipriano uomo . . . ,” noting that the 
proper originality of Cyprian’s Letters depends principally on their use of 
scripture. In n. , A. Felber, Ecclesia ex . . . () specifi es the meaning of 
extra ecclesiam nulla salus; it concerns only people who leave the church, 
the “schismatics.”

Chronica  (REAug ), n. , presents to the readers Pseudo-
Cypriani, I due monti Sinai e Sion, which the editor, Clara Burini (), 
dates, vs. J. Daniélou, from the second half or the fi rst half of the fourth 
century. Chronica , n. , mentions M. Poirier, “Dans l’atelier . . .” (). 
In n. , Th . Ricklin observes that Cena Cypriani is not necessarily contem-
poraneous with Zeno of Verona (vs. Chr. Modesto). Chronica  (REAug 
) includes among other issues a discussion by R. Braun of O. Schmid, 
Marcion und sein Apostolos, and a review of P. Mattei, “Recherches sur la Bible 
à Rome vers le milieu du IIIe siècle: Novatien et la Vetus Latina,” RBen  
(), by P. Petitmengin. In Chronica  (REAug ), P. Petitmengin 
reviews S. Deléani, “La syntaxe des titres dans les recueils scripturaires de 
saint Cyprien”: REAug  (): –, and R. Braun, “Les avatars de 
Rom : chez Tertullien,” Fs. Weiss, Nice . F. Chapot examines two 
contributions by W. Turck, “L’infl usso di Paolo nell’evoluzione del concetto di 
speranza”: Atti del IV Simposio su S. Paolo apostolo, Rome, –, and “La 
prima lettera di Giovanni negli scritti di Tertulliano”: Atti del VI Simposio di 
Efeso su S. Giovanno apostolo, Rome , –. Finally, in Chronica  
(REAug ), includes a detailed review of K. Sallmann’s “ouvrage fonda-
mental” (), Die Literatur des Umbruchs. Von der römischen zur christli-
chen Literatur, – n. Chr. (Hb. d. lat. Lit. der Antike, ). Munich . 
Th ree recent studies on Perpetua’s Passion, by A. Wypustek, J. E. Salisbury 
and K. B. Steinhauser, all three emphasizing the Montanist character of the 
document, are critically reviewed by F. Dolbeau.

A separate publication of the whole set of Chronica crowns this collec-
tive work by P. Petitmengin, J.-C. Fredouille and their colleagues: Chronica 
Tertullianea et Cyprianea –. Bibliographie critique de la première 
littérature chrétienne. Paris .
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V
NOVATIAN FL. MID3RD C. 

Th e intellectual leader of the Roman presbyterium ca. c.e., Novatian 
failed to become bishop of Rome in , when Cornelius was elected. He 
created a schismatic church of the “Pure,” which extended from Spain to 
Syria and still merited refutation by Eulogios of Alexandria in the seventh 
century. Only in the late twentieth century did Novatian, for the very fi rst 
time, fi gure as a quoted authority in a papal document (John Paul II, Veritatis 
splendor (), par. : Novatian, De trinitate , –, CCL , ).

In Rome, Novatian inaugurated a dogmatic form of exegesis. He wrote 
in a “careful, elaborate and brilliant style,” Quasten II, . In De trinitate, 
his main work from before  c.e., he intended to communicate the riches 
of the “rule of faith” in the wake of Irenaeus’s theological synthesis, and in 
emulating Tertullian’s rhetorical talents. He tacitly opposed Marcionism, 
probably known through Tertullian; but he ignored all forms of Valentinian 
gnosis. His “heretics” were Docetists, Ebionites, Adoptionists, Modalists and 
Patripassionists, all archaic forms of christology. However he explains with 
the clear and vigor of the best classical prose that he is not so much interested 
in polemics as he is in showing the truth of scripture: Et puteram quidam 
omnium scripturarum caelestium eventilare tractatus et ingentem circa istam 
speciem Christi divinitatis, ut ita dicerim, silvam commovere, nisi quoniam 
non tam mihi contra hanc haeresim propositum est dicere, quam breviter circa 
personam Christi regulam veritatis aperire, “And I could discuss the books 
of all heavenly scriptures, and displace, if I can say so, their immense forest 
about the form of Christ’s divinity, had I not less the intention to speak out 
against that heresy than to expose briefl y the rule of truth concerning the 
person of Christ” (De trinitate XX, :, ).

Th e central section of De trinitate, XII–XVII, consists of an ample argu-
mentation on Christ’s divinity, exclusively based on scripture. Th e twenty-
seven times repeated question “Si homo tammodo Christus” receives in it 
a negative answer, each time in form of a biblical quotation or a biblical 
paraphrase. Th ese proofs, sounding like dogmatic statements, intend to 
convince the reader by their literal content and divine authority. Th ey are 
supposed to do so because of their rational consistency. Only a “heretic” 
(aliquis haereticus pertinaciter obluctans adversus veritatem, “some heretic 
stubornly fi ghting against the truth” (XX, , p. ) would deny them, “heresy” 
consisting precisely in refusing to admit the basic principles of scriptural 
rationality: the principle of non-contradiction, the principles of deductive 
logic, etc., in short the veritas as understood in Novatian’s hermeneutics. 
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It is the “truth” which “faith” contemplates in scripture as in a mirror, the 
source of the believer’s unshakeable strength which Novatian invokes at the 
start of his argument: Cur ergo dubitemus dicere quod scriptura non dubitat 
exprimere? Cur haesitabit fi dei veritas in quo scripturae numquam haesitat 
auctoritas? “Why would we hesitate to say what scripture expresses without 
a doubt? Why would the truth of faith be hesitant in what the authority of 
scripture never hesitates? (XII, , p. ). Novatian reiterates the same affi  r-
mation at the completion of his christological argument: Sed enim scriptura 
divina haereticorum et fraudes et furta facile convinxit et detegit, “but divine 
scripture has easily demonstrated and disclosed the deceptions and tricks 
of the heretics” (XXIV, , p. ): cum ratio et temperamentum scripturarum 
caelestium Christum ostendunt deum, sed qua fi lium dei, “As the logic and 
the disposition of heavenly scriptures show Christ as God, indeed as Son of 
God” (XXIII, , p. ), precisely because of the rational consistency which 
“right faith” (according to the “rule of truth”) reads into it.
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VI
VICTORINUS OF POETOVIO D. CA. 304 

Victorinus, who died a martyr probably in  c.e., was bishop of Poetovio 
(modern Ptuj, Slovenia), in Pannonia Superior, a fl ourishing Roman city 
where the amber traffi  c from the Baltic reached the Danube Valley. Th ough 
he possibly received a Greek education, he wrote the very fi rst exegetical 
commentaries known in Latin. He may have “missed the cycle of classical 
studies, as Jerome suggests (licet desit eruditio). He rather enjoyed an edu-
cation of a Semitic type, possibly through a church tradition linked with 
a Judaeo-Christian milieu, the hexameral tradition of the past to which he 
alludes when describing the literary genre of his work” (M. Dulaey, ).

Of all his commentaries, only one survives, the Commentary on the 
Apocalypse which stresses Victorinus’s strong belief in the thousand-year 
reign of Christ at the end of time. Th e same conviction becomes vocal in 
a short fragment of his Tractatus de fabrica mundi (CSEL , –), whose 
content is well announced by the author’s opening statement: “As all celes-
tial and temporal realities are regulated by the number seven of the days, 
I shall start by contemplating that week which is the mother (the ‘queen’) 
of all weeks; aft er that, in the measure of my ability, I shall try to comment 
on the ‘Day of Wrath’ according to its fulfi llment” (De fabrica mundi ). Th e 
initial meditation covers chapter  to ; the consideration of the number 
seven occupies chapter –; a recapitulation of the seven days centered on 
divine incarnation follows in chapter , and chapter  presents a general 
conclusion.

 Jerome, De vir. inl. , enumerates his works: On Genesis, On Exodus, On 
Leviticus, On Isaiah, On Ezekiel, On Habakkuk, On Ecclesiastes, On Canticle, 
On the Apocalypse of John, Against All Heresies, and many others. Of all the 
commentaries only one survives, the Commentary on the Apocalypse, which 
stresses Victorinus’s strong belief in the thousand-year reign of Christ at 
the end of times. Th e same conviction is stressed in a short fragment of his 
Tractatus de fabrica mundi (CSEL , –).

References to Victorinus’s writings are scattered throughout the medi-
eval period:
Commentary on Genesis: specially on the benedictions of the Patriarchs in 

Genesis ,  and ; typology prevails. Th is commentary was still used 
by Isidore of Seville.

Commentary on Leviticus: It is still mentioned in the catalogues of medieval 
libraries.



 Seven Th ird-Century Latin Christian Literature

Commentary on Isaiah: a work only known through Jerome’s allusions.
Commentary on Ezekiel: referred to by Jerome.
Commentary on Ecclesiastes: attested for Eccliastes  and  by allusions of 

Origen and Hippolytus. It still infl uenced Jerome.
Commentary on Matthew: Jerome sent a copy of it to Paula and Eustochium 

in .
Adversus omnes haereses is mentioned by Optatus of Milevis ca. .

Victorinus’s exegesis is possibly based on Papias, Irenaeus, Hippolytus, 
and more probably on Cyprian, whose Ad Quirinum dates from –.

In De fabrica, he plays with the numbers of Genesis : the six days of 
Creation, each of them, (in particular “Day Four”), bringing back to memory 
other uses of the same number in scripture, and number “seven” engaging 
into a contemplation of Christ, because of the “seven” spirits of Is :–. 
Th is sort of biblical numerology includes neither typology, nor allows for 
allegory; it speaks for itself as a feature of scripture, due to the inner unity 
of scripture.

Th e same attention to numbers is at work throughout the Commentary 
on the Apocalypse, in which it also gives space for traditional allegorism as 
used in baptismal initiations: aquae multae (cf. Rv :) “means many people,” 
and pedes eius “refers to the apostles” (I, ). Number “seven” receives again a 
privileged treatment (in chapter seven!): the sixth category of people in Rv 
:, signifi es those humiles in saeculo et rusticani in scripturis (, –), 
“the simple of the world, uneducated in the scriptures,” but the seventh 
category opens the cosmic vision and the contemplation of biblical salva-
tion-history in which the Gospel event is central, being the reason for the 
breaking open of the ot for the benefi t of the nt. Th e “opening of the seals” 
means the interpretation of the ot in the light of the nt: resignatio sigillo-
rum, ut diximus, apertio est veteris testamenti praedicatorum et praenuntiatio 
in novissimo tempore futurorum, “the opening of the seals, as stated, means 
an access given to the spokesmen of the Old Testament, and an anticipated 
announcement of last times” (, –). In this context, a fi rst mention is 
made of Antichrist (, , p. , ). Th e woman of Rv :– is the church, 
ecclesia est antiqua patrum et prophetarum et sanctorum apostolorum, “She is 
the ancient church of the fathers, the prophets, and the holy apostles” (, 
–), and the “dragon” means diabolus. “Th e tail of the dragon, sweeping 
away a third of all the stars . . . is interpreted in two ways” bifarie hoc accipitur 
(, ).

Two additional fragments are: the Chronological Fragment, PL , ; 
CSEL , Hausleiter; Dulaey, , –, and De decem virginibus (Mt 
:–), ed. A. Wilmart: BALAC  (): – = PLS , –; Duleay, 
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, –. For the ot, Victorinus used a Greek translation closer to the 
original Hebrew than the lxx, such as the translation by Th eodotion. For 
the nt, his Latin text is strictly local, characterized by a certain attempt at a 
harmonization of the Gospels, but without any parallels in the Vetus Latina. 
For both, ot and nt, he occasionally corrected the Latin translation at his 
disposal by checking the Greek text.

His hermeneutical attitude rested on a fi rm sense for the inner coher-
ence of all scripture, a coherence which mainly meant for him the harmony 
between both Testaments, their christo-centric focus, their “spiritual” mean-
ing being directly bound to the initiatives of the Holy Spirit as the author 
of the Bible. Victorinus’s special appreciation of the Apocalypse was due to 
the fact that he saw in it a theological and literary recapitulation of the rest 
of scripture (M. Dulaey, , –).
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I
THE LIFE AND WORKS OF MANI AND 

THE EXPANSION OF MANICHAEISM 216–276

a special contribution
by Albert Viciano

i. Biographical data

Mani or Manes (Manikhaios, Manichaeus), the founder of Manichaeism, 
was born on the th of April,  c.e., the son of Pattig (Patekios, Patecius), 
from Hamadan in Media. Mani was born in Madinu, a city in the region 
of Nahr Kutha in northern Babylonia situated on the canal which joins the 
Tigris and Euphrates rivers to the south of Seleucia-Ctesiphon. Mani began 
his preaching in Persis, Mesene, Assuristan, Media and in the land of the 
Parthians at the beginning of the reign of Shapur I, who had been proclaimed 
king on the death of Ardashir, founder of the Sassanian dynasty. Under the 
protection of Shapur for thirty years, Mani was free to prepare his disciples, 
write his scriptures, organize his church and send missionaries to the east 
and west. On the death of Shapur in –, his son Vahram I was crowned 
king. During his reign, the Kirdir Chief, Mobed, the staunch enemy of all 
foreign cults, made repeated attempts to establish Mazdeism, also known 
as Zoroastrism, as the state religion. Mobed’s infl uence led Vahram to order 
the detention of Mani who, on being tried, was imprisoned at Gondeshapur 
(Bet Laphat) in Susiana. Mani died on a Monday, most probably the th of 
February, , physically broken aft er twenty six days of torture.

ii. Mani, Christian heretic and founder 
of a universal religion

Until the discoveries of the twentieth century the only biographical data 
available were from the works of Christian writers who unanimously pre-
sented Mani as a heretic and imposter. Th e anti-Manichaean treatises, such 
as the Acta Archelai by Hegemonius written around the year  c.e., were 
mainly responsible for this image.

. Ries, Julien. Art. Mani, manichéisme: Poupard, Paul (ed.). Dictionnaire des Reli-
gions, Paris , –.
. Hegemonius. Acta Archelai, ed. by Charles Henry Beeson (CGS ), Berlin .
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With the Age of Enlightenment and the discovery of the texts of certain 
outstanding Arabian historians (Sahrastani and al-Nadim), the negative im-
age created by patristic sources of Mani as a Christian heretic was critically 
revised to the extent that he came to be considered the founder of a universal 
religion. In this new context it was debated whether Mani was a religious 
genius or a mere compiler of a synthesis of Zoroastrian doctrines, Buddhist 
morality, and the cult of Mithras, along with certain elements taken from 
Christianity.

Th e Coptic Manichaean texts discovered at Medinet Madi in  cast 
new light on the life of Mani. In the Kephalaion , the introduction to his 
doctrinal treatise, the prophet described himself as the seal of the messengers 
of salvation. He evokes the major stages in the historical development of 
salvation by citing the names of some of his predecessors: Seth, son of Adam, 
Enosh, Enoch, Shem, son of Noah, Buddha, and Jesus. He goes on to refer 
to the key role of the apostles, of the mission of Paul, of the crisis brought 
about in the Church immediately following Paul’s preaching and, fi nally, 
mention is made of the two justs ones, probably Marcion and Bardaisan, who 
attempted to redeem the world. Mani makes explicit reference to himself as 
the Paraclete foretold by Jesus (Kephalaion ..–). Modifying Jn :– 
by means of the introduction of a gnostic perspective, Mani alludes to his 
pre-existence, claiming that the living Paraclete descended upon him for the 
Aeons and Generations (Kephalaion ..–a). Th is autobiographic note, 
inserted into a formulary of gnostic doctrine, shows that the basic mystery 
of Manichaeism consists in a radical and universal dualism, revealed by the 
promised Paraclete and made known by his twin spirit, Mani.

In  the successful decipherment of a tiny Greek parchment codex 
in the manuscript collection of the University of Cologne (P. coln. inv. nr. 
) signalled a new era in the study of the origins of Manichaeism. Th e 
Codex Manichaicus Coloniensis (CMC), as the document is now called by 
scholars, is the smallest parchment codex yet discovered. Its pages measure 
only . cm. x . cm. and the writing on them is . cm. x . cm. Despite 
its minute format, the Manichaean scribes, at least four in number, man-
aged to copy an average of twenty-three lines of Greek immaculately onto 
each page. Th is codex of the fi ft h century bears the title “peri tes gennes tou 
somatos autou,” “On the Genesis of his (sc. Mani’s) Body.” Th e title itself 

. Ries, Julien. Les études manichéennes. Des controverses de la Réforme aux décou-
vertes du XX siècle, Louvain-la-Neuve , –.
. Heinrichs, Albert – Koenen, Ludwig (ed.). Ein griechischer Mani-Codex: ZPE  
() –; Idem. Der Kölner Mani-Codex: ZPE  (): –,  (): 
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places us squarely in a Gnostic frame of reference: the fall of Mani into 
matter. Th e CMC includes a biography of Mani which is mainly limited to 
his formative years, that is, from age four to twenty-four, during which time 
he is infl uenced both by the Elchasaites, a Judaeo-Christian sect referred to 
by Arab historians as the almughtasila (those who wash themselves), and 
by the Syrian tradition menaqqede (the purifi ed ones) or halle heware (the 
white tunics). Greek and Coptic texts refer to this group as baptistai, celibates 
who abstain from meat and wine. Th e CMC quotes Mani as saying that at 
the age of four he was admitted into the Elchasaites and grew up under the 
protection of the “maidens of light” and the special powers established by 
“Jesus the luminous.”

Th e CMC cites Elchasi, the founder of the Elchasaites or baptistai, as 
claiming that Mani’s youth was marked by a series of celestial interventions. 
In the early pages of the CMC can be found references to the Manichaean 
tradition which relates certain episodes of the amazing childhood of the 
prophet: through a series of visions taking place from the age of four to 
twelve, Mani received elementary Gnostic instruction related to the signacu-
lum manuum or seal of the hands: the reverence given by the “living soul” 
to the “cross of light.” Such reverence and respect involved the prohibition 
of cutting down trees, uprooting plants, polluting the water one bathed in, 
since these particular actions were thought to destroy the light particles 
imprisoned in matter.

At the age of twelve Mani received a heavenly vision. It was the moment 
of the fi rst revelation by which the prophet was instructed and prepared for 
his mission by the Paraclete. Th at revelation took place on the th day of 
Nisan in the year  (th April, ). Mani, though for a time continuing 
to externally observe the law of the Elchasaites, kept his secret to himself, 
listened to the Paraclete and thus gradually severed his former allegiance. 
According to the idealized biography of the CMC which, according to 
Tardieu, makes use of names and legends taken from Syrian Christian ac-
counts of the life of St Th omas the Apostle, the second apparition of the angel 
was to mark the break with Elchasaism and the founding of the “church of 
light” on the th of April, . Th e celestial Paraclete, a luminous being of 
whom the twenty-four-year-old Mani was the replica, descended to confi rm 
him in his prophetic mission: the moment of the defi nitve revelation had 
arrived.

–,  (): –,  (): –; Koenen, Ludwig – Römer Kornelia 
(ed.). Der Kölner Mani-Kodex. Über das Werden seines Leibes, Opladen .
. Tardieu, Michel. Le manichéisme, Paris , .
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Mani was not only a theologian but an accomplished artist as well. He 
made use of the literary form of the myth to express his revelation which 
was habitual among the Gnostics as it had been for the philosophers, e.g., 
Plato in the Dialogues. Along with his poetic genious, Mani was also highly 
gift ed as a painter, so that the Manichaean mission was eventually to develop 
characteristic art forms.

iii. Canonical works of Mani and 
other Manichaean scriptures

Manichaeism was a religion of the book. To Mani’s mind, the failure of 
Zoroaster, Buddha, and Jesus centered on the fact that they themselves had 
not personally written down their revelation. Th is explains the considerable 
eff ort made by Mani as the author of his own scriptures, which resulted in 
the creation of a canon of books containing the revelation destined to be 
transmitted by his church.

Mani wrote a canon of seven works in the Aramaic dialect of southern 
Mesopotamia. Th ey are: () the Living Gospel, () the Treasure of Life, () 
the Pragmateia, () the Book of Mysteries, () the Book of Giants, () the 
Letters, () Psalms and Prayers. In addition, he made a summary of the main 
points of his teaching in Middle Persian, which he presented to Shapur I. 
Th is work, the Sabuhragan, was so important that one sometimes fi nds it 
listed in the canon in place of Psalms and Prayers. Not one of these works 
has survived in its complete form, but a considerable number of citations 
from them can be found in the writings of the Church Fathers and in Syriac 
and Arabic writers who used them to demonstrate the absurdity of Mani’s 
teaching. Fortunately, we are now no longer entirely reliant on these polemi-
cal writers for information on Mani’s teaching and the text of his works. 
Th e extant corpus of genuine Manichaean texts has grown considerably 
since the end of the last century. From  to , in four expeditions 
to Central Asia, German archaeologists brought back to Berlin from sites 
of ruined Manichaean monasteries at Turfan in Sinkiang (China) several 
thousand fragments of Manichaean texts. Th ese once constituted handsomely 
bound and beautifully illuminated manuscript codices but they had been 
mutilated by zealous Islamic conquerors in the fourteenth century. Th e texts 
are written in a number of Central Asian languages, but Middle Persian, 

. Klimkeit, Hans-Joachim. Vom Wesen manichäischer Kunst: ZRGG  (): 
–.
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Parthian, Sogdian, and Uighur predominate. In  came the news of the 
discovery of a large hoard of manuscripts, mostly Chinese Buddhist texts, 
in the Temple of the Th ousand Buddhas at Tunhuang. Among them were 
three Manichaean texts in Chinese as well as a long confessional for the 
Manichaean Hearers in Uighur.

Th e West too made its contributions to this growing body of Manichaean 
texts. I have already mentioned the Codex Manichaicus Coloniensis. A Latin 
Manichaean manuscript was found in a cave near Tebessa (Th eveste) in 
Algeria in . More signifi cantly, a sizeable collection of Manichaean 
codices in Coptic was shown to Professor Carl Schmidt in  by an 
Egyptian dealer in Cairo, and their place of origin was eventually traced to 
Medinet Madi in the Fayoum near the former Hellenistic military settlement 
of Narmouthis. Th e fi nd, totalling some two thousand leaves, contained: () 
the Letters of Mani, () the Psalm-Book, () the Kephalaia of the Teacher 
(i.e. Mani), () Th e Kephalaia of the Wisdom of my Lord Mani, () Synaxes 
(commentary) on the Living Gospel, () a historical work which gave a life of 
Mani and the early history of the sect, () the Homilies, () some unidentifi -
able leaves. Part of this fi nd was acquired by the Chester Beatty collection 
in London (now Dublin), but the greater part of it went to the Prussian 
Academy in Berlin. Th e Letters and the historical work which were housed in 
Berlin were unfortunately lost in the chaotic aft ermath of the Second World 
War before they could be properly examined and studied.

Th ese newly discovered texts have greatly enriched our knowledge of 
Manichaeism, although they have not yielded a canon of Mani’s writings. 

 . Vide footnote .
 . Merkelbach, Reinhold (ed.). Der manichäische Codex von Tebessa: Bryder, 
Peter (dir.). Manichaean Studies. Proceedings of the First International Conference on 
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Th e loss of the Letters from Berlin has deprived us of possessing a canoni-
cal work in its entirety. However, the texts from Turfan have so far yielded 
a number of fragments from the canonical works, especially from the Book 
of the Giants and the quasi-canonical Sabuhragan. No doubt, when it is fully 
published, the Synaxes on the Living Gospel in Coptic will shed some light 
on the text of the Living Gospel itself.

On the other hand, the new texts, even if most of them are not of ca-
nonical status, are genuine writings of the sect and touch upon many fun-
damental aspects of its doctrines and history. Th e Kephalaia of the Teacher, 
for instance, purports to be a record of Mani’s discourses delivered to his 
inner circle of disciples, and a Manichaean work titled Kephalaia is listed 
by Epiphanius (Panarion ) as one of the most important works of the 
sect. Th e Psalm-Book has furnished us with one of the fi nest anthologies of 
Manichaean poetry, and the Homilies contain a great deal of new information 
on the early history of the sect. Th ese genuine Manichaean writings allow 
us to reconstruct many important aspects of the original teaching of Mani 
without fear of misrepresentation by the sect’s enemies. Surprisingly, these 
texts have shown that some of the polemicists, especially Augustine, have 
been remarkably accurate in their presentation of Mani’s teaching.

iv. The expansion of Manichaeism

Mani believed that by making a synthesis of the three great religions of 
Christianity, Zoroastrism, and Buddhism he could create a common religion 
for the Sassanian Empire. Th is empire was in a period of expansion to the 
east and west. Towards the west was to be found Christianity whereas to 
the east, Buddhism dominated in Central Asia and Zoroastrianism in Iran, 
and everywhere were enclaves of paganism. Although Mani was not able to 
convert his doctrine into a state religion, he and his disciples carried out a 
missionary eff ort which took in practically all of the Roman Empire, as well 
as Central Asia and China.

In the century which followed his death the religion achieved amazing 
missionary success in the Roman Empire and came to be attacked at fi rst as 
a subversive foreign religion and later as one of the most pernicious forms 

. Epiphanius. Panarion, ed. by Karl Holl (CGS , , ), Leipzig –; 
Riggi, Calogero. Epifanio contro Mani, Roma .
. Lieu, Samuel N. C. Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire and Medieval China, 
. ed., Tübingen , –.
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of Christian heresy. Although it was largely wiped out by severe persecu-
tion in the fi ft h and sixth centuries, it left  a legacy of fear and hatred among 
mediaeval churchmen both in the Latin West and the Greek East. Th e term 
“Manichaean” was used by church leaders to stigmatize the teachings of a 
number of Christian heretics such as the Messalians, the Paulicians and the 
Mogomils in Byzantium, and the Paterenes and the Cathars or Albigensians 
in the West, who had in common the view that the human body was intrinsi-
cally evil and therefore could not be the creation of a good God. In the east, 
Manichaeism had established a fi rm base in eastern Iran by the end of the 
fourth century and from there it would eventually be conveyed even further 
eastward along the Silk Road to Bactria, Tochara, and the Tarim Basin. In the 
eighth century it became the state religion of the Uighur Turks, one of the 
main military powers on the northern frontiers of China. Aft er the eclipse of 
the fi rst Uighur Empire in the ninth century, the religion continued to thrive 
in the Tarim Basin until the rise of Genghis Khan. In China it also survived 
as a secret religion in the southern coastal regions and traces of it can be 
found in the province of Fukien as late as the sixteenth century.

. Ibid., –.
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II
A BRIEF PRESENTATION OF THE 

MANICHAEAN D O CTRINE

Manichaeism is a dualistic Gnostic system with a basic doctrine of two 
co-eternal principles radically opposed to one another: light and darkness. 
Mani’s theological point of departure is man’s plight in the world, his needs 
and suff ering which originate from an existence developed out of good 
and evil. Mani presents himself as the ultimate revelation and seal of the 
prophets, charged with founding the Church of the Last Days, the Church 
of the Kingdom of Light. Mani considers himself the Paraclete sent to re-
construct the true church of Jesus Christ. Th is dualistic gnosis is an absolute 
Gnosticism that in itself embraces all knowledge and all existence and which 
Mani managed to establish as an organized church with its own scriptures, 
hierarchy, and institutions.

Th e Kephalaion  contains both a clearly delineated Gnostic creed which 
sets out a synthesis of the Manichaean faith in twelve articles as well as a 
second creed relative to the Gnostic mission: twelve articles which defi ne 
Mani as the revealer of the celestial mysteries. We now know from the CMC 
that, in the thinking of Mani, the Christian element is neither secondary or 
late-coming but rather must be considered a principle element from the very 
beginning and the basis of his religious refl ection.

Mani’s call to salvation—tochme—was made so that man would adhere 
to the mysteries revealed by him. Th e Gnostic, immersed in a world of light 
and darkness, has to choose at every moment between the two in order to 
continue on the road to the “kingdom of heaven.” Th e Manichaean tradition 
distinguishes between two types of believers: the Elect or Chosen Ones, that 
is to say those who have reached perfection or sanctity, and the Catechumens 
or Hearers, those initiated into the stage of catharsis which leads to the lib-
eration from matter. Th e Elect and the perfect Catechumens are assured of 
entering the kingdom without having to undergo reincarnation into another 
body. Other Catechumens are destined to the metangismos or modifi cation of 
the receptacle, i.e., metempsichosis. Th e sinner who obstinately chooses to live 
in darkness is condemned to wander through the world until he is thrown 
into hell at the moment of the separation of light from darkness.

Th e Kephalaia , , , , , ,  are a compendium of command-
ments grouped under one denomination, dikaiosyne or righteousness. Justice 
concerns above all the Elect or Chosen Ones who live according to the three 
signacula or seals. Th e seal of the abdomen ordains total continence and 
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prohibits procreation. Th e seal of the mouth forbids uncharitable words and 
establishes a series of dietary prescriptions: habitual fasting is broken only 
by two daily vegetarian meals prepared by the Hearers. Th e seal of the hands 
imposes respect for the “cross of light” as manual labor negatively aff ects the 
particles of light mixed in with matter. By these means the Chosen Ones 
grow in the wisdom—sophia—needed for eff ective preaching. Th e justice of 
the Hearers participates in that of the Chosen Ones. Th e Hearers also live 
according to the norms of the three signacula through fasting, prayer, and 
alms-giving, but unlike the Chosen Ones they are destined to procreate and 
to perform manual labor.

 A Brief Presentation of the Manichaean Doctrine 
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III
NOTIONS AND METHODS OF EXEGESIS

Manichaeism had an unusual capacity for syncretism with other religions. As 
it spread throughout the Roman Empire it adapted itself to certain aspects 
of Christianity, particularly to the theology of the heretic Marcion, whose 
cosmology was dualistic whereas his Christology was permeated by Gnostic 
elements. Such coincidence with Manichaean doctrine, along with the fact 
that Marcionism, like Manichaeism, was organized as a church, facilitated 
such syncretism. Moreover, Mani himself admired Marcion in so far as their 
respective interpretations of the epistles of Paul had many points in common. 
Consequently, those Manichaeans living within the confi nes of the Roman 
Empire were not adverse to studying and commenting on the nt considered 
as a series of books of exceptional spiritual value.

Not surprisingly, such a situation led to an exegetical-doctrinal polemic 
between Catholics and Manichaeans with regard to the interpretation of the 
nt. Th is controversy was, for the most part, a prolongation into the fourth 
and fi ft h centuries of that earlier confrontation which the Catholic Church 
had maintained with Gnostics and Marcionites in the second and third 
centuries. In both circumstances the Catholic Church found itself under the 
obligation to reject cosmological dualism, to defend the unity between the 
Old and New Testaments and to uphold the historical reality of the incarna-
tion, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Th e historical interest and novelty of the Manichaean nt exegesis lies 
in its having given emphasis to certain principles which today would be 
denominated as “literary criticism.” Tardieu systematised these principles 
mainly on the basis of material taken from the controversy maintained 
between the Manichaeans and Augustine.

. Tardieu, M. Principes de l’exégèse manichéenne du Nouveau Testament: Tar-
dieu, M. (dir.). Les règles de l’interprétation, Paris , –. Cfr. Böhling, A. Th e 
New Testament and the Concept of the Manichaean Myth: Th e New Testament and 
Gnosis: Essays in Honour of R. McL. Wilson, Edinburgh , –.
. Th e anti-Manichaean writings of Augustine include: Augustinus. De utili-
tate credendi, de duabus animabus, contra Fortunatum, contra Adimantum, contra 
epistulam fundamenti, contra Faustum, contra Felicem, de natura boni, epistula Se-
cundini, contra Secundinum (CSEL , Vienna ); Idem. De haeresibus (CChr. SL 
, Turnhout ); Idem. De moribus Ecclesiae Catholicae et de moribus Manichaeo-
rum (PL , –); Idem. De libero arbitrio (CSEL , Vienna ); Idem. 
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i. Object and statutes of the Manichaean exegesis

Only the nt constitutes an exegetical problem since Jesus abolished the ot 
because the God of the ot and that of the nt are not one and the same. Nor 
do the writings of Mani present an exegetical problem since Mani, unlike 
Zoroaster, Buddha, and Jesus, was the personal author of his works and con-
sequently these are comprehensible in themselves, given the infallibility of 
the prophet. As a result, although for Manichaeism the nt has not the status 
of canonical scripture, the Manichaean faithful look upon the nt in much 
the same way as the Christian considers the Jewish scriptures: just as the ot 
for Christians foreshadows the fullness of revelation given in the person of 
Jesus, so Manichaeism holds that the nt is only partial in its relevance. Th e 
nt, according to Manichaeism, indicates what is necessary for salvation and 
thus signifi es salvation, although it does not reveal the causes.

Any given nt text contains anomalies and incoherences due to the inter-
ference of the author. Faustus, one of the rivals of St Augustine, denominated 
this concept as narratio obliqua (Aug. Contra Faustum .) in references 
to passages written in the third person. On this basis any nt text was to be 
submitted to a critical analysis to decide on its exact origin: from Jesus or 
Paul, authentic text; from any other author, not authentic.

ii. The exegetical authorities: Jesus, Paul, and Mani

From the Manichaean point of view, the historical role of Jesus was to dem-
onstrate through his words and works, within the framework of Judaism, 
the non-divine character of the Law and the Prophets. Paul, on abandoning 
the Law and founding the Church of the gentiles, inaugurated the Christian 
religion. Th e revelations that Paul received in visions, along with his epistles, 
testify to the coming of the Paraclete, whom Jesus had promised to send. 
Mani took the Apostle Paul as his model on the premise that both Paul and 
himself had broken off  from Judaeo-Christianity in order to establish their 
own churches. Mani thus completed what Paul had begun: the Paraclete 
likewise descended upon Mani in order to reform the Church, which had 
become corrupt following the death of Paul.

De genesi contra Manichaeos (PL , –); Idem. De vera religione (CSEL , 
Vienna ); Idem. Enarratio in psalmum  (PL , –).

 Notions and Methods of Exegesis 
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iii. Practical rules of exegesis

Th e exegete must take into account that each apostolic author has both a 
particular way of thinking—mens—and an intention—propositum—(Aug. 
Contra Faustum .), so that the coherence of thought according to its 
expression in the order of the text be always respected. Th e principal prob-
lem arises in the ambiguous and obscure verses: in each case, it should be 
determined whether there occurred an interpolation post-dating Jesus or 
the Apostles. Th e same principle is to be applied when an author is found 
to contradict himself. To resolve these diffi  culties, one must go back either 
to the historical context in which the passage was written or, as well, to the 
diff erent narrative contexts. Likewise important are the linguistic criteria: 
when an evangelist presents an event in the third person, it is highly prob-
able that such a passage corresponds to the author of the Gospel designated 
under his name—narratio obliqua.

iv. The content of the New Testament

According to the Manichaeans, the nt is bipartite, consisting of the Gospel 
and the Apostle. Th e Gospel has a heading without the name of the au-
thor—principium—and of the Gospel as such—evangelium—and of the 
crucifi xion—passio, staurosis. Th e principium includes the initial phrase of 
Mk :, followed by the prologue of John. Th e evangelium, based on Matthew, 
comprises the preaching of Jesus, begins with the imprisonment of John the 
Baptist (Mt :), and concludes with the parable of the sheep and goats 
with which the escatological discourse is concluded (Mt :). Th e passio 
account, based on Luke, begins with the decision of the Sanhedrin to put 
Jesus to death (Lk :–) and ends with the ascension of Jesus into heaven 
(Lk :–). Th us, all that is excluded which refers to the infancy and 
preparation narration and, secondly, that which in the interior of the Gospel 
is written in the third person—narratio obliqua. Th e series principium-evan-
gelium-passio describes chronologically the story of a life. Moreover, in spite 
of certain external similarities, the Manichaean Gospel is totally independent 
of the Diatessaron of Tatian. As regards the Apostle Paul, the Manichaeans 
consider his nine epistles written to the churches and his four personal let-
ters as being authentic.

Th e Manichaean nt shows evident similarities to that of Marcion: a) 
bipartition Gospel/Apostle substituting bipartition Law/Prophets; b) the 
refusal to attribute authorship of the Gospel to any specifi c evangelist; c) 
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elimination of the infancy and preparation accounts. Nevertheless, the dif-
ferences are likewise notorious: the Gospel of Marcion is limited to St Luke 
with the exclusion of the introduction along with other omissions and cor-
rections, whereas the Manichaean Gospel is a Gospel harmony in the strict 
sense. Th e diff erences between the Manichaean versions of St Paul’s writ-
ings and the Marcionite Apostolicon are equally disparate: compared to the 
thirteen letters recognized as authentic by the Manichaeans, the Marcionites 
recognize only ten. Th e sum of these diff erences excludes the possibility of 
merely literary dependence of the Manichaean nt on that of Marcion, given 
that the latter is recognizable as an exegetical and theological link between 
Paul and Mani.

 Notions and Methods of Exegesis 
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IV
AN EVALUATION IN THE LIGHT OF 

THE HISTORY OF EXEGESIS

Th e polemic which took place between Catholics and Manichaeans is of 
capital importance, not only for the history of theology and of exegesis, but 
also for the confi guration of western philosophical thought.

i. Philosophical implications

As Osborn has shown so well in his recent book on the theology of the 
second century, the Christian apologists, making use of the Bible and of 
Greco-Roman philosophy, made of Trinitarian monotheism a sure response 
to the hostile environment which surrounded them. Th e intellectual enemies 
whom they confronted were not only philosophers of Middle Platonism or 
Jews, but also heretics: Gnostics and Marcionites.

Th us, Christian theology originated in a polemical environment which 
did not prevent it from attaining a satisfactory systematisation both in its 
approach as well as in its solutions. Th e principal theological issues of the 
Apologists, following the intellectual structure of Middle Platonic philosophy, 
can be summed up under three headings: ) the fi rst principle or cause is the 
one God; ) this God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; ) this God is the fi rst 
principle of (meta)physics, of ethics, and of logic, that is to say, of being, of 
goodness, and of truth. Osborn shows that the fi rst problem (the one God) 
as well as the third (God as the fi rst principle of metaphysics, ethics, and 
logic) fi nd their clarifi cation in the solution of the second problem (God in 
Christ): Justin, already a Platonist, fi nds safe and useful philosophy in the 
words of Christ and acknowledges the cross of Christ as the greatest symbol 
of divine power. Irenaeus believes in a God who became what we are in order 
to raise us up to what He is and centers his anti-Gnostic argumentation on 
the Pauline doctrine (Eph :) of the anakephalaiosis, or the summing up, 
of all things in Christ. For Clement, the unknown God is declared in Christ 
and is approached from abstract unity through the dimension of Christ. 
Tertullian, so strongly monotheist, emphasises the total humility of his God, 
which is the sacrament of man’s salvation.

Th e apologists, on the basis of extensive modifi cations, then proceeded to 
incorporate various elements from the philosophical currents of Hellenism 

. Osborn, E. Th e Emergence of Christian Th eology, Cambridge .
. Ibid., .
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which they made use of for responding to the major philosophical and theo-
logical questions which concerned them, while at the same time adapting the 
Christological perspective to that end. Th ey thus distanced themselves from 
both the dualistic solution of Marcionism and the theological methodology 
of the Gnostics who from the very beginning, unlike the Christians, had 
abandoned the rational process, the dialogue between faith and reason, in 
their approach to the revealed mysteries.

As previously mentioned, the polemic between Catholics and Mani-
chaeans, occurring in the fourth and fi ft h centuries, was the continuation 
of the controversy between Catholics and Gnostics in the second century. If 
the Manichaean or Gnostic side had held sway over the Catholics, western 
thought would not have as its basis the doctrine of the Incarnation of the 
Son of God but rather a dualism which denies the inherent goodness of 
matter and, consequently, the reality of the Incarnation.

ii. Theological implications

From the theological point of view, this controversy has important conse-
quences on the interpretation of Pauline doctrine. Th e Gnostic interpretation 
of the apostle Paul set forth by the Manichaeans was radically confronted and 
opposed by the Catholic Church. According to the Manichaeans, Paul is a 
dualist who set the spirit against the fl esh. Already in the CMC, a Gnostic and 
Marcionite concept of Paul can be observed. Betz and Decret showed that 
the Epistles to the Galatians and the Corinthians were preferred by Mani and 
his disciples and that Mani almost certainly inherited his Pauline concepts 
from the Marcionites. Likewise, the Epistle to the Ephesians, which found 
great favour among the Gnostics, is cited in the CMC as being Mani’s formula 
of the dualistic doctrine. Th is Gnostic interpretation of Paul reappears with 
equal force in the Coptic sources and in North African Manichaeism.

. Betz, H. D. Paul in the Mani Biography (CMC): Cirilo, L. (dir.). Codex Manichai-
cus Coloniensis. Atti del Simposio Internazionale, Cosenza , –.
. Decret, F. La fi gure de saint Paul et l’interprétation de sa doctrine dans le mani-
chéisme: Padovese, L. (dir.). Atti del I Simposio di Tarso su S. Paolo Apostolo, Rome 
, –.
. Ries, J. Saint Paul dans la formation de Mani: Ries, J. – Decret, F. – Frend, 
W. H. C. – Mara, M. G. Le epistole paoline nei manichei, i donatisti e il primo Agos-
tino, Rome , –.
. Decret, F. L’utilisation des épîtres de Paul chez les manichéens d’Afrique: ibid., 
–.
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Indeed, the Fathers of the Church were well aware of this dualism in the 
Manichaean interpretation of Paul’s writings. Th e Manichaeans denied the 
Incarnation of the Son of God and claimed that matter and the body were 
evil, that the Mosaic Law was likewise evil, thus concluding that man was 
obliged to commit sin. Even aft er the coming of Jesus, man cannot, even with 
the aid of grace, successfully overcome sin since such a struggle presupposes 
human freedom and the goodness of the passions. Th e rejection of this set 
of ideas was an important determining factor in the Fathers’ perception 
of Pauline thought. Th ey spared no eff ort to reach a deeper understanding of 
St Paul’s Christological texts with their emphasis on the unity of the plan of 
salvation, as is the case of the Epistles to the Colossians and the Ephesians, 
placing Christ, who is God and man, as the head of the Church and of the 
cosmos.

But the anti-Manichaean controversy also had its drawbacks for Catholic 
theology, especially in regard to reaching an understanding of the Epistle to 
the Romans. Many Greek Fathers did not recognize the substantial inheri-
tance of original sin as taught by Paul, but rather only its eff ects (death and 
concupiscence). Nevertheless, the Manichaeans erroneously argued their case 
for claiming that sin was man’s destiny on the basis of Rom : –. For this 
reason, not a few of the Greek Fathers defended the concept that man was free 
to choose between good and evil and that Paul made no denial of this truth. 
Nevertheless, they do not seem to comprehend all of the implications of the 
fi ft h chapter of the Epistle to the Romans. In much the same way, to rank 
predestination with divine foreknowledge—albeit for the purpose of uphold-
ing human freedom of choice as opposed to Manichaean fatalism—prevents 
the Greek Fathers from reaching a full understanding of Rom : and :
–. In the Latin Church the struggle against Manichaeism gave rise to 
Pelagianism, which carried these ideas of Greek theology to their extreme. 
Th e Pelagians held that human nature alone, without the aid of divine grace, 
could eff ectively overcome sin. Th e polemic between St Augustine and the 
Pelagian theologians was a key factor in reviving the controversy over the 
interpretation of the Epistle to the Romans to such an extent that the themes 
concerning the nature of sin and the relationships contrasting freedom-grace 

. Casciaro, J. M. Estudios sobre la Cristología del Nuevo Testamento, Pamplona 
, –.
. Schelkle, K. H. Paulus, Lehrer der Väter. Die altchristliche Auslegung von Römer 
–, Düsseldorf .
. Ibid., –.
. Ibid., –.
. Ibid., –.
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and freedom-predestination would deeply infl uence the course of western 
theology from the Middle Ages to modern times.

iii. Exegetical implications

Th is polemic led Catholics to make use of the principles of literary criticism 
in the interpretation of the Bible. Independently and prior to the struggle 
against Manichaeism, the Catholics had already begun to make use of a bibli-
cal exegesis patterned on the hermeneutic methodology proper to Hellenistic 
philology, thus giving due recognition to the importance of textual and liter-
ary criticism. As a consequence of the controversy, St Augustine, as well as 
other Catholic exegetes made use of techniques of textual criticism in order 
to demonstrate that the interpolations alleged by the Manichaeans did not, 
in fact, exist in the nt.

Moreover, from the Catholic point of view, the Manichaean exegesis 
interpreted the nt from presuppositions based on cosmological dualism and 
christological docetism. Th e result of such a theological perspective, not the 
stringency of the hermeneutic methodology, led to the distinctions made 
between the authentic texts of Jesus and Paul and the alleged interpolations 
of the authors. Consequently, the Fathers of the Church strove to demon-
strate that the hermeneutic principles, systematised by Hellenistic philosophy, 
were perfectly compatible and adaptable to the Christian doctrine of the 
Incarnation of the Word. Quite early on, Tertullian had written in an anti-
Gnostic context that the Incarnation of the Son of God was the “medulla 
Scripturarum” (Tert. Scorpiace .), and such a stance has always been the 
essential characteristic of Christian exegesis down through the centuries.
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I
INTRODUCTION: THE FOURTH CENTURY

Th e “golden age” of patristic literature extends from the end of the Diocletian 
persecution () until the Council of Chalcedon (). During almost 
a century and a half, one generation aft er another of educated men and 
women turned to the church in all the provinces of the Empire, welcoming 
her message of salvation and securing their social status inside her insti-
tu tional frame. In the era of imperial patronage, given to the church fi rst 
by Constantine and his three sons (–), then by all their successors 
with the exception of Julian (–), the reception of scripture in ancient 
Christianity took a new course.

Th e exegesis of scripture became a major prerogative of the bishops, 
providing their public discourse with the resources of a sacralized language. 
Th us exegesis became primarily a pastoral duty. As the bishops engaged 
energetically into their task of interpreting scripture with their own faith-
seeking-reason in biblical terms, it became a source of enlightenment for the 
faithful; at the same time, it also allowed the bishops to unify the crowds of 
new converts into a community of thought and behavior ruled by the Old 
and New Testaments. Th us the interpretation of the sacred word shift ed from 
being the prerogative of charismatic individuals of the third century to the 
hierarchical institution of the imperial Church of the fourth century.

Th is shift  of authority to more or less gift ed clerical dignitaries had at 
least two dramatic consequences: First, it created the conditions for a global 
reception and interpretation of scripture by non-specialists. Very oft en trained 
in the rhetorical culture of their time, fourth century church leaders faced 
many challenging situations. Caught between the prudent respect due to 
past traditions of local churches and their innovative welcoming of new 
generations of catechumens, they had to develop a persuasive discourse 
of their own in order to communicate with their congregations and to be 
recognized by their peers as worthy pastors. Th e Bible was their deepest 
challenge. Th ey had to reach out beyond the horizons of their own culture, 
catching God’s word and revelation in a far distant Hebraic past. Even the 
gospel narratives and other apostolic writings, a little nearer to their own 
times required thorough explanations because of their already alien context. 
Nevertheless, as former rhetors and men of law, many of the bishops were 
able to fi nd the language to foster spirituality and to encourage values thanks 
to the higher education they had received in their youth.

Th ey interpreted the “foreignness” of scripture as a very mark of its 
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 divine revelation: through strange stories and unusual symbols, God’s spirit 
delivered lessons for the present time. A code dictated by the ethnic and 
social needs of ancient Hebrews seemed in their eye to stress the originality 
of the Christian way of life. If read in the right disposition, even the bizarre 
Greek of the lxx translators, opened an access to treasures of wisdom and 
poetry. Th ese somehow improvised church leaders, some already educated 
since childhood in Christian families, found in the Bible a language with 
inexhaustible resources for their religious imagination, and a legitimating 
authority for the daily exercise of their clerical authority. In short, scripture 
was all pervasive in the ministry of pastors for their congregations facing the 
realities of life. Th rough a correct interpretation, in conformity with the faith 
norms of the believing community, the biblical word brought consolation, 
sound judgment and reasoned refl ection to the church at large.

Secondly, the placing of the hermeneutical task under the aegis of the 
bishops, not only linked exegesis to the episcopal pastoral charge, but it also 
once for all established the scriptural foundation of their doctrinal statements. 
Scripture, interpreted in imperial Christianity, did not limit itself to war-
ranting social regulations. It became intrinsically theological. Th e church 
leaders’ cultural background, especially when they authoritatively inter-
preted scripture, represented a millennium of philosophical and rhetorical 
civilization. By addressing audiences of newly converted men and women, 
the bishops, many of whom were themselves adult converts, proceeded to 
retrieve  essential values of their own thousand-year-old culture. Th ey would 
literally convert the past millennium in marking out, in terms precisely of 
their culture, a consistent defi nition of Christian beliefs. In strong contrast 
with the reception of the ancient scriptures among their Jewish contem-
poraries, Christian leaders and interpreters built up a powerful theoretical 
construct in defense of their faith which implied a radical metamorphosis 
of Greek thought at the same time as it actualized the message of Jewish 
scriptures in the context of the Greek-speaking churches.

Th e main metropolitan church centers of the Constantinian Empire 
participated actively and with spectacular results in this innovative reception 
of scripture, a reception that was at the same time hierarchical and pastoral. 
Th e intellectual atmosphere proper to each big city, would be conducive to 
a form of biblical exegesis, molded by earlier local tradition, but also calling 
for methodological creativity and theological clarifi cation. In Alexandria 
and Antioch, Carthage and Rome, in Jerusalem and Edessa, in Milan and 
Cappadocian episcopal sees, and in Syrian Caesarea, biblical exegesis would 
fl ourish during the golden age of patristic literature in a variety of old and 
new literary genres.
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I I
THE ACHIEVEMENT OF EUSEBIUS OF CAESAREA 

D. 339/340

Eusebius was born in Caesarea ca. , and initiated into Origen’s herme-
neutics and exegesis by Pamphilus, with whom he wrote a lost Apology for 
Origen during Pamphilus’s imprisonment during the Diocletian persecution. 
Eusebius himself was seized in the Th ebais and imprisoned during the same 
persecution; however soon aft er Constantine and Licinius had published 
their edict of tolerance, Eusebius was elected to the see of his home town in 
. A moderately conservative Origenist, without a great deal of theologi-
cal creativity, he was eff ectively compromised in the Arian controversy. His 
exceptional learning and indefatigable labors as an author made him the 
“father” of ecclesiastical historiography, an encyclopedic expert in Christian 
apologetics, a prominent theological adviser of Emperor Constantine, and 
an important link in the continuity of Origen’s biblical scholarship into the 
fourth century. Only the last of these activities calls for an analysis in the 
present context.

In Th e Chronicle—χρονικοὶ κάνονεϚ (chron.; CPG II, ), Eusebius 
drew upon the initiative of Julius Africanus, but on a much grander scale, 
and eliminated from this scientifi c endeavor any chiliastic overtones. Among 
his apologetic works a General Elementary Introduction (introd.; PG ; CPG 
II, ) to the gospel, written before  in ten books, survives only in 
part (books –), under the special title Eclogae Propheticae (ec. proph.; 
PG ), presenting short notices on Messianic prophecies. Th e Praeparatio 
Evangelica (p.e.; GCS Eus. ; CPG II, ), written in fi ft een books aft er , 
refutes polytheism and demonstrates the superiority of Jewish religion. Th e 
Demonstratio Evangelica (d.e.; GCS Eus. ; CPG II, ), in twenty books 
(of which ten Books and part of Book  are extant) shows the universal 
signifi cance of the Old Testament, fulfi lled in the New. Christianity relies 
on the religion of the Patriarchs before the dispensation of Mosaic law. Th e 
Praeparatio and the Demonstratio in the main refute Porphyry’s treatise 
Against the Christians. Both works are reminiscent of Origen’s Contra Cel-
sum. Th e Th eophania (theoph. fr.; GCS Eus. , ; CPG II, ), in fi ve books 
surviving only in a Syriac version dated from  c.e., is Eusebius’s last 
apologetic work, probably from around ; its fourth book treats of the 
fulfi llment of ot prophecies. Only a few poor fragments are handed down 
of Against Porphyry in twenty-fi ve books. In this work, Eusebius discussed 
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the discrepancies between the gospels denounced by the neo-Platonic phi-
losopher, the genealogies of Jesus and the Resurrection stories.

Assisted by Pamphilus, Eusebius reproduced the fi ft h column of Origen’s 
Hexapla, which had been preserved at Caesarea in a unique exemplar. He 
added to the Origenian column of the lxx, alternative readings from other 
versions in the margin. Constantine ordered him to send to Constantinople 
fi ft y copies of his copied fi ft h column. Another tool for biblical scholarship 
produced by Eusebius, is his Evangelical Canons (CPG II, ), showing 
which passages of each Gospel are paralleled in any of the others. In four 
columns, divided into numbered small sections, the text of the gospels can 
be read continuously. At the same time, the reader can refer the text to ten 
“canons,” one for passages common to all four gospels, a second one for 
all those common to the Synoptics, etc. (Quasten III, ). Th ese Eusebian 
Canons or Eusebian Sections, in their Syriac and Latin version, played a basic 
role in biblical studies for centuries to come. Th e Onomasticon (onomast.; 
GCS ,; CPG II, ), on the place-names in the Bible, transmits a good 
deal of geographical and historical information. “Both the Greek original 
and the Latin version are extant and present even today the most important 
source for the topography of the Holy Land” (Quasten III, ). Written be-
fore , the Onomasticon, was the fourth part of a larger study on biblical 
geography, which dealt with () an interpretation of ethnological terms of 
Hebrew scripture in Greek, () a topography of Judaea with the inheritances 
of the twelve tribes, () a plan of Jerusalem and of the Temple.

Among surviving fragments of the lost work Gospel Questions and 
Solutions (CPG II, ), one distinguishes the Gospel Questions and Solutions 
addressed to Stephanus (PG , –), in two books discussing the child-
hood narratives; and the Gospel Questions and Solutions addressed to Marinus 
(PG , –), in one book, dealing with the Resurrection narratives (a 
long fragment On Passah (CPG II, ) may belong to it). Greek (PG , 
–) and Syriac fragments, and a precious Epitome of the whole work 
survive. PG , –, Syriac; OC N.S. / (–) –; third 
series  () –; third series  () –.

Th e Commentary on the Psalms (Ps.; CPG III, ), one of Eusebius’s last 
works, was of gigantic proportions. It was  translated into Latin by Eusebius 
of Vercelli, who omitted “heretical” passages (Jerome, vir. inl. ; Ep , ; 
, ); the Latin version is lost.
In Ps – = PG , D–C, of which only B–C are reliable.
In Ps  = PG , –
In Ps –, = PG , C–C
In Ps  = C – ()
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For Com. Ps., in particular, see M. Richard () and M. J. Rondeau and 
J. Kirchmeyer ().

Th e Commentary on Isaiah (Is; CPG II, ), announcing a division into 
ten books, and later on into fi ft een, presents no such division in the manu-
script tradition. It is known in its entirety since , and was published by 
J. Ziegler in  (GCS, Eusebius Werke, IX). It depends on Origen’s similar 
work, and probably dates from the years following the Council of Nicaea, 
. Eusebius quotes and paraphrases Origen at length, his Isaiah text being 
therefore the one of Origen’s Hexapla. He also quotes other biblical books, 
literally or by paraphrasing them, in such a massive frequency that his own 
writing seems entirely permeated by scripture. Th e biblical index in GCS 
covers fi ft een pages.

Eusebius’ exegetical method lacks Origen’s distinction of a threefold sense 
of scripture. In the Eclogae he stresses the literal meaning of prophecies. In 
the Demonstratio he allows some allegorism, but only when forced by the 
symbolic language of scripture itself. In his later writings against Marcellus 
of Ancyra, Contra Marcellum and de ecclesiastica theologia, he strongly disap-
proves of Marcellus’s allegories. Eusebius’s own focus is on the biblical setting 
and relevance of biblical data. In his view, each biblical passage conveys a 
divine revelation to its immediate readership, as well as for future generations. 
Th e truth of the text, as determined by its theoria, always belongs to real 
history and dispenses from arbitrary allegorizing. Th us Eusebius exercises a 
critical vigilance in regard to Origen’s spiritual interpretations. He anticipates 
the concerns of Antiochene exegetes (D. S. Wallace-Hadrill, ).

He refers to the literal sense by phrases like πρὸϚ λέξιν, “according to 
the letter”; καθ᾽ ἱστορίαν, “as the story goes”; κατὰ τὴν πρόχειρον διάνοιαν, 
“in its obvious meaning”; and he calls the spiritual meaning διάνοια, “mean-
ing,” or θεωρία, “exposition, vision.” Positioned halfway between Alexandrian 
and Antiochene hermeneutics, he remains more inclined toward the former 
(C. Curti), his own attitude—no surprise—is conformed to the dealings of 
the Spirit in scripture.

For Scholia, on fi ft een diff erent biblical books, attributed to Eusebius in 
the catenae, see CPG II, .

Editions

PG –.
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I I I
THE ARIAN CRISIS

i. Arius (d. 336) and Arianism

If the scholarly achievements of Eusebius of Caesarea continued to infl u-
ence the diff erent church communities of his century, the majority of these 
churches were to be shaken by the doctrinal challenges and political conse-
quences of the Arian crisis. A distinction needs to be made between Arius 
himself (died in ) and the general crisis named aft er him. Th e Alexandrian 
priest, excommunicated by Bishop Alexander and his local synod around 
, was a sharp intellectual who promoted a Christological exegesis of his 
own, provoking thereby a grave scandal in his own church community. On 
the other hand, the Arian crisis was a political confl ict between the metro-
politan see of Alexandria and eastern Mediterranean churches fi ghting for 
privileged status under imperial patronage, for whom the Arian dispute was 
a pretext for imposing contradictory forms of “orthodoxy.” Th e crisis, which 
lasted in the East until Th eodosius () and in the West until deep into the 
th century, was unproductive as a whole in matters of biblical hermeneutics 
or exegesis, whereas the genuine initiatives of Arius himself rested on the 
peculiar logic of his own recognition of scripture.

Arius argued with scriptural phrases and allusions (Böhm, below) on the 
basis of his essential presupposition: “Th is principle proclaimed it necessary 
that the Godhead should be not only untreated but unbeaten. Th e logical 
sequence is that the Son of God, the Logos, cannot be truly God” (Quasten 
III, ). Most of the biblical references in Arius’s writings were familiar to 
Alexandrian theologians since Origen. One notes, in particular, the privileged 
place of Prv :–, not only in the tradition of Alexandria, but from the 
second century on, in the works of Athenagoras, Tertullian, Irenaeus, Clement 
of Alexandria, and others (Simonetti, Studi –). Against this background, 
Arius’s singular choice is striking: “Arius considered the verbs of vv. – 
as having the same meaning; he accepted creare of v.  and stabilire (‘to es-
tablish’) in their proper sense, and he took generare of v.  as synonymous 
with the two former verbs, thereby stating that in Christ sonship was not 
real, but only an addition. His interpretation relied on traditional opinions 
(concerning the link between vv. –), but he completely altered their 
spirit by his emphasis on creare, to the detriment of generare.” (Simonetti, 
Studi, –). “Th is doctrine is a typical product of theological rationalism,” 
according to one of Quasten’s blunt statements (III, ).

Only a few poor fragments of exegetic statements survive in the literary 
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remains of Arius’s earliest supporters, the best known among them, in this 
regard being Asterius the Sophist, quoted generously by Athanasius (Kannen-
giesser, Ath. d’Al. –, –; M. Vinzent, ). A set of Homilies on 
the Psalms, attributed by M. Richard and others to Asterius in the ’s and 
’s, caused a real sensation (Quasten III, –), but their attribution 
did not hold, among other reasons, for lack of a properly Arian content (see 
chapt. , XI, xvi).

In the last phase of the Arian crisis in the Greek-speaking East, Aetius 
and Eunomius witnessed to a more pointed interest of specifi c biblical texts 
(Simonetti, La crisi, –; B. Sesboüé, Dieu, with texts in French trans-
lation). In this case, just as in earlier Arian recourse to scripture, only the 
biblical verses concerned and a few words of commentary are conveyed 
in anti-Arian refutations. Not even Athanasius in his voluminous Contra 
Arianos found it important to inform his readership about Arian hermeneu-
tics. Very possibly neither Arius nor his followers ever elaborated a systematic 
theory of their biblical exegesis.

In the Western aft ermath of the crisis, due in part to the Gothic migra-
tion from the eastern region of the Danube to northern Italy and the Gauls, 
Bishop Maximinus, who was not a Goth, but a strong defender of the Arian 
teaching of Ulfi la, himself made a bishop by Eusebius of Nicomedia in , 
composed twenty-four Expositiones de capitulis Evangeliorum, fragmentary 
notes and short homilies expounding Gospel passages, with a few allegori-
cal comments of a traditional style, mostly with moral applications drawn 
from the literal sense (M. Simonetti, in Di Berardino—Quasten, IV, ). A 
remarkable Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum (stops at Mt. ), the longest 
work in Latin known on the fi rst Gospel from Antiquity, belongs to the same 
migrant minority-church as Maximinus. Its author remains unknown despite 
recent eff orts at identifi cation. Its original redaction was possibly in Greek, 
but the text was subsequently reworked in Latin with many  borrowings from 
Jerome. Allegorism prevails in it, strongly reminiscent of Origen: “Symbolic 
interpretation of numbers, animals and plants; the importance connected 
for the purpose of allegory to the real or presumed etymology of Hebrew 
names; the contrast between letter and allegory compared to that between 
fl esh and spirit; this shrewd method of interpretation is placed at the service 
of an understanding rich in suggestive themes and motifs which sometimes 
opens into a doctrinal element but more oft en prefers themes of a strongly 
existential coloring: man seen in the struggle between good and evil, between 
the devil, who has enslaved his fl esh, and God, who with His grace aids the 
soul, which is free in its decision, but unstable and unable to realize its salva-
tion without divine help” (M. Simonetti, in A. di Berardino—J. Quasten IV 
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). Anti-Pelagian overtones may be stressed (Schlatter). Th e critical edition 
of this intriguing and moving piece of literature should provide more clues 
for its complete identifi cation. (See chapter , XXV).

Th e Anonymous in Job, as far as Jb :, in Latin, “makes sparing use of 
allegory, and the basic one is that which sees Job as a symbol of Christ in 
his suff ering and passion” (M. Simonetti, in De Berardino, Quasten IV, ); 
its literal interpretation, delivered with didactic gravity, leads to moral com-
ments on faith, marriage, etc.

Th e Tractatus in Lucae Evangelium, fragments on some forty verses 
from chapters , , , and  of Luke, betrays a similar hermeneutic as the 
Anonymous in Job, but comes closer to the Opus imperfectum in some of its 
literary features.

Editions

Arius: Athanasius, PG , C–B. H. G. Opitz, Athanasius Werke II, , 
–; III, ; Urkunden zur Geschichte des arianischen Streites. Berlin 
–.

Asterius: M. Vinzent, Asterius von Kappadokien. Die theologische Fragmente 
(VC, Suppl ). Leiden .

Translations – Arius

English
NPNF  (, ) f., f.
French
Kannengiesser, C., Athanase d’Alexandrie évêque et écrivain. Paris .
Sesboüé, B., Dieu peut-il avoir un Fils? Le débat trinitaire du IVe siècle. Paris 

, –.
German
Seider, A, BKV, nd ed.  ().

Translations – Asterius

French
Kannengiesser, above, –, –.
German
Vinzent, above.
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ii. The Exegesis of Arius: 
Biblical Attitude and Systematic Formation

a special contribution
by Th omas Böhm

. Some Remarks on the Historical Context

Before dealing with the exegesis of Arian texts as such, some historical 
aspects have to be clarifi ed; suppositions concerning the context of the 
Arian crisis infl uence and sometimes even dominate the interpretation in 
certain ways. Th at Arius is supposed to have been a disciple of Lucian of 
Antioch is an important issue for some scholars when they locate the Arian 
theology. Th is relationship is deduced from Arius’ own words in a letter to 
Eusebius of Nicomedia: συλλουκιανιστὰ ἀληθῶϚ Εὐσέβιε. Some scholars 

Note: Th is essay was completed in . Literature which appeared later could no 
longer be taken into account.
. Critical summaries on recent research: A. M. Ritter: Arius redivivus? Ein 
Jahrzwölft  Arianismusforschung in: Th R  () –; T. Böhm: Einige Aspekte 
zur jüngeren Arius-Forschung in: MTh Z  () –.
. Th e following points cannot be dealt with in this paper: origin from Libya 
(cf. R. Williams: Arius. Heresy and Tradition, London , f.); the Melitian 
schism (cf. R. Williams: Arius and the Melitian Schism. In: JTh S  [] –; 
T. Vivian: St. Peter of Alexandria. Bishop and Martyr, Philadelphia , esp. f.; 
A. Martin: “Les relations entre Arius et Melitios dans la tradition Alexandrine: 
Une histoire polémique”. In: JTh S  [] –; T. Böhm: Die Christologie des 
Arius. Dogmengeschichtliche Überlegungen unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der 
Hellenisierungsfrage, St. Ottilien , –; R. Williams: Arius, Arianismus. 
in: LTh K  [] –, see ; critical in this respect R. Lorenz: “Das 
vierte Jahrhundert [Osten]”. In: Die Kirche in ihrer Geschichte. Ein Handbuch, ed. 
B. Moeller, Vol. , C, Göttingen , see C ); the controversies connected with 
Hierax and Collothus (cf. T. Böhm, op. cit., – [including bibliography]); and 
the chronology (cf. R. Williams, op. cit., –; U. Loose: “Zur Chronologie des 
arianischen Streites”. In: ZKG  [] –; T. Böhm, op. cit., –; J. Ulrich: 
Die Anfänge der abendländischen Rezeption des Nizänums, Berlin – New York , 
).
 On this problem cf., e.g., C. Kannengiesser: “Holy Scripture and Hellenistic 
Hermeneutics in Alexandrian Christology: Th e Arian Crisis”. In: Colloquy  of the 
Center for Hermeneutical Studies, Berkeley , –, see –.
 Urk.  (,f. Opitz).
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conclude therefore, that Arius and Eusebius were disciples of Lucian and 
based on this supposed dependence upon Lucian a connection to the so-
called literal interpretation of Scripture is made. Th e reality of such a link 
is, at best, tenuous: Not only does Philostorgius not mention Arius among 
the disciples of Lucian, he rather emphasizes that there were some essential 
diff erences between Arius and the Lucianists. Th erefore, it is more probable 
that Arius, when mentioning the title “fellow-Lucianist,” thought only of a 
captatio benevolentiae. Another possibility of interpreting the phrase “fellow-
Lucianist” is that Arius, Eusebius of Nicomedia, and Lucian had studied at 
the same place. It is necessary to explore these diff erent approaches because 
hardly anything can be inferred from the primary sources about Lucian 
which gives us more information about him than does the hagiographical 
tradition. It is thus neither obvious that Arius was a disciple of Lucian nor 
can any conclusion be drawn in terms of Arius’ own exegetical tendencies. 
It therefore seems best to begin the study with other details concerning the 
preaching of Arius.

Epiphanius tells us in connection with the preaching of Arius that he 
was charged to explain the Scriptures in the church of Baucalis; according 
to Epiphanius, Arius was a popular preacher. One has to keep in mind 

 . Cf. e.g. M. Simonetti: La crisi ariana nel IV secolo, Roma , ; A. M. 
 Ritter: Arianismus. In: TRE  () –, see .; B. Studer: Gott und 
unsere Erlösung im Glauben der Alten Kirche, Düsseldorf , , .
 . Cf. T. E. Pollard: “Th e Origins of Arianism”. In: JTh S  () –, see 
; M. Simonetti,  [n. ], f.; M. Simonetti: Lettera e/o Allegoria. Un con-
tributo alla storia dell’esegesi patri stica, Rome , .
 . Cf. Philostorgius, h.e. II  (,– Bidez); II  (,– Bidez); on this point 
cf. D. S. Wallace-Hadrill: Christian Antioch. A Study of Early Christian Th ought in 
the East, Cambridge , .
 . Cf. Philostorgius, h.e. II  (,– Bidez); II  (,– Bidez).
 . Cf. R. Williams,  [n. ], ; R. P. C. Hanson: Th e Search for the Christian 
Doctrine of God. Th e Arian Controversy –, Edinburgh , ; T. Böhm,  
[n. ], .
. Cf. H. Chr. Brennecke: “Lucian von Antiochien”. In: TRE  () –, 
see –; H. Chr. Brennecke: “Lukian von Antiochien in der Geschichte des 
Arianischen Streites”. In: H. Chr. Brennecke / E. L. Grasmück / Chr. Markschies 
(Eds.): Logos. FS f. Luise Abramowski zum . Juli , Berlin – New York , 
–; for a diff erent interpretation of the role of Lucian cf. R. Lorenz,  
[n. ], C .
. Cf. Epiphanius, Pan.haer. ,, (, Holl/Dummer).
. Cf. Epiphanius, Pan.haer. , (,– Holl/Dummer); the fact that the 
interpretation of Scriptures was an essential point of diff erence, is mentioned, too, 
by Eusebius of Caesarea, in a letter by Constantine (cf. Urk.  [– Opitz]); this 
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that Baucalis was a rather small church, perhaps even ‘extra muros’ (χῶρα) 
and distinct from the culturally high-ranking, agricultural regions of the 
Mareotis in the Southwest. Especially the tradition of sympresbyters which 
at the time in question still existed in Alexandria as well as the division of 
Alexandria into diff erent local sections lead to relatively disparate forms 
of communities, existing as local congregations with their own presbyters. 
Th e region around the docks, where Baucalis was, was characterized by 
its professions (seamen, merchants, etc.) and these perhaps infl uenced the 
ecclesiastical way of life as well, esp. by leading to the creation of a great 
number of ascetic groups. Very likely, the preaching of Arius met with 
some sympathy in such groups. According to Epiphanius and a very late 
source (Agapius of Menbidj) the controversy began with an explanation of 
Prov ,. Th e interpretation of Scriptures was in this respect certainly an 
important factor and its diff erent aspects need further research.

reference is important even if some of the expressions and passages which Eusebius 
is claiming as the ipsissima vox of Constantine are not historically true in every 
respect (cf. T. G. Elliott: “Constantine’s Preparations for the Council of Nicaea”. In: 
JRH  [] –, see esp. ; for Constantine cf. as well . Norderval: “Th e 
Emperor Constantine and Arius: Unity in the Church and Unity in the Empire”. In: 
StTh   [] –).
. Cf. C. Haas: “Th e Arians of Alexandria”. In: VigChr  () –, see .
. Cf. Eusebius, h.e. VII , (,  Schwartz); VIII  (, f. Schwartz) for 
Dionysius of Alexandria; to this point R. Williams,  [n. ], .
. Cf. Epiphanius, Pan.haer. ,  (, – Holl/Dummer); ,  (, – Holl/
Dummer); Sokrates, h.e. V  (– Hansen); cf. A. M. Ritter,  [n. ], ; 
R. Williams,  [n. ], –; C. Haas,  [n. ], .
. Cf. T. Böhm,  [n. ], f.
. Dressed as a monk and  nuns who surrounded him (cf. Epiphanius, 
Pan.haer. , [,– Holl/Dummer]); cf. C. Haas,  [n. ], f.; the 
Th alia would support this argument: cf. T. Böhm: “Die Th alia des Arius: Ein Beitrag 
zur frühchristlichen Hymnologie”. In: VigChr  [] –); at the same time it 
should be mentioned that we are not dealing with a uniform group of ascetics here 
(cf. R. Williams,  [n. ], ; T. Böhm,  [n. ],  to the role of Achillas).
. Cf. beside the reference to Epiphanius mentioned above Th eodoret, h.e. I , 
(,f Parmentier); Sozomenus, h.e. I , (,– Bidez/Hansen).
. Cf. Epiphanius, Pan.haer. ,, (,– Holl/Dummer).
. Cf. PO ,f.; cf. R. Lorenz: Arius judaizans? Untersuchungen zur dogmenge-
schichtlichen Ein ordnung des Arius, Göttingen , f.
. R. C. Gregg correctly emphasizes that R. Williams (cf. R. Williams,  
[n. ], , , , ) doesn’t pay enough attention to this problem although he 
solemnly declares that Arius was a biblical theologian with a scholastic (learned) 
exegesis (cf. R. C. Gregg: review R. Williams. Arius. In: JTh S  [] –, see 
, ).
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. Th e Exegetical Issue: Holy Scriptures and the Argumentation 
of Arius

In order to fi nd the most important references to Scriptures used by Arius, 
I propose to analyse Arius’ letter to Eusebius of Nicomedia (Urk. ) and the 
confession of faith made by Arius and his followers and sent to Alexander of 
Alexandria (Urk. ); however, I intend to disregard other sources, especially 
the Th alia, because the question whether the Th alia has been reworked or 
not is still controversial. Recent research refered to some of the scriptural 
texts, but a general proof is still lacking.

. One can, no doubt, refer to the point that there exists, all in all, a common style 
(cf. R. Williams: Th e Quest of the Historical Th alia. In: R. C. Gregg, ed.: Arianism. 
Historical and Th eological Reassessments, Philadelphia , –), that the metre is 
uniform (cf. M. L. West: Th e Metre of Arius’ Th alia. In: JTh S  [] –; this 
is a clear progress in comparison to the following papers: P. Maas: “Die Metrik der 
Th aleia des Areios”. In: ByZ  [] –; W. J. W. Koster: “De Arii et Eunomii 
Sotadeis”. In: Mn  [] –; G. C. Stead: “Th e Th alia of Arius and the 
Testimony of Athanasius”. In: JTh S  [] –, see –); furthermore, 
K. Metzler was able to show some remainders of an acrostic (cf. K. Metzler: Ein 
Beitrag zur Rekonstruktion der “Th alia” des Arius. in: K. Metzler/F. Simon: Ariana 
et Athanasiana. Studien zur Überlieferung und zu philologischen Problemen der Werke 
des Athanasius von Alexandrien, Opladen , –). But these three dimensions 
all together are not suffi  cient to exclude any interference of a redactor: this can be 
shown e.g. in respect to the concept of time (cf. T. Böhm,  [n. ] f.; 
T. Böhm,  [n. ], ). Th is does not lead necessarily to the con clusion that we 
have to imagine a Neo-Arian redactor or compiler (cf. C. Kannen giesser,  
[n. ], ; C. Kannengiesser: “Th e Blasphemies of Arius: Athanasius of Alexandria 
De synodis ”. In: R. C. Gregg [Ed.]: Arianism. Historical and Th eological 
Reassessments, Philadelphia , –, see –; on this problem see S. G. 
Hall: “Th e Th alia of Arius in Athanasius’ Accounts”. In: R. C. Gregg, ed.: Arianism. 
Historical and Th eological Reassessments, Philadelphia , –; 
T. Böhm,  [n. ], f.).
. Cf. R. Lorenz,  [n. ], , –, , –; R. C. Gregg / D. E. Groh: 
Early Arianism. A View of Salvation, Philadelphia , –, f., f., ; 
R. Williams,  [n. ], –; G. Feige: Die Lehre Markells von Ankyra in 
der Darstellung seiner Gegner, Leipzig , .

Th e analysis of some biblical verses by R. C. Gregg / D. E. Groh and R. Wil-
liams was made because of the references of Alexander and Athanasius to the 
Arian exegesis; this method does give us some more biblical material (as does the 
Th alia) than the Urkunden alone; but one has to keep in mind that it has a polemi-
cal edge in respect to Alexander and Athanasius.
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Letter to Eusebius of Nicomedia (Urk. )
At the beginning of his explanations, Arius defi nes the Son fi rst of all ex 
negativo: the Son is not ungenerate, not a part of the Ungenerate and not 
derived from an underlying principle. Th is negative statement about the 
Son has some remote connections in the fi rst part with Rom , (made ac-
cording to the fl esh) and it operates like a theme which Arius intended to 
deal with, insofar as he returns to it again at the end of his explanations 
(circular-composition). Arius tries to show that the Son cannot be ungener-
ate by using a series of scriptural references:

born out of the will (Ps , in connection with John ,);
 before all ages and aeons (Col , [plural], Hebr , [by whom God 

made the aeons], Prov , [singular in lxx]);
full of <grace and truth> (John ,);

<a> God (John ,);
only begotten (John ,);

unchangeable/immutable.

Before he was produced (Prov ,),
made (Prov ,),
determined (Rom ,a),
established (Prov ,),
<therefore> he was not and must have an ἀρχή in this sense, consequently 
an origin, the God (John ,), who gave everything its origin and who 
himself has therefore to be without an origin (ἄναρχοϚ).

. Cf. Urk.  (,–, Opitz).
. Cf. Urk.  (,f. Opitz).
. Cf. Urk.  (,– Opitz).
. Complemented by K. Holl (see the apparatus criticus of Opitz ad loc.).
. Cf. some similarities of this terminology in Rom , and Col ,. (fi rst-
born), which is—noticeably—not cited by Arius; this has to do with his understand-
ing of μόνοϚ (cf. below).
. Th is term is especially diffi  cult to explicate because it cannot be found in the 
Bible in this form and because Alexander and Athanasius polemize vehemently 
against Arius insofar as he should have taught the Son as mutable (e.g. Athanasius, 
Or.c.Ar. , [PG , A–C]); on this topic cf. R. C. Gregg/D. E. Groh,  
[n. ], e.g. –); one may interprete the immutability in the context of Arius 
in diff erent ways (e.g. moral immutability), but Arius could—just as implicitly 
Athanasius (cf. Or.c.Ar. , [PG , –]; cf. R. C. Gregg/D. E. Groh,  
[n. ], )—rely on Heb , (Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and today, and 
for ever); at the same time, he may have understood this verse diff erently from 
Athanasius when he refers to the generatedness of the Son.
. Th is derives from Gen ,. See my interpretation below.
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In his letter to Eusebius of Nicomedia Arius, thus, uses a strictly biblical 
series for his argumentation in order to show that the Son has no part in 
the sphere of the Unbegotten.

Confession of Faith (Urk. )
A similar evidence as in Urk.  becomes apparent in the confession of faith 
by Arius and his followers, which they sent to Alexander of Alexandria (Urk. 
): Two lines of arguments can be diff erentiated: the fi rst centers around 
God, the second around the Son.

Th ere are some statements about the one God (εἷϚ θεόϚ; cf. e.g. Mark 
,) which are true for him alone (μόνον):

alone ungenerate,

alone eternal and alone without beginning,

alone true (John ,; cf. Ex ,),
alone he who has immortality ( Tim ,),
alone wise (Rom ,),
alone good (Mk ,),
alone Potentate ( Tim ,),
judge of all (e.g. Rom ,), administrator as διοικητήϚ (Wisd ,) 
and οἰκονόμοϚ,

unchangeable/immutable (Mal ,),
just (John ,) and good (Mark ,).

In contrast, the Son is generated as only-begotten (John ,)
before eternal ages (Col ,; Hebr ,; Prov ,);

. For the connection of εἷϚ and μόνοϚ cf. E. Peterson: ΕἷϚ ΘεόϚ. Epigraphische, 
formgeschichtliche und religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen, Göttingen ; 
G. Delling: “ΜόνοϚ θεόϚ” in: Th LZ  () –.
. Th is conclusion can implicitly be drawn from John ,f: the Son is the Only-
begotten out of the will of the Father; thus, he is not ungenerate so that the attri-
bute ‘ungenerate’ belongs only to the one God.
. Th is position, too, is deduced ex negativo, i.e. that the Son exists before the ages 
and aeons, but not as ἀρχή of all things (cf. Gen ,); cf. Rom , as well (uncor-
ruptible) and  Tim ,; ,.
. Th is could implicitly follow from Is ,: someone is thrown out of his admin-
istry by God so that God is the proper administrator. Perhaps one has to see the 
close connection with διοικητήϚ.
. For the goodness of God as one of the most important attributes of God in the 
ot cf. as an introduction e.g. L. Stachowiak: “Güte”. In: H. Haag, ed: Bibel-Lexikon, 
Zürich – Einsiedeln – Köln , .
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through him all things were made (John ,;  Cor ,);
generated not in respect to mere opinion, but in truth,

subsisting according to the will of God,

unchangable/immutable,

perfect creature, but not as one of the creatures,

generated (Prov ,) because of the will (Ps ,) before the ages 
and aeons (Col ,; Heb ,; Prov ,),
he has life, being and dignity from the Father (John ,; Rom 
,).

Th e Father is the source of all (Ps ,),
so that there are three hypostases.

. Arius seems to avoid a conception of the logos as simply being a fl atus vocis; on 
this problem—but in repect to Marcellus of Ancyra—cf. G. Feige,  [n. ], f., 
–.
. In connection with this issue two aspects have to be refered to: ) Arius can be 
distinguished in this respect from Origen because for the latter the Son expresses 
the will of the Father so that Origen may have thought of an identity of will (cf. De 
princ ,, [ Görgemanns/Karpp]; De princ ,, [ Görgemanns/Karpp]; In 
Joh , [,f. und , Preuschen]; see R. Williams,  [n. ], ). ) 
Th e term ἴδιοϚ was used by Alexander of Alexandria and Athanasius to explicate 
a close connection between Father and Son; moreover, Athanasius emphasizes: 
all that is created depends upon the will of the creator; the generation of the Son 
must, therefore, transcend the will (Or.c.Ar. , [PG , –]); and Athanasius 
uses the term ἴδιοϚ to express the connection of the divine and the human (on this 
problem see R. Williams: Th e Logic of Arianism. In: JTh S  [] –, see –
; A. Louth: “Th e Use of the Term ἴδιοϚ in Alexandrian Th eology from Alexander 
to Cyril”. In: StP  [] –).
. Cf. n. .
. For the generatedness of the Son cf. e.g. Prov ,. Arius set himself apart from 
Valentinus, Mani, Sabellius, and Hierakas; this can be seen in (anti-)monarchian 
tendencies (cf. G. Feige,  [n. ], –) and the attempt to avoid an implica-
tion of any materiality of God (cf. R. Williams,  [n. ], –); on these as-
pects see R. Lyman: Arians and Manichees on Christ. In: JTh S  () –.
. Th is mode of expression is clearly not biblical. In Heb , it is only implied 
that the Son is the express image of the hypostasis of the Father; I suppose hypos-
tasis is used here in the sense of reality (cf. H. Dörrie: ῾ΥπόστασιϚ. “Wort- und 
Bedeutungsgeschichte”. In: H. Dörrie: Platonica Minora, München , –, 
see ). Arius could have come to this phrase of three hypostases by the following 
consideration: the Father is called hypostasis in Heb ,; according to Mt , one 
is being baptized in the name of the Father, the Son and the Spirit which could be 
connected with threefold naming of the ‘Lord’ in Num ,– (cf. L. Abramowski: 
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God is the principle of all, but he himself is without beginning (John 
, in connection with Gen ,).

Th e Son is produced (Prov ,) outside any notion of time,

made (Prov ,),
established (Prov ,).

Th us, he is not eternal with God; there are not two ungenerated beings.

In this sense the God (John ,) has to be before all things as monad 
and origin, thus before the Son as well. From the perspective of the Son, 
the Son is generated out of the God, out of the womb (Ps ,) and out 
of the Father (John ,).
An analysis of these two Urkunden of Arius shows that the argumenta-

tion is supported by many verses of Scripture; thus, one cannot reproach 
Arius of having constructed a doctrine purely informed by philosophy. In 
what follows, fi rst, the very basis of the Arian theology can be infered from 
the connection of diff erent verses of Scriptures. Th en, in a second step, the 
prerequisites of Arius’ exegetical procedure in respect to his doctrine and the 
methodology are clarifi ed. I am restricting myself to a single topic because 
it is impossible in the framework of this paper to throw light on further 
questions such as the subordination of the Son (generatedness) and creation 
through the Son.

Die Entstehung der dreigliedrigen Tauff ormel: ein Versuch. In: ZTh K  [] 
–). Because of the identity of names (Lord) one could conclude that Father, 
Son and Spirit are named as interchangeable; thus, having named the Father by the 
phrase hypostasis one could conclude that the Son and Spirit can be named hypos-
tasis as well. But beside this construction some aspects concerning the content are 
especially important which belong to the history of the idea of hypostasis itself and 
the development of the trinitarian speculation as such.
. In the sense of: before the time.
. See also R. Williams,  [n. ], –.
. Th e notion μονάϚ need not be understood in the sense of showing the purely 
philosophical insights of Arius, but it can stress—as it did in Philo and others—
especially the unity of God (understood in biblical terms) (cf. C. G. Stead: “Th e 
Platonism of Arius”. In: JTh S  [] –, see ; R. C. Gregg / D. E. Groh, 
 [n. ], ). But in this case Arius emphasizes that the unity belongs to the 
God.
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. Th e Technique of the Arian Exegesis

 .. Connections of some Key-Texts of the Bible—the example ‘Son as 
Creature’

As has been shown in the preceeding analysis, Prov ,– is one of the 
central references for Arius. In this respect answers to the following prob-
lems are crucial: How can the noticeable shift  of emphasis between the Greek 
translations on one side and the Hebrew text on the other side be described? 
Which of the Greek translations does Arius refer to? And how does Arius 
interpret Proverbs as a proof for his theology? Which further connections 
has Arius drawn between the ot and nt?

Comparing the text of the Masoretes (mt) with the lxx one can see 
that the lxx emphasizes the generation of Wisdom before the ages using 
terms like κτίζειν (v. ), θεμελιοῦν (v. ) and γεννᾶν (v. ) and in this it 
diff ers from mt. Th e creation of the world is described by a diff erent word, 
i.e. ποιεῖν (v. .). Th e generation of Wisdom before the creation of the 
world is strongly shown in the lxx by a change of tense (present tense: 
γεννᾷ με—v. ). Th us, the term πρὸ τοῦ which is used fi ve times (v. f.) 
together with the fi nal statement (he generates me: v. ) are at the center 
of the whole passage. In striking contrast to nine instances in the mt, the 
lxx restricts fi rst-person statements concerning wisdom to four instances; 
therefore one may conclude that the lxx restricted Wisdom in contrast to 
mt in order to set forth the generation of Wisdom (as a creature before the 
world). To emphasize the status of a creature the lxx uses the term κτίζειν 
and not the more common ποιεῖν; κτίζειν is related to קנה, but it doesn’t 
interpret the sense of this Hebrew verb as an act of acquiring, but of gen-
erating; that this understanding is not self-evident can be demonstrated by 
comparing Deut , (lxx), Ps , (lxx) as well as by comparing Aquila, 
Symmachus, and Th eodotion in respect to Prov ,. All of them translate 

. Th e aim is not to take the verse Prov , in isolation as the origin of the con-
troversy, which is stressed correctly by R. Williams (cf. R. Williams,  [n. ], 
).
. According to M. Hengel the translator of the Proverbs is close to Aristobulus 
(cf. M. Hengel: Judentum und Hellenismus. Studien zu ihrer Begegnung unter be-
sonderer Berücksichtigung Palästinas bis zur Mitte des . Jh.s v. Chr., Tübingen , 
; cf. M. Harl: “La ‘Bible d’Alexandrie’ et les Études sur la Septante. Réfl exions 
sur une première expérience”. In: VigChr  () –, see f.).
. Cf. F. Field, ed.: Origenis Hexaplorum quae supersunt sive veterum interpretum 
Graecorum in totum vetus Testamentum Fragmenta II, Hildesheim  (repr.), .
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 by ἐκτήσατο (he acquired), but not the lxx: ἔκτισέν με. A similar point קָנָנִי
can be made regarding Prov a (LXX). Th e word θεμελιοῦν renders only 
here in the whole of lxx the verb נסך (pour [I] or twist [II]) and strenghtens 
it to “to lay a foundation.” More evident is the intervention in v. f. (mt): the 
fi rst “was born/generated” (V a) is omitted, the second (v. b mt; in the 
form of polal) is translated here by the active γεννᾶν and thus emphasizes 
an active generation (cf. Ps ,).

When Arius refers to Prov ,–—in view of the long history of 
interpretation of these verses—he may stress the creaturehood and the 
 being-before-the-world by citing these verses of the lxx. At the same time, 
by using the verb κτίζειν, he might express the otherness in comparison with 
all that is being made (ποιεῖν).

Compared with the lxx text, some changes in the Arian conception can 
be detected: the fi rst concerns the generation which, according to the lxx, is 
in the active voice and in the present tense (γεννᾶν), whereas Arius puts it 
and all the other verbs of Prov  into the passive voice, aorist tense; the harsh 
change of the lxx into the present tense (as a breaking through the diff erent 
tenses and the structure of time) is, therefore, not taken up by Arius, but the 
sense of it can be found in the being before the world (before the ages and 
aeons). Th e four verbs Arius brings together by ἤτοι and ἤ are interchangable 
for him; insofar as he uses ὁρισθῇ (from Rom ,a) in connection with the 
verbs of Prov ,– the status of the Son as a creature receives a nuance. 
Th is underlines that the defi nition of the Son is to be related to the works of 
God; thus, this word is not only introduced for rhythmic reasons. However, 
two notions cannot be deduced from the text of the Proverbs as such: Who 
does eff ect the act of creation in the sense of ποιεῖν? A creation through the 
Son is not mentioned here. Secondly, the theme of Prov  is only Wisdom 

. For diff erent aspects of the problem see M. Küchler: “Gott und seine Weisheit 
in der Septuaginta (Ijob ; Spr )”. In: H.-J. Klauck, ed.: Monotheismus und 
Chris tologie. Zur Gottesfrage im hellenistischen Judentum und im Urchristentum, 
Freiburg – Basel – Wien  (QD ), –, see –.
. Cf. Urk.  (, Opitz); Urk.  (, Opitz).
. Cf. M. Wiles: “In Defence of Arius”. in: JTh S  () –; M. Simonetti: 
Studi sull’ Arianesimo, Rome , –; B. Studer: “Die Soteriologie nach dem 
Konzil von Nizäa”. In: HDG III.a () –, see .
. Cf. M. Simonetti,  [n. ], –; R. C. Gregg/D. E. Groh,  [n. ], 
. n. .
. Cf. R. C. Gregg/D. E. Groh,  [n. ], .
. Diff erently M. Simonetti,  [n. ], .
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and not the Son. Th us, the equation of σοφία with the Son should be looked 
for refering to other sources.

Th e connection, especially of Wisdom as mediator for creation and of 
the ἀρχή from Gen , was already established long before Arius, so that 
he could rely on that tradition. Th e Son is the beginning of God’s creation 
(fi rst creature). Moreover, Arius emphasizes that God reigns over the Son, a 
concept which is lacking in Origen although Origen thought of the Father as 
ἀρχή of the Son as well. However, this concept can be found in Th eophilus. 
Here, it is important to see that Th eophilus conceived Gen , in the sense 
that ἐν ἀρχῇ has the meaning of διὰ τῆϚ ἀρχῆϚ. By such an interpretation 
one can establish a connection between Prov  and Gen ,: the being of 
Wisdom as creature before the ages does also mean that it is the beginning 
of all creation (as fi rst creature) generated by God.

Th is opens a rich vein of interpretation: With regard to Gen ,, not only 
was the בְּרֵאשִׁית interpreted in the sense of Wisdom, in the tradition before 
Arius, but also of בּרָָא: Th e act of creation is eff ected by the “Word,” found 
e.g. in the Targumim and in a text of the Epideixis of Irenaeus. Th e act of 
creating is related to the Aramaic בַּר: in the beginning as the Son. Th is is 
very interesting insofar as Irenaeus knows the other variation of the verse 
(in the beginning God created heaven and earth). Moreover, if one realizes 
that even in Sir , Wisdom was identifi ed with the creative Word of God 
and that Philo of Alexandria thought of Wisdom as mediator of creation 
(having taken the pattern from Prov ,) and that Wisdom could be 

. Cf. R. Lorenz,  [n. ], ..
. Cf. Urk.  (,– Opitz).
. Cf. Origenes, In Joh , (, Preuschen); see R. Lorenz,  [n. ], .
. Cf. Th eophilus, Ad Autol , (/ Grant).
. Cf. Th eophilus, Ad Autol , ( Grant) and  ( Grant); cf. Hilary of 
Poitiers, In Ps , (,– Zingerle): “Breshit . . . tres signifi cantias habet, id est ‘in 
principio’ et ‘in capite’ et ‘in fi lio’”; for these aspects see R. Lorenz,  [n. ], .
. Cf. Targum du Pentateuque, ed. R. le Déaut, Paris  (for Gen ,).
. Cf. Irenaeus, Epideixis  (K. Ter-Měkěrttschian and S. G. Wilson, with Prince 
Maxe of Saxony, eds. and Eng. trans.; French trans. by J. Barthoulot: Th e Proof of the 
Apostolic Preaching, with Seven Fragments, Patrologia Orientalis [= PO] . [Paris, 
; repr. Turnhout: Brepols, ]); see N. Brox: Irenäus von Lyon. Epideixis. 
Adversus haereses I, Freiburg – Basel – Wien  [FC /],  n.  (further 
literature).
. Cf. Irenaeus, Adv. haer. ,, ( Rousseau/Doutreleau); ,, ( Rousseau/
Doutreleau).
. Cf. Philo, Ebr  ( Wendland).
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identical with the Logos, it would be understandable from the point of 
view of such a tradition that Wisdom qua Logos qua Son is thought of as 
mediator of creation and that it is at the same time the beginning of creation, 
though before all creation. Th e world could thus be made through the Son 
who is generated (cf.  Cor ,).

Th is argumentation can be further supported by the interpretation of 
John ,. For our context it is important to see that the word “God” is be-
ing used with and without an article in this verse. Origen especially tries to 
solve this problem by a recourse to the classic teaching about the article; in 
his commentary on John he stresses that the evangelist as a well-educated 
philologist had made use of a diff erentiation for θεόϚ in respect to the ar-
ticle, but not for the “Logos.” Although the grammarians of that time had 
not developed a proper theory of the complement without article, the 
remarks of Apollonius Dyscolus are indeed suffi  cient to understand the 
interpretation of Origen. Apollonius knows indeed that the article is missing 
in the case of the complement (e.g. in the case of εἶναι), but the rule has 
one exception: the complement is being used with the article if it refers to 

. Cf. Philo, Leg.all. , ( Cohn); see G. C. Stead: Philosophie und Th eologie I: 
Die Zeit der Alten Kirche, Stuttgart – Berlin – Köln , f.
. For such a series of prepositions: out of God, before the world, the world 
through the Son cf. H. Dörrie: “Präpositionen und Metaphysik. Wechselwirkung 
zweier Prinzipienreihen”. In: Museum Helveticum  () –; for Ps.Basil, 
Adv. Eun. IV–V cf. F. X. Risch: Pseudo-Basilius Adversus Eunomium IV–V. Ein-
leitung, Übersetzung und Kommentar, Leiden – New York – Köln , e.g. ; 
M. Vinzent: Asterius von Kappadokien. Die theologischen Fragmente. Einleitung, kri-
tischer Text, Übersetzung und Kommentar, Leiden – New York – Köln , e.g. f., 
.
. Cf. Origenes, In Joh , (,– Preuschen); see B. Neuschäfer: Origenes als 
Philologe, Basel , ; N. Brox: “‘Gott’ mit und ohne Artikel. Origenes über Joh 
,”. in: BN  () –.
. Cf. Chr. Schäublin: “Kenntnis des ‘artikellosen Prädikatsnomens’ in der 
Antike”. In: WJA NF  () –.
. Cf. B. Neuschäfer,  (n. ), ; on the context in which Apollonius is 
set and the theory of syntax cf. D. L. Blank: “Apollonius Dyscolus”. In: ANRW II 
. () –; J. M. van Ophuijsen: “Th e Semantics of a Syntactician. Th ings 
meant by verbs according to Apollonius Dyscolus Περὶ συντάξεωϚ.” In: ANRW II 
. () –.
. Cf. e.g. Synt. , (,–, Uhlig).
. Cf. Synt. , (,–, Uhlig); for this aspect and further points see B. Neu-
schäfer,  [n. ],  and  n.  (further literature!); this is emphasized 
in modern grammars as well, e.g.: F. Blass/A. Debrunner/F. Rehkopf: Grammatik 
des neutestamentlichen Griechisch, Göttingen ,  (§).
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an exceptional well-known and praised person or somebody who is yet to 
be mentioned. As Origen is interested particulary in the necessity of the 
article for the complement to express its ἐξοχή or ὑπεροχή, he emphasizes 
that John should have put the article in verse ,c in connection with θεόϚ; 
for only in this case could he have expressed that the Logos, too, was the 
almighty God mentioned in verse ,b. Th us, according to Origen one can 
avoid the identifi cation of the Logos and the God, and Origen tries to solve 
this in other cases by using the phrase ἕτεροϚ θεόϚ. With this in mind, Arius 
could—possibly with recourse to Origen—maintain that the Son functions 
as mediator of creation and that he can only be named by the word a God, 
but not the God.

By combining a series of diff erent Scriptural verses (mainly before the 
outbreak of the controversy) Arius had the possibility of developing some 
facets of the creaturehood of the Son; he could have done this believing that 
he was well founded upon Scripture. Neither the biblical references used 

. Cf. N. Brox,  [n. ],  with the evidence for this thought; on the connec-
tion with the Stoic logic and the rejection of a modalistic monarchianism by the 
Origenistic interpretation see R.E. Heine: “Stoic Logic as Handmaid to Exegesis 
and Th eology in Origen’s Commentary on the Gospel of John”. In: JTh S  () 
–, see –; only a few aspects to the interpretation of Origen and the 
 importance for the Arian exegesis: M. Wiles,  [n. ], .
. Such an interpretation fi ts well into the possibilities of the theology according 
the prologue of John (cf. M. Theobald: “Gott, Logos und Pneuma. ‘Trinitarische’ 
Rede von Gott im Johannesevangelium”. In: H.-J. Klauck [Ed.]: Monotheismus und 
Christologie. Zur Gottesfrage im hellenistischen Judentum und im Urchristentum, 
Freiburg – Basel – Wien  [QD ], –, see –.), but especially 
in respect to Philo (cf. T. Tobin: “Th e Prologue of John and Hellenistic Jewish 
Speculation”. In: CBQ  [] –, see ).
. Cf. B. Studer,  [n. ], ; C. Osborne: “Literal or metaphorical? Some 
issues of language in the Arian Controversy”. In: L. R. Wickham/C. P. Bammel/
E. C. D. Hunter, eds.: Christian Faith and Greek Philosophy in Late Antiquity. Essays 
in Tribute to George Christopher Stead, Leiden – New York – Köln , –, see 
. Th is is the aim of the Arians in the same way as it is for Athanasius, although 
the result of the exegesis is diff erent in both cases: cf. J. D. Ernest: “Athanasius of 
Alexandria: the Scope of Scripture in Polemical and Pastoral Context”. In: VigChr 
 () –, see – (reference to Prov ); on this problem see A. L. 
Clayton: Th e orthodox recovery of a heretical proof-text. Athanasius of Alexandria’s 
interpretation of Proverbs :– in confl ict with the Arians, Diss. Southern 
Methodist Univ. Dallas, Tex.  (microfi lm).

Moreover, for the whole interpretation of Gen , and John , cf. J. C. M. van 
Winden: In den Beginne. Vroeg-Christelijke Exegese van de Term ἀρχή in Genesis 
:, Leiden ; K. Beyschlag: Grundriß der Dogmengeschichte Vol. : Gott und die 
Welt, Darmstadt , .
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by Arius nor the technique of interpretation which is decribed here only by 
way of one example enable one to conclude that Arius was a so-called literal-
ist. But at the same time such a technique makes certain presuppositions 
concerning the content of theology and the methodology. Th is aspect can 
receive only abbreviated attention in the framework of this article.

.. Presuppositions around the Arian Exegesis
Th e Arian position can be recognized as one tendency within the richly var-
ied biblical tradition. In respect to the explicit question of the creaturehood 
of the Son and his being a mediator of creation Arius’ exegetical “behaviour” 
can be appreciated by relating his presuppositions to the history of theology 
and philosophy. Within the scope of my exposition it is impossible to deal 
with all the dimensions of the Arian theology, the more so since the issues 
have received detailed attention in recent research. However, attention to 
the selection of biblical references by Arius and his emphasis on the neces-
sity for the Son to have an origin insofar as he was generated whereas the 
origin itself is without an origin (ἄναρχοϚ ἀρχή) leads to an awareness 
of the introduction of a distinction of the three hypostases in the sense of 
subordination and the development of the divine attributes from those of 
the Son (as a diff erence e.g. of μονάϚ and δυάϚ). In this context one has to 
be aware of the fact that δυάϚ doesn’t mean the twoness of Father and Son, 
but the “twofold” as non-monas and the second aft er the Father, who has 
caused him. But the notion of causation has obviously ontological implica-
tions so that the Son can be assigned to a middle class. Th e ontological 
dualism which is shown in this notion, as well as the will of God as cause of 

A similar line of argumentation can be revealed in respect to the structure of 
time in the Arian texts (cf. T. Böhm,  [n. ], f.).
. Cf. R. Williams,  [n. ], , .
. On this problem cf. C. Kannengiesser,  [n. ], .
. Cf. the summaries of T. Böhm,  [n. ], – and –.
. Cf. Urk.  (, Opitz).
. Cf. T. Böhm,  [n. ], ; M. Vinzent,  [n. ], .
. Cf. Athanasius, De syn  (, Opitz); Urk.  (, Opitz).
. Cf. G. C. Stead,  [n. ], .
. Cf. F. Ricken: “Nikaia als Krisis des altchristlichen Platonismus”. in: Th Ph  
() –, see ; F. Ricken: “Zur Rezeption der platonischen Ontologie bei 
Eusebios von Kaisareia, Areios und Athanasios”. In: Th Ph  () –, see 
; R. M. Hübner: Der Gott der Kirchenväter und der Gott der Bibel. Zur Frage der 
Hellenisierung des Christentums, München , .
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everything that comes into being, have their equivalent not in the Bible, but 
in Plato’s Timaeus and the reception of the Timaeus e.g. by Attikos and 
Alcinoos. As cause of the Son, the Father is defi ned strictly relationally from 
his opposite, i.e. the Son: the Father, from this point of view, being as unity 
and Monas. Th ese considerations help us to see that the Arian exegesis (in 
its selection of biblical material and in its method of mutual interpretation 
of biblical references) is essentially infl uenced by certain presuppositions, 
e.g. the introduction of the category of cause or the exceptional determina-
tion of the Father as Monas whose attributes are deduced from that which 
is caused.

Beside these foundational concerns within Arian theology Arius estab-
lished a methodological criterion: the biblical references can be interpreted 
through each other on a diachronic level and, thus, can be isolated from the 
respective synchronic context. Th is is the basis for combining Prov , Gen , 
and John , and further biblical verses. Th e likelihood of such a procedure 
was not argued for by Arius: It was a basis from which he could reckon with 
a broader agreement among the people of his time. Th is procedure can be 
found within the Jewish sphere as well as within the Christian and most of 
the pagan tradition of interpretation: It is extended from the explanation 
of Homer (Homer is to be interpreted by Homer) to the Middle- and 
Neoplatonic interpretation of Plato (the combination of singular δόγματα 
of Plato found e.g. in Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria); at the 
same time it is exemplifi ed in the Jewish region, e.g. Philo of Alexandria 
and the seven hermeneutical rules of Rabbi Hillel (גזירה שוה), similarly in 

. Cf. Platon, Tim d–a; e–a; ab.
. Cf. Attikos, Frg.  (Baudry).
. Cf. Alkinoos (Albinos), Didask.  (, Hermann); to these aspects see 
F. Ricken,  [n. ], .
. Cf. M. Vinzent,  [n. ], –.
. Cf. B. Neuschäfer,  [n. ], –.
. For this technique see (e.g. in respect to Alkinoos) J. Whittaker: “Platonic 
Philosophy in the Early Centuries of the Empire”. in: ANRW II , () –, 
see  and –.
. Cf. Justin, Dial , ( Goodspeed).
. Cf. Clement of Alexandria, Protr VI , (f. Stählin/Treu) and Strom V 
,, ( Stäh lin/Früchtel).
. Cf. I. Christiansen: Die Technik der allegorischen Auslegungswissenschaft  bei 
Philon von Alexan drien, Tübingen , .
. Cf. U. Wilckens: Der Brief an die Römer, Bd.  (EKK VI,), Zürich – 
Neukirchen – Vluyn , .
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Paul and  Peter. Origen especially expounded this way of interpretation 
in some detail. Such a theory can only be practicable if one posits a special 
understanding of inspiration so that Scriptures can be explained in a pros-
opographical way and, thus, the diff erent biblical references can be connected 
through each other and isolated from their immediate context.

It is evident that Arius is able to support his arguments by diff erent 
verses of Scriptures. However, this method of interpretation which has a 
long tradition before Arius as well as certain issues concerning the content 
dominate his exegesis. Only from this point of view is it possible to under-
stand how Arius elaborated the attributes of the Father from the standpoint 
of the Son and to arrive at a clear distinction between Father and Son and 
to the subordination of the Son in relation to the Father.

In summary, two important sources of Arius—the Letter to Eusebius of 
Nicomedia (Urk. ) and the Confession of Faith (Urk. )—show that Arius 
could have understood most of his statements in biblical terms. However, 
the presuppositions of his exegesis are, at least, twofold: ) Th e references 
to the Bible must be understood as an isolation of Scriptural verses which 
are interpreted by Arius against the background of the tradition before him 
(e.g. Origen’s interpretation of John ,). But only by combining a series of 
diff erent Scriptural passages, Arius had the possibility of developing some 
of his central themes (e.g. the creaturehood of the Son). ) Th e second pre-
supposition belongs to the philosophical and theological categories which 
dominate the Arian exegesis, e.g. the diff erence between the generated Son 
and the Father as origin without any source for himself. Both aspects domi-
nate the Arian reading of the Bible so that the biblical references have to be 
seen in these respects.

. Cf. U. Wilckens,  [n. ], , .
. Cf. R. Schnackenburg: “Christologie des Neuen Testamentes”. In: MySal III, 
() –, see ; O. Knoch: Der erste und zweite Petrusbrief. Der Judasbrief, 
Regensburg , f.
. Cf. I. Christiansen,  [n. ], ; B. Neuschäfer,  [n. ], –.
. On the concept of inspiration and the foundation of the canon cf. K. S. Frank: 
“Zur altkirchlichen Kanongeschichte”. In: W. Pannenberg/T. Schneider, eds.: 
Verbindliches Zeugnis I: Kanon—Schrift —Tradition, Freiburg – Göttingen , 
–. Th e foundation of the canon presupposes a criterion defi ning the content 
in order to determine what is to be believed as canonical, i.e. we don’t have to deal 
with de facto decisions of the diff erent stages of the canon; the criterion defi ning the 
content has to be established, moreover, by arguments of a theology of revelation 
insofar as the word of God should be recognized within that canon—in other words: 
it is—systematically speaking—a categorical recording of a transcendental truth.
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IV
INCARNATIONAL HERMENEUTICS

i. Marcellus of Ancyra (c. –)

Marcellus was born in . As late as , as local bishop, he was mentioned 
as presider over a general synod at Ancyra. He had known Constantine, who 
had at fi rst planned the general synod of  in Ancyra, before convoking it 
to Nicaea. In  Marcellus handed to the emperor his Opus ad Constantinum 
Imperatorem, in which he denounced the heresy of Eusebius of Caesarea, 
Eusebius of Nicomedia, Asterius the Sophist, Narcissius of Neronias, and 
Paulinus of Tyre. Th e synod of Constantinople condemned the work and 
deposed Marcellus. Eusebius of Caesarea wrote a response, Contra Marcellum 
and De ecclesiastica theologia. Aft er the death of Constantine in May , 
Marcellus occupied his see again, but he was soon sent into exile, spending 
fi ft een months with Athanasius in Rome, and then departed from Rome in 
the fall of , aft er a public statement of faith, the Epistula ad Julium. Th e 
Roman synod of spring  accepted his statement of faith, as did the west-
ern synod of Serdica (Sofi a) in . He withdrew from the political scene, 
his theological position being known only through the writings attributed 
to him with more or less certitude by modern critics: De sancta ecclesia; Ps-
Athanasius,—Epistula ad Liberium,—Epistula ad Antiochenos = Sermo maior 
de fi de,—De incarnatione et contra Arianos.

Scripture was for Marcellus the divinely authorized proof-text for his 
theological ideas. With an expertise focused on the logic of scripture, he 
argued directly from scripture itself. Like Arius, but with a totally diff erent 
notion of divine sonship, he assessed Christian faith in applying his own 
self-made hermeneutics. Hostile to the conservative Origenism of the two 
Eusebiuses (Nicomedia and Caesarea) and their group, he himself called 
upon the Origenian legacy in his interpretation of Christological proofs, 
such as Prv :–,  Cor :–, Ps :, Heb :–, Acts :.

Like Arius, he was basically a third century thinker. Still speculating with 
monarchian categories, in his theory of the Christian godhead he developed, 
in emulation of Eusebius of Caesarea, a triumphalist ecclesiology based on an 
archaic eschatology, “an exegesis of christological passages which is directly 
ecclesiological” (Seibt, , TRE ). Aft er  Athanasius kept a respectful 
distance from him. Marcellus’s impact on Athanasian exegesis of Prv :, 
suggested by some critics, seems improbable both for chronological and 
doctrinal reasons. Marcellus reached old age in Ancyra and died in .
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ii. Antony the Hermit (–)

See chapter , III, ii.

iii. Pachomius (/–)

See chapter , III, iii.

iv. Athanasius of Alexandria (ca. /–)

Born in  or , Athanasius was elected bishop of Alexandria in , three 
years aft er the imperial synod of Nicaea to which he had travelled as a deacon 
with his elderly predecessor, Bishop Alexander. From the Nicene assembly 
Alexander succeeded in getting a confi rmed condemnation of Arius, and a 
decree urging the schismatic Melitians to reintegrate the catholic church in 
Alexandria. Age and infi rmity probably prevented him from acting effi  ciently 
against the Melitians aft er his return from Nicaea, and in any case, the new 
developments of the Arian crisis aft er the summer of  were beyond his 
control. Hence, in , his very young successor (not yet ) assumed a 
church in disarray when entering the episcopal offi  ce; his tenure of forty-
fi ve years would be seriously pressured by adverse circumstances resulting 
from Alexander’s heritage.
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Every one of Athanasius’s writings highlights his familiarity with holy 
scripture. At the same time, his writings also witness to his choice of very 
personal and unusual hermeneutics. For Athanasius, scripture was integrated 
in the spiritual reality of the Christian tradition in such a way that it was not 
as a classic from the past, requiring a commentary in order to be understood 
from one culture to another. Rather it was a message expressing the eccle-
sial actuality, announced in its essential content to catechumens and newly 
baptized, celebrated in liturgical activities, or constantly referred to and 
discussed by church members with regard to doctrinal matters. Obviously 
close to the Bible from his early teens, Athanasius had developed what can 
be best described as a “biblical mind-set”: he was unable to face any situation, 
or assume any responsibility, without identifying himself in his thought and 
in his action through a refl ex of biblical hermeneutics. More importantly, 
his knowledge of the ot and the nt, memorized “by heart” was centered on 
the revelation of God’s incarnation.

Th e church was for Athanasius the visual actualization of the divine 
incarnation witnessed to by the nt. Without ever attempting any theoretical 
ecclesiology, Athanasius devoted himself to the people of his church com-
munity, fi ghting endless battles on them. Th e very experience of faith which 
united him with his community, was understood by him as the objective 
church-reality. It was an attitude of mind through which believers entered 
into communion with the incarnate Logos. Th us Athanasius’s recourse 
to scripture was always “incarnational.” Any biblical reference cited by 
Athanasius implied a link between the content of that reference or some-
thing noted in the immediate context of it and the global mystery of God’s 
incarnation as he perceived it actualized in the church.

Athanasius did not author a single commentary on a biblical book. Th at 
surprising lacuna drove later generations of devoted admirers to fi ll the 
gap with pious forgeries (for instance CPG II , , , , , 
–). Th e closest the Alexandrian post-Nicene bishop came to such a 
commentary was in his Letter to Marcellinus on the Psalter (CPG II, ). 
It presents a thorough analysis, in very condensed terms, of all the psalms; 
but, precisely, more than any other of his writings, it illustrates his genuine 
attitude toward the Bible. He knows by experience which psalms to recite 
for the variety of inner dispositions and external circumstances of life. He 
claims that all ups and downs of human existence fi nd an echoing in specifi c 
psalmic verses. In other words that there is not a single experience of life 
and death without an appropriate psalm as a response to it. He explains to 
Marcellinus that he is not lecturing him in the abstract, because the psalms, 
far from exercising only the mind, become a prayful body-language: psalms 
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are better sung than recited (perhaps better danced than sung!). In short, they 
engage believers into participating physically in the mystery of the incarnate 
Logos, who is suff ering or rejoicing in the actuality of his church.

Th us the Athanasian understanding of scripture is always bound to the 
concrete experience of life and faith. Th e bishop gives a narrative twist to 
his statements, rather than couched in abstractions. His biblical mind-set 
imposes its own syntax on his style: the Athanasian sentence is usually long 
and subdivided, because the thought expressed in it always directs the atten-
tion from the immediate arguments or circumstances to the all-embracing 
church-reality of the actualized divine incarnation.

Th e word ἀλληγορία has found no entry into Guido Müller’s Lexicon 
Athanasianum (). Even τυπόϚ is used by Athanasius only with the con-
crete meaning of “impressed mark,” and so is the verb τυπόω. Hardly any 
trace remains in the Athanasian writings of Origen’s cosmo-psychological 
framework, thanks to which the latter could theorize on scriptural senses 
and read into scripture a description of the human soul’s spiritual needs. 
Athanasius, himself never explicitly distinguishes between “literal” and 
“spiritual” senses; he conceives scripture less as a mirror of the soul, than as 
a revelatory source of meaning for the experienced reality of the church at 
large. Being the only bishop of his generation from whom we hear public 
praise of Origen, Athanasius obviously did not feel indebted to the great 
 didaskalos of the third century for his own approach to scripture. Th e specifi c 
Athanasian approach to scripture was concretized in hundreds of biblical 
references, quotations or allusions, spread over his writings. More impor-
tantly, from the fi rst instance in On the Incarnation to his very last doctrinal 
statements, it determined the bishop’s intellectual endeavor.

Th e essay On the Incarnation of the Logos, joined to the apology Against 
the Heathen in  or later, seems adequately characterized as the fi rst and 
programmatic, though non-polemical, response of the young bishop to the 
Arian heresy. Exclusively directed to members of his own church-community, 
Athanasius’ On the Incarnation off ers a new formulation of the Christian 
doctrine of salvation, as traditionally taught on the catechumenal level. In 
par. – the bishop introduces his own vital notion of divine incarnation, 
formulated exclusively in Pauline terms, and he interrupts thereby the se-
quence of par. – and – deriving from Origen’s legacy, in which the 
image-likeness of the human being toward the divine logos determines the 
creation of Adam and the salvifi c manifestation of Christ. Th is Origenian 
schema allowed both the ecstasy of Adam’s and Eve’s mind in the prelapsar-
ian paradise and a restored enlightenment of humankind by the divine 
Logos made man. Th e long development, indeed the bulk of the treatise 
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following aft er par. , expands the fi rst (properly Athanasian) notion of 
the Incarnation, in par. –, not the second (Origenian) one in par. –, 
into a teaching on salvation, centered on the cross and the resurrection of 
Jesus (par. –). A discreet allusion to the heretics and schismatics who 
misunderstand the mystery of the cross seems less signifi cant than the anti-
Arian stress on Th eos-Logos, the truly divine savior fulfi lling his salvifi c 
work in the fl esh. Indeed, by his realistic focus on the human condition of 
the incarnate Logos the bishop responded for himself and in the name of 
his congregation to Arius’s misleading christology which had been solemnly 
censured at Nicaea. Centering Christian theology as a whole on the Gospel 
event, rather than on a cosmo-theology in line with traditional Alexandrian 
teaching, Athanasius’ argument was in line with his consistent approach of 
scripture throughout his writings.

In addition to opening a new, “incarnational” horizon for the doctrine 
on salvation, by the insertion of par. – and their following in par. –, 
the young Alexandrian author of On the Incarnation took another initia-
tive. Before adding a more conventional chapter Against Greek Idolatry (par. 
–), in which he strongly underscores the divine titles of the Logos, again 
motivated by the same polemical context which he pretends to ignore in 
his whole treatise, Athanasius adds a fi nal chapter Against Unbelieving Jews 
(–), also imposed by the apologetic genre. Amazingly, he adds a fur-
ther innovatation at this point, not in adding something original to inject 
life into the polemics themselves, but, on the documentary level of biblical 
proofs, in enriching the traditional “testimonia” produced in anti-Rabbinic 
pamphlets since the second century. Athanasius produces a synthesis of 
the three best-known collections of such testimonia, separately transmitted 
by Origen, Eusebius of Caesarea and Cyprian of Carthage (Kannengiesser, 
“Les citations”). In handling traditional data in this way, Athanasius was 
guided much less by a polemical motivation, than by the desire to educate 
his readership specifi cally in working out a deeper and more complete bibli-
cal argument.

Th e same concern is manifest in Athanasius’ explicitly polemical trea-
tises Against the Arians (CPG II, ), written a short time aft er On the 
Incarnation, probably around . Forced by the pastoral needs of his own 
people to become vocal against the Arian heresy, and just back in his town 
aft er his fi rst exile (–), the bishop undertook the task of a prosecutor 
of orthodoxy, a task that he found a very unpleasant one, and totally unfa-
miliar to him, as he confi des in a Letter to the Monks (CPG II, ) sent to 
Egypt from Rome with the fi rst draft  of his polemical treatise. His initiative 
in regards to scripture seems here, at fi rst sight, less pronounced than in On 
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the Incarnation, as he limits himself to enter the arena of anti-Arian polem-
ics by discussing only biblical proofs claimed by the Arians themselves. 
Th ey are: Phil :– and Ps :–, in C. Ar. :–; Heb :, in C.Ar. 
:–; Heb :a and Acts :, in C. Ar. :–a; Prv :, in C.Ar. :b–; 
:a, in C. Ar. :–; Col : and Prv :b, in C. Ar. :–, and Prv 
:–, in C. Ar. :–, and once more Prv : in C. Ar. :–. In 
fact, the reader becomes soon aware that these profuse expositions about 
biblical proofs are aimed less at discussing adverse interpretations than at 
educating Athanasius’ own community of faith. By orienting each exegesis 
toward a fuller perception of the mystery of salvation in the process of its 
fulfi llment in the church, and by calling on faith as instructed for baptism 
and celebrated in the “we”-talk of the actual community, the pastor (and 
improvising exegete) hoped to share with the common believer the dynamic 
of his incarnational hermeneutics.

His Encyclical Letter (CPG ) starts with a dramatic and impassioned 
account of the horrible story in Judges , where a senior Benjamite dis-
members his raped concubine and sends parts of her body to all tribes of 
Israel. Athanasius’s narrative paraphrase resounds throughout his vehement 
letter, in which he calls on all the churches in protest about the violence 
committed against his own church-community. Even highly political and 
diplomatic apologies, like the Apology for Constantius (CPG ), are loaded 
with biblical quotations, as are Athanasius’ Circular Letter to the Bishops of 
Egypt and Libya (CPG II, ) and his other doctrinal letters. Among them, 
the Letters to Serapion (CPG II, ) demonstrate the full divinity of the 
Holy Spirit, in repeating biblical arguments from Contra-Arianos I–II. Th e 
third Oration against the Arians has its own hermeneutical framework in 
discussing Jn :  , Dt :, Jn :, – in order to assert the unity of 
Father and Son as the foundation of the transcendant unity of the incarnate 
Logos, not aff ected in his divinity by the limitations and suff erings of his 
assumed humanity (Kannengiesser Athanase d’Alexandrie évêque –). 
Th e Life of Antony (CPG II, ) counts biblical allusions and quotations by 
the hundreds. It produces a paradigmatic picture of the ideal ascetic accord-
ing to the bishop’s wishes, in calling on the fi gures of Moses, Elijah and his 
disciple, Elisha, and in assimilating Antony to the fi gure of Jesus himself:”La 
vie d’Antoine est également une imitatio Christi” (Bartelink, ). Th e Festal 
Letters, published whenever circumstances made it possible, announcing the 
dates of Lent, Easter and Pentecost, multiply exhortations for preparing the 
communities of believers to prepare “the” Feast. Th ese Letters, witnessing 
a life-time of dedicated pastoral ministry, present a continuous texture of 
quoted and paraphrased biblical references, as a vivid confi rmation of his 
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v. Apollinarius of Laodicea (c. –c. )

Apollinarius was the son of an Alexandrian grammarian, also called Apol-
li narius, who emigrated to Berytus (Beyrouth) and started a family in 
Laodicea, Syria, where he also became a presbyter. Th e younger Apollinarius 
was still a lector in , when Athanasius, returning from his second exile, 
enjoyed the hospitality of his parents. Apollinarius deeply admired the 
Alexandrian bishop, ever considering him as his spiritual father. Elected 
bishop of Laodicea in –, Apollinarius was active in neigboring Antioch 
as a teacher and exegete among monastic circles. He sent a delegation of 
monks to the Alexandrian synod of union organized by Athanasius in . As 
Emperor Julian had excluded Christians from the public teaching of rhetoric, 
Apollinarius’s father wrote poems in the homeric style based on narratives 
from the ot, and the son produced artistic dialogues based on the Gospels. 
As a commentator of scripture, Apollinarius’s renown extended beyond the 
borders of the Syrian church. Jerome attended his lectures in . In , on 
the request of Basil of Caesarea, the Roman synod censured Apollinarius’s 
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christology, a relatively harmless measure repeated in Antioch () and 
Constantinople (). In , Gregory of Nyssa discovered Apollinarianism 
on his travel to Jerusalem, but only in  did he complete its refutation 
and exhort Th eophilus, the mighty bishop of Alexandria, to condemn the 
new heresy.

According to Jerome, Apollinarius wrote commentaries to Qohelet 
(Jerome, In Eccl. IV –), Isaiah (Jerome, In Is., prol. –), Hosea 
(Jerome, In Os., prol. –), Malachi (Jerome, In Mal., prol.), the 
Psalms (Jerome, ep., ), Matthew (Jerome, In Matth., preface ), 
 Corinthians (Jerome, ep. , ), Galatians (Jerome, In Gal., prol.) and 
Ephesians (Jerome, In Eph., prologue). All are lost, only fragments can be 
found in catenae, where more of Apollinarius’s commentaries are signalled: 
on Job, Proverbs, Canticle, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Luke, the Octateuch (the 
fi rst eight books of ot), John, Romans. Th eodoret benefi tted in particular 
from Apollinarius’s exegetical method (Mühlenberg, ). Probably before 
winter , Apollinarius wrote his ᾽ΑπόδειξιϚ περὶ τῆϚ θείαϚ σαρκώσεωϚ 
τῆϚ καθ᾽ ὁμοίωσιν ἀνθρώπου, Demonstration of the divine incarnation in 
similitude to humankind. He also wrote a work Against Porphyry in thirty 
books, of which Book  discussed Porphyry’s interpretation of Daniel; two 
books against Dionysius of Alexandria, in which he denounced the exces-
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Logos; and two Dialogues; On the Apparition of God in the fl esh.
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 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint 

V
THE ORIGENIAN LEGACY

i. Didymus of Alexandria (–)

Blind from early childhood, Didymus committted himself entirely to study-
ing Origen’s legacy. Athanasius appointed him as lecturer at the Alexandrian 
school of Christian theology. His central concern was the interpretation of 
scripture. Unfortunately, because the anti-Origenistic decrees of  and , 
under Justinian, included him in their condemnations, his work survives 
only in fragments (PG ). Th e discovery of  pages of papyrus in Tura 
, with writings of Origen and Didymus, off ered a new access to the 
latter’s exegetical work, in form of transcriptions by students of oral lessons 
on Genesis, Job, Zechariah, Psalms, and Qohelet.

Didymus’ commentaries, known through fragments and short quota-
tions in the catenae or through papyri, or again only as quoted by ancient 
authors, mainly Jerome, are on Genesis, Exodus, Kings, Job, Psalms, Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Daniel, Hosea, Zechariah, Proverbs, Canticle, Qohelet, Matthew, 
John, Acts,  and  Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians,  and  Timothy, Titus, 
and Apocalyse.

Th roughout his commentaries on scripture, Didymus keeps a didactic 
and learned pace in exploring fi rst the literal meaning of the sacred text, 
secondly its spiritual relevance, whereby he discusses many issues related 
with the cosmos, material and spiritual, or with the human soul’s origin, 
nature and ultimate destination.

Editions

PG .
Gen: P. Nautin, SC  (),  ().
Jb : : A. Henrichs, U. and D. Hagedorn, L. Koenen: Bonn –; 

U. and D. Hagedorn, “Neue Fragmente des Hiobkommentars Didymos’ 
des Blinden”: Fs. N. Schow, Charta Borgiana, , –.

Zach: L. Doutreleau, SC , ,  ().
Ps. –: L. Doutreleau, A. Gesché, M. Gronewald. Bonn – (for Ps , 

add: M. Gronewald, ZPE  () –. B. Kramer, Kleine Texte aus 
dem Turafund. Bonn , –.

Ps., Quaternio : A. Kehl. Bonn .
Eccl –: G. Binder, al. Bonn –.
Prv: B. Kramer, Kleine Texte, –; ZPE  () –.
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Spir: L. Doutreleau, SC  ().
serm.: M. Bogaert, RBen  () –.
Trin. ; Trin. , –: J. Hönscheid, and I. Seiler. Meisenheim .
Eun. , : F. X. Risch. Leiden .

Translations

All editions mentioned above include translations.

Studies

Altaner, B. Wer ist der Verfasser des Tractatus in Is :–? (ed. G. Morin, Anecdota 
Maredsolana. Maredsous , –). TU  (): –.

Baudry, G.-H. “La péché des origines selon Didyme d’Alexandrie.” MSR  (): 
–.

Beatrice, P. F. “Didyme l’Aveugle et la tradition de l’Allégorie.” In Origeniana Sexta. 
Origène et la Bible/Origen and the Bible. Actes du Colloquium Origenianum 
Sextum. Chantilly,  août– septembre , –. Edited by G. Dorival and 
A. Le Boulluec, with the collaboration of M. Alexandre, M. Fédou, 
A. Pourkier, and J. Wolinski. Louvain: Peeters, .

Béranger, R. “L’âme humaine de Jésus dans la christologie du De Trinitate attribué à 
Didyme l’Aveugle.” RSR  (): –.

Bienert, W. A. ‘Allegoria’ und ‘Anagoge’ bei Didymos dem Blinden. Patr. Texte u. 
Studien . Bonn: De Gruyter, .

Binder, G. “Eine Polemik des Porphyrios gegen die allegorische Auslegung des AT 
durch die Christen (u. Didymus Caecus).” ZPE  (): –.

—. Didymos der Blinde, Kommentar zu Ecclesiastes (Tura-Papyrus) I, Kap. ,–,. 
PapTAbh . Bonn: Habelt., .

Broch, S. “New Testimonium to the ‘Gospel acc. to the Hebrews.’” NTS  (–
): –.

Calleja, J. “Gn :s in Filone, nelle Omilie di Origene e nel Commentario in 
Genesim di Didimo il Cieco.” MTh   (): –.

Chavoutier, L. “Querelle origéniste et Controverses trinitaires, A propos du 
Tractatus contra Origenem de visione Isaiae.” VigChr  (): –.

Diego Sánchez, M. “El ‘Comentario al Eclesiastés’ de Didimo Alejandrino.” Diss., 
Augustinianum, .

—. El comentario al Eclesiastés de Didimo Alejandrino; exégesis y espiritualidad. StTh  
. Rome: Teresianum/Univ. Lateran./Inst. Patr. Aug., .

Doutreleau, L. Didymi Caeci In Zach. In Ecole Prat. des Hautes Etudes, Sect. Sc. Rel., 
f., –.
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—. “Didyme l’Aveugle.” In Les Mardis de Dar-es-Salam, .
—. “Ce que l’on trouvera dans l’In Zach de Didyme l’Aveugle.” StPatr  (): 

–.
—. Deux pages de l’In Zachariam de Didyme l’Aveugle restituées par la lumière ultra-

violette. REG  (): –.
—. “Le Prologue de Jérôme au De Spiritu Sancto de Didyme.” In Alexandrina. Fs. C. 

Mondésert, –. Paris: Cerf, .
Ehrman, B. D. “Th e New Testament Canon of Didymus the Blind.” VigChr  

(): –.
—. “Th e Gospel text of Didymus; a contribution to the study of the Alexandrian 

text.” Diss., Princeton Th eological Seminary, .
—. Didymus the Blind and the text of the Gospels. Th e nt in the Greek Fathers . 

Atlanta: Scholars Press, .
—. “Jesus and the adulteress (Jn :– :).” NTS  (): –.
Gesché, A. “L’âme humaine de Jésus dans la christologie du IVe siècle. Le témoignage 

du Commentaire sur les Psaumes, découvert à Toura.” RHE  (): –.
—. “Un document nouveau sur la christologie du IVe siècle: le Commentaire sur les 

Psaumes découvert à Toura.” StPatr  (): –.
—. “La christologie du ‘Commentaire sur les Psaumes’ découvert à Toura.” Diss., 

Gembloux: Univ. Cath. Lov., .
Gronewald, M. “ἑβδομῆτα (Did. Caec., In Ps, p-, –).” ZPE  (): f.
Hagedorn, D., and R. Merkelbach. “Ein neues Fragment aus Porphyrios ‘gegen die 

Christen” [ex Didymo Caeco, Com. Job , ] VigChr  (): –.
Hagedorn, U., and D. Hagedorn. “Zur Katenenüberlieferung des Hiobkommentars 

von Didymus dem Blinden.” In Fs. W. Willis, –. BASP . .
—. “Neue Fragmente des Hiobkommentars Didymos’ des Blinden?” In Miscella 

 papyrologica in occasione del bicentario dell’edizione della Charta Borgiana. 
Edited by M. Capasso, et al., –. Florence: Connellini, .

Hagedorn, U, and D. Hagedorn. “Kritisches zum Hiobkommentar Didymus’ des 
Blinden.” ZPE  (): –.

Henrichs, A. “Didymos in koptischer Übersetzung.” ZPE  (): –.
Heron, A. Some Sources used in the De Trinitate ascribed to Didymus the Blind. In Fs. 

H. Chadwick, –. Cambridge, .
—. “Th e Holy Spirit in Origen and Didymus the Blind: A Shift  in Perspective from 

the Th ird to the Fourth Century.” In Fs. C. Andresen, –, .
Hönscheid, J. Didymus der Blinde. Beiträge zur klass. Philologie . Meisenheim: 

Hain, .
Kehl, A. Der Psalmenkommentar von Tura. Quaternio , Übers. u. Erl. Wiss. Abh. d. 

Arbeitsgemeinschaft  für Forschung d. Landes Nordrein-Westfalen, Sonderreihe 
Papyrologica Coloniensia . Cologne: Westdeutscher Verlag, .
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Koenen, L. “Ein theologischer Papyrus der Kölner Sammlung: Kommentar 
Didymos’ des Blinden zu Zach :–.” APFC  (): –.

Kramer, B. Kleine Texte aus dem Tura-Fund. Papyrologische Texte und 
Abhandlungen . Bonn: Habelt., .

Kramer, B., and J. Kramer. “Les éléments linguistiques hébreux chez Didyme 
l’Aveugle.” In Fs. C. Mondésert, Alexandrina, –. Paris, .

Kramer, J. “Einige Bemerkungen zum dritten Band des Ecclesiastes-Kommentar des 
Didymus.” ZPE  (): –.

Lamirande, É. “Le masculin et le féminin dans la tradition alexandrine. Le commen-
taire de Didyme l’Aveugle sur la ‘Genèse.’” ScEs  (): –.

Linss, W. C. “Th e Four Gospels Text of Didymus the Blind.” Boston, .
Lührmann, D. “Das Bruchstück aus dem Hebräerevangelium bei Didymos von 

Alexandrien.” NT  (): –.
—. “Die Geschichte von einer Sünderin und andere apokryphe Jesusüberlie-

ferungen bei Didymos von Alexandrien (Tura).” NT  (): –.
—. “Alttestamentliche Pseudepigraphen bei Didymos von Alexandrien.” ZAW  

(): –.
MacKay, T. W. “Didymus the Blind on Psalm  (lxx); text from unpublished leaves 

of the Tura commentary.” StPatr / (–): –.
Merkelbach, R. “Konjekturen und Erläuterungen zum Psalmenkommentar des 

Didymos.” VigChr  (): –.
—. “Zum Hiobkommentar des Didymos (ed. Henrichs p. , z. –).” ZPE  

(): .
—. “Didymos, Hiobkommentar, p. ,.” ZPE  (): .
Moeller, C. “Une contribution importante à la christologie.” CMech  (): 

–.
Moraldi, L. “Opere esegetiche di Didimo il Cieco nei papiri di Tura.” Athenaeum  

(): –.
Nautin, P. Le Comm. sur la Genèse (de Didyme l’Aveugle?). In Ecole Prat. des Hautes 

Etudes, Sect. Sc. Rel., s, s.
Photiadès, P. “Notes sur un commentaire paléochrétien (Did. Caec. In Psalmos).” 

NDid  (): –.
Prinzivalli, E. “A scuola di esegesi; gli allievi di Didimo.” ASE  (): –.
—. “Codici interpretativi del Commento ai Salmi di Didimo.” ASE  (/): 

–.
—. Didimo il Cieco e l’interpretazione dei Salmi. SMSR . Rome: Aquila, .
Puech, H.-C. “Les nouveaux écrits d’Origène et de Didyme découverts à Tours.” 

RHPr / (): –.
Quattrone, A. “La pneumatologia paolina nel trattato ‘De Spiritu Sancto’ di Didimo 

Alessandrino.” Regnum Dei  (): –,–;  (): –.
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Reventlow, H. Graf. “Hiob der Mann: Ein altkirchliches Ideal bei Didymus dem 
Blinden.” In Text and Th eology. Studies in Honour of Professor dr. theol. 
Magne Sæbø. Presented on the Occasion of his th Birthday, –. Edited 
by A. Tangberg. Oslo: Verbum, .

Reynolds, S. C. “Man, Incarnation, and Trinity in the Commentary on Zecharia of 
Didymus the Blind of Alexandria.” Diss., Harvard, –.

Rondeau, M.-J. “A propos d’une édition de Didyme l’Aveugle.” REG  (): 
–.

Sanchez, M. D. “El ‘Comentario al Eclesiastés’ de Didimo Alejandrino.” Teresianum 
 (): –.

—. El ‘Commentario al Eclesiastes’ de Didimo Alejandrino. Extracto de la Tesis 
doctoral en Teologia y ciencias patristicas. Rome: Institutum Patristicum 
‘Augustinianum,’ .

—. El comentario al Eclesiastés de Didimo Alejandrino. Exégesis y espiritualida. 
Studia Th eologica—Teresianum . Rome, .

Sellew, P. “Achilles or Christ? Porphyry and Didymus in Debate over Allegorical 
Interpretation.” HTh R  (): –.

Simonetti, M. “Lettera e allegoria nell’esegesi veterotestamentaria di Didimo.” 
VetChr  (): –.

—. “Due passi della prefazione di Girolamo alla traduzione del ‘De Spiritu Sancto’ 
di Didimo.” RSLR  (): –.

Tigeheler, J. Didyme l’Aveugle et l’exégèse allégorique. Etude sémantique de quelques 
termes exégétiques importants de son commentaire sur Zacharie. Graecitas chris-
tianorum primaeva . Nijm: Dekker & V., .

Treu, K. “Christliche Papyri V (AT; Patres; Didymos; Subsidia).” APFC s (): 
–.

Winden, J. C. M. van. “Didyme l’Aveugle sur la Genèse :. A propos d’une pre-
mière édition.” VigChr  (): –.

ii. Serapion of Thmuis (d. after )

As early as , Serapion was the learned head of a group of monks settled 
in the desert of Egypt, a close friend of Antony the hermit, before becoming 
bishop of Th muis in Lower Egypt. Athanasius wrote to him from Rome at 
the start of his second exile, and again during his third exile, when, kept in 
hiding by the Egyptian monks, he addressed to Serapion the Letters on the 
divinity of the Spirit. In , Serapion wrote a letter to the disciples of Antony 
(ep. Anton. disc.). Th e bishop died aft er .

Serapion wrote Against the Manichaeans (Man.; CPG II, ), in which 
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he refutes the dualism evident in their exegesis of the ot and parts of the nt. 
Among fragments of other writings (CPG II, –), note a few lines 
from a Commentary on Genesis in which the arche (“principle,” “beginning”) 
of Gn : is identifi ed with Christ according to Col : (Devreesse, ).

Editions

PG , –: Man., Eudox.
R. Draguet, Muséon  () –: ep. Anton. disc.

Studies

Bardy, G.: DTC ,  (–).
Dörrie, H.: Paulys Realenc. der class. Altertumsw. Suppl. VIII () –.

iii. Evagrius Ponticus (c. –)

Ordained as a reader by Basil of Caesarea and deacon by Gregory of Nazian-
zus, Evagrius witnessed the Council of Constantinople in . He remained 
in the capital as an assistant of Bishop Nestorius, until he moved to Jerusalem 
and then ca. , to the monastic settlements in the deserts of Egypt. “He 
earned his livelihood by writing, ‘since he wrote the Oxyrhinchus characters 
excellently,’ according to Palladius (Hist. Laus. , ), who was one of his 
disciples” (Quasten, II, ). He declined episcopal promotion, off ered by 
Th eophilus of Alexandria.

Evagrius created a literary genre of monastic mysticism, with fertile 
ideas destined to infl uence spiritual masters in East and West through the 
centuries: Kephalaia Gnostica, Praktikos, Gnostikos, Rerum monachalium ra-
tiones, Antirhetikos, De malignis cogitationibus (transmitted under the name 
of Nilus), and more. He wrote commentaries, quoted in the catenae, on the 
Psalms, Proverbs (“Th e Book of Proverbs had greater infl uence in forming 
the sententious style of Evagrius than any other in the Bible; his Mirror for 
Monks and Nuns is a direct imitation of Proverbs” (Quasten, II, ), Job, 
Luke, Numbers, Kings, and Canticles.

Editions

PG , , .
schol. in eccl.: P. Géhin, SC  ().
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schol. in pss.: PG , –; , –. J. B. Pitra Analecta sacra  
(Frascati ) –;  (Paris ) –.

sent. mon./sent. virg.: H. Gressmann, TU , b ().
ep.: W. Frankenberg. Berlin .
Ps.-Basilius, ep. : Y. Courtonne. Paris , –.
mal. cog.: PG , –. I. Hausherr, OCP  () –.
pract.: A. and C. Guillaumont, SC – (). B. Sarghisean. Venice 

 (Armenian).
keph. gnost.: A. Guillaumont, PO , . Paris .
W. Frankenberg, Berlin , – (Syriac). Sarghisean, above.
antirrh.: W. Frankenberg. Berlin . Sarghisean, above.
spir. mal.: PG . I. Hausherr, OCP  () – (Syriac and Arabic).

Translations

English
Evagrius Ponticus. Practikos and Chapters on Prayer. Kalamazoo .
French
Courtonne, Géhin, Guillaumont, above.
German
antirrh.: O. Zöckler. Munich  (partial).
ep.: G. Bunge. Trier 

Studies

Aldama, J. A. “La naissance du Seigneur dans l’exégèse patristique du Ps :a.” 
RSR  (): –.

Bunge, G. “Hénade ou monade? Au sujet de deux notions centrales de la terminolo-
gie (syriaque) évagrienne.” Muséon  (): –.

—. Akedia, la doctrine spirituelle d’Évagre le Pontique sur l’acédie. Spiritualité orien-
tale . Bellefontaine: Abbaye, .

Bunge, J. G. “Origenismus—Gnostizismus; zum geistesgeschichtlichen Standort des 
Evagrios Pontikos.” VigChr  (): –.

Draguet, R. “Un morceau grec inédit des vies de Pacôme apparié à un texte d’Evagre 
en partie inconnu.” Muséon  (): –.

Driscoll, J. “A key for reading the Ad monachos of Evagrius Ponticus.” Aug  
(): –.

—. Th e Mind’s Long Journey to the Holy Trinity. Th e ‘Ad Monachos’ of Evagrius Pon-
ticus. Collegeville, .

Guillaumont, A. Les “Képhalaia gnostica” d’Évagre le Pontique et l’histoire de l’origé-
nisme chez les Grecs et chez les Syriens (Patr Sorb., ). Paris .
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—. “Les versions syriaques de l’oeuvre d’Évagre le Pontique (c  aux Kellia) et 
leur rôle dans la formation du vocabulaire ascétique syriaque,” edited by 
R. Lavenant, –. IIIe Symposium Syriacum, /.

—. TRE  () –.
Guillaumont, A. and C.: DSp  () –.
—. RAC  () –.
Kline, F. “Th e Christology of Evagrius and the parent system of Origen.” Cistercian 

Studies  (): –.
Muyldermans, J. Les citations bibliques dans la version arménienne de l’Antirrheticus 

d’Évagre le Pontique. HandAm  (): –.
O’Laughlin, M. Th e Bible, the demons and the desert. Evaluating the Antirrheticus of 

Evagrius Ponticus. StMon  (): –.
Quecke, H. “Auszüge aus Evagrius’ ‘Mönschsspiegel’ in koptischer Übersetzung.” 

Orientalia  (): –.
Rondeau, M.-J. “Le commentaire sur les Psaumes d’Évagre le Pontique.” OCP  

(): –.
Watt, J. W. Philoxenus and the Old Syriac Version of Evagrius’ Centuries. OrChr  

(): –.
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VI
THEOPHILUS OF ALEX ANDRIA D. 412

Patriarch of Alexandria from  to , Th eophilus presents citations of 
scripture principally in three homilies, but they are lacking any distinctive 
exegesis: the Homily on Death and Judgement (), in Greek, Syriac, Arabic 
and Armenian; the Homily on the Cross and the Th ief (), available in 
Coptic; the Homily on the Institution of the Eucharist, In mysticam coenam 
(), whose original Greek is well-preserved because is was handed down 
under the name of Cyril of Alexandria (PG , –). To this list may be 
added two fragments of Discourse on Providence, two others On the Woman 
with Haemorrhages (Lk :–), and a Consideration on Matthew :, of 
which a fragment is preserved in Greek (PG , A). Among unpublished 
homilies of Th eophilus, Favale mentions On the Immoral Woman, of Lk :
–, in Armenian, and On the Blind Man cured on the Sabbath, of Jn :– 
(Favale, –). A. Favale, Teofi lo d’Alessandria (biblioteca del “Salesianum”) 
Torino: Soc. Edit. Intern., .

Th e “artful and violent patriarch of Alexandria” (Quasten, Patrology II, ) 
condemned Origen at his local synod of the year , calling him in his Festal 
Letter of  the “hydra of heresies.” He expelled from Egypt the “Tall Broth-
ers” and other monks who cultivated their own form of Origenism, among 
them Evagrius Ponticus, who escaped exile only by his (timely) death.

Editions

fr.: PG , –.
Letters, Festal Letters: Jerome, ep. , , , , , , .
in mysticam coenam: Cyr. Al., hom. div. ; PG , –.
liber enormis: Jerome, ep. ; Facundus of Hermiane, in def. trium cap. , .

Studies

Chavoutier, L. Querelle origéniste et Controverses trinitaires, A propos du Tracta tus 
contra Origenem de visione Isaiae. VigChr  (): –.

Crouzel, H.: DSp  () –.
Delobel, R. and M. Richard: DTC  () –.
Grant, R. M. “Scripture, Rhetoric and Th eology in Th eophilus.” VigChr  (): 

–.
Richard, M., “Écrits de Th éophile d’Alexandrie”: Muséon  () –.
Favale, A., Teofi lo. Tunis .
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VII
EUSEBIUS OF EMESA C. 300C. 359

Born at Edessa, Eusebius’ mother-tongue was Syriac. He learned Greek at 
school, and studied the scriptures with the Arian bishop Patrophilus of 
Scythopolis. He completed his biblical training at Antioch when Eustathius 
was deposed by the anti-Nicene community. In Alexandria, where he took 
a course in philosophy, he became a friend of George, later Arian bishop 
of Laodicea. He refused to serve as a replacement of Athanasius in , 
but accepted the small diocese of Emesa, in Lebanese Phoenicia. He was 
never a thorough-going Arian, though he disapproved of Nicaea. Jerome 
(Chronicon, GCS ,.) stressed the popular success of Eusebius’ Homilies 
on the Gospels and mentions his commentary on Galatians. Numerous frag-
ments in catenae signal also commentaries on Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbers, Deuteronomy, Kings (R. Decresse, –). His careful reading 
of the literary content of scripture inspires in him sound judgement and 
balanced observation about human behavior.

Editions

fr.: E. M. Buytaert, L’héritage littéraire d’Eusèbe d’Émèse. Louvain .
hom.: E. M. Buytaert, above.

Studies

Godet, P.: DTC  () –.
Simonetti, M., La crisi ariana nel IV secolo. Rome , –.
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VIII
EPIPHANIUS OF SALAMIS CA. 315–403

Epiphanius knew Greek, Syriac, Hebrew, Coptic, and some Latin, accord-
ing to Jerome (Adv. Rufi n. , ). He visited the monks in Egypt ca. , 
before founding his own monastery near his birthplace in the region of 
Gaza, Palestine. From there, in , the bishops of Cyprus chose him as 
metropolitan of their island. His writings “reveal a total lack of critical acu-
men and depth and are far too one-sided. Most of his treatises are hasty, 
superfi cial, and disorderly compilations of the fruits of his extensive reading. 
Th eir style is careless, verbose, and according to Photius (Bibl. cod ), ‘like 
that of one who is unfamiliar with Attic elegance.’ Th is trait is no surprise 
because Epiphanius was an enemy of all classical education” (Quasten, II, 
). Hence it is not surprising that Epiphanius nourished a deep hatred 
for Origen’s exegesis.

In the Ancoratus (CPG II, ) written in , he used scripture as 
proof-text against Arians, Pneumatomachi, Manichaeans and Marcionites. 
In De mensuris et ponderibus—περὶ τῶν δώδεκα λίθων  (CPG II, ), 
composed at Constantinople in  at the request of a Persian priest, 
Epiphanius discussed the Canon and the translation of the ot, biblical mea-
sures and weights and the geography of Palestine. In De XII gemmis–περὶ 
τῶν δώδεκα λίθων (CPG II, ), describing the breastplate of the high 
priest of the ot, in , Epiphanius allegorized the stones, assigning them to 
the twelve tribes of Israel and explaining their medicinal use (R. P. Blake – 
H. De Vis). Again ca. , he wrote a pamphet against images, which was to 
play a role in the iconoclastic crisis of the nineth century. Finally, Epiphanius 
also calls on scripture in pamphlets against images, one of them addressed 
to Emperor Th eodosius I (Th ümmel). In one of his Letters he discussed the 
dating of Easter (Holl).

Editions

PG –.
anc., haer.: K. Holl, GCS , , . Berlin –. J. Dummer, nd ed. vol. 

, . Berlin , .
haer.: C. Riggi, Rome .
de mens. et pond.: Dean, J. E., Epiphanius’ Treatise on Weights and Measures. 

Chicago , Syriac. Moutsoulas, E., Th eol. (A)  ()– (), 
Greek fragments. L’oeuvre ‘De mensuris et ponderibus’ d’Épiphane. Athens 
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. Van Esbroeck, M.-J.: CSCO –. Leuven . Georgian 
text.

de XII gemmis: R. P. Blake and H. de Vis. London . Georgian and Coptic 
text, Armenian fragment.

Against Images: H. G. Thümmel, Die Frühgeschichte der ostkirchlichen 
Bilderlehre, TU . Berlin , f.

Letter on the Dating of Easter: K. Holl, Gesammelte Aufsätze. Tübingen  
= Darmstadt , –.

Translations

English
Amidon, P. R., Th e Panarion of Epiphanius, Bishop of Salamis. Selected 

Passages. Oxford .
Williams, F., Th e Panarion of Epiphanius. Book II and III, Sects –, De 

fi de.  vols. Leiden , .
French
Van Esbroeck, above.
German
Th ümmel, above.
Italian
Riggi, C., L’àncora della fede. Rome .

Studies

Altaner, B. “Augustinus und Epiphanius von Salamis.” In Mél. de Ghellinck, –, 
.

—. “Aug. u. Epiphanius von Salamis.” In Altaner, Kl. patrist. Schrift en = TU , 
–, .

Azzali Bernardelli, G. “ Pt ,– e  Gv , nell’esegesi di Eusebio di Cesarea, di 
Cirillo di Gerusalemme, di Epifanio.” Pages – in Sangue et antropologia 
nella teologia; atti della VI settimana, Roma – novembre . Edited by 
F. Vattioni. Rome: Ed. Pia Unione, .

Bellini, E. Apollinare, Epifanio, Gregorio di Nazianzo, Gregorio di Nissa e altri. Su 
Cristo. Il grande dibattio bel IV sec. Testi originali, introduzione, note e tradu-
zione. Mi: Jaca., .

Bertrand, D. A. “L’argumentation scripturaire de Th éodote le Corroyeur (Épiphane, 
Panarion ).” In Lectures anciennes de la Bible, edited by P. Maraval, –. 
Cahiers Biblia Patr. . Strasbourg, .

Bregman, M. “(Lk :s) Th e parable of the lame and the blind; (Panarion 
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m.–) Epiphanius’ quotation from an apocryphon of Ezekiel.” JTh S  
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Vinel, F. “Job : le commentaire de Julien l’arien et les interprétations cappadoci-
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Strasbourg: Centre d’Analyse et de Documentation Patristique, .

Winslow, D. F. “Christology and Exegesis in the Cappadocians.” ChH  (): 
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i. Basil of Caesarea (ca. –)

Born ca.  in Caesarea of wealthy parents of senatorial rank, educated in 
the schools of rhetoric at Caesarea, Constantinople and Athens, Basil, aft er 
a short attempt as professional rhetorician in his hometown, embraced the 
ascetic life and was baptized. He visited monastic settlements in Egypt, 
Palestine, Syria and Mesopotamia, before starting a cenobitic experiment 
in the solitude near Neocaesara, during which he studied Origen’s exegesis 
in particular, as shown in the Philocalia which he composed with his friend 
Gregory of Nazianzus. Eusebius, the metropolitan of Caesarea, ordained 
him ca. , and when he died in , Basil replaced him until his own 
death in .

A man of action and a born leader, Basil invested his biblical knowl-
edge in his apologetic, doctrinal and ascetic endeavors. He wrote Contra 
Eunomium (CPG II, ) around , intending to include the theology of 
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the Holy Spirit in the ongoing trinitarian debate. Th irteen of his Homilies 
on the Psalms (Ps. , , , , , , , , , , , , : lxx); CPG 
II, ) and twenty-three other Sermons, one of the Sermons dealing with 
“Know yourself ” (Rudberg) (CPG II, –) are authentic. His nine 
Homilies on Hexaemeron (CPG II, ) date probably from the year before 
his death. Basil produced a collection of approximately  Letters (CPG II, 
) and his Rules (CPG II, –), the Moralia, or Regulae Morales, 
ta; hjqikav; the Detailed Rules, Regulae fusius tractatae, and the Short Rules, 
Regulae brevius tractatae. All of them, the Moralia and the other Rules are 
dated aft er , and transmitted as Basil’s Corpus asceticum; a fi rst draft  of 
the Detailed and Short Rules is called the Small Asceticum. Th e treatise Ad 
adolescentes, Exhortation to Youths as to How Th ey Shall Best Profi t by the 
Writings of Pagan Authors, from his earlier years, completes Basil’s literary 
achievement. Like Athanasius, but for diff erent reasons, Basil never engaged 
into writing a biblical commentary. To be complete, one should mention a 
Prologue to the Hypotyposis (prol.), essentially composed of biblical quota-
tions, and the treatise “On the Holy Spirit,” De Spiritu Sancto (Spir.), dated 
/, based on a biblico-patristic argumentation in dialogue with Eustathius 
of Sebaste, and dependent on Athanasius of Alexandria.

At the start of his homily on Ps. , Basil summarizes one or two ideas 
of Athanasius’ Letter to Marcellinus on the Psalms: “Th e prophets teach one 
thing, the historical books another, still another is taught in the Law, and 
something else in the Sapiential Books. Th e Book of Psalms brings together 
what is most serviceable in all the others; it foretells the future, it recalls 
the past, it lays down the laws of life, it teaches us our duties,—in a word, 
it is a general treasury of excellent instructions” (Hom. in Ps , n. I; transl. 
J. Quasten II, ). Th e moral interpretation of the psalms links Basil closely 
with Eusebius of Caesarea’s Commentary on the Psalms.

In the Moralia Basil presents a programme of reform for the Church at 
large: the Christian way of life needs to be radically changed in conformity 
with the image of the ideal community projected in Acts :–; each point 
in the programme receives the explicit support of the nt with a total of  
verses quoted. “A broadly comprehensive notion of Christian discipleship 
becomes the key of his thought, according to which biblical theology, early 
church tradition (mainly deriving from Origen) and Greek philosophy join 
together in a synthesis” (W.-D. Hauschild: TRES, , p. ). In the other 
Rules, Basil combines the literal application of evangelical precepts with 
strong social concerns as they inspired his own charitable and social action. 
“Th e secularization is conceived as a new kind of social behavior” (W.-D. 
Hauschild, ).
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Th e nine Homilies on Hexaemeron were preached within one week; they 
are of a great rhetorical beauty and they focus on the beauty of God’s cre-
ation, against pagan ideas and Marcionite dualism. Th ey witness to Basil’s 
acquaintance with classical sources on natural sciences, as much as they 
engage into an exegesis of Genesis I.

Editions
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Spir. I. Maignan and P. Th . Camelot, Paris . Pruche, above.
German
Amand de Mendieta, above.
BKV –; A. Stegmann, hom. BKV, nd ed. .
Frank, K. S., Die Mönchsregeln. St. Ottilien .
Spir.: Sieben, above. M. Blum, Freiburg .
Italian
Neri, U. and M. B. Artioli, Opere ascetiche di Basilio. Turin .



 Cappadocian Exegesis 

Neri, U., above.
hex.: Naldini, Rome .
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ii. Gregory of Nazianzus (ca. –/)

Gregory, born ca. , son of the bishop of Nazianzus, close friend of Basil of 
Caesarea and like Basil from a rich and aristocratic Christian family, received 
the best education available in Caesarea of Cappadocia, Caesarea of Palestine, 
Alexandria and Athens. Aft er his return from Athens to Cappadocia, he was 
baptized and then he hurried into the wilderness to stay for a while with 
Basil in –. Together they compiled the Philocalia, consisting of ex-
tracts from Origen, and Basil’s Moralia. Ca. , his father called him back 
and ordained him against his will in Nazianzus. He fl ed again to his friend in 
Pontus, but fi nally assumed his responsibility in the priestly offi  ce. For reasons 
of ecclestiastical politics, Basil, then metropolitan of Caesarea, consecrated 
him bishop of a little village called Sasima. Aft er the death of his father in 
 he administered for a short time the diocese of Nazianzus; a year later 
he retired into the area of Seleucia in Isauria for a life of contemplation.

In , called by the small Nicene community in the capital, he went to 
Constantinople. Th ere he preached the highly celebrated Five Orations on the 
Divinity of the Logos. Th e Second Ecumenical Council, held in Constantinople 
under Th eodosius, in May–June , declared Gregory bishop of the capital, 
but he resigned aft er a few days, wrote his last will, delivered a farewell ser-
mon and returned to Nazianzus. In , aft er his friend Eulalius was elected 
as a satisfactory replacement of his father, Gregory spent the last years of his 
life on a quiet family estate at Azianzum; he died in  or .

Like Basil and Athanasius, Gregory wrote no biblical commentary. “He 
is the only poet among the great theologians of the fourth century. In his 
prose as well as in his verse, he always remains the great rhetorician with a 
perfection in form and style unattained by any of his Christian contempo-
raries” (Quasten, Patrology II ).

His Dogmatic Poems (PG , –) celebrate the mysteries of divine 
salvation-economy, at fi rst by following the order of the topics discussed 
in Origen’s Peri Archon: the Trinity, (Poems –); then the world (), di-
vine Providence (–), the noetic substances (), the human soul (), the 
Testaments and the coming of Christ (), the Incarnation (), before focus-
ing more closely on the sacred books, of which Poem no.  gives a list (with-
out Deutero-canonicals and Apocalypse); Poems – evoke ot passages, 
Poems – paraphrase the Gospel stories of Jesus and Poems – end 
with hymns and prayers in a liturgical tone.

Like most intellectual talents of high rank in early Christianity, Gregory 
was a self-made theologian. His expertise in scripture resulted from personal 
studies. It enriched his literary and poetic productions without intending to 
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be biblical exegesis in the strict sense. In a total of forty-fi ve Orations, includ-
ing the fi ve already mentioned (CPG II, ) and in his  Poems (the one 
On His Life counting  verses) and  extant Letters, Gregory refers to 
scripture both as sacred proof-text and a source of spiritual enlightenment. 
He keeps more strictly in line with traditional uses of scripture when writing 
on doctrinal issues; elsewhere, he feels free to call equally on both Testaments 
according to his own inspiration.

Gregory considered no doctrine about divine mysteries as acceptable, if 
not found in scripture (Or. , ). In particular, as Athanasius had already 
shown, he claims that the doctrine on the Holy Spirit derives entirely from 
scripture (Or. , –). While rules need to determine the way of interpret-
ing the sacred text, they consist essentially in rational prescriptions imposed 
by sound judgement and grammar: Scripture cannot be absurd, it never op-
poses the principle of non-contradiction, or natural evidence; it has its proper 
lexical data, in need of being clarifi ed by a clear distinction of their diff erent 
meanings (Fourth Th eol. Discourse: Or. , answering Arian objections in 
conformity with Athanasius, C. Ar. I–III, and th Th eol. Discourse: Or. , 
–). Th ereby Gregory was determined to keep his exegesis in the middle 
of the road, equally distant from the dullness of earthly thinking (as in “Jews”) 
and the excesses of theoretical exultation (as practiced by “interpreters of 
dreams”) (Or. , ). In most cases his doctrinal statements repeat the basic 
teachings of Origen, Athanasius, Basil and the Antiochene theologians; but 
as he presents them, based on a lively and genuine contact with scripture, 
he highlights these teachings in an attractive way and occasionally enriches 
conventional doctrine. Neither the systematic allegorism of the Alexandrians 
nor the rationalism of Antiochene interpreters, and not even the essential 
and practical use proper to his admired friend Basil, imposed a distinctive 
mark on Gregory’s attitude toward scripture. He seems to come closer to 
Gregory of Nyssa in his symbolic imagination; he even indulges in some 
allegorical elements (Or. , , Lk :; Or. , , Lk :; Or. , ; , , 
, ; , ; Carm. I, I, ).

His truly personal reception of scripture is at once realistic and spiri-
tual: he takes for granted the literal truth of the biblical history of salvation 
and applies it immediately to his actual experience of life shared with other 
members of the church. In short, he actualizes the biblical revelation in the 
wake of Athanasius’ incarnational hermeneutics. He reads in the ot prefi gu-
rations of nt “by cruel sacrifi ces prefi guring (‘announcing the shadows of ’) 
the one to come” (Or , ). His Dogmatic Poems (PG , –) celebrate 
the mysteries of divine salvation economy, at fi rst by following the order 
of the topics discussed in Origen’s Peri Archon: the Trinity (–); then the 
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world (), Divine Providence (–), the noetic substances (), the human 
soul (), the Testaments and the coming of Christ (), the Incarnation (), 
before focussing more closely on the sacred books, of which Poem  gives 
a list (without Deutero-canonicals and Apocalypse); Poems – evoke ot 
passages, Poems – paraphrase the Gospel stories of Jesus, and Poems 
– and with hymns and prayers in a liturgical tone.

Editions

PG –.
CC , , , .
orat.: SC , , , , , , , . Paris –.
Orationes XLV (Or.  is spurious).
Engelbrecht, A., CSEL , Rufi nus’s Latin version, .
Or. theol. (–): J. Barbel, Darmstadt .

Translation—Orationes XLV

English
Browne, C. G. and J. E. Swallow, NPNF, nd ser. , , –.
Vinson, M., FaCh. Washington. (forthcoming).
French
All SC volumes above.
Boulenger, F., Grégoire de Nazianze. Discours funébres de Césaire et de Basile. 

Paris .
Devolder, E.: Namur  (partial).
Gallay, P., Grégoire de Nazianze. Paris  (On the Love of the Poor).
German
Haeuser, P., BKV, nd ed. . Munich ; BKV rd ed. ().
Michels, T., Macht des Mysteriums. Sechs geistliche Reden an den Hochtagen 

der Kirche. Dusseldorf .

Translations—Or. theol. (–)

English
F. W. Norris, L. Wickham and F. Williams, Faith Gives Fulness to Reasoning. 

Th e Five Th eological Orations of Gregory Nazianzen (Suppl. VC ) 
Leiden .
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French
P. Gallay, Grégoire de Nazianze. Les discours théologiques. Lyon .
German
Barbel, above.
Italian
Q. Cataodella, Turin .
C. Moreschini, Rome .
Spanish
L. del Paramo, Barcelona .
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Bacilieri, M. “La ‘lettera’ della Scrittura sotto la penna di un Retore: Gregorio di 
Nazianzo.” La chiesa nel tempo. Rivista quadrimenstale di vita e di cultura 
(Reggio Calabria) /–, –.
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titative approach.” Informatique  (/): –.

—. “Saint Pierre se régalant de lupins. Á propos de quelques traces d’apocryphes 
concernant Pierre dans l’oeuvre de Grégoire de Nazianze.” SE  (): –.

—. Pagan and Biblical Exempla in Gregory Nazianzen. A Study in Rhetoric and 
Hermeneutics. CC.Lingua Patrum . Turnholt: Brepols, .

Ellverson, A.-S. Th e dual nature of man; a study in the theological anthropology of 
Gregory of Nazianzus. Studia Doctrinae Christianae Upsaliensia . Uppsala, 
.

Evenepoel, W. “Th e early Christian poets Gregory Nazianzen and Prudentius.” 
In Philohistôr, edited by A. Schoors and P. Van Deun, –. Or.Lov.An. . 
Louvain: Peeters, .

Faith gives fullness to reasoning; the fi ve theological orations of Gregory Nazianzen, 
introduction and commentary. Edited by F. W. Norris. VigChr Supp. . Leiden: 
Brill, .

Gallay, P. “La Bible dans l’oeuvre de Grégoire de Nazianze le Th éologien.” In Le 
monde grec (BTT), edited by C. Mondésert, –. Paris: Beauchesne, .

Gilbert, M. “Grégoire de Nazianze et le Siracide.” In Mémorial Dom Jean Gribomont 
(–), –. Studia Ephemeridis ‘Augustinianum’ . Rome: Institutum 
Patristicum ‘Augustinianum,’ .

Harrison, V. “Some aspects of Saint Gregory (Nazianzen) the Th eologian’s soteriol-
ogy.” GOTR  (): –/–.

Kertsch, M. “Begriff sgeschichtliches aus den Grabreden Gregors von Nazianz.” JÖB 
 (): –.
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—. Bildersprache bei Gregor von Nazianz. Ein Beitrag zur spätantiken Rhetorik und 
Popularphilosophie. Grazer Th eol. St. Graz: Univ. Inst. Ök. Th eol. Patristik., 
.
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Orbe, A. “La procesión del Espiritu Santo y el origen de Eva.” Greg  (): 
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Wesche, K. P. “Th e union of God and man in Jesus Christ in the thought of Gregory 
of Nazianzus.” SVTQ  (): –.
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iii. Gregory of Nyssa (c. –)

Born ca.  and partly educated by his older brother Basil, Gregory was 
lector when he decided to marry and to teach rhetorics. Aft er a period in 
Basil’s little monastery in Pontus following the death of his young wife, he 
was obliged by Basil to accept episcopal consecration and to occupy the 
see of Nyssa in the interest of his brother’s metropolitan administration. 
Outstanding as a speculative theologian and a mystical thinker, he played a 
prominent role at the Council of Constantinople in . He died probably 
in . His written work dates mainly from the last fi ft een years of his life. 
With Origen, he is the most studied Greek Father in recent decades.

In his dogmatic treatises Gregory referred to scripture as a font of 
divinely authorized knowledge, a font securing the principles and the pre-
suppositions which ruled his own thought: “Due to its inspired character 
scripture is ‘canon and law’ (kanon kai nomos) of piety. Indeed scripture 
fi xes the norm for any real God-talk. For Gregory, that means that scripture 
primarily serves as the starting point (aphormè) of inquiries” (Canévet, ). 
Hence, “Gregory’s method by which philosophical notions are coherent with 
revelation and scripture (for instance  Cor , ) and end in becoming 
strictly theological concepts” (Pottier, ; see also Kannengiesser). His 
recourse to scripture is decisive in Adversus Eunomium (CPG II, ), 
Antirrheticus adversus Apollinarem (CPG II, ), in the Dialogus de anima 
et resurrectione (CPG II, ), to mention only the most important of his 
doctrinal writings.

In his exegetical works Gregory usually follows Origen’s hermeneutical 
method. De opifi cio hominis (CPG II, ) was conceived as an addition to 
Basil’s Hexaemeron, but with much less apologetic study of the material world, 
and deeper theological insights. De vita Moysis (CPG II, ) includes, in a 
fi rst part, the summarized literal content of the biblical narrative in Exodus 
and Numbers, and in a second, and most important part, the allegorical in-
terpretation of that narrative: Moses, lawgiver and spiritual leader of Israel, 
is seen as the symbol of the mystic migration and ascension of the soul to 



 Nine Th e Fourth- and Fift h-Century Greek Christian Literature

God. In inscriptiones psalmorum (CPG II, ) presents the fi ve books of 
Psalms as responding to the fi ve steps on the ladder of perfection (ch. –), 
the titles of the psalms having a distinctive ethical relevance (ch. –). In 
Ecclesiasten homiliae VIII (CPG II, ) has the same mystical and allegori-
cal purpose: through renunciation of all earthly things the spirit transcends 
the experience of the senses. In In Canticum canticorum homiliae XV (CPG 
II, ), on Sg , –, , Gregory insists on the merits of Origen’s spiritual 
exegesis and develops his own theology with Plotinian overtones. His focus is 
on Canticles as symbolizing the mystical union with God, rather than allego-
rizing with Origen the bride of the Canticles exclusively as the church. De ora-
tione dominica orationes V (CPG II, ) off ers a commentary on the Lord’s 
Prayer from the moral point of view. On the Witch of Endor: De engastrimytho 
(CPG II, ) rectifi es Origen’s exegesis of  Kgs , : the witch did not see 
Samuel’s soul, but a demon. Orationes VIII de beatitudinibus (CPG II, ) 
presents the mystical ladder to perfection in line with Plotinian spirituality, 
Christianized in Gregory’s genuine synthesis. Two Homilies on I Corinthians 
are: Contra fornicarios (CPG II, ) on  Cor : and In illud ‘Tunc et ipse 
fi lius’ ( Cor :) (CPG II, ); the fi rst one is tropological through and 
through; the second sounds more like a theological dissertation.

Other titles relevant for a study of Gregory’s use of scripture are: Ad 
Ablabium quod non sint tres dei (CPG II, ) arguing from scripture with 
rational criteria similar to those noted in Gregory of Nazianzus; Adversus 
Macedonianos de Spiritu sancto (CPG II, ), a substantial and eloquent 
sermon which repeats the traditional teaching of the Church based on 
scripture against the anti-Nicene group of people around Macedonius; Ad 
Th eophilum adversus Apollinaristas (CPG II, ); De infantibus praemature 
abreptis (CPG II, ); De iis qui baptismum diff erunt (CPG II, ); In 
sextum psalmum (CPG II, ); In illud ‘Quatenus uni ex his fecistis mihi 
fecistis’ (Mt : ) (CPG II, ); sermons for Christmas, Epiphany, Easter 
and Ascension (CPG II, , –; “the fi rst reliable testimony for a feast 
of the Ascension distinct from Pentecost” Quasten III, ); three formal 
orations (CPG II, –).

Th e ascetic works of Gregory teach Christian spirituality in emphasiz-
ing Basil’s example and applying his Rules to the ordinary lay status. De 
virginitate (CPG II, ) benefi ts mainly from Origen and Methodius; it 
places spiritual “marriage” above the earthly one; in it Philo and Plotinus are 
sources of inspiration as much as scripture, which Gregory accomodates to 
his purpose: “A fi rst group of texts calls for attention through the arbitrariness 
and the biases of their interpretations . . .; most of the time Gregory takes over 
biblical texts, concerning marriage, for the benefi t of virginity” (Aubineau, 
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–), but in addition he stresses some verses, mainly Pauline, in which 
virginity is clearly recommended. Vita s. Macrinae (CPG II, ), concerning 
his sister who died in December , shows the little girl educated mainly 
in scripture (, –), fi lling her monastic lifestyle with “the meditation of 
divine mysteries, in uninterrupted prayer and continuous singing of hymns, 
throughout the day and night” (, –). De instituto christiano (CPG II, 
) “combines all the leading ideas of the great Christian Platonist into 
a perfect and harmonious whole . . . Th e work is, therefore, the culmination 
of Gregory’s spiritual thinking” (Quasten II, ). Th e sermons In Basilium 
fratrem (CPG II, ), Encomium in s. Stephanum protomartyrem I and II 
(CPG II, –) and in XL martyras I–II (CPG II, –) highlight 
Christian virtue with constant reference to scripture.

Scripture intervenes in Gregory’s expositions as the ‘infallible criterion 
of truth’ (κριτέριον ἀσφαλὲϚ τῆϚ ἀληθείαϚ), in order to distinguish 
by its testimony opinions in conformity with it and others that are 
alien. . . . Th e testimony of scripture may entail ambiguities which it 
is right to clarify thanks to the arguments of a rational discourse. Ac-
tually, truth is established when two diff erent discourses join and har-
monize (συνδραμείν, συμφονεῖν), the discourse of truth and the one 
of faith (τῆϚ πίστεωϚ) or piety (τῆϚ εὐσεβείαϚ). Without both of these 
orders meeting, doctrinal statement would be without either logic 
(ἀνακολούθοϚ) or religious foundation (ἀσύστατοϚ). Th e second type 
of discourse just mentioned, the one of faith, gets its strength ‘from its 
simplicity’ (ἁπλότηϚ). It consists in explicit verses of scripture and les-
sons of the church tradition.” On one side, scripture speaks (paradoxi-
cally about the unspeakable) in clear terms when announcing “God’s 
unspeakable glory,” such a term being the title “Son”; on the other side, 
“scriptural language is used with condescendance to us and displays a 
metaphorical vocabulary in need of a transformation ‘to a higher level’ 
(πρὸϚ τὸ ὑψηλότερον) or ‘to a greater glory’ (πρὸϚ τὸ ἐνδοξότερον). 
Th at metaphorical language is the specifi c object of Gregory’s spiritual 
interpretations, as it allows by its many meanings on diff erent levels of 
reality, the appropriate formulation of his doctrine of a spiritual prog-
ress without end. (Canévet, )

Gregory’s biblical references have their limitations: Leviticus, Numbers, Deu-
teronomy, Joshua, Judges, Chronicles, as well as Jeremiah, Daniel, Joel, Amos, 
Jonas, Micah, in the ot; Titus, Philemon,  Timothy, – Peter, James, Jude, 
 John ( and  John ignored), Apocalypse, in the nt, receive very little at-
tention, whereas Genesis, Exodus, Canticle, and some Pauline letters play a 
decisive role in Gregory’s thought (Canévet, –).
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Th e “actualizing” exegesis of Gregory is no longer framed so much by the 
hierarchical institution of the church as in Athanasius, nor by the practical 
ascesis of established communities like in Basil. It is a call to perfection in the 
name of any Christian individual: “Th en it should be one of the most urgent 
duties of Christians to immerse themselves entirely in scripture . . . Together 
with such a purpose is the need for a proper explanation of scripture. Gregory 
dedicated a large part of his life and work to scripture: he thought it over 
on a theoretical level, cleared the fundamental issues, and communicated 
his insights with a tireless zeal in homilies, discourses and commentaries” 
(Völker, –).
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 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint 

X
AMPHILO CHIUS OF ICONIUM  

CA. 344/345–CA. 403

Born ca. – in a rich and aristocratic Christian family of Cappadocia, 
probably in Diocaesarea, where his father, Amphilochius, was a well-known 
rhetor. Th e younger Amphilochius fathered three sons, while his sister, 
Nonna, became the mother of Gregory of Nazianzus. He tried fi rst to es-
tablish himself as a rhetor in Constantinople, before his kinsman Gregory 
befriended him together with Basil, who, in , did not miss the oppor-
tunity to place him on the see of Iconium under his own jurisdiction. Th e 
somewhat improvised bishop kept close ties with Basil, and aft er the latter’s 
death, in , with both Gregory of Nyssa and Gregory of Nazianzus. He was 
held in high esteem by the Cappadocian hierarchy until his death sometime 
before .

His theological legacy was innocious enough for his being commemo-
rated in favorable terms by Cyril of Alexandria and the theoricians of the 
Antiochene school. In his still valuable study, Holl states: “Amphilochius 
would only be half (sic: nine pages before the end of a  page long es-
say) recognized, should one not add some attention to his exegesis . . . As an 
exegete he, who usually concedes the superiority of others, dominates his 
friends in many ways” ().

Th e latest editor of Amphilochius’s Homilies enumerates the following: 
Homily  (CPG II, ), an encomium for the feast of Christmas; Homily  
(CPG II, ) on Lk :–, the meeting of Simeon and Anna with Jesus 
in the Temple; Homily  (CPG II, ) on the resurrection of Lazarus (Jn :
–); Homily  (CPG II, ) on the woman who anointed Jesus’ feet with 
myrrh (Lk :–); Homily  (CPG II, ) on Holy Saturday; Homily  
(CPG II, ) on Mt :, against the Arians; Homily  (CPG II, ) for 
Easter, anti-Eunomian; Homily  (CPG II, ) on Zacchaeus (Lk :–), 
using, like Homily  and Homily , the technique of introducing imaginary 
speeches, lively dialogues and many exclamations; Homily  on Jn :a; a 
Homily on Jn : (CPG II, ) handed down only in Syriac; a Homily 
on Abraham (CPG II, ) and on the sacrifi ce of Isaac (Genesis ), in a 
truncated Coptic version; a Homily for the Feast of Mesopentecost (CPG II, 
) dealing with Jn :–.

One must add a Treatise on false ascesis, denouncing in biblical terms 
local Encratites and some Apotactites, their dissident sub-sect, all fanatic 
vegetarians; a Synodal Letter, very close to the treatise On the Holy Spirit, 
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which Basil had dedicated to Amphilochius; On the right faith, the draft  
of a symbol transmitted in Syriac; and a series of fragments identifi ed in 
some doctrinal and exegetical catenae (Hodegos; J. Reuss, CPG II, ). “It 
is remarkable that in the polemical homilies, as well as in the non-polemi-
cal ones, Amphilochius spends a great deal of eff ort in giving a full account 
of the text from which he starts. For instance, in polemical homilies where 
only one scriptural verse is at stake he deals with the whole passage in his 
explanation in order to justify the explanation as thoroulgly as possible. Th e 
relevant exegesis is always literal; there is only one example of an allegorical 
exegesis” (Hom. , –), (see Datema XXIX).
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i. Eustathius of Antioch (d. before )

Born in Pamphylia. and bishop of Beroea in Syria, until appointed in  
or  to the see of Antioch, Eustathius welcomed Emperor Constantine at 
the synod in Nicaea in . Th e same emperor exiled him to Th race in , 
aft er an Arian synod had deposed him in . Most of his writings are lost. 
ΕἰϚ τὸ τῆϚ ἐγγαστριμύθου θεώρημα διαγνωστικόϚ, On the Witch of Endor 
against Origen,  Kgs  (CPG II, ) rejects Origen’s allegorism as such, 
in defence of historical truth. Fragments (some in Syriac) of commentar-
ies survive on the titles of the Psalms (CPG II, , ), on Ps.  and 
 (CPG II, ), and on Prov. : (CPG II, ), the latter quoted in 
Th eodoret’s Eranistes and Ecclesiastical History. Among other fragments, De 
Melchisedech, is translated in Greek and Syriac (CPG II, ); In Joseph, In 
Samaritanum, In Proverbia, In Ecclesiasten are quoted in Greek catenae (CPG 
II, –).
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ii. Eudoxius of Constantinople (d. )

Some hypothetical fragments On Daniel fi gure in the catenae under Eudoxius’ 
name (CPG II, ; Tetz).
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Brennecke, H. C., Studien zur Geschichte der Homöer. Tübingen .
Spanneut, M.: DHGE  () –.
Tetz, M., “Eudoxius—Fragmente ?”: StPatr  () –.

iii. Meletius of Antioch (d. )

Th e Armenian Meletius was a classmate of the future John Chrysostom and 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia in the centre of biblical studies founded by Diodore 
of Tarsus. Before occupying the see of Antioch in , he was bishop of 
Sebaste in Great Armenia. Despite his popularity in the Antiochene com-
munity, Constantius II banished him aft er he had delivered a homily on 
Prv : in conformity with the Nicene Creed. Aft er his return from exile 
in , and given the troubled situation of the Antiochene church, Rome 
and Alexandria no longer recognised him as the legitimate bishop of the 
local church. In , he sent a synodal letter (ep. syn) to Emperor Jovian, in 
which he interpreted the Nicene Creed in order to reconcile the partisans 
of Paulinus with his own (and hence to end the Antiochene schism), In the 
Spring of , he presided over the Council of Constantinople but died soon 
aft er in May . Gregory of Nyssa (PG , –) and John Chrysostom 
(PG , –) delivered eulogies.
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iv. Eunomius of Cyzicus (d. )

A pupil of Aëtius and literary defender of Neo-Arianism, Eunomius was 
placed on the see of Cyzicus by Eudoxius of Constantinople in . Several 
imperial edicts aft er his death ordered the destruction of his numerous 
writings. His use of scripture in his Apology and other doctrinal remains is 
small and is limited to dialectical purposes. His Commentary on the Epistle 
to the Romans is lost.
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v. Acacius of Caesarea (d. )

Acacius was the successor of Eusebius of Caesarea in . A commentary 
in seventeen volumes On Ecclesiastes is lost, except for a few fragments. His 
Miscellaneous Questions were of a biblical nature; only a passage on  Cor 
: survives, quoted by Jerome in his Ep. , . Th e catenae preserve 
quotations from a Commentary on Romans and another On the Octateuch. 
Acacius contributed to the renovation of the library of Caesarea, founded 
by Origen.
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vi. Titus of Bostra
(d. during the reign of Valens, –)

From the mid-third century Bostra was the capital of the Province of Arabia. 
Titus is mentioned as bishop of Bostra in –. He wrote Against the 
Manichaeans (CPG II, ) in which Book II focuses on biblical theology, 
while Book IV protests against the misuse of the nt by the Manichees. 
the work is available in a Syriac version executed within fi ve years of the 
author’s death. His homiletic Commentary on Luke (CPG II, ) is trans-
lated through the Catenae. A Sermon on Epiphany (CPG II, ) is partially 
reproduced in the Florilegium Edessenum (Brit. Mus. Add. ).
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vii. Cyril of Jerusalem (ca. –)

Bishop of Jerusalem from , and expelled from his see three times by the 
Arians, Cyril took part in the Council of Constantinople, . His twenty-
four Catechetical Letters (CPG II, ), preserved thanks to transcripts of his 
auditors (considered as authentic by F. L. Cross), demonstrate the pervading 
infl uence of scripture in the making of a Christian liturgy. Th e fi rst prebap-
tismal catechesis urges the candidates for baptism to nourish their soul with 
reading the Bible; the second, third, and fourth elaborate beliefs about sin 
and penitence, baptism and faith, in constantly referring to scripture. Th e 
same is true of the Mystagogical Catechesis (CPG II, ), dealing with the 
ceremonies of baptism, confi rmation, and eucharist. When announcing such 
catecheses in , , Cyril insists very specially on the biblical reference: “You 
will be given proofs from the Old and New Testaments, fi rst, of course, for the 
things that were done immediately before your baptism, and next how you 
have been made clean from your sins by the Lord, . . . then about the myster-
ies of the altar of the new covenant which had their origin here, what Holy 
Scripture tells us about them” (tr. LCC; Quasten Patrology II, ).

A homily, delivered by Cyril when still a priest, In paralyticum iuxta 
piscinam iacentem (Jn :) (CPG II, ), and four short quotations of 
other homilies are the only other remains of Cyril’s literary activity. Only 
in the homily on John : does Cyril indulge in allegorism. His proper use 
of scripture is to call on it to deepen the sense of liturgical action. He fi nds 
in scripture all the needed examples and regulations for introducing neo-
phytes and newly baptized believers into the symbolic realm of liturgy, 
where their Christian status is redefi ned and they are invested with new 
potential and new responsibilites. In the Procatechesis, or introduction to 
the Catecheses, again and again he urges candidates to read scripture and 
to pray it.

Th e fi rst Catechetical Lecture shows clearly how Cyril’s attitude toward 
scripture was entirely determined by his strong perception of liturgical 
values: he learned from scripture where liturgy came from and what was 
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its signifi cance, and he saw liturgy actualizing symbolically the whole sal-
vifi c message of scripture. His symbolic discourse is neither allegorical nor 
typological in the Alexandrian sense, because he is not precisely teaching 
how scripture needs to be understood, but how it is actually embodied in 
the baptismal experience:

You are receiving not a perishable but a spiritual shield. Henceforth 
you are planted in the invisible (= noetic, noèton) paradise. You receive 
a new name, which you had not before. Up to now you were a cat-
echumen, but now you will be called a believer. You are transplanted 
henceforth among the spiritual (= noetic) olive-trees, being graft ed 
from the wild into the good olive-tree, from sins into righteousness, 
from pollution into purity. You are made partaker of the holy vine.” 
(tr. E. H. Giff ord NPNF , )

From the fi rst to the eighteenth Catecheses Cyril elaborates on the diff erent 
articles of the Creed and the divine commandments, contemplated in the 
frame of the biblical salvation story. His quotation of Paul and other nt 
authors intensifi es when he surveys, in Catecheses  to , the gospel nar-
ratives concerning Jesus; but he gives, at fi rst, a long account on “the divinely 
inspired scriptures” by presenting their canonical list, in Catechesis . Th us he 
structures his lecture entirely around the scriptures, and their very content 
is fi lled with biblical testimonies.
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Fernández, D. “Maria en las catequesis de S. Cirilo de Jerusalén.” EphMar  (): 
–.

Granado, C. “Pneumatologia de San Cirilo de Jerusalén.” EsTe  (): –.
Greenlee, J. H. Th e Gospel Text of Cyrillus Hierosolymitanus. Diss., Harvard, –

.
—. Th e Gospel Text of Cyril of Jerusalem. Studies and Documents . Copenhagen: 

Munksgaard, .
Iana, C. M. “Conceptia sfi ntului Chiril al Ierusalimului despre Sfíva Scripturå ca 

temei al învåtåturilor bisericii în ‘Catehezele’ sale (Conceptio s. Cyrilli Hieros. 
de S. Scriptura ut thema doctrinarum eccles. in Catechesibus.” STBuc  (): 
–.

Jackson, P. “Th e Holy Spirit in the catechesis and mystagogy of Cyril of Jerusalem.” 
Diss., Yale, .

—. “Cyril of Jerusalem’s treatment of scriptural texts concerning the Holy Spirit.” Tr 
 (): –.

—. “Cyril of Jerusalem’s Use of Scripture in Exegesis.” TS  (): –.
Jenkinson, W. R. “Th e Image and the Likeness of God in Man in the Eighteen 

Lectures on the Credo of Cyril of Jerusalem (c. –).” ETh L  (): 
–.

Manoir, H. du. “La scène de Cana commentée par S. Cyrille d’Alexandrie.” In De 
primordiis cultus mariani, vol. , –. Pont. Acad. Mar., .

Paulin, A., Saint Cyrille de Jérusalem catéchète. Paris 
Peterson, E. “λειτουργούντων (Ac. ,s).” NSTU  (): f.
Riggi, C. “Lo sfondo esegetico della catechesi palestinese in Epifanio di Salamina 

e in Cirillo di Gerusalemme.” In Esegesi e catechesi nei Padri (secc. II–IV): 
Convegno di studio e aggiornamento, Facoltà di Lettere cristiane e classiche 
(Pontifi cium Institutum Altioris Latinitatis), Roma – marzo , –. 
Edited by S. Felici. Biblioteca di Scienze Religiose ; Studi—Testi—Com-
menti Patristici. Rome: LAS, .

Sabcau, A.-M. “L’importance actuelle des “Catéchèses” de St. Cyrille, archevêque de 
Jérusalem (en roumain).” STBuc  (): –.

Saxer, V. “Cyrill von Jerusalem und die Heilige Schrift . Was er von ihr lehrt und wie 
er sie gebraucht.” In Stimuli, Fs. E. Dassmann, –. Edited by G. Schöllgen 
and C. Scholten. Münster: Aschendorff , .

Simonetti, M.: DPAC I (), –.
Stephenson, A. A. “St. Cyril of Jerusalem and the Alexandrian Christian Gnosis.” 

StPatr  (): –.
Touton, G. “La méthode catéchétique de S. Cyrille de Jérusalem comparée à celles 

de S. Augustin et de Th édore de Mopsueste.” POC  (): –.
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Tura, R. “Battesimo e storia della salvezza nella catechesi di S. Cirillo di 
Gerusalemme.” StPat  (): –.

Yarnold, E. J.: TRE  () –.

viii. Theodore of Heraclea (d. )

Placed on the see of Heraclea, the ancient metropolis of Th racia, by Eusebius 
of Nicomedia soon aft er the Council of Nicaea , Th eodore is known as 
an author through fragments of a Commentary on Isaiah (CPG II, ) 
and of commentaries On Matthew, Luke, John, Acts,  Cor :, the Psalms 
(–).

Editions

PG , –.
Pss.: R. Devreesse, Les commentateurs des Psaumes. Rome , .
fr. Lc.: J. Reuss, Lukas—Kommentare. Berlin , .
fr. Mt.: J. Reuss, Matthäus-Kommentare. Berlin , –.
fr. Jo.: J. Reuss, Johannes-Kommentare. Berlin , –.
fr. Act.: J. A. Cramer, CGPNT . Oxford  = Hildesheim .

Studies

Faulhaber, M., Die Propheten-Catenen. Freiburg , –.
Rondeau, M.-J., Les commentateurs patristiques du Psautier . Rome , f.
Schäferdick, K., “Th eodor von Heraklea. Kirchenpolitiker und Exeget”: Fs. J. Straub. 

Berlin , –.
—. “Johanneskommentar”: ZDA  () –; Schwellenzeit, Berlin , , 

; –).

ix. Diodore of Tarsus (d. before )

Born in Antioch, trained there by Silvanus, later the bishop of Tarsus, and 
Eusebius of Emesa, Diodore completed his education in Athens. He returned 
to Antioch, where Meletius (–) ordained him into his presbyterium. As 
a teacher in the local askêtèrion, Diodore became the fi rst signifi cant expo-
nent of the Antiochene exegetical school; among his students were Th eodore 
of Mopsuestia and John Chrysostom. As a leader in the local liturgy, he in-
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troduced a new way of singing the psalms during the offi  ce by two alternate 
choirs (Th eodoret, HE , , ). Aft er an exile in Armenia, which gave him 
an opportunity to meet Basil of Caesarea with whom he kept a long-lasting 
friendship, in  Meletius placed him on the see of Tarsus, in Cilicia.

Over a century aft er his death in , he was condemned in Constan-
tinople as a precursor of Nestorius, and his many writings were destroyed. 
Only fragments are known (–).

Diodore wrote commentaries practically on all the scriptures, but also 
on apologetic and dogmatic issues. According to Basil, Ep. , he expended 
care on the literary form of his works. His Commentary on Psalms has been 
partially recovered, under the name of Anastasius, a metropolitan of Nicaea 
(Mariès, corrected by Devreesse). It ignores allegorism and allows a messianic 
relevance only for Psalm , , ,  (Schäublin, TRE).

Its editio princeps by J. M. Olivier reveals Diodore at work. He intends 
to produce “an interpretation verse by verse” ἐκ τῆϚ κατὰ στίχον (, ; , 
). Each explanation of a psalm starts by a short introduction (ὑπόθεσιϚ) 
about the situation and motivation which conditioned the psalmist, hence 
the very nature of the psalm is specifi ed, if it is a ψαλμὸϚ ἠθικόϚ (“ethical,” 
about human behavior), like Ps. , or a προερητεία εἰϚ τὸν κύριον (a “proph-
ecy about the Lord”), like Psalm , etc. Th e comments of one verse regularly 
ending with a word or phrase announcing the following verse, which gives 
the impression of a continuous and consistent exposition. Diodore never 
tires of stressing the poetic nature of the psalms, by making clear to which 
down-to-earth realities and aspects of the immediate experience of life the 
images, metaphors, and symbolic phrases of the psalmist refer. He does not 
denigrate psalmic poetry by rationalizing it, nor does he move away from 
the biblical text by moralizing through a paraphrase of his own; but he 
claims to interpret the psalms καθ᾽ ἱστορίαν (, ; , . . ); he refuses 
τοὺϚ γραώδειϚ μύθουϚ τῶν ἀλληγορητῶν (, ; , ), “the old wives’ tales 
of the allegorists.” Th us he paraphrases the verses with their own voice, 
in noting non-psalmic equivalencies for each of their elements: “he calls 
‘way’ the behavior” (, b; , ); “the ‘will’ stands for ‘eagerness,’ ‘concern,’” 
etc. (, a; , ); “Just as the ‘tree’ . . . so should the human person” (, ac; 
, –); again ‘the way’ means ‘human actions’ (πράξειϚ) or the ‘way of 
life’ (τὰ ἐπιτηδεύματα) (, ab; , –), to quote only the comments on 
Ps , giving the tune of the whole commentary. Frequent mention is made 
of the verbal times inverted, speaking out in the present what should be said 
in the future, or the contrary: χρόνοϚ ἀντὶ χρόνου ἐνήλλακται (, bc; , 
); more generally: χρόνοϚ ἀντὶ χρόνου χεῖται ἐν τοῖϚ στίχοιϚ καὶ τοῦτο 
πολλάχον τῶν ψαλμῶν εὑρίσκεται “One time stands for another in the verses, 
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and this oft en happens in Psalms” (, ; , –). Th e whole commentary, 
now available, deserves a thorough study.

Editions

PG , –.
Deconinck, J., Essai sur la chaîne de l’Octateuque avec une édition des 

Commentaires de Diodore de Tarse. Paris .
Devreesse, R., Les commentateurs de l’Octateuque. Rome , –.
Olivier, J. M., CC , Commentarii in Psalmos. Paris .
Staab, K., Pauluskommentare aus der griechischen Kirche. Munster , 

–.
synous.: Abramowski, R., “Der theologische Nachlass des Diodors von Tarsis”: 

ZNW  () –.
Brière, M. “Quelques fragments syriaques de Diodore de Tarse”: ROC  

() –.
fat.: Photius, cod. ; R. Henry, , –. Paris .

Translations

French
Brière, Henry, above.
German
Abramowski, R., above.

Studies

Abramowski, L.: DHGE  () –.
Greer, R. A., “Th e Antiochene Christology”: JTh S  () –.
Kazan, S. “Isaac of Antioch’s Homily against the Jews.” OrChr  (): –.
Leconte, R. “L’asceterium de Diodore.” In Mél. A. Robert, –. Paris, .
MariPs, L. Etudes préliminaires à l’édition de Diodore de Tarse sur les psaumes. Paris, 

.
Olivier, J.-M. “Un fragment palimpseste du Commentaire de Diodore de Tarse sur 

les Psaumes (Vindob. Th eol. Gr. , Xe s).” RHT  (): –.
Oommen Madathil, J. Kosmas der Indienfahrer. Kaufmann, Kosmologe und Exeget 

zwischen alexandrinischer und antiochenischer Th eologie. Frühes Christentum. 
Forschungen und Perspektiven . Munich: Kulturverlag, .

Riedweg, C. “Gennadios I von Konstantinopel und die platonisierende Exegese 
des alttestamentlichen Schöpfungsberichtes.” Pages – in Philohistôr. 
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Edited by A. Schoors and P. Van Deun. Or.Lov.An. . Louvain: Peeters, 
.

Rinaldi, G., “Polemica Antiallegoristica”: Aug  () –.
Rondeau, M. J., “Le ‘Commentaire des Psaumes’ de Diodore de Tarse et l’exégèse an-

tique du Psaume /”: RHR  (),  ().
—. Les commentaires patristiques du Psautier . Rome , –.
Schäublin, C. “Diodor von Tarsos gegen Porphyrios?” MH  (): –.
—. Methode und Herkunft  der Antiochenischen Exegese. Cologne .
—. TRE  () –.
Schweizer, E., “Diodor als Exeget”: ZNW  () –.
Simonetti, M., Profi lo = Biblical Interpretations in the Early Church () f.
Sullivan, F. A., Th e Christology of Th eodore of Mopsuestia. Rome , –.
Van Rompay, L. R. A. “Gennadius of Constantinople as a Representative of 

Antiochene Exegesis,” –.

x. John Chrysostom (/–)

Born of a well-to-do Antiochene family and initially educated by his mother 
who had been widowed at the age of twenty, Chrysostom became a student of 
the famous rhetorician Libanius, and studied theology with Diodore, the fu-
ture bishop of Tarsus. A protégé of Bishop Meletius, for six years Chrysostom 
chose to undergo a severe ascetic experiment in the mountains neighboring 
Antioch before Meletius ordained him deacon in , and Bishop Flavian 
priest in , with a special preaching assignment. For ten years he fulfi lled 
his duty, earning the title “Golden Mouth” (chrysostomos) for the brilliance and 
doctrinal substance of his eloquence. Forced by Emperor Arcadius in  to 
occupy the see of Constantinople, he soon became victim of court intrigues, 
and suff ered much violence before dying in exile on September , .

John’s idealistic disposition was permeated by his intense familiarity with 
scripture. He considered it his fi rst obligation to deliver from the pulpit a 
genuine exposition of the biblical books. “Always anxious to ascertain the 
literal sense and opposed to allegory, he combines great facility in discern-
ing the spiritual meaning of the scriptural text with an equal ability for 
immediate, practical application to the guidance of those committed to his 
care. Th e depth of his thought and the soundness of his masterful exposi-
tion are unique and attract even modern readers. He is equally at home in 
the books of the Old and the New Testament and has the skill to use even 
the former for the conditions of the present and the problems of daily life” 
(Quasten, II, ).
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Most of Chrysostom’s exegetical homilies are delivered during the years 
of his Antiochene ministry, before his fateful move to Constantinople:

On Genesis, in a fi rst set of nine homilies () dating from Lent , 
eight of them focusing on Gn –; and in a second set of sixty-seven homilies 
(), with a complete commentary on Genesis., dating from .

On the Psalms (), more precisely on fi ft y-eight of them, dating from 
his last years in Antioch: Ps –, –, –, –. Add other com-
ments, not included in this series of homilies, on Ps ,  (),  and  
(). When discussing the literal content of the psalmic verses Chrysostom 
uses exceptionally the version of Symmachus, Aquila and Th eodotion, next 
to the Septuagint.

On Isaiah (), only six homilies on Isaiah  survive in the original 
Greek, but the complete commentary is available in Armenian. Th ere are 
Greek fragments on Isaiah –, ,  in Greek catenae ( and ).

On Kings: a few chapters are explained in fi ve homilies “On Hannah” 
(PG , –), in three “On David and Saul” (ib., –), and still 
another chapter “on Elijah and the hospitable widow” ( Kgs ) is one 
homily ().

On the Obscurity of the Prophecies (), deals with a more general 
quotation, in two homilies composed in .

Fragments in catenae, on Jeremiah ( and ), Daniel (), 
Proverbs (CPG II, ) and Job (CPG II, ).

On Maccabees: three homilies ().
On Matthew: ninety homilies (), with Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, 

Georgian, Latin, Arabic and Old-Slavonic versions.
On John: eighty-eight homilies (), with same versions except the 

Old-Slavonic.
On Acts: fi ft y-fi ve homilies, with Armenian version ().
On Romans: thiry-two homilies; partial Armenian version ().
On  Corinthians: forty-four homilies, with Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, 

and Arabic versions ().
On  Corinthians: thirty homilies, with Syriac and Armenian versions 

().
On Galatians: several homilies collected in a compact Commentary, like 

on Isaiah ().
On Ephesians: twenty-four homilies, with Syriac and Armenian versions 

().
On Philippians: fi ft een homilies, with Syriac and Armenian versions 

().
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On Colossians: twelve homilies, with Syriac, Armenian and Coptic ver-
sions ().

On  Th essalonians: eleven homilies, with Syriac and partial Coptic and 
Armenian versions ().

On  Th essalonians: fi ve homilies, with partial Coptic and Armenian 
versions ().

On  Timothy: eighteen homilies, with Armenian and partial Coptic 
versions ().

On  Timothy: ten homilies, with Armenian version ().
On Titus: six homilies, with Syriac, Armenian and partial Coptic ver-

sions ().
On Philemon: three homilies ().
On Hebrews: thirty-four homilies, with Latin, Armenian and Arabic 

versions ().
A certain number of homilies comment on specifi c fi gures and narra-

tives in phrases or passages of the ot and nt writings. In the ot, on Is : 
(), “On Eleazar and the Seven Young Men,”  Mc – (:); on the 
Ninivites in Jonah – (); and Jeremiah : () “On Demons Not 
Dominating the World,” three homilies (). In the nt:

Mt : ( ; and ) : the baptism of Jesus;
Mt :– (): on the paralytic;
Mt : = Lk : (, ): rich crops but scarcity of laborers;
Mt :ff . (): the parable of the talents;
Mt : = Mark :, Lk : (): the agony of Jesus
Mk : () the mother of the Zebedees;
Lk  (): the birth of Jesus;
Lk :– (, ): the parable of the sower;
Lk : (, ): the fi g-tree;
Lk  (): Lazarus and Dives;
Jn : (, ): “the Son can do nothing by himself”;
Jn  (): Lazarus brought back to life.
On the betrayal by Judas (), the Cross (), the Cross and the two 

bandits (), the Resurrection (), the Ascension (), the Pentecost 
(), Eastertime ().

Finally, on Rom : (), : (), : ();  Cor : (, 
), : (), : (), : (); Gal : ();  Tm : ();  
Tm : (); Ti : (); – Tm and Titus (); Hebrews (, ).

Surely a record number of apocryphal writings are transmitted under 
the name of John Chrysostomos. Th ese Pseudochrysostomica, well studied 
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(De Aldama, Carter, Aubineau, Sieben), are oft en referring to scripture in 
sermons for liturgical feasts (–). Th ey can only be compared with 
the so-called “Ephraem Graecus,” remarkably inventoried in –, which 
is another collection of anonymous homilies, ascetical texts, doctrinal es-
says, etc., put under the name of Ephraem. Among them, exegetical data are 
specially preserved in , –, –, , , , , , 
–, , , , –, , , –, , , , 
, , , –, –, .

Many “Chrysostomica” remain unpublished (–; Elenchus . . . longe 
abest planus esse); others are only available in ancient translations, Syriac, 
Coptic, Armenian, Georgian, Arabic, Old-Russian and Old-Slavonic, most 
of them unpublished (–).

In Chrysostom’s “treatises and approximately six hundred sermons,” 
C. Baur reaches the total of , scripture citations: , ot, , nt. In 
the ot, the Psalms prevail with more than , citations over Genesis (more 
than ); Isaiah (more than ); Exodus, and Job (each more than ). In 
the nt, Matthew is frontrunner with its own Commentary plus , citations 
in other works, compared with Mark (), Luke (), John (more than 
,). Among Pauline epistles, – Corinthians head the list with more than 
 citations, before Romans (over ), and the other epistles (Baur).

Chrysostom’s canon of scripture includes canonical and deuterocanoni-
cal books alike. Ruth is never mentioned. Other books are seldom mentioned 
or quoted: Ezra (once),  and  Maccabees (twice each), Judges (eleven times), 
Nahum (twice), Tobit (twice), Esther (once). It is a canon similar to the one 
of Th eodore of Mopsuestia. In the nt,  and  John are missing; again, a list 
comparable with Th eodore’s canon which also excluded James. Th e recension 
of biblical texts derives from Lucian, through Diodore.

Divine inspiration and inerrancy of scripture were intensely revered by 
John. His interpretation rested on a historical-grammatical method in strict 
conformity with the tradition of Lucian and Methodius of Olympus, Eusebius 
of Emesa, and Diodorus. True to Antiochene “theory,” he emphasized the 
“direct historical sense of the prophecies” (Baur, ) explained biblical his-
tory and applied the poetic images of Scripture in his moral teaching. As 
Baur states it: “he is oft en extraordinarily dexterous, and is inferior to none 
of the exegetes of more modern times” (). In a few occurences he calls 
on other interpreters, without naming them (On Genesis ,; In Paralyticum 
). Much more frequently he exhorts his listeners to become themselves 
experienced interpreters: “Very oft en he invited them to take the Bible in 
hand themselves and read diligently therein. Th e Holy Scripture, he said, is 
for us men [and women?] a most precious treasure house (On Gn , ; , 
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; , ), from which we can obtain endless riches, a mine rich in gold (On 
Gn , ), a meadow (To the Antioch people , ; de capto Eutropio ), full of 
beautiful and fragrant fl owers, a paradise garden (ad pop. Ant. , ), which 
bears the most precious fruits, an arsenal (On Laz. ,), out of which each 
one may take weapons against the enemies of the soul. Th e Holy Scripture 
resembles a quiet sea (On Laz. , ), that hides many precious pearls in its 
depths; it is like a diamond (On Gn , ; sermon on Gn , ), which refl ects 
the divine light, a cloud (in princip. Actorum , ) bestowing shadows and 
rain, a pharmacy (On John , ; , ; On Gn , –), which contains the 
means of healing for all (Baur, ).

For John, “this is the source of all evil: ignorance of the Holy Scripture” 
(On Col :). “Th e chamberlain of the Queen of Ethiopia teaches us that time 
and circumstances never need hinder us from reading the Holy Scriptures” 
(On Gn , ; cf. On Gn , ; On Ps , ). He approved the custom of wash-
ing one’s hands before biblical readings, for “to open the Holy Scripture is 
to open heaven” (Hom. ,  in: Vidi dominum, PG , ). When scripture 
becomes too obscure, it requires not only an attentive listener, but also a wise 
teacher, in John’s understanding a priest or bishop. He oft en pays homage to 
such authorized interpreters (On Gn ,; On Heb ,).

Editions
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  vid. –: B. Grillet, G. H. Ettlinger (),
  educ. lib.: A. M. Malingrey ().
  ordin. sac. –: A. M. Malingrey ().
  hom.– in Is :: J. Dumortier ().
  laud. Paul.: A. Piédagnel ().
  Is. interpr.: J. Dumortier, A. Liefooghe ().
 ,  exp. in Job: H. Sorlin, L. Neyrand ().
  pan. Bab. : M. A. Schatkin, C. Blanc, B. Grillet
   ().
  catech. , –, : A. Piédagnel, L. Doutreleau ().
  anom.: A. M. Malingrey ().
  in Gen.: L. Brottier (). 



 Nine Th e Fourth- and Fift h-Century Greek Christian Literature

FontChr , -.
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—. “Chrysostom and the Preaching of Homilies in Series: A Re-examination of the 
Fift een Homilies in Epistulam ad Philippenses (CPG ).” VigChr  (): 
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 (): –.
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.
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Panteleimon suppl. ,  et .” Klèronomia / (): –.
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xi. Theodore of Mopsuestia (ca. –)

a special contribution
by Manlio Simonetti

. Life and Works

Th e information which has come down to us from ancient sources con-
cerning the events of the life of Th eodore, Bishop of Mopsuestia (Cilicia) is 
scarce. Th e greater part, which concerns his youth, is learned from a letter 
to Th eodore written by John Chrysostom, the addressee of which, according 
to the nearly universal belief of ancient and modern scholars, was precisely 
our Th eodore. To this can be added some meager data gleaned from the 
ecclesiastical historians and some other sources.

Th eodore was born around the middle of the fourth century at Antioch in 
Syria. According to what we gather from the letter of Chrysostom, Th eodore 
was well off . Th is allowed him to attend the school of the famous rhetor 
Libanius where, in addition to rhetoric, he also learned something of philoso-
phy. His parents were probably Christians, as a good part of the population 
of Antioch already was around the middle of the century. Th eodore’s brother 
Polychronius was a Christian and would become bishop of Apamea. He had 
certainly already been baptized when, about sixteen years of age, he decided 
to abandon classical studies and the life of the world and to withdraw to a 
monastic community at Antioch, an asketerion. Here a group of upper-class 
youths, including John, the future Chrysostom, were educated in ascesis and 
in the study of Sacred Scripture. Th e school was directed by Carterius and 
Diodore. Th e latter was a priest, closely bound to Meletius, Bishop of Antioch, 
and was himself destined in  to become Bishop of Tarsus. Diodore was 
well versed in biblical exegesis, which he carried out in a literal manner and 
in open controversy with the allegorism which distinguished the exegetical 
tradition of Alexandria. Th is instruction was destined to mark in a decisive 
manner the future developments in Th eodore’s formation and in his intel-
lectual activity in general and, especially, in his exegesis. First, though, ac-
cording to what the letter tells us, Th eodore underwent a crisis shortly aft er 

. Th is text is published in SCh I  (ed. Dumortier).
. In addition to sources of minor importance, information on Th eodore is 
also given by the Ecclesiastical Histories of Th eodoret (, .), Socrates (,), 
Sozomen (,); the De viris illustrious of Gennadius, c. ; the anti-Pelagian writings 
of Marius Mercator, ACO ,,, pp. –; the Acts of the Council of Constantinople 
of , ACO ,–; the Ad Iustinianum (= Pro defensione trium capitulorum) of 
Facundus of Heriniane, CCL A.
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having entered the asketerion, and this drove him to abandon the monastic 
community and to return and occupy himself with family aff airs. However, 
the grief-stricken invitation of his friend John and—we can suppose—of 
other companions as well had the eff ect of recalling the vacillating Th eodore 
to his ascetic commitment, this time defi nitively.

From this point on, with the disappearance of the information furnished 
by the letter, the data on the activity and ecclesiastical career of Th eodore 
are reduced to the essentials. When, in , Diodore was elected bishop of 
Tarsus, Th eodore succeeded him in the direction of the school ; an eloquent 
sign of the expertise which was attributed to him in biblical studies. From 
this point on he dedicated himself to a literary activity destined to be of long 
duration and rich in many works, only a few of which were destined to come 
down to us. He was ordained a priest in . When, in , he was chosen as 
a champion of the Catholic party to defend the doctrine on the Holy Spirit 
in a meeting of Macedonian bishops at Anazarba, he found himself staying 
with Diodore at Tarsus. Having been elected bishop, he emerged victorious 
from the dispute and subsequently was given the See of Mopsuestia, a small 
town in Cilicia where paganism was still fl ourishing. Pastoral care did not 
draw him away from his dedication either to doctrinal matters in controversy 
against the last Arians and especially against the Apollinarians, or even more 
from exegetical activities. He distinguished himself also for his oratorical 
skills, on account of which he was called upon to preach outside of his own 
town, and even at Constantinople, probably in  on the occasion of the 
council which was held there that year. Later, between  and , he had 
the opportunity to engage himself in the Pelagian Controversy, which the 
arrival of Pelagius in Palestine had spread also to the East. As an advocate 
of free will, Th eodore opposed Jerome and Augustine’s teaching on original 
sin and was generous in support of Julian of Eclanum, the ardent defender 
of Pelagianism who, condemned and forced to leave Italy, found hospitality 
with Th eodore around . A few years later, in , Th eodore’s earthly life 
came to an end.

In the course of this long career as pastor, writer and controversialist, 
Th eodore was always on the side of Catholic orthodoxy, even in the Pelagian 

. Th is important notice comes to us from John of Antioch, as cited by Facundus 
,,.
. Th is name, derived from Macedonius of Constantinople, was given in the  fi nal 
decades of the fourth century to those who, though not Arians, denied the full 
 divinity of the Holy Spirit. Th ey, too, were condemned by the Council of Constan-
tinople of .
. Th e account of the Dispute with the Macedonians has come down to us in 
 Syriac translation in PO ,, pp. – (ed. Nau).
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question, because his teaching on free will was in fundamental harmony, in 
spite of some radical points, with the general feeling of Eastern Christianity. 
Th eodore’s misfortunes post mortem did not originate from this area, but 
rather from his Christological eff orts in an anti-Apollinarian direction, which 
led him to distinguish too sharply the divine nature and human nature in 
Christ precisely as two diff erent subjects, with the result of placing their unity 
at risk. For the moment, this affi  rmation, although it was already contested 
by Cyril of Alexandria before the rise of the Nestorian crisis, did not involve 
signifi cant consequences on the disciplinary level to Th eodore’s disadvantage. 
Later, however, when the diff erences in Christology degenerated from  
on, fi rst into the Nestorian then the Monophysite crises, even Th eodore’s 
name, together with that of Diodore, was called into question, inasmuch 
as the opponents of Nestorius considered them to be the instigators of the 
divisive Christology which was condemned at Ephesus in . On the other 
hand, Th eodore’s Christological teaching had developed the typical tenden-
cies of the Antiochene school, and thus his memory found there a strong 
and determined defense. It was not, however, such as to prevent his memory, 
together with that of Th eodoret and lbas, from becoming involved in the 
so-called question of the Th ree Chapters, raised by the Emperor Justinian 
in an attempt, which remained fruitless, to put an end to the animosity of 
the Monophysites. Th eodore was sacrifi ced to their hatred as the teacher of 
Nestorius and, in spite of the opposition which Justinian’s decision aroused 
especially in the West, was condemned as a heretic in the ecumenical council 
held at Constantinople in .

Th e destiny which Th eodore encountered post mortem has determined 
in a decisive manner the fate of his numerous writings and thus of the 
knowledge we are able to have of him today. Indeed, his involvement in the 
Nestorian and Monophysite Controversies, if on the one hand it has led to 
the almost complete disappearance of his works in their original language 
as a consequence of the condemnation infl icted on him by the council and 
subsequently reaffi  rmed several times, it has on the other exalted his memory 
and prestige in the schismatic Nestorian Church, which has esteemed him as 
Th e Exegete par excellence, so that in this way various of his works have come 
down to us in Syriac translation. Furthermore, two catalogues of Th eodore’s 
writings have come down to us from Nestorian sources. Th e fi rst is included 
in the Arabic Chronicle of Seert (ca. ), the second is the work of the 
Nestorian bishop Ebedjesus in the fourteenth century.

Among the exegetical writings in their original language, the Commentary 
on the Twelve Prophets has come down to us, lacking only the introduction 

. Th e Chronicle is published in PO ,, pp. – (ed. Scher-Dib); the catalogue 
of Ebedjesus is in Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis ,, pp. –.
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of a general nature. Th e Commentary on the Psalms, which was dictated 
before the aforementioned commentary and is the fi rst work of Th eodore, 
highly dependent on the similar commentary of Diodore, has been partially 
reconstructed by Devreesse for Psalms – on the basis of material retrieved 
above all from the exegetical chains. Th ere remains of this commentary a 
Latin adaptation which today tends to be attributed to Julian of Eclanum. 
Th e methodological introduction which Th eodore had used as a foreword 
to his interpretation of Psalm  has recently been published in a Syriac 
translation which is damaged at the beginning. Th e explicit of the Syriac 
translation gives this text the title Against the Allegorists. It is not, however, 
to be identifi ed with the work of the same name listed in the catalogue of 
Ebedjesus, which consisted of a good fi ve books. Th e Commentary on the 
Gospel of John, of which some fragments in their original language have 
also come to light, and part of the Commentary on Ecclesiastes have likewise 
been published in a Syriac translation. Th e Commentaries on the so-called 
minor letters of Paul, i.e., from Galatians to Philemon, to which can be added 
ample fragments in the original language of the entire collection of letters, 
have come down to us in an ancient Latin translation which is dated to the 
fi ft h century. Numerous fragments of the Commentary on Genesis are 
extant. Of the non-exegetical works, only the Catechetical Homilies have 
survived in their entirety in a Syriac translation (). In the same man-
ner had been preserved the De incarnatione, a doctrinally very important 
work, which was destroyed in the vicissitudes of the First World War before 
it was published.

. For this text, Cf. PG , –; ed. Sprenger, Wiesbaden .
. Cf. R. Devreesse, Le Commentaire de Th éodore de Mopsueste sur les Psaumes 
(I–LXXX), Vatican City .
. It is published in CCL A (ed. De Coninck). In this text one must distinguish 
the true and actual translation of Julian, limited to the Pss –, from a heavily 
 abbreviated abridgment, which extends from Ps : to the end of the Psalter.
. It is published in CSCO – (ed. Van Rompay). It is followed, also in 
 Syriac translation, by various fragments on the interpretation of Ps  and of 
other Psalms.
. For the Commentary on Ecclesiastes cf. the ed. of Strothmann,Wiesbaden ; 
for the Commentary on John the ed. of Vosté, CSCO II –.
. Th e commentaries in latin translation were published in two volumes by 
Sweete, Cambridge , . For the fragments, cf. K. Staab, Pauluskommentare 
aus der griechischen Kirche, Münster , pp. –.
. Th ey can be read in PG , –.
. Cf R. Tonneau, Les Homilies Catéchétiques de Th éodore de Mopsueste (in col-
laboration with R. Devreesse), Vatican City .
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Among the works of an exegetical nature which, with the exception of 
a few fragments, have not come down to us, we know of Commentaries on 
Exodus, I and II Samuel, Th e Major Prophets, Th e Gospels of Matthew and 
Luke. It is uncertain whether Th eodore expounded his bold conjectures on 
the Song of Songs, to which we will return later, in a commentary or, as seems 
more likely, in a letter. Among the lost non-exegetical works can be named, 
in addition to those mentioned above, Against Eunomius, Against Apollinaris, 
Against Th ose Who Hold that People Sin by Nature and not by Will, Against 
the Teaching of the Persian Magicians, and Response to the Emperor Julian, 
of which some new fragments have recently been discovered in addition to 
those few previously known.

. Hermeneutical Th eory

From antiquity until the present, Th eodore has been and is considered the 
most signifi cant representative of the Antiochene School, especially in its 
exegetical but also in its doctrinal aspect. It is advisable to make clear at 
this point that the so-called School of Antioch is not to be considered as 
an institution with teachers and administrators, such as was the School of 
Alexandria. Rather, it must be conceptualized as only a group of exegetes and 
theologians, some of whom, such as Diodore, were active in their own right 
as teachers, bound together by teacher-pupil relationships and by a common 
theological and exegetical outlook. Since the oft -repeated affi  rmation that 
the founder of this improperly defi ned school was Lucian of Antioch has 
been shown to be without foundation, it is suffi  cient to state at this point 
that this school was anticipated on the methodological plane in the exegetes 
active in the Syropalestinian region in the footsteps of Eusebius of Caesarea 
in the fi rst half of the fourth century. Among these, Eusebius of Emesa is 
especially noteworthy for the clear literalist tendency of his exegesis. In any 
case, Diodore of Tarsus must be considered the fi rst real representative of 
this “school,” above all on the strength of his theoretical stand in favor of 
a literal exegesis against allegorism, and the consistency with which he 
applied his methodological principles in his exegesis. Th e disappearance 
of nearly all his works does not allow us to judge him adequately from the 
doctrinal point of view. Nevertheless, the recent partial publication of his 

. Cf. Th eodore of Mopsuestia, Replica a Giuliano Imperatore, ed. A. Guida, Flor-
ence , with detailed notes on the life and works of Th eodore.
. Diodore had dealt with this question in On the Diff erence between Allegoria 
and Th eoria, which has been lost. In any case, his thought in this regard is given 
also in the introductions placed before the Commentary on the Psalms in general as 
well as to the commentary on Psalm .
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Commentary on the Psalms allows us to come to know him as an exegete, 
and from this knowledge it becomes clear how profoundly Th eodore was 
infl uenced by him.

Indeed, the representatives of Antiochene exegesis do not appear to 
us as a completely homogeneous block but, even if only on the basis of a 
common theoretical approach, they do give evidence in practice of specifi c 
characteristics which allow us to distinguish more or less radical tendencies. 
Diodore and Th eodore stand out in comparison with John Chrysostom and 
Th eodoret for the radical tendency with which they make use of the criteria 
of literal exegesis in open opposition to Alexandrian allegorism.

Th e recent publication of Against the Allegorists allows us to specify in 
some detail Th eodore’s critique of allegorizing exegesis. Th e accusation—far 
from new—of making the biblical text say, by means of this type of exegesis, 
what each interpreter wishes and not explaining what in fact is in the text 
is supported by two arguments:
. Th e allegorists justifi ed their practice by bringing forward biblical texts 
which appeared to be lacking an acceptable meaning and thus to be un-
tenable according to the literal sense, and which therefore could only be 
interpreted allegorically. Th eodore produces various examples of texts of 
this kind, among which are Ps : “Free from the hand of the dog my only 
begotten one,” and Ps : “Th e rivers together will clap their hands.” He 
observes that the pretended diffi  culty is only a use of fi gurative language, 
accentuated by certain characteristics of the Hebrew language. Th e two 
examples produced here become comprehensible if they are understood as 
metaphores which describe specifi c historical situations by making use of 
comparisons drawn from the world of animals and of nature (pp. ff .). It 
must in any case be observed here that the real interpretive diffi  culty and 
thus the motive of the opposition between the two exegetical tendencies 
arose not so much from cases of this type where it was clear to all that the 
biblical text had made use of fi gurative language, but rather where there 
was uncertainty—such as Augustine observed more or less at the time of 
Th eodore in the De doctrine Christiana III..—whether the biblical text 
ought to be understood in a literal or a fi gurative sense. Th is was the case 
above all for ch. – of Genesis, whose mythologizing fl avor and the anthro-
pomorphic presentation of God drove the Alexandrians to consider them 
to be expressed in fi gurative form, while the Antiochenes preferred to hold 
even here to a strictly literal sense.

. It is published in CCG  (ed. Olivier). Regarding Diodore’s exegesis, cf my Let-
tera e/o allegoria. Un contribute alla storia dell’esegesi patristica, Rome , ff .
. What little we know of Th eodore’s lost Commentary on Genesis on this ques-
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. Th eodore observes that the pagan philosophers had used allegory to 
give a morally acceptable meaning to their myths, so that their allegori-
cal interpretation in fact eliminated the literal meaning of the story to the 
exclusive favor of its symbolic importance. For that reason, Paul in Gal :
 had spoken only improperly of allegory with regard to Hagar and Sarah, 
Ishmael and Isaac presented as signifying the Old and the New Covenant, 
the Jews and the Christians, inasmuch as he had not at all intended to 
eliminate the historicity of these biblical characters by introducing this 
symbolism. Th eodore is faithfully taking up again here the critique which 
already Diodore had brought forward against allegorism by comparing the 
use made of it by exegetes of the Alexandrian tradition to that of the pagan 
exegetes, and he fi nds the target for his critique in Philo and Origen (pp. 
ff .). In reality, both Philo and Origen had intended only in a few cases to 
eliminate the literal sense by use of allegory, and this only in those places 
where they considered that the biblical text had only symbolic value, such 
as in many details of Genesis –. To the contrary, in many other instances 
they had carried out their interpretation precisely in the manner of Paul, 
that is, without denying the literal sense and superimposing the allegorical 
sense over it. Like Paul, neither Philo nor Origen had intended to deny the 
historical existence of the Patriarchs. however, in this diff erent evaluation 
which Origen gives to the letter of the ot, Th eodore sees only a sign of in-
consistency, and fi nds support for his rejection of Origen’s methodology 
by bringing forward the errors which, at his time, were being charged against 
the Alexandrian (p. ff .). Th e condemnation of his doctrine reinforces that 
of his exegetical method.

Th e goal of allegorical interpretation of the ot was to give to it a Christo-
logical signifi cance. However, in the same way as Diodore, neither did 
Th eodore, in criticizing that method, intend on the plane of theory to deny 
such a signifi cance, but rather only to preserve the integrity of the literal 
meaning. In the preface to the Commentary on Jonah (PG , ff .) he, like 
Diodore, takes up the broadly traditional criterion of considering certain 

tion confi rms the author’s strict literalism. With regard to the garments of skins 
of Gen :, in order to avoid that one might think with untenable anthropomor-
phism that God Himself had made the garments of skins for Adam and Eve, Th eo-
dore proposes that it means that Adam made them himself with the bark of a tree: 
PG . .
. Th eodore appears to have little information on Philo and, regarding his use of 
allegory, gives only the most general judgments.
. Th eodore, however, gave up the most typical characteristic of the exegetical 
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historically valid events of the ot as typoi of Christ, prophetically antici-
pated in the old economy in function of the future Incarnation. He also 
expounds the conditions which must be verifi ed for an event of the ot to be 
considered a typos of an event of the nt: “In such a manner we have found 
that the ancient realities are a type of the ones to come if they have some 
similarity with respect to them and at the same time demonstrate a utility 
in their own age; while from the same events it becomes clear how these 
realities are inferior [to the future ones]” (b). On this basis, Th eodore not 
only continues by presenting Jonah as the one who, better than any other, 
prefi gured with his circumstances events of Jesus’ human life. But he also 
specifi es that most of the details (πλεῖστα) of the ot can be interpreted in 
this manner and proposes some examples. However, as we subsequently 
will see, Th eodore in fact made very restricted application of this exegetical 
criterion in his commentaries.

. Inspiration and Canonicity

In aiming at a literal appreciation of the biblical text considered from the 
historical and literary point of view, Th eodore applied these criteria to the 
Song of Songs with such consistency and rigidity as to call into doubt or so 
it seems—its character as an inspired writing. In fact, the Song of Songs, 
inasmuch as it is made up of a collection of love songs which are exchanged 
between the two protagonists, can take on a religious signifi cance only on 
the condition of a complete and exclusive allegorical interpretation. Th e 
Jews had recognized in it the symbol of Yahweh’s love for Israel, and the 
Christians had made this interpretation their own, transferring it to Christ 

terminology of Diodore, who, while criticizing Origen, had taken the very qualify-
ing term of his own exegesis, θεωρία, and also ἀναγωγή.
. Th eodore proposes the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt (= liberation from 
sins), the bloody sacrifi ces of the temple (= the sacrifi ce of Christ), and the bronze 
serpent (= Christ crucifi ed), and notes that the three events are given in the nt with 
explicit reference to Christ: I Cor :; Heb :; John :.
. For this and the following, the principal sources are: Leontius of Byzantium, 
Against the Nestorians and the Eutychians, PG , ff .; the Acts of the Council 
of Constantinople of , Mansi , ff ., Junilius, Instituta regularia divinae legis 
,–. On this issue, cf. E. Amann, Th éodore de Mopsueste, DTHC , ff .; D. Z. 
Zaharopoulos, Th eodore of Mopsuestia on the Bible: A Study of his Old Testament
Exegesis, New York , ff .
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and to the church. Th eodore could not accept this radical allegorizing, and 
by considering the text in its literal sense as determined by historical cir-
cumstances, he made the most of the traditional attribution of the work 
to Solomon by considering it to be nothing more than a collection of love 
songs composed by the king for one of his wives, the daughter of pharaoh. 
We do not know to what extent this evaluation forced Th eodore to call into 
question the very canonical status of the Song of Songs. Th is accusation was 
brought against him and extended also to the Books of Job and Ecclesiastes, 
as can be read in the Acts of the Council of Constantinople of . Leontius 
of Byzantium even blames Th eodore for having denied the canonical status 
of Paralipomenon, Ezra and Nehemiah as well and, with regard to the nt, 
also of the Letter of James and the other Catholic Letters. Th e accusation has 
great need of being put into a proper perspective. At the time of Th eodore, 
the canon of the ot and the nt, which had for a long time been constituted 
in its essential parts, still showed marginal variations from church to church, 
and indeed the Church of Antioch did not recognize the canonical status of 
a great part of these books. Th us Th eodore in substance did nothing more 
than to conform himself to the usage of the church in which he had been 
brought up in the Christian faith. With regard to the Song of Songs and 
Job, it is necessary to evaluate this accusation by keeping in mind as well 
another one which was brought against Th eodore, that of distinguishing in 
Scripture diff erent modes and levels of inspiration; a greater one defi ned 
by him as prophetic inspiration, and a lesser one, defi ned as the grace of 
prudence or wisdom. According to the accusation, Th eodore would have 
considered Job as inspired by human wisdom. lowever, the very fact that 
we know that a commentary on this book was composed by him makes it 
quite diffi  cult to maintain that he could have doubted its canonical status, 
even while admitting an inferior level of inspiration. With regard to the 
distinction of levels and modes of inspiration, this can be explained in light 
of the appreciation of a literary and historical character which Th eodore 
was accustomed to give of the biblical books, in the sense that their specifi c 
characteristics themselves seemed to imply diverse modes of inspiration on 
the part of the Holy Spirit for the benefi t of the diff erent authors; a historical 
book has a quite diff erent character than a prophetic one in such a way that 
divine inspiration infl uenced each author in a diff erent mode. In this order 
of ideas, Th eodore emphasized above all the prophetic type of inspiration as 
that which transmits the divine message more directly to the human being. 
While recognizing diff erent modes also in this specifi c area, he emphasized 
above all the inspiration which arouses in the prophet a state of unconscious 
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ecstasy (ἔκστασιϚ) through which the most important and secret revelations 
are made to him. In fact, only by fi nding himself in a psychological condition 
which isolated him completely from the surrounding environment was the 
prophet capable of bearing the terrifying and mysterious visions through 
which the Holy Spirit communicated divine revelation to him. Th is posi-
tive evaluation of ecstasy is to be judged from the historical point of view by 
taking into account that the term and the psychological state which it stood 
for had for a long time been considered in a completely negative manner in 
the churches of the East, inasmuch as they were considered characteristic 
of the prophecy of the Montanists. In this sense, it was affi  rmed that this 
manner of prophesying, defi ned as false prophecy and false ecstasy, were 
diff erent from that which both the ot and the nt prophets had practiced. 
Since the Montanist danger had disappeared by this time, the consideration 
of ecstasy likewise changes from negative to positive with Th eodore,

. Exegetical Technique

In a passage of the Commentary on John (CSCO II ,), Th eodore observes 
that the task of the exegete is to explain the diffi  cult expressions of the 
biblical text without going on at length in the digressions allowed to the 
preacher. Indeed a constant character of all Th eodore’s commentaries which 
have come down to us is the greatest conciseness of expression: essential 
explanations, not without some doctrinal clarifi cation where it is deemed 
necessary, but without a shadow of the wordiness and of the abundance of 
digressions typical of Origen’s commentary and of the Alexandrian tradition 
in general. If we keep in mind the two types of commentary in use in Greek 
scholastic practice, the grammatical and the philosophical, the restriction to 
essentials and the conciseness of Th eodore’s commentary call to mind the 
character of the grammatical commentary, while that of Origen was inspired 
in various aspects by the philosophical commentary. It does not appear, 
on the other hand, that Th eodore, like the other principal exegetes of the 
Antiochene School with the exception of Diodore, exercised any teaching 
responsibilities. Th us his commentaries, in contrast to those of Origen and 
Didymus, do not appear to be derived from the explanation of the biblical 

. On this question, in addition to the works cited in n. , cf above all: R. Dev-
reesse, Essai sur Th éodore de Mopsueste, Vatican City , f.
. On the attitude towards ecstatic prophecy in Catholic circles in the second 
and third centuries cf. Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, ,, I.
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text given at school. Th erefore the adoption on Th eodore’s part of a method 
of commentary which echoes that of the grammatical commentary appears 
to have been not so much the cause as the actual eff ect of his having adopted 
a pattern of exegesis of a literalist type.

In fact, Origen and Th eodore confront the biblical text from quite dif-
ferent points of view. For the Alexandrian, this text is diffi  cult to interpret 
inasmuch as the deeper signifi cance of the divine word is hidden under the 
veil of the literal sense in order to discourage the approach of a merely curi-
ous and superfi cial reader. For Th eodore, on the other hand, the only mean-
ing of the text is that which is transmitted to the reader by the literal sense, 
so that it is the responsibility of the interpreter to throw light on it and to 
state it with as much clarity and precision as possible, because it is a harmful 
and arbitrary act, as well as a useless one, to seek something other than that 
sense. From this point of view, the philosophical commentary in which the 
text of Plato and Aristotle or another great philosopher was interpreted by 
the teacher with the greatest possible liberty and prolixity off ered itself as 
an instrument singularly adapted to the biblical exegesis of an Alexandrian 
character, while the conciseness and precise adherence to the literary text 
commented, characteristics typical of the grammatical commentary, cor-
responded well to the purpose of the Antiochene exegete.

Precisely because these commentaries habitually avoided weighing down 
the text commented upon with amplifi cations of various kinds (though not 
without signifi cant exceptions). Th eodore concentrates, in the introduction 
which he was accustomed to place before them, on the topics and on the 
questions of a general nature which the interpretation of that text posed to 
him. It is a question of exceedingly relevant introductions in the sense that 
their content is directed to an understanding of the specifi c and distinctive 
characteristics of the text under consideration. In this sense, as we will see 
better subsequently, the introductions placed before the interpretations of 
the prophetic texts are of a quite diff erent tone from those placed before 
the Pauline texts or the Gospel of John. It is precisely in this section of the 
commentary that Th eodore manifests most clearly that capacity for under-
standing the biblical text historically which modem scholars recognize as 
the most characteristic and valuable aspect of his exegesis.

Once he has established in this manner the specifi c nature of the inter-
pretation which he is about to give, Th eodore goes on to examine the text 
analytically. At this point, according to the canons of the grammatical com-
mentary, to which corresponded as well the practice of interpretation of a 
philosophical type, there came the textual criticism. Nevertheless, Th eodore 
does not seem to have given much attention to this aspect of interpretation. 
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In the Commentary to the Twelve Prophets, the only work to have come down 
to us entirely in the original Greek, there are, on the whole, very few examples 
of discussions of a textual nature, and one does not fi nd recourse beyond 
the text commented, which is that of the lxx, to the other Greek translators. 
References to the Hebrew text and Syriac translation are extremely rare. 
Almost every trace of criticism in this sense is absent as well in the commen-
taries on John and Paul, which we only know, however, in translation. On the 
other hand, there are many references to the other translators, to Symmachus 
more than to Aquila and Th eodotius, as well as some reference to the Hebrew 
text, to be found in the Commentary on the Psalms, to the extent and in the 
manner in which Devreesse has reconstructed it (). In this regard, how-
ever, it must be noted that the recourse to the documentation furnished by 
Origen’s Hexapla seems to have been a constant interpretative technique in 
the Greek commentaries on the Psalms known to us—a procedure which had 
already become typical. We read, in fact, some observations of this nature 
even in the interpretation of the Psalms of Chrysostom, an exegete as far 
removed as possible from every concern of a textual nature. In this sense, 
instances of this type found in Th eodore’s Commentary on the Psalms could 
be refl ecting, rather than a typical tendency of the exegete, merely the ac-
commodation to a practice which had become traditional. However, to the 
contrary, it could be observed that Th eodore’s texts which have come down 
to us in translation could have been relieved of discussions of a nature of 
textual criticism. On the whole, therefore, the general impression remains 
that the interest for textual criticism was less urgent for Th eodore than for 
not only Origen and Eusebius but also for Th eodoret.

Th e analytical interpretation of the text traditionally demanded, in both 
pagan and Christian circles, the breaking of the text under consideration 
into lemmata of a greater or lesser length, followed by the detailed explana-
tion of each expression. In the course of this explanation some expressions 
of the lemma could be reconsidered for the purpose of a greater clarity of 
explanation. Such was obviously Th eodore’s practice as well, with some pe-
culiarities which merit notice. Origen and Didymus, and already Hippolytus 
before them, were accustomed to follow the lemma, which could also be 
fairly long, with the explanation in such a way that the sequence of lemma 
and explanation would form a self-contained structure, which was followed 
by another likewise self-contained, and so forth. Th is method of structur-

. For documentation, cf the index of Devreesse, Commentaire, under the name 
of the individual translators.
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ing the commentary is well represented in Th eodore, too. But on the other 
hand, if not in fact to an even greater degree, he prefers a more open form of 
structure in the sense that the explanation following the lemma, which itself 
is for the most part brief, indeed very brief, leads in its conclusion directly 
into the following lemma, and so forth. In this way, he sets up a succession of 
lemmata and explanations interrelated among themselves. A single example 
will suffi  ce to illustrate the chain-like exegetical structure. In concluding the 
explanation of Gal :, Th eodore observes,

And since he does not seem to admit that there could be another gos-
pel, he [Paul] has added, ‘But there is no other’ (:a). In what sense 
has he said ‘other’? ‘If not because there are some who are disturbing 
you and wish to subvert the gospel of Christ’ (:b). He has said that 
another gospel is subversion of the gospel. Th en, against those who 
considered that they had to oppose to him the persons of the apostles, 
‘But even if it is we’ (:a), to show that he is not opposed to them but 
is affi  rming that freedom, outside of which he considered that even he 
was worth nothing. On which account, giving even more emphasis, he 
said, ‘or an angel from heaven’ (:b). He added ‘from heaven’ so that 
it might be understood that not even the dignity of place joined with 
the personage could be on the same level as the truth.” (Sweete, 
.ff .)

In this way Th eodore, while maintaining the habitual conciseness of his 
explanations, seeks to lend a greater compactness to his exegetical discourse 
and to render it more fl uid and continuous by avoiding splitting it up into 
units too small. In the Commentary on John this method of structuring the 
commentary is pushed to the point that some expressions of the gospel text 
are not even given in their entirety. Instead, allusion is made to them in 
the course of the explanation in an indirect, albeit explicit, way to such an 
extent that they are completely compacted into the exegetical discourse. For 
example, John : is paraphrased in the course of the explanation in this 
way: “But you, from ancient times, pretend that the mountain of Jerusalem 
is the place of God” (CSCO ,).

Th e explanation which follows the passage, the habitual conciseness 
of which we have already noted, interprets the text in question either by 
stating the direction and development of the thought, or by illustrating the 
details which merit a specifi c explanatory note in diff erent areas: grammati-
cal, rhetorical, historical, antiquarian, or doctrinal. Th e nonns of the literary 
genre in which the Greek patristic commentaries generally fell, that of the 
ὑπομνήματα, did not demand particular eff ort from the rhetorical point of 
view so that Th eodore felt himself authorized to develop the explanation 
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freely within the limits which the customary brevitas permitted. In such a 
context his predilection for some typical exegetical procedures becomes 
evident. Th e most characteristic is a type of paraphrase by means of which 
Th eodore clarifi es the meaning of the passage by relating it, usually in a 
slightly more extended form, with words which are his own but preserve 
the passage’s manner of expression. For example, in the passage the author 
speaks in the fi rst person and engages the readers directly, and Th eodore, in 
the paraphrase, preserves the same manner of expression and oft en empha-
sizes it by means of a parenthetical (φησί inquit). In another example, again 
from the Commentary on Galatians, following the selection considered above 
with regard to the method of presenting passages, we read:

As I have already told you, and now I repeat it, if anyone will have 
announced to you a message diff erent from that which you have 
received, let him be condemned” [:]. If all, whether it be I—he 
says—or whether it be the invisible powers, let us be of no importance 
in comparison to the truth which has already been announced to you. 
Th en, proceeding to defend himself in order to show that he has spo-
ken thus in order to defend the truth and not attributing any impor-
tance to those who are opposing him, he says, “Now, indeed, do I want 
to win approval from human beings or God? Or am I trying to please 
human beings”? [:] And showing by the facts themselves that he 
is not concerned with this, he adds, “If indeed I still wanted to please 
human beings I would not be a servant of Christ” [:b]. I was thus 
pleasing to human beings at that time when I was working in behalf 
of the whole Law. And I have considered this to be of no importance 
because I have preferred for the time at hand to place myself in the 
service of Christ. “But I tell you, brothers, that the gospel which I 
have announced to you is not in conformity with human beings” 
[:]. I tell you these things concerning me so that you may not 
 believe that it is through human invention that I have received the 
doctrine of which I am taking advantage. (Sweete, p. ff .)

Only occasionally, however, is the biblical text being interpreted such that a 
simple paraphrase is suffi  cient to explain it. Th erefore heodore oft en consid-

. Th eodore made ample use of this type of paraphrase in all his commentar-
ies which have come down to us. Clear evidence of it can be seen above all in the 
commentaries on the Letters of Paul, since the Apostle was accustomed to express 
himself habitually in the fi rst person and to question directly his addressees. Sweete 
has marked all occurrences of this type with apices.
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ers it opportune to integrate it with other explanations of varying content 
and length. It is in any case rare that he gives more than one interpretation 
for a single passage as, by contrast, Origen and Didymus were accustomed 
to do. In this sense one can mention the interpretation of Amos :, “Who 
turns into morning the shadow of death and darkens the day into night,” 
which strictly speaking means that God can turn danger into joy and vice 
versa, and in a more general sense (ἐκ τῶν καθόλου) indicates that God 
changes things as he wishes (PG , ). When Th eodore is wrestling with 
a text of the ot, oft entimes the explanation is of a linguistic and rhetorical 
character, particularly because Hebrew turns of expression, translated into 
Greek, can be obscure. He is also careful to point out fi gurative language 
by stating its meaning. In this context his care in indicating hyperbole 
can be noted, because the allegorists made good use of precisely this type 
of ot expressions to deny the literal meaning of the text or to consider it in 
a Christological sense. Th is was the way Origen had interpreted Zech :, 
“He will rule from sea to sea, etc.” (Com. Io. ,,), while Th eodore un-
derstood the expression as indicative, in a hyperbolic sense, of Zerubbabel’s 
victories (PG , ). Th eodore displays similar attention in giving account 
of the passages in which the biblical text makes use of numerical indica-
tions. If we bear in mind the propensity of the allegorists systematically to 
attribute symbolic value to numbers, we may understand the signifi cance of 
certain affi  rmations of Th eodore which, at fi rst glance, can appear banal and 
ingenuous, such as when he insists on pointing out that the number which 
he is examining from time to time signifi es only a generic plural: the three 
and the four evil deeds of Damascus of Amos :; the ten men of Zech :
; the thirty silver coins of Zech : (PG , ;   ;  ). Only when 
a given number is part of a context which is symbolic in itself does it also 
assume such a meaning: the four chariots of Zech : symbolize the celestial 
hierarchies which preside over the four κλίματα of the world (). Again, 
in the context of ot exegesis, explanations of a historical, geographical, and 
antiquarian character are frequent, while in the context of the nt, doctrinal 

. For the documentation, cf. Devreesse, Essai, ff .; Zaharopoulos, op. cit., ff .
. For example, the grasshoppers and caterpillars of Joel :- indicate the inva-
sions by the Assyrians and Babylonians; the city of Zeph : indicates the pride of 
its inhabitants; Judah and Ephraim of Zach : indicate the entire Israelite nation 
(PG , , , ).
. For some examples in this regard, cf. my article, “Note sull’ esegesi veterotesta-
mentaria di Teodoro di Mopsuestia,” VetChr  () ff .
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interests predominate, which on a few occasions demand a very detailed 
explanation. A typical example is in the interpretation of Gal :– where, 
once he has fi nished his brief paraphrase, Th eodore connects the passage 
relating to the Law with the Letter to the Romans and states that he wishes 
to treat at greater length what it means that justifi cation comes from faith. 
He follows this with a treatise which, in contrast to his usual brevity, is quite 
long (Sweete, p. f.).

. Exegesis of the Old Testament

All that we have pointed out up to this point regarding the technical proce-
dures used by Th eodore to develop his interpretation of the biblical text in a 
literal sense fi ts, more or less, all the surviving commentaries. But typical of 
Th eodore’s exegesis—as we have already observed—is the capacity to adapt 
his interpretation to the historical situation in which the biblical book came 
to birth. In this sense, each commentary has specifi c characteristics which 
we will describe in a summary fashion here.

Th e recent publication of sections of Diodore’s Commentary on the Psalms 
has demonstrated that the principal innovative characteristics recognized 
in the similar commentary of Th eodore had already been anticipated by his 
teacher. From him, Th eodore inherited above all a critical attitude and very 
great freedom in relation to the rubrics which accompany the individual 
psalms in the translation of the lxx. In one surviving passage, at the conclu-
sion of the introduction to Ps. , he states openly that he does not wish to 
make use of the rubrics but to take account of them only when they prove 
themselves true (Devreesse, ). If we take into consideration that the 
Christological interpretation traditionally given of the psalms was based for 
the most part precisely on an evaluation of the rubrics in such a sense, it is 
understandable how not taking this into account would mean freeing the 
interpretation of the psalm from that traditional meaning. Indeed Th eodore, 
who, like Diodore and unlike Origen and Eusebius, considers David the 
author of the entire Psalter, holds that David has expressed himself under 
various personalities, that is, presenting himself in the person, other than of 
his own self, now of the king and a human being, now of a prophet, also of 
the entire people, and that he concerned himself with events whether past, 
present, or future prophetically predicted. Th us Th eodore refers some of 
the psalms to events of David’s life, others to future events of Israel’s history 
with special reference to the Babylonian Captivity, to Zerubbabel, to the 
Maccabees, while still others are considered to be of a general exhortatory 
or moral character. In this regard, Th eodore observes that David wrote for 
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people’s utility (ὠφέλεια) in such a way that, even when the text refers to a 
specifi c historical fact or person, its words can be understood as pronounced 
for the benefi t not of one person alone but for the entire community (pp. 
, , f., ). Th e application of these exegetical criteria brings with 
it a drastic reduction in the psalms of a Christological signifi cance. Even 
where it is the crucifi ed Christ who applies to himself the expression of a 
psalm, such as Ps : “God, my God, why have you abandoned me,” it is a 
question of an adaptation to his own circumstances of a text which originally 
had another meaning (p. f.). In conclusion, only Pss , , , and  are 
considered by Th eodore as messianic prophecies which have been realized 
in the incarnate Christ.

Th e interpretative complexity of the Commentary on the Psalms derived 
from the refraction of the author, David, into various personalities and, there-
fore, from the diverse destination of the various texts. Th e book on the Minor 
Prophets appeared, on the whole, much more homogeneous in spite of the 
plurality of authors, inasmuch as they are unifi ed by the quality of prophet 
common to all of them. Consequently the Commentary on the Twelve Prophets 
develops with a simpler and more linear movement in comparison with the 
former work. Th e loss of the introduction to the entire commentary has 
undoubtedly deprived us of signifi cant observations of a general character. 
In any case, the introductions to the commentaries of the individual books 
bring out very well that capacity for giving an historical character to the 
interpretation which has been mentioned several times above. Th e exactness 
with which Th eodore establishes the chronology of each prophecy, either by 
connecting one prophet with another or by relating them to the historical 
circumstances in the context of which they had been pronounced, has the 
purpose of establishing from the beginning the meaning and the intent of 
the prophecy. Th e explanation which follows, lemma by lemma, unfolds the 
programmatic lines laid out in the preface in a coherent and homogeneous 
manner. One can examine, for example, the systematic manner in which 
Th eodore, once he has interpreted King Gog of Amos : (lxx) in reference 
to the invasion of the Scythians, extends this interpretation to Joel :ff . and 
Micah :– (PG , . . ). Th e historical context, which is that 
of the vicissitudes of Israel from the decline of the two kingdoms until the 
return from the Exile, tends, as we have already seen for the Psalms, to exhaust 
the realization of the prophecies within its own boundaries. In spite of the 
programmatic declaration contained in the introduction to the commentary 
on Jonah, the result is that here, just as for the Psalms, the application of 
the prophecies to Christ comes to be drastically reduced compared to the 
tradition, and is limited only to the passages in which this attribution was 
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supported in a very direct way by the authority of the nt (). In order 
to appreciate the novelty of Th eodore’s attitude, it will be suffi  cient to note 
that he did not accept the Christological interpretation for passages such 
as Micah :–, “In the fi nal days the mountain of the house of the Lord 
will be raised up”; Zech :, “Behold, I bring in my servant, Oriens”; Mal : 
(: lxx), “And there will arise for you who fear my name the sun of justice” 
(PG , f. . ), whose Christological signifi cance went back all 
the way to the very fi rst days of the church.

. Exegesis of the New Testament

Th e Gospel of John traditionally came to be considered as the spiritual gospel 
in contrast to the Synoptics, which were more interested in the human activity 
of Christ. Th eodore, too, organizes his interpretation in this direction, point-
ing out in the introductory pages the fundamental signifi cance of the text in 
the revelation of Christ’s divinity, which had been left  in the background by 
the Synoptics (CSCO ,ff .). At his time, the danger which Arian doctrine 
had presented to orthodoxy was still present, and above all the Apollinarian 
Controversy was still active. Th eodore touches on both these problems, the 
former above all in the interpretation of the prologue, the latter all through 
the course of his explanation with very problematic results, because too oft en 
the concern to distinguish the human nature in Christ from the divine drives 
Th eodore to accentuate this distinction to the point of affi  rming two distinct 
subjects. But this is not the place to develop this matter further. From the 
specifi cally exegetical point of view, Th eodore’s affi  rmation that his point is 
that of interpreting the Johanine text and not that of refuting the heretics 
(p. ) is to be understood, considering the frequent anti-heretical thrusts, 
in the sense that he has not intended to linger too much on explanations of 

. For a comprehensive treatment (PG , f., ff ., ff ., , , ff .) cf. 
my article “Note,” f.
. In order to reject the Christological reference of the passage of Micah, Th eo-
dore observes that the words, “From Sion will go forth the Law and the word of 
God from Jerusalem,” are in contradiction with John :, where Jesus tells the 
Samaritan Woman that the time would come when the Father would no longer be 
worshipped in Jerusalem (PG , ff .). With regard to the other two passages, he 
does not justify his rejection.
. Nevertheless, for some examples of expressions of Th eodore which are clearly 
and excessively divisive, one can note the commentary at CSCO ,,; ,; 
,; ..
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a doctrinal nature in the development of his exegetical discourse. In fact, 
his favorite procedure of paraphrase is put into use in this commentary in 
such a way as to bring into focus precisely but also concisely the doctrinal 
signifi cance which he attributes to the Johanine words. A few examples will 
suffi  ce to illustrate this peculiar character of Th eodore’s interpretation. John 
:, “From his fullness we have all received,” is expounded thus: “Th at is, we 
receive from his abundance the grace of the Holy Spirit, which is given to 
us as a gift . [John] says of his [i.e. Christ’s] human nature that in it there is 
every grace” (p. ). Th e emphasis given to Christ’s humanity is to be noted. 
In explaining Jesus’ words to the Samaritan Woman concerning adoration in 
spirit and truth (John :), Th eodore observes, “Th e time is at hand, indeed 
it has already come, in which God will be adored as is proper and suitable 
to His nature. Indeed God’s nature is incorporeal and is not circumscribed 
in a place but is everywhere and is to be adored according to this concept” 
(p. f.). With regard to Jesus’ words, “I am the living bread which has come 
down from heaven” (John :), Th eodore specifi es in an anti-Apollinarian 
sense: “He does not want to signify therefore that his body has come down 
from there (i.e. from heaven), but speaks thus because his nature is the sub-
lime gift  of this action. He confi rms his word by alluding to the greatness 
of the divinity” (p. ).

In the development of his explanation, Th eodore is concerned to es-
tablish the chronological relationship to the Synoptics. For example, when 
he treats the Wedding at Cana, recounted only by John, he considers it to 
be anterior to the episode of the Temptation, presented in Matthew (and 
Luke) and not in John, by observing that Matthew was not concerned with 
the chronological order of the facts he recounted (p. ). With regard to the 
discrepancy between Matthew and John regarding the anointing of Jesus, 
Th eodore harmonizes the two accounts: Th e woman has anointed Jesus’ 
head and feet. Matthew, who gives a summary account, speaks only of the 
head; John has completed Matthew’s account (p. ). An analogous care is 
detected in the accuracy of some notations which serve the purpose of illus-
trating precisely the signifi cance of words and gestures which in themselves 
are open to various interpretations. For example, the mud with which Jesus 
heals the man born blind (John :) is connected with the mud with which 
God had created the human being. In this way Jesus showed that he was the 
creator of human beings (p. f.). Jesus’ words “Th at all may be one, as you, 
Father, are in me and I in you” (John :) demanded much attention on 
the part of an interpreter sensitive to the terms of the Arian Controversy. 
Th eodore observes that the meaning of  “one” is variable, indicating “consen-
sus,” “similarity,” etc., and thus he distinguishes the way in which the faithful 
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are one among themselves from the way in which the Father and Son are 
one (p. f.). Th eodore’s historical sensitivity is very much in evidence 
in this commentary as well. For example, one can note the explanation 
relative to the hatred drawn indiscriminately upon the Christians in times 
past because of the immoral excesses of certain Gnostics (p. ); the care 
with which the thieves and bandits (i.e. Th eudas, Judas the Galilean, etc.) 
are distinguished from the mercenaries (i.e., the Scribes and Pharisees) in 
John :,  (pp. , ); the observation that precisely the diversity with 
which the Evangelists recounted both the events of Jesus’ arrest and passion 
as well as the facts subsequent to the resurrection gives evidence in favor 
of the certitude of the witnesses (pp. , ). Completely removed from 
any temptation to allegorizing, Th eodore is attentive to note the passages in 
which the Johanine text is expressed in a symbolic manner. In addition to 
the obvious interpretation of the Good Shepherd (p. ), one can note the 
explanation that the water and the blood which fl ow from the pierced side of 
Jesus symbolize Baptism and Eucharist (p. ). But John’s symbolism is not 
always so obvious, and he prefers a masked expression which thus escapes 
the literalist Th eodore. Th e fact that John had specifi ed not once but twice 
that the well beside which the dialogue between Jesus and the Samaritan 
Woman takes place was the Well of Jacob (John :, ) does not take on 
any particular signifi cance in Th eodore’s eyes. Likewise, the note that the 
royal offi  cial’s son was cured at the seventh hour (John :) is, for him, only 
a chronological detail (pp. f., ).

Th e characteristics which mark Th eodore’s interpretation of John are 
found also in his interpretation of Paul’s letters, with the distinction that, if 
Th eodore at times does not seem to be at ease in dealing with the masked 
symbolism of John, that is not the case with the Pauline text, which is less 
problematic in this regard than that of John. And while the declarations of 
a Christological nature enjoined by the Fourth Gospel engaged the exegete 
in an area which for him, as an Antiochene, was quite diffi  cult, the question 
in Paul certainly proved to be more congenial to him. Th e Gnostic danger 
which had constrained Origen to minimize excessively the contrast between 
faith and law was only a memory of the past, so that there is no impediment 
to Th eodore in presenting it in its more authentic nature, all the more so as 
he tended, as we will see better shortly, to note more the rupture between 
the ot and the nt than the continuity.

Indeed, he knows how to adhere perfectly to the genuine Pauline thought 
regarding the major themes of his message: the rapport between Jews and 
Christians, between grace and freedom. Certainly, whoever is familiar with 
the interpretation of Paul given by Augustine will fi nd the emphasis given 
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by Th eodore to the human being’s free will in contrast to the initiative of 
grace to be excessive. Note, for example, Th eodore’s interpretation of the 
crucial passage Rom. :– (Staab, p. ff .). But it is a question of an 
interpretation which is more or less common to all the Greek exegetes and 
is completely traditional in tone. In this area, Augustine is the one who made 
a profound innovation.

With regard to exegetical technique, let us note once again his capacity 
to bring into focus, in the prefaces placed before the individual letters, the 
material treated in them by the Apostle and to determine their arrange-
ment with respect to one another in the context of the chronology and the 
events of Paul’s life. It is precisely to the acute critical sense of this historical 
sensitivity that we owe the frank admission of the disagreement between 
Paul and Peter at Antioch (Sweete, p. f.) in harmony with the letter of the 
Pauline text; an observation which is obvious to us but not to the ancients, 
who were oft en embarrassed in the explanation of this episode. In order to 
document his capacity to enrich the interpretation of one passage by means 
of an appeal to others of a similar signifi cance, one can note, regarding the 
passage “Because, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ may be proclaimed” 
(Phil :), the appeal to Tit. :, “Aft er a fi rst and a second warning avoid 
the factious person,” in order to show that Paul, with the words directed 
to the Philippians, had not intended to authorize every kind of liberty in the 
area of doctrine (Sweete, , f.). One can also note the connection of the 
passage “Scripture has enclosed everything under sin” of Gal : with “God 
has enclosed everyone in unbelief” of Rom. : to show the connection 
between law and sin (Sweete, , f.). With regard to his very precise care in 

. Cf. also Sweete, ,  (God’s foreknowledge);  (our cooperation with the 
Spirit).
. One can note, for example, the commentaries of Jerome and Chrysostom 
ad loc. (PL , f.; PG , f.), which are derived from Origen. Th eodore does 
not appear equally as fortunate in the rare observations of a text critical nature, 
to judge at least from the superfi cial manner in which he rejects the very ancient 
 variant χάριτι θεοῦ) of Heb : in favor of χωρὶϚ θεοῦ) (Staab, p. ). Origen 
(Com. Io. ,,–) had been more prudent and had given an explanation for 
both variants.
. Th eodore understands αἱρετικόν in this passage in an anachronistic manner, a 
habitual occurrence in patristic exegesis, by giving the term the technically Chris-
tian meaning of “one who upholds erroneous doctrines,” a meaning which the term 
began to take on only from the beginning of the second century. In the passage of 
the Letter to Titus it means generically one who provokes discord and dissensions 
in the community.
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the explanation of details, let a pair of examples suffi  ce. In connection with 
“A Hebrew of Hebrews” of Phil :, Th eodore observes: “He did not say, ‘A 
Jew of Jews,’ since this name was recent, but by saying, ‘Hebrew of Hebrews’ 
he confi rmed the antiquity of his origin with the ancient name” (Sweete, , 
). In connection with “Prayers, supplications and petitions” of  Tim :, 
he noted: “[Paul] changed the words according to the variety of the requests. 
In fact, either we ask that good things be granted us by God, and these he 
has called ‘prayers’; or we ask for the liberation from evils, and these he has 
called ‘supplications’; then he spoke of petitions in order to sum up both” 
(Sweete, , ).

. Ideological Foundations

As characteristic aspects of Th eodore’s exegesis, we have noted, with respect 
to exegetical technique, his literalism, and with regard to his ideological 
result, his drastic reduction of the Christological interpretation of the ot. 
To appreciate these characteristics adequately from the historical point of 
view, we must keep in mind that allegorical technique and Christological 
signifi cance of the ot appear as specifi c characteristics of Christian exegesis 
of the ot well beyond the Alexandrian sphere of infl uence, even back almost 
to the fi rst origins of the church’s life. Th ey are closely correlated with one 
another in the sense that the allegorical interpretation of the biblical text 
had precisely the purpose of bringing to light the Christological signifi cance, 
which was not evident according to the literal sense. Very early on (Paul, Ps. 
Barnabas) use was made of this manner of interpretation in polemics with 
the Jews, who denied that meaning. Little by little, as the center of gravity 
shift ed in the church from Jewish Christians to Christians of Gentile origins, 
that need not only did not lessen, but was felt even more, to the extent that, 
only by giving a Christological meaning to the ot was it rendered accept-
able to many Christians who, inasmuch as they were of pagan origin, had 
no sympathy for Jewish traditions and were easily led to reject them. In 
other words, in the face of the Marcionite and Gnostic affi  rmation that the 
ot is the revelation, not of the Supreme God, the Father of Christ, but of the 
inferior god, the so-called Demiurge, Catholic polemicists (Justin, Irenaeus, 
Tertullian, Hippolytus) had gradually broadened the reference to Christ, 
always making use of the allegorical technique, in order to bind closely to-
gether the old and the new economy. In this sense, the Alexandrian exegetes, 
in spite of their further broadening of allegory, above all by means of the 
contribution from Philo’s exegesis, had remained in the substance of their 
exegesis in the mainstream of the tradition. Th e separation occurred later, 
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in the course of the fourth century, for various motives which interacted 
among themselves.

In the fi rst place, we must take into account the cultural context in which 
Antiochene exegesis was exercised. Th e Council of Constantinople of , 
in addition to the ratifi cation of the condemnation of the Arians and other 
heretics, had represented the triuimph of Antioch at the expense of rival 
Alexandria, and even of Rome which supported the Egyptian metropolis. 
At the same time, Antioch had seen a growth in its dominant role also in the 
area of the administrative structure of the eastern part of the empire. Th e 
sense of the superiority now attained, accompanied by the unplacated mem-
ory of the long, painful polemics now victoriously concluded, imposed spe-
cifi c characteristics on the cultural fl ourishing which accompanied Antioch’s 
political-religious ascendancy, in the sense that the Antiochene teachers were 
vividly aware of constituting, in the context of eastern Christianity, the wit-
nesses and avengers of the authentic deposit of faith, augmented, clarifi ed, 
and deepened with respect to the imperfect elaboration of the preceding 
era, which was dramatically pointed out by the Arian Crisis and the other 
crises which had accompanied it. It is precisely in the name of this “mod-
ern” advanced orthodoxy that these teachers do not hesitate to reject even 
solid traditions, which are now seen as erroneous and thus unacceptable. 
To limit ourselves to the area of exegesis and to our author, it can be noted 
with how much superfi cial disdain Th eodore rejects (Comm. Io., CSCO , 
) the traditional division of John :– “Without him nothing was made. 
What has been made in him was life,” in favor of the recent division with an 
anti-Arian and anti-Macedonian meaning, “Without him nothing has been 
made of that which has been made. In him was life,” as he observes that 
not everything which has been made by means of the Logos was life. Th e 
articulation of the Johanine passage, constructed on the correspondence 
“through him/without him/in him,” which Heracleon and Origen had caught 
so well, completely escaped Th eodore.

Nevertheless, the reaction to Alexandrian allegorism had begun in the 
Syro-Palestinian region, as we have already noted, much earlier than Diodore 
and Th eodore. To the programmatic opposition of the Antiochene sphere 
of infl uence, of an Asiatic formation, to the Alexandrian (one thinks of 
Eustathius) were added, on the one hand, the necessity of responding to the 

. Th e text was punctuated thus (Ambrose, Chrysostom) because the punctua-
tion “without him nothing was made” off ered an opportunity for the Arians to 
 include among all things created by the agency of the Logos also the Holy Spirit, 
who thus turned out to be a creature and not God.
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criticism of Porphyry, who had accused Christian exegesis of taking refuge 
in allegorism in order to explain texts of the ot which were untenable and 
absurd according to the literal sense, and on the other, a certain incipient 
historical sensitivity which naturaliter inclined toward a respect for the let-
ter of the biblical text. Even an Origenist such as Eusebius of Caesarea had 
heeded both of these necessities and, albeit without renouncing allegorizing, 
had broadly rehabilitated the literal meaning of Scripture. His example set the 
trend for the region. In this sense, Diodore and Th eodore had found the way 
well prepared before them and, probably taking into account as well certain 
characteristics of Jewish exegesis of the Scripture, they had accentuated 
and justifi ed at the theoretical level the tendency which had been carried 
forward, aft er Eusebius of Caesarea, by Acacius, Apollinaris, and Eusebius of 
Emesa. Nevertheless, if the literal interpretation of the ot necessarily carried 
with it the reduction of Christological meaning, it was not indispensable to 
accentuate the extent we notice this in Th eodore, since a great number of 
prophetic passages were open to interpretation in a Christological sense 
while respecting the letter of the biblical text, and in fact had been so in-
terpreted since the earliest days of the church. Th e Eusebian interpretation 
of the ot had continued to be fundamentally Christological. It is necessary, 
however, to seek further and beyond literalism for the motivation which 
impelled Th eodore in fact to remove Christ from the ot.

We have explained above how the tendency to interpret the ot in a 
Christological sense by making use of the allegorical technique had been 
imposed, in the second and third centuries, by the necessity of opposing the 
scriptural dualism of the Gnostics and Marcionites with a unitary and all-
embracing intepretation of the Old and New Testaments in a Christological 
key. At the time of Th eodore this danger had been remote for some time, 
nor does it seem that the danger, to some extent analogous, represented by 
Manicheism had been perceived in Catholic circles with the same intensity 
and sense of urgency. As the object towards which that interpretation was 
directed receded, its instrument, that is, allegorizing, saw a diminution of 

. From hints in some Christian exegetes beginning with Origen, there are 
notices that the Jews at that time were accustomed to modify the messianic inter-
pretation, already traditional in their circles, of various ot passages by referring 
them instead to personages and events from their history (Ezekiel, Zerubbabel, the 
Maccabees), in opposition to the Christians who considered those prophecies to be 
realized in Christ. Cf. Origen, Princ. ,, for Gen. :; Cyril, PG ,  for Zach 
:–; Th eodore, Co. Ps, p.  Devr. for Ps ; Chrysostom, PG ,  for Mic :–; 
Th eodoret, PG , .  for Ezek :; :–.
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its own signifi cance and a perception of how much there was in it which 
was arbitrary and forced. Th eodore thus felt himself free to interpret the 
ot without having to be subject to external conditions. He did this directed 
only by his own personal Vorverständnis, which drove him in precisely the 
opposite direction, that is, to emphasize not so much the continuity as in-
deed the rupture between the Old and the New Testaments in the footsteps 
of Paul and John. In a passage of the Commentary on Zechariah Th eodore 
interprets the rider who appears to the prophet in Zech : (PG , ff .) as 
an angel and excludes the possibility that it could indicate symbolically the 
Son of God, as instead the Alexandrian interpretation wished. He observes 
that the ot, in opposition to pagan polytheism, knew God only in His unity 
and not as Father and Son. Or rather, the latter was known in the old 
economy only as the future Messiah, that is, only in his human nature and 
not in his divine nature, which he revealed only through his Incarnation. 
It is to be noted here that the clear distinction between the Messiah as a hu-
man being of the ot and the Son of God of the nt corresponded well to the 
Antiochene Christology and, in particular, to that of Th eodore, who was so 
attentive in distinguishing the two even to the point of making of them two 
distinct subjects, as we have seen. Precisely on this account he would have 
scandalized any Alexandrian. In Com. Io., CSCO ,  Th eodore confi rms 
that the incarnate Christ revealed the Christian teaching as a third reality 
following on paganism and Judaism; opposed to pagan polytheism, more 
complete with respect to Jewish monotheism inasmuch as it revealed that 
the one God is articulated in a Trinitarian fashion in three Persons. Such a 
diachronic articulation of the concepts of the one and the triune God and 
of Christ as God and as human certainly did not invite a seeking of Christ 
in the ot, inasmuch as it tended naturally to emphasize above all the novelty 
represented by the nt with respect to the ot.

Th is propensity was intensifi ed in Th eodore by the doctrine, peculiar 
to him, which modern scholars have defi ned as that of the two ages. Th is 
doctrine, while clearly opposing the present age, characterized by sin and 
distress, to the future age which will see only perfection and happiness, takes 
into account that, during the present age, the fundamental event of salvation 
has been realized with the Incarnation. It has modifi ed to such an extent the 

. Th eodore observes that it is foolish to hold that, when the ot mentions an 
angel or a ruler, it intends to refer to Christ in his quality as the Son of God. In this 
way, he is able to deny the traditional interpretation which recognized Christ as the 
subject of the ot theophanies and applies them to angels.
. In this sense, cf. as well Hom. cath. ,, p.  Tonneau.
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course of this age as to constitute the anticipation of the future age. Even if, 
aft er the Incarnation, sin and death continue to fester in the world, a new 
phase has begun in the present age characterized by the economy of the Spirit 
and of grace, quite distinct from the preceding phase characterized by the 
economy of the Law. Th is new phase is totally oriented toward the moment 
of fi nal consummation, of which it constitutes the foretaste and promise. 
Th us even the doctrine of the two ages drove Th eodore to emphasize more 
the rupture than the continuity between the two Testaments. If he continued 
to concern himself with the ot, he did so in the guise of a historian interested 
in the history of Israel considered as the pre-history of the Christian people, 
and also for the purpose of pointing out its contents of a moral character, 
which were perennially valid. Th e history of Israel, however, was considered 
by him to be a moment of divine revelation which had come to a conclu-
sion. Founded on the doctrine of a very rigid monotheism, it was merely 
a propaedeutic moment with respect to the defi nitive revelation of God as 
Trinity, which occurred only with the nt. Th is is why Th eodore was moved 
to interpret the two Testaments as two entities unrelated to one another. 
With this purpose in mind, his preferred exegetical instrument suited him 
perfectly, that is, a rigidly literal interpretation.

Editions

Commentarii in Johannem: Preface Syriac: RB  () –.
In Genesim: Syriac fragment (B.M.Add ., fol. –): Muséon  

().
Tonneau, R.-M., Th éodore du Mospueste. Interprétation du livre de Genèse 
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. Th erefore it is not by chance that the doctrine of the two ages was proposed 
above all in the commentaries on Paul and John and, by contrast, was almost 
totally absent in the commentary on the Minor Prophets. Inasmuch as they were 
included in the ot economy, the prophets found themselves in the context of the 
present age before the Incarnation and did not participate in the new phase which 
began in this age with the coming of Christ. In this regard, it can be noted also that 
Th eodore, who is as sparing as possible—with the exception of the preface to the 
Commentary on Jonah—in the use of typos to present the relationship between the 
ot and nt, by contrast uses this term quite frequently ( forma in the Latin transla-
tion of the commentaries on Paul) to indicate the relationship of Christian baptism 
with the baptism of Jesus, since this had proleptically indicated the beginning of 
the future age: Cf. for example Com. Rom. ,, p.  , Staab; Hom. cath. ,, p.  
Tonneau.
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* * *

xii. Asterius of Amasea (/–/)

Born in Antioch, according to Bauer, and also trained in Antioch, Asterius 
received a high rhetorical education (Speyer , ). His ecphrasis, or 
rhetorical exercise, celebrating Euphemia’s martyrdom in Chalcedon, dates 
from before his priestly ordination. Already an adult at the time of Julian, he 
became bishop of Amasea, succeeding Eulalius, possibly in , and reached 
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an old age. Th e date of his death is unknown, perhaps between  and . 
No contemporary notice of him is transmitted. He began to be invoked as 
an authority supporting the cult of icons only in the eighth century, at the 
Council of Nicea II in .

He was a highly educated and open-minded cleric, at ease in addressing 
an equally educated audience. Amasea (Pontus) was the birthplace of the 
geographer Strabo; it was a prosperous city in the fourth century c.e., with a 
strong Christian community, a military garrison, and a lively commercial and 
cultural activity (Wilson). Asterius’s writings testify to a thorough knowledge 
of Greek literature and rhetorics, benefi ting from the Second Sophistic, and 
demostrating a broad familiarity with medicine and natural sciences. Photius 
included extracts from ten of Asterius’s homilies in his codex . Fourteen 
authentic homilies (CPG , ) have been published by C. Datema, the 
fi rst homily, incomplete, dealing with “Th e Rich Man and Lazarus” in Luke 
:–. Quotations of other homilies circulate in catenae (A. Mai ). 
Most of Asterius’s homilies are lost.

In Datema’s numbering of the Homilies, Homily I expands the story of 
Lazarus and Dives, in Luke ; II also expounds Luke , the dishonest stew-
ard; III chastises avarice, with a wealth of biblical citations; V discusses Matt 
:–, on marriage and divorce; VI emphasizes Dan , with the edifying 
examples of Daniel and Susanna; VII comments on John  and the man 
born blind; VIII glorifi es at length the apostles Peter and Paul; XII off ers a 
biblical meditation on Stephen, the protomartyr; XIII states the meaning of 
penance, against Novatian; XIV exhorts to fast during Lent. Essentially they 
are “exhortations to lead a sober life and care for the neighbour” (Datema, 
xxvii). Asterius was “strongly infl uenced in his views on ethics by the cyni-
cal-stoical moral philosophy” (xxviii) and dependent on the Cappadocian 
Fathers, mostly Gregory of Nyssa. “His theological training can be called 
biblical. In the few passages where he steps into the breach for the purity of 
traditional doctrine, he does so with simple biblical arguments. He probably 
had no eye for the dogmatic controversies of his days” (xxxii).

Th e ot gave Asterius abundant reasons and constant examples for 
explaining the moral lessons of nt, for instance in hom  on Daniel and 
Suzanna. He stressed the superiority of nt over ot, of Paul over Moses (hom. 
, , ). His anti-Jewish propensity is sharp and aggressive (&, , ; , , 
/, ). Jews are seen as the murderers of Jesus (, , , based on Matt 
:; cp. hom. , , /, ). A distinctive stance of Asterius’s preaching is his 
protest against social injustice and against the discrimination of women.
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Wilson, D. R. “Amaseia”: R. Stillwell, al., eds., Princeton Encyclopedia of Classical Sites. 

Princeton , .
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xiii. Polychronius of Apamea (d. ca. )

Bishop of Apamea, in Syria, and a brother of Th eodore of Mopsuestia, 
Polychronius wrote commentaries on several books of the ot, in particular 
on Daniel and Ezechiel (CPG II, -). He shared his brother’s historical 
understanding of scripture, but in contrast to him fi rmly admitted the canon-
icity of the Book of Job. Th e fragments of his works belong to Commentaries 
on Daniel, On Ezechiel, and On Job. A pseudo-Chyrsostomian Commentary 
on Jeremiah (PG , –), sometimes attributed to Polychronius, seems 
apocryphal. A reprint of Mai’s edition can be found in the supplement of 
Migne, PG . Th e fragments on Job belong to the catenae P. Junius (Young), 
London, , reprinted in PG , –; a prologue to the Book of Job 
and a compilation of fragments concerning ten sources of obscurity in the 
lxx are rendered in Latin by P. Comitolus, Catena in beatissimum Job abso-
lutissima, Venice, , –; the prologue, in Greek, is included in D. O. 
Wahrendorf, Meditationes de resurrectione, speciatim Jobi, Göttingen, , 
; the compilation, in Greek also, is included in Photius, Amphilochia, 
Quaestio CLII (PG , ).

Polychronius reproves Origenist allegorism: On Ezechiel, : (Mai, 
III). He shows a real expertise in the philological commentary of scrip-
ture: “He knows how to deepen his understanding of a given text, how to 
listen to its coherence hardly perceptible at the literal level. He combines 
a comprehension and a thorough training in history and archaeology, rare 
among his contemporaries, with a distinctive sense for (biblical) language” 
(Bardenhewer ). Like Th eodore, he prefers explaining prophetic state-
ments by applying them to data close to the prophet’s time, rather than giving 
them a messianic relevance.

Editions

PG , –.
com. in Dan.: A. Mai, Script. vet. nova coll., Rome , I, , –; nd ed. 

I, , –.
com. in Ezech.: A. Mai, Nova Patr. bibl. VII. , Rome, , –.
com. in Jer.: PG , –.
Cavallera, F., “Les fragments de saint Amphiloque dans l’Hodegos”: RHE  

() –.
Faulhaber, M., Die Propheten-Catenen nach römischen Handschrift en. Freiburg 

, –.
Mai. A., Rome : I, , nd ed. –; I, , – (PG ); VII, , 

–.
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Studies

Bardenhewer, O., Polychronius, Bruder Th eodors von Mopsuestia und Bishop von 
Apamea, Freiburg i. Br., .

—. Geschichte der altkirchlichen Literatur, III (, ; WBG, Darmstadt) .
Bertini, U., “La catena graeca in Giobbe”: Bib  () –.
Dennefeld, L., Der alttestamentliche Kanon der antiochenischen Schule. Freiburg 

, –.
Dieu, L., “Le commentaire sur Jérémie”: RHE  () –.
Faulhaber, M., Propheten-Catene. Freiburg .
Hagedorn, U. and D., Die älteren griechischen Katenen zum Buch Hiob I. Einleitung, 

Prologe und Epiloge, Fragmente zu Hiob , –.  (PTS ). Berlin – New 
York , –.

Vaccari, Un commento da Giobbe di Giuliano di Eclano. Rome .
Weimann, C., “Hiobkommentar”: Th Rev  () –.

xiv. Nilus of Ancyra (d. ca. )

Th e abbot of a monastery near Ancyra (Ankara), Nilus was a disciple of 
John Chrysostom, and a contemporary of Proclus, Palladius, Mark the 
Hermit, and Isidore of Pelusium. In his exegesis he closely followed Origen. 
Without intending to sacrifi ce the literal or historical sense (, ), allego-
ries are privileged in an abundant correspondence reminiscent of Isidore 
of Pelusium, which include many letters giving answers to questions about 
scripture. “For Nilus scripture is predominantly a spiritual nourishment the 
longing for which testifi es to our dignity as spiritual beings (PG , c), 
a living water quenching the thirst of a monk’s life (b), a dish with the 
delicious fl avor of honey (c). Th e books of the Bible may disappoint by 
their external appearance, and their style be an immediate deterent, ‘but due 
to the mysteries hidden in the teachings of Christ they become waters gush-
ing forth into eternal life, which heal, purify, illuminate those who believe, 
supernatural and wonderful waters’ (d)” (Kirchmeyer , ). In the 
essay Ad Agathium monachum, Nilus discusses the bonds between scripture 
and prayer-life (PG , –). His Commentary on Canticles (CPG ), 
mentioned in Ad Agathium, is lost; its remains survive only in catenae 
(Deveesse), as do the scholies enumerated by Geerard, in Clavis, n. .

CPG III –: n. –.
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Editions

PG , –.
De magistris et discipulis: P. van den Ven, “Un opuscule inédit attribué à S. 

Nil”: Fs. G. Kurth . Lüttich , –.

Studies

Browning, R., “Le commentaire de saint Nil d’Ancyre sur le Cantique des Canti-
ques”: REB  () –.

Devreesse, R., Les anciens commentateurs grecs des psaumes. Vatican .
Kirchmeyer, J., DSp  () –.
Lucà, S., “Nilo d’Ancira sull’ Ecclesiaste. Dieci scolii sconosciuti”: Bib  () 

–.
Sovic, A., “De Nili monachi commentario in Canticum Canticorum reconstruendo”: 

Bib  () .
Th ümmel, H. G., “Neilos von Ankyra über die Bilder”: BZ  () –.

xv. Severian of Gabala (d. /)

Severian, bishop of Gabala near Laodicea in the region of Antioch, was in-
fl uential in the circle of the Empress Eudoxia, the ambitious wife of Emperor 
Arcadius (–), the empress noted for her hostility to John Chrysostom. 
Th ough devoted to the Antiochene method of exegesis, Severian did not 
exclude frequent recourse to symbolic interpretation. His vocabulary derived 
from Diodore of Tarsus as did his distinctions between theoria, tropologia, 
and allegoria (Voicu , ). He interpreted ot poetry literally, using the 
Bible as a sourcebook for natural science. “Severian of Gabala can at times 
be an entertaining preacher. He knows how to cover theological points in 
agreeable language. Th erefore, notwithstanding the judgment of so many 
previous scholars, in my opinion we are not justifi ed to consider Severian 
as a fi ft h rank preacher. A third (or even second) rank would suit him bet-
ter” (Regtuit, ).

His numerous homilies on biblical data paradoxically survived under 
the cover of John Chrysostom’s name, aft er Severian’s legacy was at risk to 
be placed under a damnatio memoriae ordered by Justinian against Serverus 
of Antioch’s writings in . A comprehensive study of Severian of Gabala’s 
homiletic comments on the Bible is still lacking. “Severian has a vast knowl-
edge of scripture and apparently likes to show this. Especially in the openings 
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of his homilies, he regularly quotes many verses. Th ey form the basis for his 
arguments, both in the prologues and in the main part of the homily, and 
they oft en set the tone for a section. Almost constantly Severian contrasts 
biblical quotations with rational arguments . . . seldom one has the impression 
that a text is quoted simply for the sake of quoting (and demonstrating his 
knowledge), not to support his arguments” (Regtuit, ).

Works:
Exegetical homilies of Severian according to CPG II, –, are enumer-

ated as reviewed by Voicu :
Exposition of the Epistle to the Galatians (lost, but see , ).
On Baptism and the Feast of the Epiphany.

—De fi de et lege naturae: PG , –.
Hom. de fi cu arefacta: PG , –.

—Hom. de sigillis librorum: PG , –
—De paenitentia et compunctione: PG , –.
—Hom. in ascensionem d.n. I.C. et in principium Actorum: PG , 

–.
—De Spiritu sancto: PG , –.
—De Christo pastore et oue: PG , –.
—In psalmum : PG , –.
—In Psalmum : PG , –.
—Hom. de legislatore: PG , –.
—In illud: In qua potestate haec facis (Mt :): PG , –.
 (+)—In cosmogoniam homiliae –: PG , –, under the 

name of Chrysostom, and eight other homilies, in Greek.
—Quomodo animam acceperit Adamus: Savik , –.
—De serpente homilia: PG , –.
—In Genesim sermo : PG , –.
—In illud: “Pone manum tuam” (Gen :): PG , –.
—In meretricem et pharisaeum: PG , –.
—In fi lium prodigum: PG , –.
—In ullud: ‘Quomodo scit litteras’ (Joh :): PG , –.
—In Chananaeam et Pharaonem: PG , –.
—In illud: “Non quod volo facio” (Rom :): PG , –.
—In incarnationem domini: PG , –. R. F. Regtuit, Severian of 

Gabala. Homily on the Incarnation of Christ. Amsterdam .
—In proditionem servatoris: PG , –.
—De fi de: PG , –.
—Contra Judaeos in serpentem aeneum: PG , –.
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—De sacrifi ciis Caini: PG , –.
—De sigillis sermo: PG , –.
—In illud: ‘In principio erat verbum’ (Joh :) PG , –.
—In sanctam pentecosten: PG , –.
—In theophaniam: PG , –.
—In pretiosam et vivifi cam crucem: Savile , –.
—Homilia de pace: PG , – = PL , –.
—In illud ‘Pater, transeat a me calix iste’ (Matt :).
—In lotionem pedum: A. Wenger, “Une homélie inédite de Sévérien de 

Gabala sur le lavement des pieds”: RByz —Mélanges V. Grumel II 
() –.

—Fragmenta in Acta apostolorum: I. A. Cramer, Catenae Gr. Patr. in 
nt.

—Fragmenta in epistulas s. Pauli: K. Staab, Pauluskommentare.
Th ree authentic homilies are not yet edited:

—De centurione et contra Manichaeos et Apollinaristas
—Hom. in caecum natum
—In Noe et fi lios eius, de cherubim et in prophetam Oseam.

Other homilies circulate only in Armenian, such as:
—De pascha, deque catharis.
—In illud: ‘Libri aperti sunt’ (Dn :).
—De adventu domini super pullum.
—In illud: Vir quidam descendebat (Lk :).
—In matrem fi liorum Zebedaei: H. Jordan, Armenische Irenaeus Fragmente 

(TU , ), Leipzig , – (text), – (transl.), Lehmann , 
 and .
Additional homilies are:

In illud: Secundum imaginem et similitudinem. Voicu , .
—Homilia de nativitate, in Syriac: C. Moss “Homily on the Nativity of 

our Lord by Severian of Gabala”; Bull. of the School of Oriental and African 
Studies  (–), –.

—De Noe et Arca (unpublished).
—In natalem domini, Coptic: E. Porcher.
—Homilia in apostolos, Georgian: M. van Esbroeck.
—In pentecosten, Georgian: M. van Esbroeck, Les Homiliaires.
More fragments: , –.
Quasten, III (), –.

In his contribution to DSp of , Voicu adds another twelve homilies 
as authentic, which CPG counted as pseudo-chrysostomian, among them: 
In Genesim sermo , PG , –; In Job sermones –, PG , –; De 
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tribus pueris sermo, PG , –; De caeco nato, PG , –; De caeco 
et Zacchaeo, PG , –; In illud “Quando ipsi subiciet omnia,” CPG ; 
In illud “Genimina viperarum,” CPG  = ; In postremum iudicicum, 
CPG ; In ascensionem Domini, CPG .

A fi nal judgement by S. J. Voicu, EEC II (),  speaks volumes for 
the prolifi c legacy of this Syrian preacher: “His exegetical positions, still in-
suffi  ciently studied, come across as a mixture of contradictory tendencies.”

CPG II () –.

Editions

PG , –.
Drobner, H. R., “Die Berechnung der Auferweckung des Herrn nach drei 

Tagen”: Th Gl  () –.
Moss, C., “De nativitate: BSOAS  () –.
Staab, K., Pauluskommentare (Rom, Heb). Munster , –.
Torosian, Y., “Severiani episcopi Gabalorum homilia IX”: Baz  () – 

(in Armenian).
Zellinger, J., Die Genesishomilien des Bischofs Severian von Gabala (Alttest. 

Abhandl. , ) Munster .

Translations

German
Drobner, Zellinger: above.
Weischer, B. M., Qerellos IV/: Traktate des Severianos von Gabala, Gregorios 

Th aumaturgos und Kyrillos von Alexandrien (Äthiopistische forschungen 
). Wiesbaden  (transl. from Ethiopian).

Studies

Altendorf, H. D., Untersuchungen zu Severian von Gabala. Diss. Tübingen,  
(typ.): TLZ  () –.

Aubineau, M., Un traité inédit de christologie de Sévérien de Gabala in Centurionem 
et contra Manichaeos et Apollinaristas; exploitation par Sévère d’Antioche () et 
le Synode du Latran (). CahOrientalisme . Geneva: Cramer, .

—. “Un sermo acephalus ineditus—CPG : ‘Sévérien de Gabala?’—restitué à 
Cyrille de Jérusalem”: VC  () –.

Beatrice, P. F., “Due novi testimoni della lavanda dei piedi in età patristica: Croma-
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zio di Aquileia et Severiano di Gabala”: V. Saxer ed., Ecclesia orans. Fs. A. G. 
Hamman: Aug  () –.

—. La lavanda dei piedi: Contributo alla storia delle antiche liturgie cristiane. Rome 
.

Cacallera, F., “Une nouvelle homélie restituée à Sévérien de Gabala”: BLE  () 
.

Datema, C., De stamelende orator. Amsterdam .
—. “Towards a Critical Edition of the Greek Homilies of Severian of Gabala”: OLP 

 () –.
Drobner, H. R. “Severian von Gabala. Die Berechnung der Auferweckung des Herrn 

nach drei Tagen (CPG /). Edition, Übersetzung, Kommentar.” Th Gl  
(): –.

Dürks, G., “Eine fälschlich dem Irenäus zugeschriebene Predigt des Bischofs 
Severian von Gabala”: ZNW  () –.

Garitte, G., “Un fragment géorgien de l’homélie IX de Sévévien de Gabala”: Muséon 
 () –.

Gila, A. M., “Esame dei principali testi mariani di Severiano di Gabala”: Mar  
() –.

Jugie, M., “La mort et l’Assomption de la sainte Vierge dans la tradition des cinq 
premiers siècles”: Échos d’Orient  () –, –, –.

Kecskeméti, J., Sévérien de Gabala. Homélie inédite sur le Saint-Esprit. Diss. Paris .
Kirchmeyer, J., “L’homélie acephale de Sévérien sur la Croix dans le Sinaiticus gr. 

”: AnBoll  () –.
Lehmann, H. J., “Th e Attribution of certain Pseudo-Chrysostomica to Severian of 

Gabala confi rmed by the Armenian Tradition”: StPatr  (TU ). Berlin , 
–.

—. Per piscatores-Orsordawkc. Studies in the Armenian version of a Collection of 
Homilies by Eusebius of Emesa and Severian of Gabala. Arhus .

—. “Severian of Gabala: New Identifi cations of Texts in Armenian Translation”: T. J. 
Samuelian, ed., Classical Armenian Culture: Infl uences and Creativity. Armenian 
Texts and Studies . Univ. of Pennsylvania , –.

—. “Severian of Gabala: Fragments of the Aucher Collection in Galata Ms. ”: 
D. Kouymjian, ed. Armenian Studies. Études arméniennes in memoriam Haïg 
Berberian. Lisbon , –.

Lienhard, J. T., “Th e Exegesis of  Cor :– from Marcellus of Ancyra to 
Th eodoret of Cyrus”: VC  () –.

Lucchesi, E., “Un sermon copte de Sévérien de Gabala sur ls Nativité du Christ (at-
tribué aussi à Proclus de Constantinople): AnBoll  () –.

Martin, C., “Note sur l’homélie de Sévérien de Gabala: In illud ‘Pater transeat a me 
calix iste’: Muséon  () –.
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Rodinson, M., “L’homélie sur la foi et la Trinité de Sévérien de Gabala”: Problemi 
attuali di Scienza et di Cultura  (Atti del Convegno Internazionale di Studi 
Etiopici). Accad. Naz. dei Lincei. Rome , –.

Soares, E. J., “Severianus of Gabala and the Protoevangelium”: Mar  () –.
Van Esbroeck, M., “Deux homélies de Sévérien de Gabala (IVe–Ve siècle) conservées 

en géorgien”: BeKa  () –.
—. “L’homélie ‘Sur les apôtres’ de Sévérien de Gabala en version géorgienne”: BeKa 

 () –.
Voicu, S. J., “In illud ‘quando ipsi subiciet omnia’ (CPG ), una omelia di Seve-

riano di Gabala?”: Riv. di Studi Biz. e Neoellenici –, n. s. – (–) 
–.

—. “Nuove restituzioni a Severiano di Gabala”: idem, –, n. s. – (–).
—. “Una nuova fonte dell’ omelia In annuntiatione (CPG ): Severiano di 

Gabala, De Fide”: OCP  () –.
—. DSp  () – (bibliography).
—. “Fogli copti di Severiano di Gabala, De serpente (CPG ).” Aug  (): 

–.
Wenger, A., “Le sermon LXXX de la collection de Mai restitué à Sévérien de 

Gabala”: AugM. Congrès international augustinien, I, Paris , –.
—. “Une homélie inédite (de Sévérien de Gabala?) sur l’Épiphanie”: AnBoll  

() –.
Zellinger, J., Studien zu Severian von Gabala (MBTh  ) Münster .

xvi. Asterius of Antioch (fl. late th c.–first half th c.)

Discovered by Marcel Richard ca.  as the author of a set of thirty-one 
homilies, and identifi ed by him as “Asterius the Sophist” (see ch. , III, i), 
from Cappadocia, whom Athanasius of Alexandria and others claimed to 
have followed Arius in the earliest stages of the Arian crisis, the unknown 
homilist actually fl ourished in Antioch or in its surroundings (Kinzig) near 
the end of the fourth century or during the fi rst half of the fi ft h. His well-
craft ed sermons show some literal contacts with John Chrysostom’s homilies, 
suggesting a direct dependence (Kinzig, Erbin, –). Homily , whose 
end is missing, was probably delivered on a Good Friday (Kinzig , , 
n. ). Asterius interprets the psalms in line with traditional typology in 
exposing a christocentric exegesis. For instance, he compares the tree of 
Paradise with the Cross (hom. , ; , ; , ; , ; , ). Th e descent of 
Christ to Sheol before his resurrection forms one of the distinctive themes 
of the homilies (, ; , ; , ; , ; , ).
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Editions

Kinzig, W., “Asterius, Homilie  (Richard). Neue Edition, Übersetzung, Kom-
mentar”: VC  () ff .

Richard, M., “Deux homélies inédites du Sophiste Astérius”: SO  () –.
—. Asterii Sophistae Commentariorum in Psalmos quae supersunt accedunt aliquot 

homiliae anonymae. Oslo .
—. L’homélie XXXI d’Astérius le Sophiste et le codex Mosquensis ”: SO  

() –. (Opera Minora n. ).

Translations

German
Kinzig, above, –.

Studies

Auf der Maur, H., Die Osterhomilien des Asterios Sophistes als Quelle für die Ge-
schichte der Osterfeier, TTS  () XV/ –.

Kinzig, W., “Asterius Amasenus, Asterius Sophiste or Asterius Ignotus? Refl ections 
on the Authorship of the Homilies on the Psalms (ed. Marcel Richard)”: StPatr 
XX () –.

—. In Search of Asterius. Studies on the Authorship of the Homilies on the Psalms. 
Göttingen .

—. “Erbin Kirche. Die Auslegung von Psalm ,  in den Psalmenhomilien des 
Asterius zur Psalmexegese des Asterius” in J. van Oort and U. Wickert, eds. 
Christliche Exegese zwischen Nicaea und Chalcedon. Kampen , –.

—. LTh K , rd ed. , –.
—. “‘Trample upon me. . . .’ Th e Sophist Asterius and Hecebolius—Turncoats in the 

Fourth Century AD”: L. R. Wickham and C. P. Bammel, eds. Christian Faith and 
Greek Philosophy in Late Antiquity. Fs. G. C. Stead (VC, Suppl ). Leiden , 
–.
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XII
CYRIL OF ALEX ANDRIA CA. 375–444

cyril of alexandria, biblical exegete

a special contribution
by Robert L. Wilken

His part in the Christological controversies of the fi ft h century has assured 
Cyril of Alexandria a prominent place in histories of Christian thought. 
But there is another Cyril who has been largely neglected. It is Cyril the 
exegete, a man whose mind and soul were shaped by the rhythms of bibli-
cal narrative, and whose thinking was permeated with the Bible’s language 
and imagery. Adolf von Hamack once wrote that Cyril “stated his faith in 
what was essentially a polemical form only; he would not have taken long 
to have given a purely positive statement.” Th is assessment, however, is 
based wholly on Cyril’s polemical and dogmatic writings; Hamack seems 
not to have read Cyril’s commentaries. Indeed, in the History of Dogma, in a 
note in which Harnack informs the reader what works of Cyril he will draw 
on in presenting his theology, he says that Cyril’s writings can be found in 
volumes – of the Patrologia Graeca. What Hamack failed to say was 
that Cyril’s works fi lled ten volumes of the patrology, volumes –. Th e 
fi rst seven volumes are all exegetical.

Cyril is one of the most prolifi c commentators from Christian antiquity, 
and what remains of his writings on the Bible, either in their entirety or in 
fragments, is considerable. So perhaps it would be well to begin this essay 
by reviewing what is found in those fi rst seven volumes of the collected 
works of Cyril in the Patrologia Graeca as well as in more modem editions 
of his writings.

First is a large work called De adoratione et cultu in spiritu et veritate 
that fi lls volume . Th is work, written in the form of a dialogue between 
Cyril and a certain Palladius, is an exposition of select passages from the 
Pentateuch. Unlike his later commentaries that follow the Biblical text verse 
by verse, here Cyril treats biblical texts under theological themes (the fall 
of humankind, justifi cation and redemption through Christ, love of God 
and love of neighbor) and under topics found in the Pentateuch (e.g. the 
tabernacle, the priesthood, festivals, etc.).

. Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte (Tübingen: ). :.
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Th e treatise opens as Palladius approaches Cyril with a book in his 
hand. Cyril asks him what book it is and Paladius replies that he is carry-
ing two of the gospels: Matthew and John. He has come to Cyril for help 
in understanding certain puzzling passages. In Matthew, “Th ink not that I 
have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish 
them but to fulfi l them. For truly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass 
away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the law until all is accomplished.” 
(Matt :–) In John, “But the hour is coming and now is, when the true 
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth.” (John :) Th e 
title of the book is taken from the latter text. De adoratione et cultu in spiritu 
et veritate was written to show that, with the coming of Christ, the narratives 
in the Pentateuch as well as the institutions and laws of ancient Israel, are to 
be understood in light of a higher, spiritual meaning, i.e., a form of worship 
“in spirit and in truth,” a devotion to God that is bound neither to place nor 
to a certain people. Using the Pauline image of the Law as a tutor, Cyril says 
that “the law properly leads us to the mystery of Christ.”

Th e second work dealing with the Pentateuch, found in volume  of 
the Patrologia Graeca, is entitled Glaphyra, elegant comments. Th is treatise, 
complementary to De Adoratione, is also an exposition of passages from the 
Pentateuch, arranged, however, not according to topics, but according to the 
order in which they are found in the books of the Bible. Th us the fi rst sec-
tion treats Cain and Abel, the second Noah and the ark, the third Abraham, 
Isaac, and Esau. Glaphyra includes a number of texts from Exodus, e.g., the 
institution of the Passover in Exod , the theophany on Mt. Sinai (Exod 
), as well as passages from Leviticus, e.g., the cleansing of lepers (Lev ), 
Numbers, the sending of scouts into the land (Num ), and Deuteronomy, 
treatment of female captives (Deut :–), et al. Th e Glaphyra is more 
strictly exegetical than De Adoratione, that is, it focuses more closely on the 
details of the text, but the interpretation it off ers is no less christological 
and spiritual.

Besides these two exegetical treatises on the Pentateuch Cyril also wrote 
line by line commentaries on the prophets. Two are extant in their entirety. 
Th e fi rst, on Isaiah, is a massive work covering the entire book of Isaiah 
(from : to :) that fi lls more than  columns in the Patrologia 
Graeca. Th e second is a line by line commentary on the twelve minor 
prophets beginning with Amos and ending with Malachi. Th e commentary 

. Ador. ; PG , a.
. Text is in PG . No critical edition exists.
. Text is in PG  and . Critical edition by P. E. Pusey, Sancti Patris Nostri 
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includes an introduction to the collection of twelve prophets and a prologue 
for each book.

In the prologue to each of the minor prophets (and also Isaiah), Cyril 
discusses the historical setting in which the book was written and the author’s 
purpose or skopos. According to Cyril, Zechariah was composed aft er the 
exile, and was written with two diff erent groups in mind. First, Zechariah 
wished to remind those who had been in exile what they had suff ered be-
cause of God’s wrath and, second, he addressed younger Israelites, ignorant 
of what had happened, to warn them that they too could fall into similar 
evils. But Zechariah also has a christological dimension, says Cyril, for 
throughout the prophet treats of the “coming redemption through Christ 
in its proper time.”

Cyril also wrote other commentaries on the lxx, but little remain of these 
works. Th e most extensive is a collection of fragments of a commentary on 
the Psalms edited by Mai and reprinted in PG . Not all these fragments, 
however, are authentic, and they must be used with care. Th e fragments 
from his other commentaries, on Numbers, Kings, Proverbs, Song of Songs, 
Job, Jeremiah, Baruch, Ezechiel, and Daniel are few.

As for the nt, Cyril’s most important work is a large verse by verse 
commentary on the Gospel according to John. Th e commentary covers the 
entire book, though the section on chapters ten and eleven is fragmentary. 
Th ere is also extant a series of Homilies on the Gospel according to St. Luke, 
 in all, preserved in a Syriac translation. Besides these works there are 
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 numerous fragments on the Gospel of Matthew as well as others on Romans, 
 and  Corinthians, and Hebrews. On other nt books, Acts and the Catholic 
epistles, few fragments are extant.

Besides these exegetical works, Cyril’s other writings, dealing in the main 
with Trinitarian and Christological topics, include extensive discussion of 
biblical texts. For Cyril, as for other early Christian thinkers, theology is 
interpretation of the Bible. Further, in his encyclical letters announcing the 
date of Easter and in his Contra Julianum, a massive apology in defense of 
Christianity directed at the emperor Julian the Apostate, Cyril makes ex-
tensive use of the Bible. Cyril is not simply a polemicist on behalf of the 
Alexandrian theology; he is a major fi gure among early Christian exegetes 
and his writings deserve careful study.

In the Last Days

Where then to begin? A useful starting place is Cyril’s interpretation of Isa 
:–: “Th e word which Isaiah the son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and 
Jerusalem. It shall come to pass in the latter days that the mountain of the 
house of the Lord shall be manifested as the highest of the mountains, and 
shall be raised above the hills; and all the nations shall fl ow to it, and many 

. Fragments edited by P. E. Pusey at end of volume three of Sancti Patris Nostri 
Cyrilli Archiepiscopi Alexandrini in d. Joannis Evangelium (Oxford: ; repr., Cul-
ture et Civilisation, ), :–.
. A particularly interesting exegetical passage occurs in book  of the Contra 
Julianum. Th e text under discussion is Gen :, “For God knows that when you eat 
of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 
Cyril explains that this knowledge can only be experiential. “In the Holy Scrip-
tures,” he writes, “the term knowedge does not refer merely to a simple knowledge 
of things, but to an actual knowledge based on experience.” Th e knowledge Adam, 
our ancestor, had of good and evil was not simply “intellectual knowledge of evil, 
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here as it in the passage, “Adam knew his wife Eve.” Cyril then explains that it is for 
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de Margerie, S.J., Introduction à l’Histoire de I’Exégèse, I: Les Pères Grecs et Orientaux 
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the Old Testament (Rome: ); Robert L. Wilken, Judaism and the Eady Christian 
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peoples shall come and say: ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the house 
of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob, that he may teach us his ways 
and that we may walk in his paths. For out of Zion shall go forth the law, 
and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.’”

Cyril notes that the prophet Isaiah introduces this oracle as a vision, what 
Isaiah “saw,” and that this vision is distinct from the vision that preceded it in 
ch. . In contrast to the previous vision, this one designates a time, “the last 
days.” In Cyril’s view the phrase “in the last days” is the key to understanding 
the text. Isaiah, argues Cyril, is speaking of a “time” when “the power of the 
devil will be cast down not in a part of the earth, not in one country, and the 
worship of idols will be wholly destroyed. . . . Th is sickness and the tyranny 
exercised by impure demons will be eliminated in every place under heaven 
[‘all the nations’]. Th is will take place among those living on earth in the last 
days, that is at the end of the age when the only Word of God shined forth, 
being born of a woman. At this time he will present to himself the spiritual 
Judea or Jerusalem, that is the Church, as a pure virgin, not having spot or 
wrinkle or anything of that sort as it is written, ‘holy and blameless.’(Eph 
:) Concerning the church he said that in the last days the mountain of the 
Lord will be manifest, and the house of the God of Jacob on the height of the 
mountains. It is said to us that Zion in Judea is situated on the mountain will 
be built. But this is not to be taken to refer to sensible things, but spiritually 
to the church which is compared to a mountain.”

Several aspects of Cyril’s exegesis are worth noting. First, the phrase “in 
the last days” (or variants on it) is used at several places in the nt. Th e most 
signifi cant is Heb :: “In many and various ways God spoke of old to our 
fathers by the prophets; but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son.” 
(also Acts , Heb :, et al.) Th e use of the phrase in this context indicates 
that with the coming of Christ the “last days” had begun. Hence Christian 
commentators drew the conclusion that one must interpret the oracles of 
the prophets in light of the new things that had happened in the last days, 
the birth of Christ, his baptism and temptation, his preaching and miracles, 
his suff ering and death, and most important of all, his Resurrection. As we 
shall, see for Cyril the Resurrection of Christ is the key to the interpretation 
of the Bible.

. Other Christian commentators made the same point. See Robert L. Wilken, 
“‘In novissimus diebus’: Biblical Promises, Jewish Hopes, and Early Christian Ex-
egesis,” Journal of Early Christian Studies  (): –.
. Comm. in Isa :–; PG .c–d.
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Th e second thing to note is that the term spiritual, as used in this pas-
sage, means interpreting the text in light of Christ. Spiritual does not mean 
esoteric. It refers to the kind of gift s brought by Christ, forgiveness, partici-
pation in the divine life, hope of eternal salvation, i.e., goods that cannot be 
discerned by the senses, hence spiritual. Cyril knows that the oracle, in its 
original setting, was speaking of the political restoration of Jerusalem and the 
return of the exiles. His argument is that the things promised there have not 
taken place, hence the oracle cannot be interpreted to refer to such things. 
Something else, however, did take place: God’s Word appeared in human 
fl esh and as a human being was raised from the dead. Faced with these new 
and unprecedented happenings “in the last days,” the words of the prophets 
look diff erent, and it is these new things that shape Cyril’s interpretation of 
the passage. He insists on a “spiritual” reading of the text because he is at-
tentive to a new set of historical events.

And this leads to the fi nal point. What came about as a result of Christ’s 
Resurrection and the sending of the Holy Spirit was the Church, a new kind 
of community devoted to the worship of the one God. Th is community is not 
confi ned to one people or place and is spread throughout the world. It claims 
no city or land as its own, and its hope is not centered on the restoration of 
a political kingdom. It is, in Cyril’s vocabulary, a spiritual community, i.e., a 
community whose life centers on a spiritual birth in Baptism and a spiritual 
sacrifi ce in the Eucharist. As Cyril puts it elsewhere in the commentary on 
Isaiah (commenting on the term “Zion” in Isa :): “Th e word of the holy 
prophets always represents things that can be seen and actions which are 
known by the senses. It contains, however, reference to things that are beyond 
the senses and which are spiritual. Hence when it uses the word Zion, it is 
not speaking solely to the earthly city, it also must be understood as refer-
ring to something that is spiritual, the church of the living God. If not, how 
would any know that the words of the prophets lead to truth.”

In Cyril’s commentary on the parallel to the oracle in Isa  found in Mic , 
Cyril cites Paul’s words, “In Christ there is a new creation, the old has passed 
away” ( Cor :). With the coming of Christ, writes Cyril, all things are 
“transformed into what is better.”  Cor : has a commanding role to play 
in Cyril’s interpretation of the Bible. It occurs, for example, in his exposition 
of John :: “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another.” 
Cyril comments: “St. Paul is surely correct . . . when he writes, ‘Th erefore if 

. Comm. in Isa :; PG .b.
. Comm. in Mic :– (Pusey : and ).
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anyone is in Christ he is a now creation; the old has passed away, behold the 
new has come.’ For Christ renews us and refashions us to a newness of life 
which was untrodden and unknown to others who were devoted to a way 
of life according to the law and persist in the precepts of Moses.”

Cyril is fascinated by the theme of “newness” in Christ. In his commen-
tary on  Cor : he says that the phrase “the old has passed away” refers to 
the ancient curse in Gen :, “You are earth and to earth you will return” and 
to the Law of Moses. All this has passed away, “For we are justifi ed through 
faith in Christ, and the power of the curse has ceased. For Christ rose from 
the dead for our sakes striking down the power of death . . . bringing about 
worship in spirit and in truth.” Because all things are new in Christ, Cyril 
draws the conclusion that the interpretation of the lxx must be new. No 
longer can its words and stories be referred to sensible things, for example, 
deliverance from the Egyptians by passing through the sea, eating manna or 
drinking from a rock in the deserts. “All things are new,” writes Cyril, hence 
we do not fl ee “Egyptian taskmasters but the tyranny of unbelief,” and “we 
eat the spiritual manna and the bread from heaven.” When the ancient texts 
speak “historically” their words must be “taken in another sense.”

Cyril’s exegesis of the lxx follows directly from his understanding of 
Christ. If all things are new in Christ, then everything, including the scrip-
tures, has been transformed. Th e christological interpretation of the Bible 
does not come about through a gradual process of spiritual discernment. It 
comes all at once, “subito” in the term of the Venerable Bede. In light of the 
new everything takes on a diff erent meaning. In the words of Henri de Lubac, 
“c’est enfi n un brusque passage, c’est un transfer global, c’est un changement 
de registre, par quoi tout prend un autre sens.” In ancient times things 
meant one thing, now they mean something else. “Aliter tunc . . . aliter nunc,” 
says Rabanus Maurus, an early medieval commentator.

In setting forth a Christological interpretation of the lxx Cyril of course 
follows the direction set by the nt. In some cases his exegesis is shaped by 
explicit citation and interpretation in the nt of passages from the lxx. For 
example, following the book of Hebrews (Heb :–), he gives the story 
of Melchizedek in Gen  a christological interpretation. “Th e perfection 
that comes through Christ is clearly shown forth in the types found in Mel-

. Comm. in Ioann. : (Pusey :).
. Comm. in Ep. II ad Corinthos : (Pusey :).
. Comm. in Isa. :; PG .–.
. PL , a.
. Henri de Lubac, Exégèse Médiévale (Paris:), –.
. In Num. . (PL , a).
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chizedek.” He interprets the account of the passover in Exod  as a type 
of Christ the lamb of God, citing John :, “Behold the lanib of God that 
takes away the sins of the world.” He takes the bronze serpent in Num 
: to be a reference to Christ, citing John :. In other cases he draws 
parallels of his own making or derived from tradition, e.g., between the 
birth of Moses in Exod :– and the coming of Christ as described in 
Phil , or between the ark of the covenant in Exod :– and Christ’s 
body received from the Virgin Mary and in which he dwelled as in an ark 
or temple, citing Col :.

Cyril, like most early Christian exegetes, has little to say about theoretical 
questions concerning biblical interpretation. Yet, in a few place he indicates 
that he has thought about the hermeneutical framework that supports his 
exegesis. For example, in his exposition of the bronze serpent fi xed on a pole 
Cyril explains to the reader why it is not adequate simply to give a histori-
cal exposition of the text. “Th e letter does not satisfy the spiritually mature. 
Th ey are satisfi ed only with mysteries hidden in types. By transforming the 
bare narrative, one moves the focus away from the particular thing [the 
type] to what is more general and universal, i.e. to what is true not simply 
historical.”

It may seem obvious, especially in the Platonizing world of late antiquity, 
to say that “truth” can never be simply historical. But Cyril’s observation is 
not inconsequential. A historical account does not bear its own signifi cance. 
To have meaning it must be related to something larger than itself, set within 
a framework of other events and statements about the events. In the case 
of a biblical narrative, however, more is required, because the Bible was not 
written to give us an account of what happened in ancient times. “Th e scopos 
of the inspired Scripture is the mystery of Christ signifi ed to us through a 
myriad of diff erent kinds of things. Someone might liken it to a glittering and 
magnifi cent city, having not one image of the king, but many, and publicly 
displayed in every comer of the city. Its aim [skopos], however, is not to 
provide us an account of the lives of the saints of old. Far from that. Rather 
its scopos is to give us knowledge of the mystery [of Christ] through those 
things by which the word about him might become clear and true.” Th e 
Bible is a book about God’s revelation in Christ, hence the interpreter must 
set the ancient stories within a frame of reference that includes Christ. Only 

. Glaph. in Gen. ; PG .a.
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by relating what is written in the Scriptures to Christ who is the “truth” can 
one discover what is “true” in the text.

“On the Rock that was Struck”

To see how Cyril went about the task of relating the stories of the Bible to 
the mystery of Christ let us turn now to his exposition of a particular text 
from the Pentateuch. A useful example is the section in the Glaphyra on 
Exodus entitled: “on the rock that was struck.” Th is is a discussion of two 
biblical passages, Exod :– and Num :–, that narrate the rebellion 
of the Israelites in the wilderness of Zin. Th e people found fault with Moses 
because he had brought them to a place where there was no water. God tells 
Moses to take the rod “with which [he] had struck the Nile” and to stand 
before the rock of Horeb. When Moses struck the rock it gave forth water 
and the people and their animals drank. Th e place was called Massah and 
Meribah because “of the faultfi nding of the children of Israel.”

Cyril begins his exposition of these passages with a discussion of for-
titude, citing, among other texts, Jas :, “Blessed is the man who endures 
trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life,” and  
Cor :, “we have become a spectacle to the world, to angels and to men.” 
Next he notes that Israel has been tested in many ways, e.g., in the stories 
of the quails and manna from heaven, and at the incident of the rock in the 
desert. Cyril fi rst cites the account in Exod :–, and then explains that 
the passage in Numbers gives a fuller account which allows the reader to 
see the beauty of the spiritual sense. He cites Num :–, summarizes the 
story, and singles out v. , “Would that we had died when our brethren died 
before the Lord. Why have you brought the assembly of the Lord into this 
wilderness that we should die here, both we and our cattle?” Although the 
Israelites were only recently in bondage to the Egyptians, he continues, they 
have already forgotten Egypt and can think only of what they miss, bread, 
fi gs, wine, et al. Th ey had given up hope and forgotten the promises to their 
fathers. Further, they do not realize that extraordinary gift s do not come 
without struggles. Th ey needed to learn the virtue of fortitude.

Next Cyril says: “Th is account was not simply preserved for those under 
the law; it was also prepared for those in Christ.” With this introduction he 
proceeds to an exegesis of the text. In order to strengthen those of weak faith 

. Glaphyra in Exodum  (PG , –).
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(including Moses) God ordered Moses to strike the rock with a rod. Th e rod 
is identifi ed as the one “with which [Moses] struck the Nile.” Th e reason is to 
give Moses courage by reminding him of what had happened in Egypt when 
he used this same rod. Th is is the rod that turned the river Nile into blood. 
Further the text continues: “Behold I [God] will stand there,” i.e., at the rock 
when you strike it. “For you will not be alone, nor will you [Moses] be the 
one who performs these wonders. I will show that the rock is the mother of 
many waters, I will make ready the wonder, and I will stand by your side as 
your helper. Speak to the rock and I will be the strength of your words.” God 
assures Moses that he will be with him, standing next to him.

Although Moses should have been encouraged by these words, he said 
to the people, “Listen you unbelievers. Shall we bring forth water for you 
from the rock?” Cyril takes this as evidence of Moses’ doubt as to whether 
striking the rod would bring forth water. Moses, he says, struck the rock 
“twice.” In Egypt, when Moses extended the rod over the river in Egypt he 
only struck the river once. Th at he strikes it twice here, even though God 
said he would be standing next to him, means that Moses “did not expect 
anything to happen” when he struck the rock. Because of Moses unbelief, 
he was not allowed to enter the promised land with the Israelites. “Because 
you did not believe in me, to sanctify me in the eyes of the people of Israel 
[to strike the rock] therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land 
which I have given them.” (Num :)

Cyril now turns his exegesis in a Christological direction. He writes: 
“Come, then, let us now transfer the form of this historical account to apply 
it to the mystery of Christ. Following the lead of the Holy Scriptures, let us 
say what things are appropriate and let us carefully direct our attention to 
the sense of the text that accords well with the Holy Scriptures.” At this 
point one would expect Cyril to turn at once to the passage in the nt that 
refers to the mcident of the rock,  Cor :–. But Cyril focuses on another 
detail in the text and only aft er he has explored that does he introduce the 
nt text. He observes that the passage about “striking the rock” begins with a 
reference to the death of Miriam, the sister of Moses and Aaron. According 

. Origen took Moses’ statement in Num : as evidence of Moses’ doubt. Th e 
question, “Can we bring forth water from this rock?” indicates that “God did not be-
lieve in God’s power.” (Hom. Num. .). See also Basil, On the judgment of God, PG 
:a–b. For commentary on the passage see Origen hom. gen. ., in Matt : 
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to Num :, when the people came to the wilderness of Zin “in the fi rst 
month . . . Miriam died there and was buried there.” Cyril observes that in 
Mic : Miriam is mentioned with Moses and Aaron. “For I brought you 
up from the land of Egypt, and redeemed you from the house of bondage; 
and I sent before you Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.” Miriam, says Cyril, was 
considered one of the three persons who led the people out of Egypt. Th is 
is clear because aft er the Israelites came through the Red Sea it was Miriam 
who “took a timbrel in her hand; and all the women went out aft er her with 
timbrels and dancing, and Miriam sang to them, ‘Sing to the Lord, for he 
has triumphed gloriously; the horse and his rider he has thrown into the 
sea.’” (Ex :)

Miriam, like Moses and Aaron, was a type, Moses representing the Law, 
Aaron the priesthood, and Miriam “worship according to the Law.” For 
this reason it is noteworthy that the text speaks of the “death” of Miriam, 
and in the fi rst month, in connection with the strikng of the rock. Cyril is 
struck by the conjunction of “fi rst month,” i.e., the time of Passover, and 
hence a time of new beginning, and Mixiam’s death. Th is reminds him that 
Christ too died at the time of Passover, the “month of new growth” (lxx; 
Hebrew has “month of Aviv”). Th e mention of new beginning in turn calls 
to mind spring, and Cyril cites a well-known text from the Song of Songs, 
“Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away; for lo, the winter is past, the 
rain is over and gone. Th e fl owers appear on the earth, the time of singing 
has come.” (Song :–) Winter is the time of the devil’s reign, spring the 
time of new growth. “When Christ comes we enjoy a spiritual spring, for in 
Christ we bloom again to newness of life and human nature is fulfi lled as it 
comes to fl ower and bears fruit.

Now that Cyril has provided a biblical framework in which to interpret 
the passage from Numbers he fi nally cites  Cor , where St. Paul had 
interpreted the rock in the wilderness to refer to Christ. Immediately aft er 
the report of Miriam’s death, the text in Numbers says that the people were 
thirsty. Cyril links the death of Miriam (and hence the end of the Law) with 
the people’s thirst. Th eir thirst could be quenched only by the water that 
comes from the rock which is Christ. “Th ey drank from the supernatural 
Rock which followed them, and the Rock was Christ.” It has taken Cyril some 
time to get to this point, but the path he traversed is signifi cant. He realizes 
that the passages from Exodus and Numbers need a context, i.e., a framework 
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. PG , c.
. PG , d.



 Cyril of Alexandria 

of terms, ideas, and other biblical texts to support the interpretation. Th at 
he has provided by introducing the idea of newness, Passover as a spring 
festival, by citing Song with the overtones of rebirth and renewal. By the 
time the reader reaches Cyril’s specifi c application of the text to the new life 
in Christ the interpretation seems natural rather than forced.

I have discussed this text at some length because it gives us a glimpse of 
how Cyril proceeded as an interpreter of the Pentateuch. What is noteworthy 
is that even though there is a fi rm exegetical foothold in the nt, namely the 
interpretation off ered by St. Paul in  Corinthians, Cyril gives careful atten-
tion to what is actually written in Exodus and Numbers, specifi cally the detail 
(in Numbers) that Moses struck the rock twice. By focusing on this detail he 
is able to engage the story as it is presented in Numbers. Th e text has to do 
with Moses’ unbelief, his doubt of God’s power, and his punishment, namely 
that he would not be allowed to lead the Israelites into the promised land. 
Cyril’s fmal observation to the Chrsitian readers is that they too should not 
doubt God’s promise. Unlike Moses, however, Christians rest their hope on 
a heavenly city, not an earthly land.

Cyril also exploits (with the help of Mic  and Exod ) the mention of 
Miriam and uses her as a way of introducing an interpretation that moves 
in a Christological direction. Only when he has explored these matters does 
he introduce the passage from  Corinthians and develop a distinctively 
Christian interpretation of the text. Yet in doing so he remains faithful to 
the spirit of the biblical account, namely that the story about the “striking 
of the rock” has to do with Moses’ unbelief.

It cannot be overemphasized that Cyril is interpreting the text for 
Christian readers. Th is means that the context for interpretation is not de-
fmed solely by its place in an ancient book, e.g., the book of Numbers. Its 
context is the Bible as a whole including the nt. For Cyril, as well as other 
early Christian exegetes, the books of the old covenant, the lxx, were read 
as part of a single collection. “Th e entire Scripture,” he writes, “is one book 
and was spoken by the one Holy Spirit.”

But context included much more than the books of the Christian Bible. 
For Christian interpreters the Bible was the book of the Church, a book which 
had been read and expounded in the Christian liturgy, used for instruction, 
edifi cation, and prayer. Its interpretation could not be divorced from its use. 
Th e Bible was part of a living theological and spiritual tradition, a tradition, 
one should remember, that was itself formed by the Bible. Christian inter-
pretation, then, was shaped by the theological and spiritual content that was 
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at the center of the tradition, notably the creeds and conciliar formulations, 
catechetical teaching and moral instruction, the Christian mysteries, Baptism 
and the Eucharist, et al.

Faced with a text that did not, at least on the surface, readily yield a 
Christological interpretation, Cyril fastened on words, phrases, images, that 
echoed other biblical texts and themes, to show, by a process of invention, 
how seemingly disparate parts of the Bible could be related to one another. 
In doing so he and other early Christian exegetes extend the range of words, 
phrases, and images (and hence texts) that could be employed to talk about 
what was central to the Biblical narrative, the “work of man’s restoration” 
to cite Hugo of St. Victor. Biblical exegetes expwided and enriched the 
 vocabulary Christians could use to speak about matters of faith and life. 
And as people learned to use new words and images they discovered aspects 
of the Christian mystery that were previously hidden. Biblical exegesis is 
an art of discovery, and the best exegetes have always been those who were 
able to show that what is newly found was always there.

The New Testament

Th e nt is a Christian book, written by Christians for Christians. It is an ac-
count of the new things that have happened through the coming of Christ. 
For this reason its interpretation requires a diff erent approach from that of 
the ot. In the ot everything is veiled, and the expositor had to speak about 
Christian things in terms of something else. Th at aft er all is the meaning 
of allegory, speaking about one thing in terms of another, and in the most 
fundamental sense all Christian interpretation of the ot is allegorical. Th e 
words of the nt, however, were able to be interpreted in their most imme-
diate and obvious sense. As a medieval commentator, put it, in the nt the 
words are taken in their proper sense “as they are heard.” “Pro se star sicut 
auditur. Non est allegoria.”

Yet the nt posed its own distinctive challenge. For one thing not all 
Christians agreed on how specifi c passages were to be understood. From the 
second century at least, theological and doctrinal disputes centered on the 
proper interpretation of key biblical texts. Polemical works such as Irenaeus’ 
Adversus Haereses or Athanasius’s Orationes Contra Arianos were largely ex-
egetical, patient expositions of controverted texts in light of the skopos of the 
Scriptures as a whole. Cyril was very much part of this tradition of exegesis, 

. Th e words are from two Spanish commentators, Heterius and Beatus, in PL 
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and one of his tasks as a biblical commentator was to show how the Church’s 
theological tradition off ered a consistent and thoroughgoing interpretation 
of the Bible as a whole against his opponents. In Cyril’s case the opponents 
were twofold. Th e Arian exegesis of the Bible still infl uenced the way some 
Christians read the Scriptures even though their teaching had been con-
demned at the end of the fourth century by the Council of Constantinople. 
Th e second opponent was Nestorius, Cyril’s contemporary, whose teaching 
about Christ, in Cyril’s view, did violence to the Scriptures. Sometimes, then, 
there is a polemical dimension to Cyril’s commentaries on the nt.

Not all of Cyril’s nt exegesis, however, is polemical. His homilies on 
the Gospel of Luke, for example, are homiletical and pastoral. Cyril’s aim in 
these homilies is to draw a simple application of the text to the moral and 
spiritual life. Take for example his homily on the story of Martha and Mary 
in Luke :–.

Cyril sets the theme of the homily by citing Heb :: “Do not neglect 
to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels 
unawares.” Th e story of Martha and Mary is about hospitality, and Cyril’s 
fi rst point is that Christ teaches us not only how one should receive a guest 
but how a guest is to behave when received. To illustrate this point he cites 
Rom :, “For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift  
to strengthen you.” Cyril uses St. Paul’s relation to the community in Rome 
as an example of how one should conduct oneself when being received as a 
guest. A guest should bring a “spiritual gift ” as Paul intended to do, and as 
the Lord did when he visited Martha and Mary. Th e fi rst point then is that 
hospitality requires something of the guest as well as the host. Th e guest too 
brings an off ering that is transmitted through his person.

Th en Cyril turns to those who receive the guests. Because the guest 
brings a gift , the hosts need to cultivate receptivity, openness to what they 
will receive. For these hosts should not allow themselves to be “distracted 
by much service.” Finally Cyril fi lls out the homily by reminding the hear-
ers of the most famous case of hospitality, the time when Abraham received 
the three men at the oak of Mamre. Abraham’s reward for his hospitality, 
that is his receptivity to the gift  off ered by his visitors, was the birth of his 
son Isaac.

What gives this exposition its distinctive character is not only Cyril’s 
insight into human relations but his skill in drawing on other biblical texts 

. Hom. . in Lucam. Text in I. B. Chabot, CSCO, vol.  (Louvain: ), –
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to illuminate the text at hand. By selecting texts that speak of the role of the 
guest, not simply that of the host, the story becomes a story not so much 
about the contrast between Martha and Mary, but preeminently a story 
about Christ, the one who is received. In hearing the story, then, the reader 
is encouraged to look to Christ as the model of Christian behavior. Cyril’s 
exposition is imaginative, indeed it is an unconventional interpretation, one 
that would not be discovered by a more pedestrian exegete. It also presup-
poses a thorough acquaintance with the Scriptures and a capacity to recall 
appropriate passages supporting his interpretation.

Indeed it is Cyril’s skill in relating the various parts of the Bible to each 
other that is one of his most conspicuous accomplishments as a Biblical 
interpreter. A particularly instructive example is his exposition of John :
–. Th e text adds: “But to all who received him, who believed in his 
name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of 
blood nor of the will of the fl esh nor of the will of man, but of God.” Cyril 
begins his exposition by citing Rom :, “You did not receive the spirit 
of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the spirit of son-
ship” whereby we cry “Abba Father.” A person becomes a child of God by 
faith, writes Cyril, when one is “baptized into the Holy Trinity through the 
mediator, the Word, Mediator, who joined himself to human kind through 
the fl esh to which he was united to him, at the same time, because he is by 
nature God, he was naturally joined to the Father.” Th rough Baptism into 
Christ those who are joined to Christ by faith are “raised up to the dignity 
which is [Christ’s] by nature.”

Cyril’s fi rst step is to interpret the phrase “children of God” in John : 
by analogy to Christ’s sonship. Th at is to say, just as Christ was “begotten” 
of the Father, so those who come to faith are “begotten” of God, i.e., they 
become “children of God.” Christ’s coming made it possible for human be-
ings to enter into a new relation to God as children of God. Th is relation is 
similar to the relation between Christ and God, with one diff erence. Christ’s 
relation to God is that of a son by nature, Christians become children of 
God by adoption, as Paul says in Rom .

To explain further what “children of God” means Cyril introduces the 
well-known passage from  Peter with the words “sharers of the divine na-
ture.” Th e phrase “begotten of God” means that those who are joined to Christ 
through faith become participants in God’s nature, and are called “gods.” 
Such dignity is only possible because God has become incarnate and dwelled 
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among us. To say, then, that we are “born of God,” says Cyril, does not mean 
that we wing our way to God by our own eff orts but that God through the 
Incarnation comes to dwell within us and makes his lodging among us, as 
is spoken by the prophet, “I will dwell in them and walk in them.” Th e cita-
tion is from Lev : (whom Cyril calls a prophet), but it comes via  Cor 
: where Paul asks, “What partnership have righteousness and iniquity,” 
and answers: “We are the temple of the living God; as God said, ‘I will live 
in them and move among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be 
my people.” ( Cor :–) We cannot become temples of God unless the 
one who dwells among us is God by nature.

For Cyril the passage in  Corinthians, specifi cally the language, “I will 
dwell in them,” is understood to refer to the Incarnation, and is seen as 
parallel to John :, “ dwelt among us.” He interprets John with the help of 
Paul, and, one might add, Paul’s citation of Leviticus with the help of John. 
But then he returns to the Gospel of John and cites another passage that 
speaks of God dwelling in us. “If a man loves me, he will keep my word, 
and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home 
with him.” (John :)

Next Cyril adds a new note suggested by the earlier citation of Rom . 
Paul had written that sonship was a gift  of the Holy Spirit. “For all who are 
led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.” When, then, we cry “abba Father,” 
says Paul, “it is the Spirit himself bearing witness with our spirit that we are 
children of God.” (Rom :–) Th ere is of course no mention of the Holy 
Spirit in John :, but by citing St. Paul he is able to show that it is only by 
being born of the Holy Spirit that one can be said to be born of God. To 
lend support to this interpretation he cites  John. “By this we know that 
we dwell in Him and He in us because he has given us his own Spirit.” Th e 
sign that we are children of God, born not of the fl esh but of God, is that 
the Holy Spirit dwells in us. Th rough the gift  of the Spirit, who is God, we 
come to share in the divine life.

Cyril’s use of parallel texts in his exposition of John : is very instruc-
tive. Th e fi rst passage, Rom , is somewhat obvious because of the reference 
to divine sonship, but the citation of  Cor  and  Peter are not. Th ey add 
depth and perspective to the interpretation by relating the phrase “children 
of God” to the ultimate end of human life, namely sharing in God’s life. 
And by citing  John Cyril secures a Trinitarian reading of the text, indicat-
ing that it is not only the incarnation of the Word but also the sending of 
the Holy Spirit that makes one into a child of God. Th e Son does not act 
on his own but is accompanied by the Holy Spirit. Even though John : 
speaks only of the relation of the divine word to God and the Incarnation 
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of the Son (not the sending of the Holy Spirit), Cyril shows that it requires 
a Trinitarian exposition.

What Cyril has done here is similar to what he did in the interpreta-
tion of the rock that was struck. His exegesis expands the context in which 
the passage is found. Th e specifi c text is lift ed from its immediate setting 
so that it can be viewed in light of other texts and terms and ideas found 
in the Bible. Yet one might argue that Cyril’s interpretation of John : is 
rigorously contextual. For John : is understood in light of John :, “Th e 
Word became fl esh and dwelt among us,” and in turn John : is seen in 
light of John :, the God who brought the world into being and the divine 
Word who was sent from God. Only by taking into consideration the larger 
Trinitarian framework is it possible to interpret the immediate context.

The Second Adam

All biblical commentators invest certain texts, certain terms, and certain 
images with an interpretive power that transcends their specifi c setting. 
Augustine, for example, never tires of citing the words of Ps , “it is good 
to cleave to God.” Th is one text gives unity and cohesion to Augustine’s 
exegesis of the Bible as a whole. Likewise, Irenaeus’ exegesis of specifi c texts 
in his Adversus Haereses is supported by the passage in Ephesians :, 
“Christ recapitulates all things in heaven and on earth in himself.” One text 
that recurs again and again in Athanasius’s Orationes Contra Arianos, is John 
:, “I and the Father are one.” Spiritual writers loved Phil , “Not that I 
have already obtained this or am already perfect; but I press on to make it 
my own.” But I know of no patristic commentator whose entire exegetical 
enterprise is controlled by a single biblical image as is Cyril. Th e biblical 
image is that of the second Adam or the heavenly Adam drawn from Rom 
 and I Cor . “For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made 
alive” ( Cor :; cf. Rom : and  Cor :). Further Cyril’s use of 
the Adam-Christ typology is complemented by the text we have already 
discussed briefl y,  Cor :: “Th erefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 
creation; the old has passed away, behold the new has come.” I have already 
mentioned this aspect of Cyril’s exegesis, but it is time now to look, if only 
briefl y, at Cyril’s exposition of these texts in his commentaries on Romans, 
 Corinthians and  Corinthians.

Th ough we possess only fragments of Cyril’s commentaries on St. Paul, 
we do have fragments dealing with Rom ,  Cor  and  Cor . At Rom 
:ff ., which includes the words, “therefore sin came into the world through 
one man,” Cyril writes: “Th e ancient curse has become ineff ective, the curse 
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which human nature endured in Adam as in a fi rst fruit of the race and as 
in a fi rst root.” Adam’s transgression was not the act of a solitary person; 
he was a representative human being and in humanity, “the entire human 
race,” in Cyril’s phrase, became subject to sin and death. Adam was the “fi rst 
formed” among human beings, the “beginning of the human race,” the root 
from which all others have sprung. In the same way, Christ too is a repre-
sentative fi gure, a “new root,” a “model of that which is to come,” the “fi rst 
fruits” of a new humanity, the “fi rst born,” “a new creation.” “Th e Son has 
come from heaven justifying the impious by faith, fashioning anew as God 
human nature to incorruption and returning it to what it was in the begin-
ning. In Christ all things are a new creation, a new root has been planted, 
for he is the second Adam.”

By drawing on  Cor : Cyril’s exposition of Rom  emphasizes the 
diff erence between Adam and Christ, and the newness that Christ brings. In 
what does Christ’s newness consist? At Rom :, “the free gift  is not like the 
eff ect of that one man’s sin,” Cyril says that through Christ the second Adam 
“righteousness found for the fi rst time a way to us,” for Christ was the “fi rst 
and only man on earth ‘who knew no sin nor was guile found in his mouth.’” 
(I Pet :) Christ is new because he did things no man had ever done. In 
places, in an eff ort to explain what is unique about Christ, Cyril says that he 
lived a “holy life,” that he “was stronger than sin,” that he was “superior 
to all.” But the most signifi cant thing about Christ was that he overcame 
death by the Resurrection, In a fragment on  Cor :, “Christ has been 
raised from the dead, the fi rst fruits of those who have fallen asleep,” Cyril 
interprets the text as follows: “Christ was the fi rst person on earth to strike 
down death,”  just as our ancestor Adam was “the fi rst to introduce death.” 
Until the time of Christ mankind was incapable of overcoming death. “Our 
natural life failed up to this time to crush the power of death and had not 
even destroyed the terror that it casts over our souls.”

Th e Scriptures are fi lled with images for Christ, the good shepherd, 
the light of the world, the way, the life, the vine and branches, bread of life, 
morning star, paschal lamb, et at. Like other commentators Cyril used and 
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exploited these images in his exegesis of the Bible. But he invariably returns 
to the parallels between Adam and Christ as the framework for his inter-
pretation of individual passages. Th e Adam-Christ typology provided Cyril 
with an image that was at once particular and universal. It was particular in 
that it spoke of Adam and Christ as unique human persons. It highlighted 
what Adam and Christ did, thereby accenting the voluntary, hence human 
and moral, quality of their actions. But it was universal in that it presented 
Adam and Christ as representative fi gures (root of the entire race) whose 
actions have consequences for all of humanity. It allowed Cyril to speak about 
Christ as fully human, as Adam, yet to show in what way he was more than 
a man, as the heavenly Adam who conquered death.

Th e Bible is a very big book and many who have tried to read it without 
a guide have gotten lost along the way. All exegesis requires judicious for-
getfulness, interpretation that quietly moves to the periphery matters which, 
in the larger scheme of things, are insignifi cant. Cyril’s exegesis keeps the 
reader’s attention focused on the Bible as a whole (Adam at the beginning, 
the heavenly Adam at the beginning of the end) and on what gives the entire 
biblical narrative its meaning, the Resurrection of Christ.

Gospel According To St. John

How then did the Adam-Christ typology serve Cyril’s exegesis of other books 
of the nt? Among his nt commentaries that on the Gospel of John is his 
most important. So I turn now to a few passages in that commentary to see 
how, in Cyril’s hands, the Pauline imagery illuminates the fourth gospel. Th e 
gospels are of course narratives, and what makes Cyril’s exegesis provoca-
tive is the way he employs the imagery of the second Adam to interpret key 
events in the life of Jesus. A good place to begin is John :, John’s account 
of the baptism of Jesus, in particular the descent of the Spirit: “And John bore 
witness, ‘I saw the Spirit descend as a dove from heaven, and it remained 
on him.’” Th e phrase that forms the basis for Cyril’s interpretation of the 
passage is “remained on him.” Why does the text not simply say that the Holy 
Spirit descended on Christ, but adds that it “remained on him”?

Cyril fi rst discusses the creation and fall of Adam and Eve. At the time 
of creation Adam and Eve were sealed with the divine image through the 
descent of the Holy Spirit. But Adam and Eve sinned and their descendants 
did not live in accord with the image of God implanted in them. Over time 
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the image impressed on humans by the Holy Spirit began to fade until, as 
a consequence of man’s continuing disobedience, the Holy Spirit “left  for 
good.” Human nature had become inhospitable to the presence of the 
Spirit.

To undo the work of sin, a new man was needed, one who could create 
a more congenial home for the Holy Spirit, a place in which the Spirit could 
remain. “Since the fi rst Adam did not preserve the grace given to him by 
God, God the Father decided to send from heaven the second Adam to us. 
He sends in our likeness his own son who is by nature . . . not knowing sin in 
any way, so that by the disobedience of the fi rst we became subject to God’s 
wrath, so through the obedience of the second, we might escape the curse 
and its evils be destroyed.”

By using the Adam typology Cyril is of course able to show how the 
actions of each mat Consequences for the “entire human race.” But he 
wants to say more. To say that Christ is the “second Adam” is to say that he is 
a human being like other human beings, but also that he is not an ordinary 
man. He is a new man, one who will not repeat what others have done, and 
“who by receiving the Spirit as man will preserve it for our nature by root-
ing in us again the grace which had departed.” What then is the meaning 
of the phrase “remained on him” in John :? In Christ the new man the 
Holy Spirit “became accustomed to abiding in us, having no occasion to 
depart or withdraw.”

Later in the commentary on John, commenting on John : (“this he 
said about the Spirit which those who believed in him were to receive”), 
Cyril expands on this same theme: “Th e divine Scriptures call the Savior 
the second Adam. For in that fi rst one, the human race proceeds from not 
being to being; in the second, Christ, it rises up again to a second beginning, 
reformed to newness of life and returned to incorruption, ‘for if anyone is in 
Christ, he is a new creature,’ as Paul says. Th erefore the renewing Spirit, i.e., 
the Holy Spirit, has been given to us.” Th is came about “aft er the resurrection 
when having burst the bonds of death and showing himself triumphant over 
all corruption, he came to life again, having our whole nature in him, in that 
he was man and one from us.”
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Note how the imagery of the second Adam allows Cyril to accent what 
Christ does, what in traditional theological language is called his work. Cyril, 
as an Alexandrian theologian, has sometimes been interpreted as making 
Christ’s work incidental to his person, subordinating the historical account 
of Christ in the gospels to his role as mediator of divinity and humanity. In 
this view, what is signifi cant about Christ is that the divine Logos became 
man, not what he did as a human being. But Cyril’s commentaries on 
the gospels present quite a diff erent picture, in particular his discussion of 
Christ’s passion.

Th e Gospel of John depicts Christ’s suff ering as the time of his glorifi ca-
tion. For example: “Now is the son of man glorifi ed.” (John :–) Th is 
text caused diffi  culties for Origen and it is never cited by Athanasius. 
Glory, it was thought, applied to Christ’s resurrection, not his suff ering. Cyril, 
however, realized that the term “glory” is used in John in a distinctive way. 
Th e more conventional meaning of glory is that it refers to divine power. For 
example it is evident that Christ’s glory was displayed when he rebuked the 
waves of the sea, or brought Lazarus back to life, or satisfi ed the hunger of 
a crowd with fi ve loaves and two small fi shes. But John suggests something 
diff erent. Why, asks Cyril, is Christ said to be glorifi ed “now”? “Th e perfec-
tion of his glory and the crowning moment of his life is clearly this, when 
he suff ered for the life of the world and made a new way by his resurrection 
for the resurrection of all.”

Cyril’s exegesis of John : is signifi cant, for it shows how the text of 
the gospel shapes his understanding of Christ’s work. Another example is 
his exposition of John :, “Th e hour has come for the Son of man to be 
glorifi ed.” Here Cyril makes a similar point: “Finally Christ desires to come 
to the crowning point of hope, to put an end to death. Th ere was no other 
way this could come about unless life underwent death for the sake of all so 
that we all might live in him. For this reason he calls death his own glory. . . . 
His cross was the beginning of his being glorifi ed upon earth.” In Cyril’s 
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view, the divine Word became man not simply to unite man and God in his 
person; he came to suff er and to die, and at the very moment that his suf-
fering begins, the Gospel speaks of his glory.

Because he expounded the Gospel of John chapter by chapter, verse by 
verse, Cyril was forced to rethink aspects of the Alexandrian Christology. 
Christ’s suff ering was given a more central place, and this in turn led to a 
much greater emphasis on the work of Christ and on Christ’s humanity. Even 
though the Alexandrian christology stress the role of the divine Logos in 
the person of Christ, Cyril is at pains to show that what Christ does he does 
as a man, i.e., as Adam. A particularly striking passage is his commentary 
on John :, “I have overcome the world.” Th e plain meaning of this text, 
says Cyril, is that Christ “appeared stronger than sin.” “For our sakes Christ 
became alive again making his Resurrection the beginning of the conquest 
over death. For surely the power of his Resurrection will extend to us, since 
the one who overcame death was one of us, in so far as he appeared as man.” 
Th en Cyril makes the remarkable statement: “For if he conquered as God, 
then it is of no profi t to us; but if as man, we are herein conquerors. For he 
is to us the second Adam come from heaven according to the Scriptures.”

Paul’s image of Christ as the second Adam provided Cyril with a set of 
biblical categories to interpret the cental mystery of Christian faith: that the 
one who comes to save is God but he lived in this world as a human being. 
If Christ were not a human being, Adam, nothing he did would have sig-
nifi cance for the rest of humanity. What he did, living in obedience to God, 
submitting to suff ering and abuse, giving himself voluntarily over to death, 
and most of all, overcoming death, he did as a human being. At the same time 
he was no mere man, he was not simply Adam, he was the second Adam, the 
man from heaven. His Resurrection from the dead shows that it was God 
who lived this life, suff ered, dies, and broke the obnds of death. “Th ough he 
became man he was no less from heaven,” writes Cyril.

Exegesis and Theology

Cyril is very much the theologian when he is expounding the Scriptures, His 
exegesis of individual passages is informed not only by parallel texts from 
elsewhere in the Bible but also by the Church’s doctrinal tradition. No doubt 
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this is one reason why he was read by later writers. Yet Cyril seldom strays 
far from the language of the Bible, and even when he uses more technical 
theological language, it is the biblical imagery and language that shapes his 
thinking. One cannot disengage Cyril’s theology from the Bible as though 
it could stand on its own as a theological system.

In his commentary on John Cyril makes frequent reference to the Arian 
interpretation of specifi c texts. For example, in his exposition of the Baptism 
of Jesus, he asks whether the descent of the Spirit on Jesus implies that Christ 
did not have the Spirit before that time. Does the coming of the Spirit on 
Christ mean that he receives “sanctifi cation as something imported as though 
he does not possess it?” Cyril’s response is that one must distinguish two 
stages in the career of the Logos, the time before the Incarnation, and the 
time aft er the Incarnation. “Before the Incarnation he was in the form and 
equality of the Father, but in the time of the Incarnation he received the Spirit 
from heaven and was sanctifi ed like others.” Prior to the Incamation one 
could not ascribe human experiences to the son, but when he became man 
he experienced suff ering, hunger, and for that reason he can be said to have 
received the Holy Spirit as did other men. Of course, Cyril then goes on to 
show, with the use of the Adam imagery, that there was a reason why the 
Spirit descended on Christ. He was the fi rst man in whom he could once 
again take root and remain among human beings.

One task then of Cyril’s exegesis of the nt was to provide a consistent 
interpretation of the many texts that had been disputed in the decades that 
the doctrine of the Trinity was being debated across the Church. By the time 
Cyril was writing most of the theological issues concerning the doctrine of 
the Trinity had been settled and the biblical basis for the Church’s teach-
ing was well established. Yet the Bible is not a collection of ancient texts 
stored in a library. It is a book that was read in the churches and the faithful 
continued to hear and read those texts that had been disputed in previous 
generations. Th us there was a continuing need for bishops to show how the 
Church’s teaching was rooted in the Scriptures, how specifi c texts were to be 
understood in light of the Creed and the sacraments, to show how passages 
in one book of the Bible were related to passages in other books. Cyril’s com-
mentary on the Gospel of John is of enormous signifi cance in the history 
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of exegesis because it is the fi rst thoroughgoing Trinitarian interpretation 
of the entire Gospel.

In Cyril’s day, however, a new dispute had arisen concerning the doctrine 
of Christ, In this controversy too appears very much the exegete (as well 
as polemicist), and his chief contribution to the debates was to present an 
overall interpretation of the nt account of Christ, particularly the things said 
about him in the gospels. Th e most important statement of Cyril’s principle 
occurs in the fourth anathema in his third letter to Nestorius. Cyril writes: 
“Whoever allocates the terms contained in the gospels and apostolic writ-
ings and applied to Christ by the saints or used of himself by himself to two 
persons or subjects and attaches some to the man considered separately from 
the Word of God, some as divine to the Word of God the Father alone, shall 
be anathema. What is at issue here is how one is to understand passages 
such as Luke :, Matt :, John :, or Heb :ff . Are they to be un-
derstood a referring to the divine Word who has become man or does one 
interpret them as referring solely to the human nature of Christ?

Cyril insisted that one could not understand the gospels without recog-
nizing that all the things said of Christ are spoken about the divine Word 
incarnate. Th e Scriptures always conceive of Christ, whether depicted as 
Word or Son or Messiah or Lord or Jesus, as one person and one subject of 
predication. Whether the gospels are speaking about divine acts, e.g., heal-
ing the sick or stilling a storm, or human acts, growing in wisdom or feeling 
forsaken by God, all are attributed to the same subject, the divine Word who 
lived among human beings. In Cyril’s words: “All the sayings contained in the 
Gospels must be referred to a single person, to the one incarnate subject of 
the Word. For according to the Bible there is one lord, Jesus Christ.”

A good illustration of how this principle works out can be seen in the 
interpretation of Heb , in particular the phrase “made him.” Arian exegetes 
took these words to mean that the “son is created,” hence they saw Heb  as 
an argument against the divinity of Christ. In a sermon preached on this 
text Nestorius sought to meet the Arian exegesis by arguing that that text 
does not refer to the divine Word but to the man Jesus. Immediately prior to 
this passage St. Paul had said that Christ is “made like his brethren in every 
respect.” According to Nestorius, this indicates that the text refers to Jesus. 

. Ep.  (Th ird Letter to Nestorius) in Lionel R. Wickham, Cyril of Alexandria: 
Select Letters (Oxford: ), –.
. Wickham, –.
. On this text, see Robert L. Wilken, “Tradition, Exegesis and the Christological 
Controversies,” ChH (): –.
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Does not Paul say that it is “not with angels that he is concerned but with the 
descendants of Abraham”? Th e “godhead” is not the seed of Abraham who 
suff ers. Th is passage is to be understood in the way one interprets Luke :. 
Th ere we read: “Jesus increased in wisdom and stature.” Th erefore, concludes 
Nestorius: “Humanity was anointed . . . not the divinity. Th is one [Jesus] is he 
who is made a faithful priest to God for he became a priest and did not exist 
as such from eternity.”

Cyril thought that Nestorius’ exegesis confounded the biblical account 
of Christ. For Cyril it is essential that the interpretation of the Bible be con-
sistent, and it can be consistent only if one reads the Bible in the light of its 
overall skopos. With respect to the Gospels this means that they depict the 
divine Word under the conditions of human life and experience. Th e person 
presented in the gospels is a human being, but not a mere human being. 
Christ, according toCyril’s interpretation, is the eternal Son sent from God. 
When the Scriptures speak about the human experiences of Jesus it is the 
the Logos who is subject of the experiences. To say, however, that Christ suf-
fered, that he grew in wisdom, that he was abandoned by the Father cannot 
mean the same thing that such experiences mean for other human beings. 
Th is is why the second Adam was such a congenial way of speaking about 
Christ: the man whose life is depicted in the gospels is a human being like 
others, for he is Adam, but he is more than Adam, for he is the second Adam, 
a unique man among men, one who did what no other man could do. He 
was the man from heaven.

Conclusion

Cyril’s exegesis is seldom idiosyncratic. Whether he is expounding a story 
about Moses or one of the patriarchs, an oracle from the prophets, a theo-
logical text from St. Paul, or an incident in the life of Jesus from the gospels, 
his theme remains the same: the restoration of fallen humanity in Christ. 
One cannot read long in any of Cyril’s commentaries without coming across 
some form of the statement found at the end of his exposition of the “rock 
that was struck”: “In Christ we bloom again to newness of life.” For Cyril the 
renewal of all things in Christ is the central skopos of the Bible.

St. Paul provided Cyril with the key to the interpretation of the Bible. But 
his Paul was not the Paul of St. Augustine, the Paul of Rom  or Rom  (nor 
the Paul of justifi cation by faith), it was the Paul of Rom , of  Cor  and of 

. See Friedrich Loofs, Nestoriana (Halle: ), –.
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 Cor . From Paul Cyril learned to speak of the second Adam, the heavenly 
man, a new creation and, most of all, the centrality of the Resurrection in 
the biblical narrative. At the same time, the gospels, particularly the Gospel 
of John, off ered him a concrete and nuanced portrait of what it meant for 
the eternal Son of God, Christ the second Adam, to live a human life. As 
Werner Elert once observed, “Cyril’s depiction of Christ (Christusbild) is as 
historical or unhistorical as that of the Gospel of John.”

For Cyril the second Adam is theological reality as well as an exegetical 
tool. Th e subject of Cyril’s exegesis is never simply the text that is before him, 
it is always the mystery of Christ. He is less interested in understanding what 
Moses or Zechariah or Paul or Matthew “meant” than he is in understanding 
what Christ means. Exegesis is an occasion to discuss Christ as taught in the 
church’s creeds and worshipped in the church’s liturgy.

Christ is Cyril’s true subject matter. Yet without the Bible there is no talk 
of Christ. Cyril knew no way to speak of Christ than in the words of the 
Bible, and no way to interpret the words of the Bible than through Christ. 
His biblical writings are commentaries on Christ and only if one reads them 
in that spirit can one appreciate his signifi cance as interpreter of the Bible.
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XIII
ISID ORE OF PELUSIUM CA. 355CA. 435

Isidore received a full rhetorical training in Pelusium, in the Nile Delta. Very 
possibly, he lived for some time in Alexandria where it is also possible that he 
belonged to the circle of the philosopher Hypatia before establishing himself 
in Pelusium with many students as a professional sophist. His fi rst monastic 
experience led him to the desert of Nitria where the legacy of Origen still 
continued to foster learned forms of spiritual exegesis in contrast with the 
literalisic trend of Scete. Named as didaskalos, the offi  cial teacher in the 
local church of Pelusium, Isidore was probably ordained priest by Bishop 
Ammonios. Soon aft er , a confl ict with Bishop Eusebius, the successor 
of Ammonios, drove him into a monastery near Pelusium where for over 
forty years he dedicated the rest of his life to prayer and intellectual work. 
For instance he copied the whole of the Bible, as well as one hundred and 
fi ft y-six writings of John Chrysostom, whom he held in great admiration. 
He was intensely involved as a counselor in spiritual and ethical matters, and 
his correspondence constitutes a corpus of two thousand letters in Greek, 
transmitted in numbered collections.

As an exegete, Isidore did not write any commentaries, but he taught 
scripture as didaskalos answering numerous exegetical questions in his let-
ters. He distinguished between the obvious or literal meaning (which did 
not exclude traditional typology) and the deeper meaning of scripture, the 
mystical theoria, hidden in the text, only available for mystic interpreters, and 
occasionally calling for allegories. Th e elements of that exegesis, diverse and 
intensely pastoral, were collected for the fi rst time by P. Évieux (), from 
whose research the present notice derives (see also Évieux , –).

Th e following quotations reveal something of Isidore’s style and concerns:
Let us discern in the prophets what is said about Christ and Solo-
mon . . . we should not force the prophecies . . . let us understand what 
has been said according to the historia and admit what has been 
prophesied according to the theoria without pressing what has clearly 
been said historically, in order to see in it a theoria, but also without 
reducing to an historical meaning what obviously needs to be ‘con-
templated.’” ( = ; cf. )
Anyone who tries to interpret the meaning of the sacred scriptures is 
in need of a noble and penetrating language, a pious and holy think-
ing: One must follow the scriptures, not precede them, nor press their 
meaning, in accordance with their own will. For those who dare to 
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falsify them or to interpret them wrongly expose themselves to a dan-
ger the more real as it concerns their very souls. ()
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XIV
PRO CLUS OF CONSTANTINOPLE D. 446

Bishop of Constantinople in , Proclus “ranks among the best preachers 
of the Greek church in the fi ft h century” (but he missed his entry in the 
TRE). Th e identifi cation of his homilies is still in process, their best inven-
tory having been secured by A. Solignac (). Most of the homilies were 
delivered on liturgical feasts of Christ, while Or. , , and  are dedicated to 
Mary, the fi rst on the Th eotokos having been delivered in  or  in the 
presence of Nestorius. Other sermons, such as Or. , , ,  are panegy-
rics. Proclus’s use of scripture is foremost a dogmatic contribution to the 
creedal defi nition of Ephesus , whose reception he promoted without 
becoming too involved in the christological controversy (Grillmeier ). 
In his Church History Socrates celebrated him as a peacemaker (VII ; PG 
, c–a).

CPG II, –, critical editions and ancient versions.
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XV
HADRIAN D. 440/450

Hadrian has been identifi ed with a Syrian monk and priest, one of the cor-
respondents of Nilus of Ancyra, CPG III, , Epist. II, lx; III, cxviii, cclxxi: 
PG  . . ; J. Gribomont, “La tradition manuscrite de saint Nil, I. La 
correspondance”: StMon  () –; A. Cameron, “Th e Authenticity 
of the Letters of S. Nilus of Ancyra”: GRBS  () –. Writing in 
Greek, Hadrian’s hermeneutics is marked by Antiochene infl uence. He ex-
presses his thought with a stylistic precision and a consistent classifi cation 
of exegetical data, as is demonstrated by his short treatise (with its modern-
sounding title): Introduction to Divine Scriptures—Εἰσαγωγὴ εἰϚ τὰϚ θείαϚ 
γραφάϚ (PG , –). Th e well-preserved text was fi rst published by 
D. Hoeschel in Augsburg, , and reprinted by J. Pearson in , Critici 
sacri VIII. A critical edition by F. Goessling appeared in Berlin .

Cassiodorus mentions Hadrian together with Tyconius, Augustine, 
Eucherius, and Junilius, as one of the best introductores scriptorae divinae 
(PL  ). His hermeneutic is marked by Antiochene theory like that of 
his contemporary, Th eodoret of Cyrus: “Th e distinctive features of Hebrew 
language (τοῦ ῾Εβραίκου χαρακτήροϚ ἰδιωμάτων) are of three sorts, as 
found in thoughts (διάνοια), words (λέξεωϚ), and composition (συνθέσεωϚ).” 
Hadrian’s special interest in Hebrew ἰδιώματα links him with the Antiochene 
exegetical tradition: “Every line of Adrian can be illustrated from Th eodore of 
Mopsuestria or Th eodoret” (Bate , ). His threefold division of Hebrew 
terms is “Aristotelian” in the Antiochene style:

I. “Th e Principle of the Distinctive Features in Th oughts.”
“What results from thoughts is due to God’s acting as worked out by 

us, in good or bad; I speak about () members, () senses, () spiritual 
motions, () bodily movements, () bodily passions, () dispositions; or 
about () habits, () places, () dresses, () behavior, () appearance; or 
about () being alive (with fl esh and soul)” (a). Th e thirteen possible 
anthropomorphic attributions are then illustrated by numerous scriptural 
quotations (b–d).

II. “Distinctive Features due to Words and Style”
Th e same procedure is applied to the use of metaphors (“words”) classi-

fi ed in “specifi c phrases”—τῶν ῥηθέντων διαιρέσεωϚ (a typical Aristotelian 
distinction: Metaphysics , , ), as one speaks of God’s knowledge by using 
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the images of “eyes” or “vision”; of God’s compassion by mentioning his “ears”; 
of his will by calling it his “mouth,” etc. (d–c): a detailed survey of 
anthropomorphic images found essentially in the Psalms. To these “specifi c 
phrases” are added similar examples belonging to “style” (ἐπὶ τῆϚ λέξεωϚ) 
when God is said to “know,” or to “enjoy,” to “show,” to “say,” to “love” some-
thing or someone; or again when God “hides himself,” “sleeps,” feels “anger,” 
“punishes,” etc. (c–a).

III. Th e Distinctive Features in Composition
Th ese distinctive features are due to “ellipse” (κατ᾽ ἔλλειψιν) to the 

repe tition of the same thing in diff erent words (ταυτολογία) to “inversion” 
(ἀντιστροφή), “inversions and transpositions” (ὑπερβατὰ καὶ ὑπερθέσεις), 
“extension” (ἐπίτασιϚ), or “pleonasme” (κατὰ περισσαίαν). “In using these 
basic distinctions (ἀφορμαί) the students (σπουδαῖοι) should fi nd in their 
love for learning a way and a door guiding them in their understanding of 
the sacred scriptures” (c).

Conclusion

Th e treatise ends by enumerating twenty-two fi gures of speech (tropai): 
metaphor, parable, comparison, synecdoche, example, metonymy, antiph-
rase, periphrase, recapitulation (ἀνακεφαλαίωσιϚ) or return to the begin-
ning, deception (ἀπόχρησιϚ), prosopopoeia, fi guration, allegory, hypobole, 
reproof, irony, sarcasm, enigma, menace, explanation, reticence, correction. 
Again biblical citations illustrate the use of all of these fi gures of speech 
(c–b).

In the conclusion of the treatise (b–b) readers who follow the 
guidance off ered to them in the introduction are promised to achieve a non-
prejudiced and well-focused interpretation of scripture. Th eir care for the 
literal content, analyzed in all its logical connections and implications, will 
highlight its organic unity as a sôma, a “body” of discourse whose distinctive 
nature they would defi ne according to the literary genre to which it belongs, 
be it the prophetic genre or that of Psalms, or again the literary genre of the 
Pentateuch (ab).

CPG III, .

Editions

PG , –.
Gössling, F., Adrians Εἰσαγωγὴ εἰϚ τὰϚ θείαϚ γραφάϚ. Berlin .
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XVI
HESYCHIUS OF JERUSALEM 

D. SHORTLY AFTER 450

A monk and priest of Jerusalem, a preacher and theologian, Hesychius also 
became famous as a commentator on scripture. He wrote a Commentary on 
Leviticus preserved in a sixth century Latin translation, and a Commentary on 
Job handed down in an Armenian version. For Hesychius, Job was historical, 
but the Book of Job foreshadowed allegorically Christ and the church. On 
Isaiah, Hesychius produced  glosses; on the minor Prophets, a set of 
scholia; and extended commentaries on the Psalms (in particular, see Pseudo-
Athanasius, PG , –; and PG , –, to be joined with PG 
, –), all being preserved as fragments in catenae. Additional sets 
of Hesychius’s scholia are transmitted on the canticles of ot and nt, on the 
Gospels, Acts, and the Catholic Letters. To these must be added a “Collection 
of Objections and Solutions” which probably epitomizes Hesychius’s lost 
Gospel Harmony.

Strongly infl uenced by Origen in his biblical hermeneutics, Hesychius 
kept close to Alexandrian christology with a scriptural mindset. M. Aubineau 
() sketches a fi ne picture of his exegesis: Hesychius cites scripture from 
memory without full consistency, as noted by Devos (Aubineau , ). 
He produces chosen biblical passages for apologetic vindication against the 
Jews (Aubineau , –). He scrutinizes the meaning of some scrip-
tural phrases with insistent questions and glosses, his “commentary” taking 
on a questing tenor similar to what one may observe in the contemporary 
De Genesi ad litteram by Augustine. Customarliy, Hesychius analyzes whole 
scriptural prophecies by following the text verse aft er verse, sometimes from 
one word to another, endlessly asking minute questions. Here and there he 
likes to couple two verses together by virtue of a common image or a same 
wording: “Th at ‘concatenatio’ and the progress, step by step in the explora-
tion of a biblical passage, are all too obvious in the panegyric of Stephen 
and in the whole body of Hesychius’s writings, and thus serve as criteria 
of authenticity” (Aubineau , ). It would be worth describing more 
thoroughly the oratorical skills applied by Hesychius in his actualizing of 
ot fi gures; he identifi es them with nt and later Christian heroes, such as 
Lazarus, the martyr Stephen, or Antony the Hermit.
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.
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Commentary).
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XVII
NONNOS OF PANOPOLIS 

CA. 400AFTER 450

Nonnos, originally from Panopolis in Upper Egypt was a poet and Christian 
exegete. His epic poem in forty- eight books! (“the longest extant Greek epic,” 
Quasten III, ), Dionysiaca, was written in Alexandria between  and 
. Soon aft er, Nonnos composed a Paraphrase of St. John’s Gospel, again 
in an epic form, repeatedly calling Mary the Th eotokos with Monophysite 
overtones, and quoting Origen, Gregory Nazianzus, John Chrysostom, and 
Cyril of Alexandria. His probable goal was to realize a synthesis of classical 
soteriology, as embodied by Dionysius, and of Christian soteriology, centered 
on the Alexandrian fi gure of Logos-Christ with slight traces of Neoplatonism. 
Livrea () identifi ed the poet with the bishop of Edessa, a strong defender 
of orthodoxy at the Council of Chalcedon in , and the main force behind 
the conversion of Pelagia. Th at identifi cation seems highly improbable.

Editions

PG , –.
Keydell, R.: Berlin .
Vian, F., al., CUFr, Paris .
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XVIII
AELIA EUD O CIA CA. 400–460

About thirty manuscripts transmit Homeric Centones under the names 
Patrikios, Aelia Eudocia, Optimus, and Cosmas of Jerusalem. Patrikios re-
mains unknown. His contribution may have preceeded that of Eudocia, who 
married Emperor Th eodosius II in . In  or , she left  Constantinople 
in disgrace and she spent the rest of her life in Jerusalem where she died in 
. In addition to a vast building programme, her imperial patronage re-
sulted in the literary production of small “centones” probably written during 
the decade before the Council of Chalcedon in . Her Christian poems, 
paraphrasing Gospel narratives were exclusively composed with versifi ed ele-
ments of Homeric poetry. “It is safe to say that no one would ever have heard 
of so minor a poet as Eudocia if she had not become Empress” (Cameron 
, ). On the other hand, Photius (cod. ) admired her work for its 
clarity and its pedagogical value. In the ecclesiastical turmoil around the 
controverted teaching of Nestorius and Eutyches, Eudocia, shift ing from one 
party to another, focused in her poetry on popular education and on freeing 
the education of children from pagan models. Another author mentioned 
in one of the manuscripts of Centones, Optimus the Philosopher, escapes 
identifi cation. Th e fourth author in the title of the ms. Parisinus suppl. gr 
, Cosmas “of Jerusalem,” may have lived as late as the eighth century (Rey 
, –).

Th e Homerocentra develop the economy of salvation as a central theme, 
an economy fulfi lled through the incarnation of Christ whose life and passion 
are narrated until the Asension, when he returns to the heavens in which 
he was with the Father during the opening dialogue of the work. Hence 
the text contains essentially topics from the Gospels (with a complement 
from the Proto-Gospel of James), not from Acts, nor from the Epistles or the 
Apocalypse. Beyond the canonical models, some links with some apocry-
phal sources may be guessed, in particular about Christ’s descent into Shoel 
(Rey , ).

Edition

A. Ludwich, Eudociae, Procli, L. Claudini carminum graecorum reliquiae. 
London , –.



 Nine Th e Fourth- and Fift h-Century Greek Christian Literature

Studies

Cameron, Al., “Th e Empress and the Poet. Paganism and Politics at the Court of 
Th eodosius II”: YCS  () –.

Holum, K., Th eodosian Empresses. Women and Imperial Dominion in Late 
Antiquity. Berkeley, Los Angeles, London .

Pignani, A., “Il modello omerico e la fonte biblica nel centone di Eudocia impera-
trice.” Koin  (): –.

Rey, A.-L., Patricius, Eudocie, Optimus, Côme de Jérusalem. Centons homériques 
(Homerocentra). Introduction, texte critique, traduction, notes et index: SC . 
Paris .



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint 

XIX
THEOD ORET OF CYRUS CA. 393–458

a special contribution
by Jean-Noël Guinot

i. Theodoret and Scripture

. Formative Years

a) From infancy to adulthood (–). Th eodoret was probably born in 
, in the vicinity of Antioch, of a Christian family of wealthy landowners. 
Consecrated to God even before his birth, which came about miraculously, 
as he tells us himself in the Philothea History, thanks to the prayers of the 
Hermit Macedonios, he received undoubtedly from his mother before his 
fi rst Christian education, an early initiation into Scripture, of which we can 
get an idea from John Chrysostom’s treatise, On Vainglory and the Education 
of Youth. From his earliest years he accompanied this very pious mother in 
frequent visits she made to the solitaries around Antioch, of whose lives he 
will later come to write (Rel. Hist. IX, ). Of these unusual men scripture was 
very oft en the only book and the whole of their culture. If they sometimes 
took the child on their knees while giving him bread or grapes to eat (Hist. 
Phil. IX, ), we can imagine their recounting to him this or that biblical story, 
to instruct or delight him, and making him taste already the beauty of the 
psalms. Th e liturgy, in which he participated with his parents, must have 
made him familiar little by little with many scriptural texts, and if he did not 
understand everything in the homilies explaining them he could count on 
his mother’s or father’s explanations once they had all returned home. In any 
case, very early, around the age of sixteen, he exercised the functions of lector, 
a fact that would tend to prove that he already had a good knowledge of the 
scriptures (Hist. Phil. XII, ). Th is man who makes only rare disclosures about 
his secular and religious upbringing nevertheless declares in the preface of 
his Commentary on Daniel that he has been nourished on scripture from his 

. In this treatise (SC ), the author especially urges parents to tell their chil-
dren edifying stories drawn from Scripture and adapted to their capabilities (# ), 
and to bring them to church where they can hear these stories anew and recognize 
them (# ); in this way Scripture will become familiar to them.
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early youth (paidothen) and has entered into its meaning with the help of 
the commentaries of the Fathers that he was able to read (PG ,  A). 
On this point we should be inclined to trust him.

b) Th e Monastic Experience (–). Th eodoret’s knowledge of scrip-
ture and training as a future exegete, due to the reading of patristic com-
mentaries, were undoubedly acquired during the eight or ten years which 
he spent in a monastery of Apamene at Nikertai (ep. , p.  and , p. ). 
It was there that he withdrew at the death of his parents, aft er he had sold 
all his goods and renounced the world (ep. , p. ), and it was there that 
he will wish to return at the time of his exile aft er his deposition (ep. , p. 
). If many hermits and monks were unlearned, the reading and explana-
tion of scripture constituted for others an important activity. Th is seems 
to have been the case in the monastery where Th eodoret stayed before his 
accession to the episcopate.Moreover, the short distance between Nikertai 
and Apamea allowed frequent encounters during those years with the 
bishop of the place, Polychronios (d. before ), the brother of Th eodore 
of Mopsuestia, and like him an exegete of renown. Without going so far as 
to say that Th eodoret owes him his vocation as an exegete, we might venture 
that he could have found in this representative of the exegesis of Antioch a 
fi rst “master.” We are reduced to suppositions about this, but Th eodoret’s stay 
in his monastery of Nikertai was undoubtedly a period of intense intellectual 
activity which helped him to acquire the vast culture and erudition to which 
most of his works give witness. Th is very likely explains his nomination as 
bishop of Cyrus in  at the age of thirty.

. Th e Exegetical Work

Th e fi rst years of his episcopate were, it seems, especially devoted to fi ghting 
against the numerous heretics of his diocese, Arians for the most part, but 
also Marcionites and Manicheans. By preaching, controversy, and the writ-

. Certain monks were completely without learning and even seem not to have 
anything but the slightest acquaintance with the Scriptures, such as that Mace donios 
whom Th eodoret frequently visited with his mother (Hist. Phil. XIII, ). Others, in 
contrast, spent a great portion of their time in reciting the psalms (ibid., II; XVII, ), 
in reading the Scriptures, even at night (ibid. III, ), even in com menting on  obscure 
passages in them (ibid., IV, ). Certain ones were learned enough to be able to ex-
change with Th eodoret “long conversations about philosophy” (ibid., XX, ) or, as 
James to assist at a council (ibid., I, ).
. Cf. Hist. Phil. III, . On this see P. Canivet, MST # , p.  and passim for 
every thing that concerns that period of the life of Th eodoret.
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ing of numerous polemical treatises, now lost, Th eodoret declares that he 
has succeeded in a few years in bringing all these Christians to orthodoxy 
(ep., ff .). Biblical exegesis must certainly have had a large place in these 
dogmatic controversies, each one likely using scriptural fl orilegia and trying 
to prove to the other the falseness of his interpretation. In any case, the com-
mentaries of Th edoret attest that the heretics themselves called on a certain 
number of scriptural passages on which to base their conceptions. And it 
is above all to these contested verses that the exegete is solicitous to give an 
orthodox interpretation, either in destroying in advance any other interpre-
tation, or in a more openly polemical manner in showing that the reading 
made by the heretics is tinged with dishonesty or fallaciousness. Th e odds 
are strongly in favor that in these fi rst treatises against Arian, Macedonian, 
or Apollinarian heretics, he invited his adversaries to a close examination 
of the inspired text, the choice of terms or the order of the words, exactly as 
he does in his commentaries.

Shortly aft er these various polemical writings, Th eodoret wrote an im-
portant treatise on the Trinity and the Incarnation, a sensitive subject on 
the eve of the Nestorian crisis and of the confrontation of the Easterners 
with Cyril of Alexandria at the council of Ephesus (). Th ere also the 
argumentation passes through a close examination of a certain number 
of scriptural texts, especially of the Gospel of Luke and the Epistle to the 
Hebrews. Up to the Act of Union (), of which he was one of the prin-
cipal architects along with Andrew of Samosata, Th eodoret is mobilized 
by this confl ict. Th is is one of the reasons leading to assigning to aft er  
the redaction of all his exegetical commentaries. Th is is not to say that he 
did not collect before this date the material for certain of their number. He 
could for some time—during the years spent at Nikertai—have accumulated 
notes, put together documentation, assembled “fi les.” Still, it is doubtful that 
any of these commentaries had seen the light of day before the council of 
Ephesus. Th e chief argument in favor of a date later that  is drawn from 
internal criticism and rests on an examination of the Christological vocabu-
lary: aft er the council of Ephesus, as has been well shown by M. Richard, 

. Long attributed to Cyril of Alexandria and published among his works by 
Cardinal A. Mai, and reproduced by Migne (PG ), this treatise has been restored 
to Th eodoret in a defi nitive way by E. Schwartz, Zur Schrift stellerei Th eodorets, 
Munich, ; see M. Richard, “Les citations de Th éodoret conservées dans la 
chaîne de Nicétas sur l’évangile selon saint Luc,” RB  (): – (= Opera 
Minora II, n. ).
. M. Richard, “Notes sur l’évolution doctrinale.”
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Th eodoret seems, in fact, to have given up using a concrete vocabulary to 
designate the two natures of Christ, which could lend credit to the idea that 
he distinguished two persons in him: God and man. Th us the doctrinal de-
bate in which he was engaged with Cyril would have progressively led him 
to recognize the ambiguity of this formulation and abandon it in exclusive 
favor of abstract formulas, which were themselves well familiar to him since 
before the council of Ephesus.

From the indications drawn from his commentaries, it appears that he ex-
plained successively the Song of Songs, the prophecies of Daniel, Ezekiel, and 
the twelve minor prophets, the Psalter and the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah. 
He would like to have begun his exegetical career with an explanation of the 
Psalter, he confesses in the preface to his commentary, for the very reason 
of the place held by the psalms in the Christian life, that of laypeople as 
that of monks. Th is would have been to follow in this the example of 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia, and perhaps that of Diodore. But, if we are to 
believe him, various requests or friendly pressures obliged him to put off  this 
project and to devote himself fi rst to other commentaries of the ot:

I had the wish to interpret the prophecy of the great David before the 
other divine oracles, for the children of piety, whether they live in the 
city or the country, are especially attentive to this prophecy. Especially 
those who have embraced the monastic life have it day and night on 
their lips. . . . But this wish that was ours did not fi nd its achievement: 
those who asked us about the interpretation of the other divine scrip-
tures did not allow it. In fact, some entreated for an explanation of 
the Song of Songs, others desired to know the prophecy of “the man 
of desires;” others endeavored to have presented to them clearly and 
limpidly the predictions of the inspired Ezekiel, and others those of 
the twelve prophets, which are wrapped in obscurity. And now that 
the God of the universe . . . has allowed us to complete in full the inter-
pretation of these divine books whose author he is, let us proceed! Let 
us call on the divine grace . . . and approach as well this prophecy with 
confi dence! (PG ,  AB)

Th e four commentaries composed before that of the Psalter, referred to in 
this preface, were likely composed in the order mentioned. It is certain, in 
turn, that the Commentary on Daniel was the fi rst of all Th eodoret’s com-
mentaries on the prophets, since its preface justifi es a choice which might 

. We know from Th eodore himself that his commentary on the psalms was his 
fi rst work of exegesis, cf. Facundus of Hermiane, Pro defensione trium capitulorum 
III, , #– (CCSL  A, p. ).
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be surprising, in the measure that it was the rule in the east to begin with an 
explanation of the minor prophets and then to follow the order of the Greek 
Bible (PG ,  D– A). We also know for sure that his Commentary 
on Jeremiah completes his exegesis of the prophetic writings (PG ,  B), 
and was preceded by the Commentary on Isaiah (In Is. praef., –).

If the preface of the In Psal. is to be believed, Th eodoret would have written 
the majority of these commentaries to answer the requests addressed to him 
by friends desirous of penetrating the meaning of the scriptures. Certainly 
the reason advanced was not purely rhetorical, since the Commentary on the 
Canticle was in fact requested by Bishop John of Germanicia (PG ,  AB), 
and the Quaestiones by a certain Hypatios (FM I, p. ,  s.; FM II, p. , ff .), 
but it would nevertheless be imprudent to make this the only justifi cation 
for his undertaking. Should we really believe Th eodoret when he states that 
he had no intention of commenting on the prophecy of Jeremiah because 
of its clarity, and only yielded in the end to the express demands of some 
friends (PG ,  A)? We are allowed to doubt that this was the only reason 
that pushed him to undertake this work. At the end of the preface of the 
Commentary on Isaiah, while noting that he has up to that point explained 
all the prophets with the exception of Jeremiah, does he not indicate, in fact, 
that his intention is to complete this cycle of prophetic commentaries (In 
Is. praef., –)? And does he not have any satisfaction in being able to say, 
at the end of the In Ier., that with this work he “left  no prophecy without a 
commentary” (PG ,  B)? Th us in the manner of many other exegetes 
who preceded him, there is scarcely any doubt that Th eodoret wanted to 
give a complete interpretation of the prophetic cycle.

Of the other ot books he has given no formal commentaries; but in 
the last years of his life, perhaps aft er the council of Chalcedon (), at the 
request of his “very dear son Hypatios,” he drew up a series of Questions on 
Scripture, intending to explain certain diffi  cult passages of the Octateuch, 
then Kings and Chronicles. Th is work is the only one of his exegetical writings 
to mention his Commentary on the Epistles of Paul (Quaest. in Lev. , FM I, 
p. , –), considered for that reason as subsequent to his commentaries 
on the ot. It is very regrettable that we cannot date with more exactness the 
two letters he addresses to an anonymous correspondent to whom he had 
sent his commentary on Paul to look over and whom he thanks for having 
found some merit in his work (ep.  and ). On the other hand, two other 
letters of the same collection (ep.  and ), which can be dated with 
greater certitude, allow us to affi  rm that at the end of the year , Th eodoret 
had fi nished the redaction of all his commentaries, with the exception of 
the Quaestiones. So that he might present them as manifest proof of an 



 Nine Th e Fourth- and Fift h-Century Greek Christian Literature

orthodoxy which is not occasional or dictated by fear, these commentaries, 
including the one on the epistles of Paul, had to be in circulation for some 
time. Between  and /, Th eodoret probably composed the greater 
part of his exegetical work. We cannot be more precise than this. Th e indi-
cations provided by correspondence are hard to interpret. In his Letter  
to Eusebius of Ancyra, Th eodoret can very well list his works by declaring 
that some were written before the council of Ephesus and others aft er, “up to 
twelve years,” and to try in his Letter  to Pope Leo to specify the number 
of years elapsed since their redaction, but every attempt to establish an exact 
correspondance between the works mentioned and these bits of chronology 
can be very chancy: the order and content of the enumeration varies from 
one letter to another, and the mention of the number of years aims above 
all to establish the antiquity of his orthodoxy. It does not seem that we can 
accord any more credibility to the numbered estimate given by two com-
mentaries of the time elapsed since the destruction of the Temple up to 
their redaction: the dates we arrive at would contradict the testimony of the 
correspondence and oblige us to extend too far the life of Th eodore, who died 
probably in –. On the other hand, we may receive more help from 
the probable allusions, in his Commentary on Ezekiel (PG ,  BC), to the 
attack of the Huns against the empire in , and in his Commentary on the 
Psalms (PG ,  BC), to the invasion of the Persians in . If we accept 
this outlook, these commentaries would thus be respectively subsequent to 
these two dates. Consequently, the interpretation of the Canticle, the proph-
ecies of Daniel, Ezekiel, and the minor prophets would fi t in between  
and ; that of the Psalter, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and the epistles of Paul, would 
form between  and  a second group of commentaries, the exegete’s 
career fi nishing off  with the Quaestiones aft er , at a time when he declares 
himself to be weakened by sickness and age (FM I, p. , –).

Naturally, the place accorded by Th eodoret to scripture cannot be limited 
to his exegetical works alone. In fact, he never ceases to invoke its authority 

. In Is. , – and Quaest. in Deut. (FM I, p. , ); another estimate of 
the same type is found in In Dan. (PG ,  A and  B). Each of these dat-
ings would lead us to place the death of Th eodoret around .
. See Y. Azéma, “Sur la date de la mort de Th éodoret de Cyr,” Pallas  (): 
–.
. See on this matter J.-N. Guinot, L’Exégèse de Th éodoret, –; M. Brok, 
“Touchant la date du Commentaire sur le Psautier de Th éodoret de Cyr,” RHE  
(): –.
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and to base his argumentation on it, whether as apologist with his Th erapeutic 
for Greek Illnesses or as theologian with his treatise On the Trinity and the 
Incarnation or as polemicist with the Eranistes.

ii. The Exegetical Heritage of Theodoret

Like his contemporary Cyril of Alexandria, Th eodoret is one of the last great 
exegetes of the Greek language; aft er them comes the time of compilers and 
makers of catenas. On the basis of that fact he is the heir of a long tradition 
of scriptural interpretation, and his commentaries owe much to those of his 
predecessors. In general he does not seek to hide his borrowings; instead, 
he lays claim to that patristic heritage as his own, both to silence those 
who would reproach him for the little personal inventiveness he shows, or 
who would accuse him of plagiarism, and by the same token to situate his 
exegesis in the grain of a patristic tradition which confers legitimacy (In 
Cant., PG , C). Without any doubt he brings in a good bit of rhetoric in 
the humility of his prefatory declarations, and for having forgotten it rather 
quickly, certain people have seen in Th eodoret only a pallid imitator of the 
exegetes who preceded him. Still, even in the prefaces which contribute the 
most to forward this idea, his commentaries on the twelve minor prophets 
or the Epistles of Paul, Th eodoret strives to justify his undertaking and to 
give reasons which led him to off er an explanation of these texts aft er so 
many others had done so.He does this with all the more reason and with 
greater polemical force in the preface of his commentaries on the Canticle 
and the Psalter.Naturally, as with all the ancients, he never openly discloses 
his sources, and if he is dealing with the interpretation of other exegetes to 
contest it or to take it up for his own purposes he always uses the indefi nite 
pronoun tines (“certain ones,” “some”). Th is conventional plural should not 
deceive us: each tines ordinarily refers to a single exegete. Moreover, these 

. Cf. PG ,  B- D and PG ,  A- B: each one has to bring his 
stone in the construction of the building and benefi ts from the light of the Spirit for 
this; the wish to give in a single book the commentary on all the minor prophets 
and of the Apostle, in the measure where brevity can seduce even the most indolent 
readers.
. In the preface of In Cant. (PG , –) he intends to contest the opinion of 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia and of those like him who refuse any inspired character to 
the Canticle, and in the preface of In Psal. (PG ,  C) he opposes the exclusively 
ot interpretation of Diodore and of Th eodore.
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models can also make him know the interpretation of other exegetes and 
dispense him from having recourse to the original: the tines then is nothing 
but a second-hand reference. As this type of reference is relatively frequent in 
his commentaries and it is possible in many cases to identify with certitude 
the exegete whose interpretation Th eodoret is reporting, we can arrive at a 
rather exact idea of his readings and of his method of work.

. Th e Heritage of the Old Antiochians

From the evidence he must have consulted fi rst of all the commentaries of 
the great exegetes of Antioch and to have formed himself in their school. His 
monastery of Nikertai probably possessed the works of Diodore of Tarsus, 
the master of Th eodore of Mopsuestia and John Chrysostom, and it would 
be surprising if Polychronios of Apamea did not speak of him, if in fact 
they were in contact during this period. Did he ever meet Th eodore, whose 
reputation as an exegete was so great in the east that he was surnamed “Th e 
Interpreter?” It is not certain, even if the chronology presents no problem. 
But books circulated, and great care was taken very early to preserve the 
work of these masters of Antiochian exegesis.

We have only to compare the preface of the commentary of Th eodoret 
On the Psalms with that of Diodore to realize that he has the latter’s com-
mentary before his eyes and that his exegetical choices proceed in part from 
the critical reading that he is making of it. With regard to the master’s in-
terpretation his dependence is in any case much less than that of Th eodore, 
whose commentary he may well also have consulted, even if as the author 
admits this youthful work was still very imperfect; on the other hand, it 
is certain that he is using Th eodore’s commentary when he puts together 
his own on the twelve minor prophets, since he contests many of his ot in-
terpretations. Certain indications of the same nature allow us to think that 
he also read his commentaries on the four great prophets, but their disap-
pearance prevents us today from having indisputable proof of this. But we 

. See our article, “L’In Psalmos de Th éodoret.”
. Th e judgment of Th eodore of Mopsuestia on this fi rst commentary is known 
to us through Facundus of Hermiane (see n. ); cf. Le Commentaire de Th éodore de 
Mopsueste sur les Psaumes (I–LXXX), Vatican City , ed. R. Devreesse, p. IX.
. In the same way, we think, there is an evident kinship between his rejection of 
the Judaizing interpretations of Th eodore in his In XII proph. and also of the same 
type of interpretation in his In Is.; see our study, “La cristallisation d’un diff érend,” 
–.
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can establish for sure that his Commentary on the Epistles of Paul is largely 
dependent on the interpretations of Th eodore and of John Chrysostom, 
of whom he modestly calls himself a pale emulator and whom he deems 
with admiration, “the torches of the universe:”

I know that I will not escape slanderous tongues when I undertake 
to interpret the teaching of the divine Paul; rather I may be accused 
of conceit and boldness when I dare to approach in the wake of the 
torches of the universe the interpretation of the Apostle. Still, I will set 
out, not trusting in my own strength but imploring the help of  divine 
grace, to bring out the depth of the Apostle’s wisdom and to strip 
away the veils of the letter from it in order to off er to those who wish 
to have a share in it the benefi t which is already there. . . . Th us there 
is nothing incongruous for us too, like mosquitoes in company with 
those wonderful bees, to make the apostolic meadows echo with buzz-
ing. (PG , A–A)

Finally, even though the preface of his Questions on Scripture acknowledges 
no borrowing, it is clear that the Questions of Diodore are here his main 
source of information, as those of Eusebius of Emesa were for the latter. Th e 
Antiochian anchorage of Th eodoret’s exegesis is thus manifest. If the way in 
which he contests on certain points the exegesis of his predecessors is oft en 
the most evident sign that he had read their commentaries, we measure as 
well, each time the comparison is possible, everything his interpretation owes 
to theirs, and especially through them the knowledge of other exegeses.

. Th e heritage of Origen and Eusebius of Caesarea

Nevertheless, Th eodoret was not content with second-hand information 
provided to him by Antiochian commentaries to which he had access. In the 
preface to his Commentary on the Psalms he declares, in fact, that he sought to 
know diff erent forms of exegesis and read, besides the too narrowly historical 
commentaries of his Antiochian masters, other commentaries excessively 
given over to allegory (PG , C). Th ose of Origen come immediately 
to mind. But is it very reasonable to think that someone who is Antiochian 
in training, warned against Alexandrian allegory, and Origen’s in particular, 
could have succeeded aft er many diffi  culties in procuring the voluminous 

. Th is dependence of Th eodoret on Th eodore and John Chrysostom is well 
proven by the numerous connections brought out by H. B. Swete in his edition of 
Th eodore’s commentaries on the Pauline letters (In epistolas b. Pauli commentarii, 
Cambridge, –); see also our study, L’Exégèse de Th édoret, p. ff .
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commentaries of Origen on the Psalter or the prophets? We do not believe 
this. Th e single case where we can verify a close connection between Origen’s 
interpretation and Th eodoret’s is that of the Song of Songs: and here we 
can emphasize that Th eodoret completely separates from Origen by refusing 
to recognize any literal sense whatever to the Song, surely an irony for an 
Antiochian. But the case of the Song is perhaps a special one to the extent 
that Origen’s exegesis settled for subsequent patristic tradition a symbolic and 
mystical interpretation which could be challenged only by as independent a 
mind as Th eodore of Mopsuestia knew how to be. In any case, in what con-
cerns the other commentaries, no possible comparisons with Origen allow us 
to believe that Th eodoret ever held in his hands the former’s commentaries 
or homilies. If he echoes an interpretation of Origen he probably knows 
it only indirectly, thanks sometimes to his Antiochian models who most 
oft en contest it, but especially to Eusebius of Caesarea, whose commentaries 
seem to have exerted a great infl uence on him, and to a certain extent as a 
counterbalance to theirs.

Th is infl uence of Eusebius is verifi ed especially in the commentaries 
On Isaiah and On the Psalms. It is a good bet that the commentaries on the 
Psalter, which Th eodoret claims to have read and whose excessive allegory he 
deplores, can be traced to that of Eusebius and what he makes him learn of 
Origen’s interpretation. Of no importance is the fact that in this commentary 
the place accorded by Eusebius to the allegorical reading is not at all exces-
sive and that the attention focused on the letter of the text is even greater 
than in his previous exegetical works. An exegete who comes from the 
orbit of Antioch is expected to denounce the allegory of the Alexandrians, 
especially if he intends, like Th eodoret, to contest above all the ot exegesis 
of the Psalter given by the great representatives of Antiochian exegesis. 
Such declarations cannot make us doubt the debt he owes Eusebius, whose 
Commentary on Isaiah he also made use of, even if the preface of his com-
mentary makes no mention of the exegesis of his predecessors. Now in this 
case again, Eusebius is aided by Origen’s commentary to compose his own, 
as is proved by many exact references to the Alexandrian’s work. Finally, it 

. See M. Simonetti, “Teodoreto e Origene sul Cantico dei Cantici.”
. See our article, “Th éodoret a-t-il lu les homélies d’Origène sur l’Ancien Tes-
tament?” and our study, L’Exégèse de Th éodoret, ff .
. On this point see C. Curti, “La terminologia esegetica nei Commentarii in 
Psalmos di Eusebio di Cesarea,” in La Terminologia esegetica nell’antichità, Bari , 
–.
. In reference to the text of Isaiah Eusebius mentions in particular the place 
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is also from Eusebius and his Demonstratio evangelica that Th eodoret most 
certainly borrows a large part of his argumentation and his information to 
explain the prophecy of the “ weeks” (Dn , –) in his Commentary on 
Daniel. He also undoubtedly fi nds in his Chronicle and his Onomasticon 
more than one precious bit of information for the explication of the scrip-
tural text. Th us his frequent resorting to the work of Eusebius seems to have 
played an important role in his hermeneutical practice and more broadly in 
the working out of the larger orientations of his exegesis.

. Other sources

Beyond the commentaries of Eusebius and those of his masters of Antiochian 
exegesis, especially Diodore of Tarsus and Th eodore of Mop suestia, but also 
John Chrysostom, it is possible that Th eodoret went from time to time to 
draw from other wells. Th us his correspondence (ep. ) furnishes us with 
the proof that he read the writing of Cyril On the Scapegoat, and that his 
own interpretation of the rite in his Quaestiones bears the trace of this read-
ing. Th e Nestorian crisis, inducing the two protagonists to a reciprocal 
examination of their writings on the doctrinal level, allows us to think that 
his contact with Cyril’s exegesis could have been very broad. However, the 
links of dependence that can be glimpsed between their commentaries on 
Isaiah or the minor prophets are neither very numerous nor very close. Th e 
fullness of Cyril’s commentaries, notably on the minor prophets, was very 
likely little suited to Th eodoret’s taste. On the other hand while his interpre-
tation sometimes seems to approach that of Didymus the Blind, Eusebius of 
Emesa, Severian of Gabala, or even that of Jerome, it is diffi  cult to believe 
in direct borrowings. Finally we can add that he could have made use of 
Flavius Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities, notably at the time of the redaction of his 
Quaestiones. Th is cannot be stated for certain for in his Commentary on Daniel 
everything seems to indicate that his references to the work of Josephus are 
second hand, borrowed from the Demonstration of Eusebius.

In the majority of cases Th eodoret likely uses only one or two models: 
a commentary of Diodore or Th eodore, or another of Eusebius of Caesarea. 
It is through them that he comes to know other exegeses which dispense 

where the diff erent tomes of Origen’s commentary left  off ; see Eusebius, Der 
Jesajakommentar, ed. J. Ziegler, Eus. Werke IX, , Introd., XXXII–XXXIV.
. See our article, “Th éodoret imitateur d’Eusèbe.”
. See our article, “L’exégèse du bouc émissaire.”
. See our article, “Th éodoret imitateur d’Eusèbe,” ff .
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him from having to consult numerous commentaries, a process both dif-
fi cult and onerous.

iii. Analysis of the Exegetical Method

. Th e method in operation

In the fi ft h century, Th eodoret certainly did not have to invent an exegetical 
method. To explain scripture by scripture, as to explain Homer by Homer, 
had long been a recognized hermeneutical principle affi  rmed from Antioch 
to Alexandria. With Origen and all the exegetes on the strong authority of 
Paul ( Tm :), Th eodoret considers scripture as wholly inspired: every-
thing in it has a meaning, nothing in it is without usefulness, everything is 
moral and bearer of a salutary teaching, everything in it is coherent beyond 
apparent contradictions. Within the commentary the role of the quotations is 
precisely to bring out this coherence—“the symphony of the scriptures”—as 
well as to explain a diffi  cult verse with the help of illuminating parallels. As 
the work of a single Spirit the unity of scripture, Old and New Testaments, 
is therefore a presupposition which governs its whole interpretation. He 
is no less aware that the setting up of the prophetic collections has some-
times upset the primitive order of the oracles and scrambled the chronol-
ogy. Th is is especially true in the case of the Psalter (PG ,  A) or the 
Epistles of Paul:

Th e blessed Paul wrote fourteen epistles, but the order they take up 
in the books was not determined by him, in my opinion. In the same 
way, the divine David composed the holy psalms under the sway of 
the inspiration he had received from the most holy Spirit, but it was 
other persons who put them together later on as they saw fi t. Th ey 
surely give out the good spiritual odor, but do not respect chrono-
logical order. In the same way is this the case, as we can see, that the 
epistles of the Apostle in question were collected. (PG ,  B)

Th us it is the task of the exegete to take into account this work of the “editors” 
to bring out, beyond an apparent disorder, the akolouthia of scripture and in 
this way to shut the mouths of its detractors who emphasize its incoherences. 

. See A. Viciano, “Homeron ex Homerou saphenizein. Principios hermenéuticos 
de Teodoreto de Ciro en su comentario a las epistolas paulinas,” ScrTh   (), 
–; C. Schäublin, Untersuchungen zu Methode und Herkunft  der antiochenischen 
Exegese, Cologne and Bonn , –.
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Th is said, while recognizing that the fl ow of ideas in the prophetic discourse 
does not always adopt a logical order and that its structure is freer than any 
narrative text, he generally refuses to lay this lack of logic to the prophet’s 
account or seek to justify the order adopted. When two prophecies do not 
seem to have any link between them despite their proximity, as in Is :– 
the announcement of the new law, the Gospel, immediately followed by the 
prediction of the return to Babylon, the responsibility for this incongruity 
falls on the editors of Isaiah and not on the prophet:

We should know that these announcements were not made at the 
same time, but that the former date from a certain time and the latter 
from another, and they were brought together later on to form a single 
book. (In Is. , –)

Correspondingly, we should not be surprised of the presence in Is : of a 
second preamble which seems to repeat the one in Is :; it is only the sign 
that the two revelations happended at two diff erent times (In Is , –). In the 
same way, we should not consider chapters - of Isaiah as adventitious 
on the basis that the account of Sennacherib’s invasion and the miraculous 
deliverance of Jerusalem can also be read in the fourth book of Kings. By 
including this narration of events in his prophecy, the prophet wants to 
underscore the truthful character of all his oracles: “Just as the declarations 
related to Sennacherib ended in being fulfi lled, all the other prophecies 
that he uttered will be equally brought to their realization” (In Is , –). 
Th is defi nitively conveys a profoundly unitary conception of scripture 
which Th eodoret shares in fact with the whole of the patristic tradition and 
which obviously forbids him from imagining that Isaiah cannot help but 
be the single author of the prophecy that bears his name, or Moses that of 
the Pentateuch. Likewise, David’s ascription of all the psalms is in his eyes 
the most likely hypothesis, whatever Origen or Eusebius may have said; but 
if he shows himself to be less categorical on this point than Diodore it is be-
cause he judges such a discussion as decidedly secondary, since their one and 
veritable author is the Holy Spirit (PG ,  C). Th is explains the respect 
he has for the text of scripture in the lxx translation, which he regards as 
inspired as is the original. Certainly it happens that he notices some awkward 
renderings of the Hebrew, the consequence of the translators’ too scrupulous 
fi delity to their model, or mistakes due to copyists. But when his version 

. On these renderings of the Hebrew as a source of obscurity cf. In Cant., 
PG ,  AB); Quaest. in Reg., praef., FM II, p. , –. Only on three occasions 
does Th eodoret bring out or presume material mistakes due to the negligence of 
 copyists: In Ion. PG ,  CD; Quaest. in I Reg.  and in II Reg. , FM II, p. , 
–; , –.
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of the lxx presents an obscure or perplexing text, even diff erent from that 
of other versions, he tries every time to justify it, to explain it and show its 
coherence with the setting in which it fi ts. Also, he judges as blasphemous 
the attitude of those who would dare to add or subtract anything at all to 
or from it, even to correct it. For the same reason, to contest the inspired 
character of the Song under the pretext that it makes use of a profane and 
erotic vocabulary is to his eyes “to give evidence of audacity” with regard 
to the Holy Spirit, who is its inspirer (PG ,  A). It seems almost equally 
temerarious to suspect the validity of the titles of the psalms, for this is to 
call into question the status of the inspirired text which the lxx enjoys:

But since certain ones have even declared deceitful the titles of the 
psalms, I think it is necessary to express myself briefl y on this subject 
as well. For my part I think it is temerarious to reject the titles, which 
go back to the origin, to the time of Ptolemy, who reigned over Egypt 
aft er Alexander, and that all the seventy ancients translated into Greek 
as they did also for the rest of divine Scripture. Moreover, one hun-
dred and fi ft y years before their translation the admirable Ezra, fi lled 
with divine grace, reworked the holy books of which the carelessness 
of the Jews and the impiety of the Babylonians had previously car-
ried away into disappearance. Now if this latter, under the most holy 
Spirit’s working, restored these to memory, and if the former, surely 
enjoying divine inspiration, rendered them into Greek and also trans-
lated the titles as well as the rest of the divine scriptures, I think it is to 
prove one’s temerity and extreme audacity to declare them to be coun-
terfeit and to presume that one’s own opinions have more of wisdom 
than the active power of the Spirit. (PG , D–B)

To recognize in scripture the status of inspired text in each of its parts implies 
therefore a certain number of presuppositions of reading that Th eodoret 
shares with the whole of the patristic tradition, but which yet lead him 
sometimes to contest interpretations which tend, in his view, to call this 
inspiraion into question.

Th e primacy given to the literal sense
Th is said, the Antiochian milieu where his formation took place made him 
particularly attentive to the letter of the text and to its historical dimen-
sion, and by the same token cautioned him away from the allegory of the 
Alexandrians. If he condemns its abuse in certain exegetes, especially in the 
preface to his In Psal., he yet does it with less virulence than a Diodore of 
Tarsus and especially, it seems, to emphasize that he belongs to the “school of 
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Antioch,” at the very moment where he is challenging the exegesis, too literal 
in his eyes, of his Antiochian masters. Nevertheless, he remains basically 
faithful to the historical-literal method which guides their interpretation. 
Like them, he focuses fi rst of all on the letter of the text, to the punctuation, 
sometimes even to the accentuation, at the way of arranging the verses, or 
joining the stichs, and generally of everything that constitutes the schema of 
the text, that is, its literary structure, the type of discourse used, the style or 
tone adopted by the sacred author. What are we dealing with, an organized 
historical account or a prophetic oracle, with the breaks and the mixture of 
perspectives proper to it? Ought we to read this verse in the declarative or 
in the interrogative mode, interpret this ambiguous grammatical particle 
(mè) as the mark of negation or interrogation? Is the prophet expressing 
himself in the tone of irony, or reproach, or of exhortation? Th ese are so 
many questions that the exegete attempts to resolve to guide his reader in 
the deciphering of a sometimes diffi  cult or obscure text.

To arrive at that point, he has to proceed to a meticulous grammatical 
examination of the text, appeal to etymology or semantics to nail down the 
exact meaning of a word, distinguish homonyms, give the defi nition of rare 
or technical terms and also those which have dropped out of current us-
age. He also has to call attention to and explain a certain number of twists 
proper to the language of the lxx or of Paul, considered as “idioms” (idi-
oma)—that is, Hebraisms rendered into Greek by the translators—or simply 
as a stylistic “habit” (ethos). Th us this is the case, for example, in the lxx with 
the enallage of verbal tenses by virtue of which a past can have the value of 
a future or, less frequently, a future that of a past, or else of the particular 
value that aff ects certain temporal or fi nal conjunctions in Paul. An unusual 
syntactical turn, a diffi  cult construction, an abrupt change of subject, a rule 
of agreement not respected, a repetition, an apparent contradiction—all 
hold the exegete’s attention, not only because he seeks to render more im-
mediately intelligible the text on which he is commenting, but because this 
analysis of the letter allows him more than once to determine the purpose 
(skopos) of the scriptural text, to draw argument from it against heretics, or 
to base a dogmatic statement on it. And so it is not without interest in order 
to combat Arian positions to draw attention to the use Paul makes of the 
prepositions dia and ex:

Moreover he (Paul) teaches us at the same time that he is making an 
indistinct use of the prepositions. Here (I Cor :), in fact, he is using 
in speaking of the Father the preposition “by whom” (di’hou), that the 

. See our article, “L’In Psalmos de Th éodoret,” –.
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partisans of Arius and Eunomius refer to the Son. Now he would not 
have done this if, precisely, he had thought that the preposisiton “by 
whom” implied a lesser status than the preposition “from whom” (ex 
hou). (PG ,  A)

Or even on the order of the words alone:
In this way also ( Th es :) he denounces the blasphemy of Arius 
and Eunomius and clearly teaches that even the placing of the words 
does not indicate a diff erence in dignity. For here he has placed the 
Son before the Father, not to teach that the Son is greater than the 
Father but to show by this change of place their equality of rank. (PG 
,  A)

Th is analysis of the letter also plays a determining role in the oft en delicate 
identifi cation of the speakers (prosopa), especially in the case of a dialogue 
text as the Song or the psalms, to the extent that David can speak in his own 
name but also take the role of another by lending him his voice (ek prosopou). 
Th us this psalm of David will be placed in the mouth of the Jewish people 
deported to Babylon, this other one in that of King Hezekiah or Christ or 
yet another personage, since David’s prophecy, like that of Moses, embraces 
in Th eodoret’s view the whole history of Israel, from its beginnings to mes-
sianic times. Th e establishing of the literal sense, then, presumes beyond 
the properly philological task recourse to numerous disciplines, history and 
geography included, which play in this type of exegesis a preponderant role. 
To do this the exegete uses various instruments. Th us at numerous points 
he mentions, especially in his Questions on Kings and Chronicles, a type 
of glossary of Hebrew words (Hermeneia ton hebraikon onomaton), and 
probably searches from comparable works the meaning of a rare word or a 
precise defi nition, even as on this point he draws much information from 
the commentaries at his disposal. His work as a historian is without doubt 
made easier by consulting Histories, and that as geographer by the existence 
of Onomastica. Th e information he borrows from them to establish dating, 
dynastic succession, the chronology of events, the care he uses to identify 
places mentioned by Scripture, especially if their name has changed since 
biblical days, does not proceed so much from a taste for erudition as from 
the desire to show, written into the facts or in a very real geography, the 
veracity of the scriptural text.

. On the role of the explanation ek prosopou in the exegesis of the Antiochians 
see M.-J. Rondeau, Les Commentaires patristiques du Psautier (IIe–Ve siècles), vol. II, 
Exégèse prosopologique et théologique, OCA , Rome , –, –.
. In Is. , –; Quaest., FM II, , –; , –; , –; , –; , 
–; , –; , –.
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Another very frequent way to safeguard the letter of the text is an appeal 
to “custom” (ethos), to the extent that the divinely inspired Scripture is ex-
pressed in human language and refers to very concrete human behavior, some 
of which belongs to bygone ages or a particular society, and some is universal, 
belonging to all time. Th us the ruin of Niniveh in Zeph : is prophesied in 
terms that Th eodoret would understand in the proper sense:

“Every man that will pass by her will hiss and shake his fi sts.” In fact, 
most people are in the habit of hissing and shaking fi sts when trouble-
some things unexpectedly happen. (PG ,  C)

Th e fact that in his day it was the custom to address important personages 
with the title Lord allows him to hold that Daniel understands the one who 
appears to him only in that sense (Dn :): it is not necessary to conclude 
that he has seen God (PG ,  C). In the same way, Jacob’s action in 
anointing with oil the rock which he used as a pillow and which he had 
just set up as a memorial stone (Gen :) is explained with reference to a 
practice still in force in Syria in Th eodoret’s time:

Even today we can see this done by many women who believe in the 
Lord. In fact, they have the habit in the divine sanctuaries of anointing 
with oil the railing of the enclosures and tombs of the holy martyrs. 
(FM I, , ff .)

Just as there are stylistic patterns proper to scripture that the exegete must 
explain to take account of the text in its literality, the recourse to “custom,” 
that is, to practices or behavior said to be habitual to human beings in general 
or in a given milieu, thus becomes a veritable hermeneutical method from 
the very fact of its frequency. As with grammar or history, it more oft en than 
not has no other function than to preserve or justify the letter of the text.

His Antiochian formation most certainly contributed in reinforcing the 
attention Th eodoret gave to the letter, but his hermeneutical method also 
proceeds more broadly from that brought out by the Alexandrian gram-
marians. Aft er their example, his explanations not only include rhetoric, 
grammar, history, and other disciplines capable of clearing up the meaning 
of a given passage; they are also based on a critical analysis of the text of 
the lxx, just as their commentaries on Homer presumed the “fi xation” of a 
Homeric text, accompanied by critical marks and marginal annotations. On 
this point Th eodoret clearly separates himself from his Antiochian masters, 
who are in general little interested in textual criticism. Th e fact that he 

. In his Commentary on the Psalms, Diodore of Tarsus makes only very epi-
sodic reference to the versions (CCSG , XCIX–C, ed. J.-M. Olivier); Th eodore 
of Mopsuestia, who accords them an important place in his Commentary on the 
Psalms (ST , Vatican City , ed. R. Devreesse), takes no subsequent interest 
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considered the lxx as an inspired text whose authority prevails over other 
translations from the Hebrew did not prevent him from consulting, on a 
relatively regular basis, the versions of Aquila, Symmachus, and Th eodotion, 
and also to take into account the old Syriac version the Peshitta, because of 
its close kinship with the Hebrew text. He does not have the disdain that 
Th eodore of Mopsuestia expressed for it nor any real suspicion of other 
translators even if sometimes he does accuse them, with the whole of pa-
tristic tradition, of having volontarily denatured the meaning of the Hebrew 
text to prevent Christians from laying claim to it. Most of the time their 
versions, especially that of Symmachus, famous for its clarity, are brought in 
to shed light on the lxx, for whom they provided a sort of paraphrase, or 
to prove its correctness, to the extent that all the translators said the same 
thing, sometimes with diff erent words. Th ey are so to speak a fi rst level of 
his exegesis. Th is confrontation of versions with the lxx does not aim, in 
fact, to fi nd the textual form closest to the original Hebrew text—there is 
no hebraica veritas for Th eodoret as for Jerome—but to explain, illustrate, 
or justify the translation in use in the Churches. Th is is why, aft er having 
noted the variations that can exist between his Antiochian text and the other 
translations, or even the lxx in the Hexapla edition, he almost always strives 
to show that there is no contradiction or divergence between these diff erent 
textual forms, but rather a basic harmony. In any case, the lxx always has the 
last word, and while the exegete must compare its several copies (antigrapha) 
with each other, he generally accords preference to the one he is commenting 
on, the text in use in the Church of the region around Antioch. Despite the 

whatever in his exegetical works. Th e Commentary on Isaiah of John Chrysostom 
preserved in Greek (SC) off ers no reference to versions (as contrasted to the 
part handed on in Armenian under his name); his Homilies on the Psalms, on the 
other hand, make constant appeal to the versions but without designating their au-
thors other than by indefi nite pronouns (allos, alloi, heteros).
. Th eodore tends to think that Symmachus’ clarity is acquired at the price of a 
lesser fi delity to the Hebrew (In Psal., ST , , –,), and in his In XII proph. 
he expresses for the “Syrian” a profound disdain (In Hab. , ; In Soph. ,: ed. 
H. N. Sprenger, Wiesbaden , , – and , –, ). Like all the 
Fathers, Th eodoret can contest the “Judaizing” translations of Aquila, Symmachus, 
and Th eodotion in Is : (In Is. , –) or in Is : (ibid., , –), without 
ever manifesting any distrust or scorn toward them.
. Th us in Is : (In Is. , –), while Th eodoret remarks that “certain copies” 
do not include the words “It is Zion,” and that these words are also absent from the 
Hexapla text, the versions of Aquila, Symmachus, Th eodotion, and even the Hebrew, 
he nevertheless continues on with the interpretation of the text he has in hand.
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mention of the Hexapla, which makes of him a distant heir of Origen, the 
essence of his textual criticism seems to stem from the commentaries of his 
predecessors, notably those of Eusebius of Caesarea. But to explain that 
he is for us the only one to transmit certain readings of “other translators,” is 
it perhaps necessary to admit that he had at his disposal, at least for certain 
books, a copy of the Hexapla Septuagint? In any case it seems that he did 
have a glossed Bible which allowed him on many occasions to compare the 
text of the lxx with other versions.

Th e recognized importance of the fi gurative sense
If an analysis of the letter (gramma) generally leads to an interpretation 
according to the literal sense, it requires us also, in numerous cases, to pass 
beyond the “obvious sense,” to lift  the “veil” which covers it to reach the “hid-
den sense,” not to delay at the “surface” of the text, but to penetrate the depths 
of a meaning which conceals the density of the words. It is in proceeding 
to a precise analysis of the scriptural discourse, of its schema, of its stylistic 
particularities (idiomata), of its rhetorical structure that we can acquire the 
conviction that scripture is oft en expressed “in metaphor” (ek metaphoras) 
and speaks “a multitude of things in a fi gurative manner” (polla tropikos). 
Th eodoret amply develops these views in the preface of his Commentary 
on the Song of Songs, to refute the notion of those who refuse any inspired 
character to this text and consider it as a profane and dissolute writing:

In my reading of this work and its content—perfumes, kisses, thighs, 
stomach, navel, cheeks, eyes, lilies, apples, nard, stacten, myrrh, and 
everything of this nature—because of their ignorance of the modes 
of expression proper to divine scripture, they did not wish to go to 
the bottom of things, to go beyond the veil of the letter to reach the 
spirit and interior and, as in a mirror, to contemplate the Lord’s glory 
with unveiled faces; but for having understood these words in a carnal 
manner they were led into this discrediting. (PG ,  D– A)

What seems to him to be beyond question here he sees as verifi ed every-
where else in scripture in diff erent degrees. Th us to the explanation accord-
ing to the literal sense (kata rheton) there is oft en added an explanation 
 according to the fi gurative sense, in which case the exegete clearly points 
out the passing from one mode of interpretation to the next. Indeed, while 
the historico-critical sense is clearly weighty in its own right, recourse to the 

. On the sources of his textual criticism see our study, L’Exégèse de Th éodoret, 
ff .
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. Notably Ez :ff .; cf. In Is , –; , –.

fi gurative sense demands to be noted and sometimes justifi ed. For Th eodoret 
it is the adverb tropikos which generally indicates it, but he draws attention 
to it by indicating that “the text has also another meaning,” or “we should 
not stray from the truth” in understanding it diff erently, or even we should 
understand it diff erently “if we want to understand the exact meaning of the 
words.” Once the principle is established that scripture oft en makes use of a 
fi gurative language and again that there are in this area scriptural “habits,” it 
behooves the exegete to bring this to light. Th is is the reason for the numerous 
metaphorical equivalences provided by commentaries: God’s “hand” or “arm” 
signify his might, the “lion” or “eagle” designate the king, the “oak” or “cedar” 
or “cypress” those who are mighty, the “reins” secret thoughts, the “cup” or 
the “wine” punishment, and so forth. If almost all the words can, depending 
on their context, be given a metaphorical value, most of these equivalencies 
are codifi ed and consecrated by tradition. Th e exegete, then, has only to dig 
into a kind of repertory to provide himself with a key to the reading, as dif-
ferent glossaries help him to fi nd the exact defi nition or etymology. Th is also 
guarantees for his interpretation a real unity, for each term generally admits 
to only one metaphorical value. In the opposite case, the exegete must justify 
his choice. Th us, do we ordinarily understand “Lebanon” to be the nations and 
idol-worship, or even sometimes Jerusalem, as a certain number of scriptural 
references attest? As this example shows, biblical geography, whose reality 
the exegete wants to safeguard, is oft en paired with a symbolic geography. 
Between Lebanon or the desert or the sterile woods, symbols of the nations 
and idolatry, and the other, Carmel or watered and fruitful hills, symbols of 
Israel at the time of the Promise, there comes about with the incarnation a 
complete change which makes of the nations a new Israel.

Th e occasions the exegete has for recourse to the fi gurative sense are 
thus many, but his explanations do not always have the same import. Every 
time he points out in his text the use of a metaphor, image, parable, hyper-
bole, he attempts to qualify the passage as tropikos as opposed to the literal 
sense, he most oft en does nothing but bring out the fi rst sense of the text, 
and its only real meaning. Th e case is very diff erent when. next to a fi rst 
historico-literal meaning he adds a second, presented either as another pos-
sible reading which is not opposed by anything, as a deeper or more exact 
meaning which has his preference, or as the meaning that has to be adopted 
(noeteon) if the text is to be correctly understood. Th is second sense can be 
a spiritual sense (pneumatikos) as opposed to a “carnal” or “material” sense 
(sarkikos, somatikos), although this terminology does not appear much out-
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side the Sommentary on the Song. It is very oft en also a moral sense. But if 
Th eodoret frequently invites his reader to pass beyond the letter of the text, 
he practically never speaks of “anagogy,” only exceptionally of a “mystical” 
sense (mystikos), even less of “allegory.” Th is is not at all surprising for an 
Antiochian, especially since at that period, as Cyril’s commentaries prove, 
the word allegory is scarcely used even in the Alexandrian milieu. Actually, 
the term tropikos has for Th eodoret diff erent types of interpretation,some of 
which would well merit the name allegory. Th us his speculation on numbers 
in the Song (PG ,  A;  BC;  C–) or the precious stones in Is :
– (In Is. , –), and the Christological interpretation based on a 
symbolism of colors: red for the fl esh and human nature of Christ, luminous 
white his divine nature (In Cant. PG ,  D– B), or perfumes, incense 
and myrrh (ibid.,  C;  BD;  A), or the meaning given the term 
“light cloud” in Is : (In Is. , –) or to the word “quiver” in Is : 
(ibid., , –) to mean the human nature of Christ, while the “sword” 
would mean his divine nature, would not be surprising in Origen and there 
they would be certainly called allegory. In Th eodoret’s case, then, it becomes 
artifi cial to attempt to oppose the literal exegesis of the Antiochians to the 
allegorical exegesis of the Alexandrians, as has too oft en been done.

Th e role of typology
Th e strangeness, poverty, or incongruousness of the literal sense are usu-
ally the signal urging us to go beyond it in favor of a fi gurative sense which 
is richer or more in line with the internal logic of the scriptural narrative. 
But an examination of the letter of the text, subject to the test of history 
and hard facts is at the origin of yet another form of interpretation: the 
typological explanation. Th e idea is still to go beyond the fi rst meaning, 
not because it is ordinary or unworthy of God, but because it examines the 
scriptural letter only in a partial of imperfect manner. Based on the Pauline 
conception which makes the Old Testament a fi gure of the New (Gal :), 
the typological explanation off ers the advantage, to the eyes of Antiochian 
exegetes, of preserving the reality and historical dimension of the scriptural 
text. Unlike allegory, it does not propose a second meaning which would 
somehow come along to be subsituted for the fi rst, and in the end to empty 
it of meaning, but it off ers it rather as a way of prolongation and fulfi llment. 
Every prophecy which sees in the history of the Jewish people in the ot but 

. See A. Kerrigan, St. Cyril of Alexandria. Interpreter of the Old Testament 
(AnBib ), Rome , –.
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a partial fulfi llment, must necessarily fi nd in Christ, in the mystery of the 
Church or even at the end of time, a second fulfi llment which will bring 
it to complete fulfi llment and reveal its total truth. Th us it is essential for 
the exegete to determine precisely the “term” (telos, peras, ekbasis) of each 
prophecy, to subject its text to a rigorous grammatical and historical critique, 
since on the acknowledged “term” the recourse to a typological explanation 
depends or not. While the recognition of a literal sense, in competition with 
a fi gurative sense is sometimes only conceded, that of “type” or “fi gure” is 
here indispensable, otherwise we could not speak of typology but of alle-
gory. “To climb from fi gure to truth” thus assumes two successive steps of 
the same nature aiming to establish that one and the same prophecy was 
fulfi lled fi rst of all imperfectly in the ot and again completely in the New. 
this comes about by reason of precise rules. Between the “fi gure” or “type” 
and the “truth” or “antitype” there must exist a suffi  ciently broad similarity 
to justify the passing from one to the other, but also a diff erence of nature or 
degree: the “antitype” always goes beyond the “type,” that there is established 
the relation of the smallest to the biggest, the particular to the general, the 
material to the spiritual.

Th e binary structure on which this type of interpretation rests is gen-
erally emphasized by terminology. To the fulfi llment of the prophecy “in 
fi gure” (typikos, en typo, kata typos) there is contrasted fulfi llment “in truth” 
(alethos, en aletheia, kata ten aletheian). Oft en as well the exegete partially 
abandons this parallelism of terms to indicate in an even more insistent way 
that it fulfi lls the prophecy “truly and exactly” (alethos kai kurios, akribos) 
or in a “truer” or “more exact” way (alethesteron, akribesteron). With lesser 
frequency than the noun typos or the adverb typikos, the terms “image” (ei-
kon) or “shadow” (skia) are contrasted with truth or “archetype” (archetypon). 
Th e pictorial comparison, in fact, is oft en used by exegetes to justify this 
type of interpretation. Just as the sketch (skiographia) allows the painter a 
faint glimpse of the reality he seeks to grasp but must await the full reality 
of the canvas and the interplay of colors to have a clear view of it, the fi gure 
allows us only a glimpse of the ultimate truth of the prophecy. Or again, 
to see things from the prophet’s point of view, we can say that he proceeds 
like a painter who would ignore perspective and represent diff erent scenes 
on the same level:

Here again (Is :), the prediction includes three subjects at the same 
time: it prophesies, as in a sketch, the reconstruction of Jerusalem 
which took place under Cyrus and Darius; then as in a painting which 

. See our article, “La typologie comme système herméneutique,” –.
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highlights a rather large number of colors it also shows the more exact 
contours of truth, the splendor of holy Church; at the same time it 
makes us also see in advance the painting’s very original, that is, the 
future existence of the heavenly city. (In Is , –)

Th us what the prophet contemplates simultaneously (kata tauton), under the 
infl uence of prophetic grace, “spiritual contemplation” (pneumatike theoria), 
must be replaced by the exegete in a biblical perspective to bring out the 
diff erent levels. It is in this sense that Th eodoret comes to speak of “double 
prophecy” or “double meaning” to designate the two successive fulfi llments 
of the same pronouncement. We also recognize a typological interpretation 
when the exegete contrasts the obvious sense of the text (to procheiron noema, 
to phainomenon), represented by an ot reality with a sense which is “more 
exact and truer” (kurioteron kai alethesteron) discovered in the narrative of 
the nt. Sometimes he notes that a prophecy “applies better” (mallon harmot-
tei) or “fi ts better” (diapherontos prosekei) to this nt reality, so that the fi rst 
explanation which attaches to the ot is immediately seen as a fi gure. Like the 
recourse to the fi gurative sense, the typological explanation allows us to go 
beyond the “surface of the letter;” but while in the fi rst case there is a substi-
tution of one meaning for another, even if the fi gurative sense is sometimes 
the only true sense of the text, it is indispensable to recognize the reality and 
the truth, however partial, of the “type,” since only this element authorizes the 
search and discovery of an “antitype,” which represents the genuine fulfi llment 
(telos) of the prophecy, and thus of an even “truer” meaning.

. Th e broad orientations of Th eodoret’s exegesis

From the point of view of method and the principles that govern it, Th eo-
doret’s exegesis remains faithful to the wide options of Antiochian herme-
neutics. Th e attention he brings to the letter of the text, aided by grammatical 
and rhetorical analysis, the way in which he subjects it to the control of his-
tory or concrete realities stemming from geography or any other discipline, 
specifi c or universal human behavior, are a proof of this. On this point he 
can even be seen to be more demanding than Th eodore of Mopsuestia. For 
example, without refusing to see in the locusts spoken of by Joel (Jl : and 
:–), a fi gurative way of indicating the Assyrian invader and its cavalry, 
he considers that it is possible to understand the text in a literal sense of 
an invasion of locusts, in the measure where the morphology of this insect 
evokes in miniature that of the horse:

Now whoever looks carefully at a grasshopper’s head will see that it 
greatly resembles that of a horse. Moreover, it is eually possible to see 
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it fl y without owing anything to the swift ness of horses and easily 
leaping over mountains and plains. and especially jumping on stalks 
like a fl ame which devours stubble. Furthermore, one would say they 
were an army set up to go to war, whether by fl ying or moving ahead 
on land—for everything they do they do cohering to each other—and 
they resemble a troop of advancing soldiers by locking their shields to 
each other in a line of battle. (PG ,  BC)

Another example: if the identifi cation of the city of Tarshish, where Jonah 
tries to go, is in the end of very little interest to Th eodore it has on the con-
trary a great interest for Th eodoret, for there is only one solution for him 
which allows the text to keep its coherence and justifi es a departure from 
the port of Joppa, and that is that Tarshish has to be a way of designating 
Carthage (PG ,  BC). Th e discussions of a historical nature, whether 
to situate an event, identify a personage, or establish a chronology, especially 
if this leads to the recognition of a messianic dimension in the text, as in Dn 
:–, assumes in his eyes an equal importance. Th is desire to explain 
and preserve the letter of the text does not draw him along the road of a 
narrow and reductionist literalism or historicism, as is oft en the case with 
Diodore or Th eodore.

Nor does it lead him to restrain in his commentaries the share of fi gura-
tive interpretation. If John Chrysostom only recognizes its legitimacy to the 
degree that the scriptural text provides a posteriori an indisputable proof of 
it, by the translation into clear language of what has just been enunciated in 
a fi gurative manner, as in Is :–, Th eodoret on this point shows himself to 
be less formal. Th us, to illustrate their divergences of interpretation by a 
single example, he refuses to understand in its proper sense the accusation 
hurled by Isaiah (Is :) against the tavern-keepers who water down their 
wine: the prophet is concerned, he thinks, with those who denature the Law 
by intruding their own views onto it (In Is. , –). Not that Th eodoret 
preceeds to the examination of the text with less rigor; on the contrary, on 
many occasions it is this examination which proves the impossibility of 
the literal sense and invites him to choose the fi gurative sense. Th us in the 
oracle of Isaiah against Babylon, the geographical situation of that city belies 
the literal interpretaion of Is : (In Is. , –) given by certain exegetes. 
Generally concerned with preserving the literal sense—as the example of 

. See our article, “Th éodoret imitateur d’Eusèbe.”
. Cf. John Chrysostom, In Is. V, , – (SC ). Th is is why Th eodoret oft en 
notes by a saphos or saphesteron a return to the obvious sense aft er a fi gurative 
 interpretation.



 Th eodoret of Cyrus 

Jl : proves—he yet sometimes gives the impression of doing it as a con-
cession, and to accord to the fi gurative sense if not always a priority in the 
order of presentation of the diff erent possible senses of the text, at least a 
clear preference. Th e leaning toward this mode of interpretation, stronger 
with him than with other Antiochians, fi nds particular expression in his 
Commentary on the Song. No doubt this plea in favor of the fi gurative sense 
of Scripture is also vigorous because the exegete wants to contest the view 
of those who, with Th eodore of Mopsuestia, refuse to the Song the status of 
an inspired text. But this is probably not enough to explain why Th eodoret 
in turn denies it any profane or historical reality, while Origen himself took 
pains in his interpretation to safeguard the reality of the fabula. For him 
the text has but one sense, in the same was as the allegory of the eagle in Ez 
: just as no one hesitates to see in this eagle Nebuchadnezzar swooping 
on Jerusalem, the love dialogue of the Bridegroom and Bride can only be 
understood of Christ and his Church or the believing soul. Th is is the fi rst 
meaning of the text, its only meaning both historical and mystical.

Finally, in contrast with other Antiochians, who only have recourse to 
typological interpretation in a very limited number of cases, Th eodoret 
throws his exegesis wide open to this type of interpretation. It is not that 
he observes less than they do, or less scrupulously, the laws of functioning. 
On the contrary, it is oft en a more rigorous analysis of the letter of the text 
or of the historical reality that commands this choice. Th us is it impossible 
to refer Zech : to Zerubbabel, as Th eodore does, since he never bore the 
title of king, and no historical source attests that he came mounted on an 
“ass;” with Christ, on the contrary, the letter of the prophecy is found verifi ed 
(PG ,  AB). Both in the commentary on the Psalter and in that of the 
twelve minor prophets, typology plays a considerable role in Th eodoret, if we 
compare it to its position in Diodore or Th eodore. Th is helps to reinforce 
further the messianic and New testament character of his exegesis, while the 
exegetical purpose of the old Antiochians only exceptionally transcends the 
historical framework of the ot and the Maccabean period.

Th is is where we fi nd the real diff erence between his exegesis and theirs: 
the method used is the same, but the orientation is diff erent. In reducing as 
they do the number of messianic prophecies or fi gures they come to indulge 
in a “Judaizing” exegesis and to do violence to texts, as the allegorizers do 
in their own way: respect for the letter leads them to a narrow and in the 
end deceptive literalism. Th eodoret chooses a more open way, no doubt 

. On this point see the comparative tables in “La cristallisation d’un diff érend,” 
 and “L’In Psalmos de Th éodoret,” .
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suggested to him by the exegesis of Eusebius. Taking into account the letter 
of the text is no longer for him an iron collar imposed on exegesis; it is on 
the contrary oft en at the origin of a fi gurative or typological interpretation. 
But whatever interpretation is kept, it frequently leads him to recognize the 
messianic or nt character of a prophecy. In this matter Th eodoret keeps a 
defi nite distance from the other Antiochians whose ot exegesis he more than 
once contests: he will not have these “masters of piety” unduly provide arms 
to the Jews. So many of the prophecies referred by them to Zerubbabel and 
to the return from exile, or again to the Maccabees, are for him directly or 
fi guratively concerned with Christ or the Church. In his In XII proph., there 
is even something rather systematic in the manner in which he interprets 
in the typical sense the prophecies that Th eodore refers to Zerubbabel, and 
as messianic in a literal sense those he considers as fi gures.

Besides the infl uence of Eusebius of Caesarea, it is not impossible to think 
that the doctrinal debate tied to the Nestorian crisis contributed in some 
measure to accentuate the nt character of Th eodoret’s exegesis, and led him 
to a more Christic reading of scripture than that of his Antiochian predeces-
sors. Against the background of a rather traditional polemic directed against 
pagans, Jews, and heretics, he strives to set forth the scriptural basis of the 
dyophysite Christology defended by the East against Cyril of Alexandria and 
the supporters of the “one nature of the Logos-God” aft er the incarnation. To 
do this, he leans as much on the literal sense of the text as on its metaphori-
cal sense. But this he does without ever engaging in polemics with anyone 
else but Arians, who base their theory of a created and inferior God on 
verses of Scripture which seem to diminish the Son’s divinity by giving him 
the name of “servant” or “slave,” in showing him subject to fatigue, suff er-
ing, and dejection. To refute the Arian heresy, one had only to show that all 
these verses have reference to Christ’s humanity, as those bringing out his 
omnipotence or omniscience must be understood of his divinity.

Th is necessarily leads to a recognition in Christ of the existence of two 
distinct yet closely joined natures. Whatever his enemies may have said, 
this distinction of natures does not bring in for Th eodoret a distinction of 
persons, or the acknowledgement of “two Sons.” If for a period he used a 
concrete vocabulary—the man and the God—to emphasize this dyophysism, 

. Cf. In Dan., PG ,  B; In Ez., ibid.,  B;  A; In Mich., PG ,  
D– A;  A.
. See our article, “La cristillisation d’un diff érence,” .
. Curiously, the Christological theories of Apollinarius are practically never un-
der attack in his commentaries; cf. our article, “Présence d’Apollinaire.”
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by distinguishing clearly between “assuming Word” and “assumed man” he 
seems to have taken stock of its ambiguity and abandoned it aft er the council 
of Ephesus. In any case, he does not ever use it in his commentaries, and 
this as we have said is an argument which leads us to place their redaction 
aft er . In the same way, the union of the natures is there denoted by the 
term henosis, with no further precision, rather than synapheia, which could 
make one think of a mere conjunction and loose union. But we have only 
to note that several times, especially in commenting on the texts which refer 
to Christ’s passion, he affi  rms that the divine nature “appropriates for itself ” 
(oikeiousthai) the suff erings of the human nature, or that “one single per-
son” (hen prosopon) resuslts from the union of two natures, so that we can 
no longer with good faith suspect his Christology of Nestorianism. Th is is 
why, even if the term theotokos is practically absent from his commentaries, 
Th eodoret could demand to be examined on it (ep.  and ) to prove 
against those who were calumniating him and had obtained his deposition 
that he had never professed a separatist Christology. His exegesis, in any 
case, seems rather forcefully marked by the doctrinal positions of a com-
mitted theologian that he never ceased to be from the time of the council 
of Ephesus.

iv. Theodoret in the History of Exegesis

Th e numberless citations borrowed from the commentaries of Th eodoret 
from the composition of the fi rst exegetical Chains seem to attest that from an 
early period he enjoyed a great reputation as an exegete. In the ninth century 
the patriarch Photius considers him as one of the greatest exegetes of the 
Greek language and a diffi  cult model to equal; he judges him as superior to 
Hippolytus in his Commentary on Daniel, and fi nds in his style a clarity and 
concision lacking in a Th eodore of Mopsuestia or a Procopius of Gaza. Th e 
fact that practically the whole of his exegetical work has reached us allows 
us to think that the judgment of Photius has been widely shared for a long 
time. On the other hand, modern criticism has generally shown itself more 

. Cf. In Is. , – (Is :); Quaest. in Levit.  f M I, , –).
. In Is. , –; In Psal. PG ,  A; In epist. Pauli, PG ,  D; Quaest. 
in Gen.  (F M I, , –).
. Photius, Bibl., cod. –, ed. R. Henry, Coll. Byz., t. , Paris , –; cf. on 
Procopius of Gaza ibid., cod.  (p. ) and on Th eodore of Mopsuestia, ibid., cod. 
 (t. , p. ).
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severe toward him and has sometimes admitted to seeing him as little more 
than a compiler. Perhaps he has been ill served by his own declarations in the 
prefaces where he lays claim to the heritage of his predecessors, especially 
in that of his In XII proph.:

Just like those women who spun and wove the linens which others 
had brought to produce the adornments of the Tabernacle, so also 
have we collected from here and there what was felicitously expressed 
to weave from all this, with God’s help, a single work. (PG ,  B)

Taking these declarations literally would in fact be to recognize that this is 
the work method of a compiler. Yet we have only to read his commentaries 
to weigh how exaggerated is this judgment. Certainly if we were to compare 
him to Origen, Th eodoret is not an inspired exegete and seems, in fact, to 
lack any great personal inventiveness. As much could be said of the apologist 
and church historian that he was, or even as a theologian of the stature of 
Cyril. But once we admit that he is not a mind of the fi rst rank, that he has 
neither the talent nor the loft iness of views of an Origen, nor does he have 
the independence of character of a Th eodore of Mopsuestia, less careful 
than he of putting his exegetical choices in line with the whole of patristic 
tradition, we must recognize for him an important place in the history of 
exegesis when the era of the great commentators of scripture is closing and 
there is opening that of the chain-makers and compilers. At the end of the 
double tradition of Antioch and Alexandria which he brings together and 
makes his own, he intends despite everything to extend in his way and for 
his time the reading of scripture made by his forebears.

Because of the attention he brings to textual criticism in comparing the 
lxx with the other Greek versions of the Hebrew text and in comparing their 
copies, his commentaries constitute an essential feature for the knowledge of 
the history of these texts, in particular that of the “Antiochian text” on which 
they are based. Th ey also help us know the interpretations of other exegetes 
whose commentaries have since disappeared and of which we would know 
nothing if this heritage had not been collected and transmitted, either for 
purposes of support or contestation. Fianally, besides their properly exegeti-
cal interest, they allow us to illuminate the Christological debate of the fi ft h 
century and to weigh the place held in it by the recourse to scripture, which 
alone could give it a sure basis and authorize its formulas. In this respect 
we may declare that for Th eodoret as for Cyril exegesis aims less at deliver-
ing a moral or spiritual teaching than a dogmatic teaching, especially if we 
compare it with that of John Chrysostom in the previous century.

From the point of view of the history of exegesis, the chief interest 
of his work as an interpreter resides especially in that it off ers a vigorous 
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synthesis of the exegetical traditions of Antioch and Alexandria. In this it 
serves as something of a conclusion and fulfi llment. Th is exegesis, indeed, is 
situated equidistant from the excesses of an immoderate taste for allegory, 
on the Alexandrian side, and a too exclusive attachment to the letter on the 
Antiochian:

I have had occasion to read various commentaries and have found 
that some had recourse to allegory with little moderation, and that 
others placed prophecies in line with certain historical events in such 
a way that the prophecy spoke in favor of the Jews rather than in 
favor of the children of faith. And I thought that I would be well ad-
vised to avoid the want of measure on both sides. Everything that is 
appropriate for the events of ancient history has to be reported even 
now, but the predictions concerning our Master Christ, the Church 
formed from the nations, the manner of the evangelical life and the 
apostolic message, must not be assigned to others, as the Jews like to 
do. . . . Likewise, the witness of the facts is suffi  cient to guide towards 
the truth of the interpretation the feet of those who wish to discover 
it. (In Psal., praef., PG ,  C– A)

Th eodoret’s interpretation, then, preserves what to our eyes is soundest in 
Antiochian exegesis, its desire to keep the historical reality of the text and 
to give its letter a rational, even “scientifi c” explanation. But it is more open 
than that of the old Antiochians, no doubt under the infl uence of Eusebius 
and what he teaches him of Origen’s exegesis, to other ways of reading which 
in the end give him a general orientation very diff erent from theirs. While 
these show themselves very reticent in seeing the prophecies fulfi lled beyond 
the horizon of the ot, Th eodoret does not hesitate to go beyond the frame 
of this “Judaizing” exegesis to underscore their messianic and nt content. 
Th e recourse to typology plays in this respect a capital role, just as the ap-
peal to the fi gurative sense. But in many cases it is an analysis of the letter, 
more rigorous or better undertaken than that of the old Antiochians that 
allows Th eodoret to establish the messianic or Christological dimension of 
Scripture.

Finally, the clarity of language, the cleanness of unstudied style, and the 
relative brevity of the commentaries, if we compare them to Origen or even 
Cyril, have without doubt contributed to the survival of his exegetical work. 
His interpretation is in short to the image of the man that he was: it has 
something measured and balanced, and solid more than brilliant. Rich with 
the whole patristic heritage it is also a personal meditation on the mystery 
of Christ already incarnate in scripture.
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BASIL OF SELEUCIA D. CA. 468

Basil was archbishop of Seleucia in the mountains of Isauria from about . 
He changed camps several times in the christological controversies leading 
to the Council of Chalcedon of  and in its aft ermath. Photius (cod. ) 
found his exegesis deeply infl uenced by Basil of Caesarea and Chrysostom, 
but his literary legacy too much of a showpiece of classical rhetoric. Th ree of 
his forty-one homilies printed in PG  (hom. , , ; CPG ) are pos-
sibly apocryphal. Th e authentic homilies present dramatic features proper to 
Basil, in particular they include biblical characters speaking in monologues or 
dialogues, some of whom one would meet again in the kontakia of Romanos 
Melodist. Six Pseudo-Athanasian sermons (PG , –, –) are 
also attributed to Basil, as well as other sermons, some published (Camelot, 
Rohan-Chabot), others still unedited.
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French
Aubineau: above.

Studies

Fehner, F., De Basilio Seleuciensi quaestiones selectae. Diss. Marburg .
Halkin, F., “Hagiographie grecque et patrologie”: StPatr II (TU ). Berlin , 

–.
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Maas, P., “Das Kontakion”: BZ  () –.
Marx, B. Procliana. Münster/W. , – = Homilia , In Pentecosten (CPG 

).
—. “Der Homiletische Nachlass des Basilios von Seleukeia”: OCP  () –.
Rohan-Chabot, C. de, “Exégèse de Job : dans une homélie inédite de Basile de 

Séleucie”: StPatr ,  (/): –.
Van Parÿs, M., “L’évolution de la doctrine christologique de Basile de Séleucie”: Irén 

 () –.
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Th e universalist dream of the Roman Empire was materialized for the very 
last time under the reign of Justinian I (–). Between  and , 
by his expansionist politics in the West, Justinian succeeded in destroying 
the Vandal kingdom in Africa, the Ostrogothic kingdom in Italy, and the 
Visigothic in Spain. But he achieved his short-lived victories at the cost 
of allowing the Slavs to occupy the Balkans, and Persia to impose its own 
conditions for peace on the eastern border. From Justin II (–) to 
Heraclius (–), his immediate successors never regained enough power 
for facing the decisive challenge of the future, the Arabic conquest which 
from  to  swept over the oriental provinces of the Byzantine empire. 
Under the government of Constantine IV (–) the failed Arab siege 
of Constantinople (–) stopped the Islamic groundswell. Again in the 
eighth century, Leo III (–) rescued the Empire from terror and chaos; 
he fi nally triumphed over the Arabs but he also initiated the fateful crisis of 
iconoclasm, the source of a violent and long-lasting unrest in church and 
society.
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I
SEVERUS OF ANTIO CH CA. 465–538

Born in Sozopolis in the province of Pisidia, Severus received his rhetorical 
training in Alexandria and studied law in Beryt (Beyrouth) before asking 
for baptism in . He became a monk in the area of Gaza and was soon 
ordained a priest by Epiphanius, a Monophysite bishop of Magydos in Pam-
phylia. Sent on a mission to Constantinople in , he engaged in a lively 
controversy in favor of his Monophysite faith, which resulted in the removal 
of Patriarch Macedonius. His party engineered his election as Patriarch of 
Antioch in November . When the pro-Chalcedonian Justin replaced 
Anastasius as Emperor in , Severus fl ed to Egypt where, escaping a police 
search, he developed a strong campaign of letters and pamphlets in defence 
of his cause. Aft er the death of Justin in  and his replacement by his 
nephew Justinian, Empress Th eodora secretly supported the Monophysites 
and placed one of them, Anthimius, on the see of the capital. Severus was 
invited to Constantinople where he successfully negotiated a union between 
Anthimius, Bishop Th eodore of Alexandria, and himself, until Agapit, bishop 
of Rome, arrived on a visit which occasioned denunciations as well as a synod 
in  confi rming the earlier condemnation of Severus. Justinian approved 
the synodal decision, expelled Severus and his partisans from the capital, 
and proscribed Severus’s publications. Back in the deserts of Egypt, Severus 
started his propaganda again, but he died on February , .

Severus’s literary legacy survives only in catenae or in Syriac and in 
other non-Greek versions. It consists in () dogmatic essays, () homilies, 
() letters, () liturgical writings, and () hymns.

() Dogmatics:
– Two Treatises to Nephalius written ca. .
– Five treatises against Julian of Halicarnassus.
– Th e Philalethes, commenting on a dyophysite collection of quotations from 

 chapters of Cyril of Alexandria destined to confuse Severus.
– Th ree treatises Against John the Grammarian, a pro-Chalcedonian.
– Four letters Against the Grammarian Sergius, who was a Monophysite, a 

partisan of Eutyches.

Fighting on two fronts, the moderate Severus pleaded passionately for his 
middle-of-the-road stance in the christological controversy. His brilliant 
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and easy style facilitated the access to his writings for a broad readership. In 
Syriac and Armenian versions also, his writings became very popular.

() Cathedral Homilies
The Cathedral Homilies of Severus are sermons really delivered in 

Antioch between  and . Th ey form a collection of  sermons, kept 
in their chronological order. Th ey were fi rst translated into Syriac ca.  
by Paul of Kallineke, a contemporary of Severus, and a second time ca.  
c.e. by James of Edessa (French translation in PO). Among them a set of 
exegetical homilies off ers comments on Sunday readings. Th eir edition in 
PO includes:

Hom. – PO ,  .
 – ,  .
 – ,  .
 – ,  .
 – ,  .
 – ,  .
 – ,  .
 – ,   = .
 – ,  .
  ,  .

(Hom.  was also transmitted under the names of Gregory of Nyssa and 
Hesychius of Jerusalem, and were thereby preserved in Greek: PG , 
–).

Hom. –  PO ,   = .
 – ,   = .
 – ,  .
  - ,  .
 – ,  .
 – ,  .
 – ,  .

(For more information: CPG –). A general introduction was provided 
by M. Brière: PO , . A study of the biblical exegesis and hermeneutic of 
Severus based on the Cathedral Homilies would be a rewarding topic for a 
Ph.D. dissertation.

() Letters
Th e Letters of Severus are handed down in their chronological order, 

preserved in twenty-three Books including approximately four thousand 

 Severus of Antioch 
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pieces of correspondence. A selection of seven hundred of them was also 
divided into “Books,” of which Book VI, counting  Letters was translated 
from Greek into Syriac ca.  c.e., and from Syriac into English by E. W. 
Brooks in –.

() Liturgical Writings
A baptismal ritual and a eucharistic liturgy are attributed to Severus.

() Poems
E. W. Brooks, James of Edessa. Th e Hymns of Severus of Antioch and others. 

Syriac and English: PO ,  (); ,  (); Janin et Puyade, L’Octoéchos 
syrien: Oriens Christianus, n.s.,  () –; –.

Prolix and volatile as he was, Severus always showed a deep knowledge 
of scripture and of the writings of the Fathers.

Studies

Aubineau, M., “Sévère d’Antioche, homélie cathédrale XXIV, In Ascensionem. Un 
Fragment syriaque identifi é (CPG ) et deux fragments grecs rétrouvés.” 
RSLR  (): –.

Bardy, G., DTC ,  (): –.
Breydy, M., “Les témoignages de Sévère d’Antioche dans l’Exposé de la foi de Jean 

Maron.” Muséon  (): –.
Carrara, P., “I frammenti greci contra additiones Juliani di Severo d’ Antiochia”: 

Prometheus  (): –.
Cramer, J. A., ed., Catena in evangelium secundum Lucam, vol. . Oxford, , –

 (Lk :–).
Dalmais, I. H., “Source baptismale et mystère pascal”: Parole d’Orient –, Fs. 

F. Graffi  n (–): –.
Devreesse, R., Les anciens commenteurs grecs de l’Octateuque et des Rois ( f ragments 

tirés de chaînes), – and n. . Città del Vaticano: Biblioteca apostolica 
Vaticana, .

De Vries, W., “Die Eschatologie des Severus von Antiochien”: OCP  (): 
–.

Dorival, G., “Nouveaux fragments grecs de Sévère d’Antioche” in Antidōron: hulde 
aan Dr. Maurits Geerard by de voltooiing van de Clavis patrum Graecorum, 
–. Wetteren: Cultura, .

Graffi  n, F., “La catéchèse de Sévère d’Antioche”: OrSyr  (): –.
—. “Jacques d’Edesse reviseur des homélies de Sévère d’Antioche”: OCA  

(): –.
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—. DSp  (): –.
Gribomont, J., “La catéchèse de Sévère d’Antioche et le Credo”: ParOr –, Fs. 

F. Graffi  n (–): –.
Hespel, R., Sévère d’Antioche. La polémique antijulianiste I: CSCO ; p.  text, 

and  translation of the homily “On the Ascension of Our Lord,” with a frag-
ment in Syriac.

Kannengiesser, C., “Jérémie chez les Pères de l’Église, . Sévère d’Antioche”: DSp  
(): –.

Lebon, J., Le monophysisme sévérien. Louvain .
Lucchesi, E. “Un fragment copte inédit de l’homélie CIII sur l’Épiphanie de Sévère 

d’Antioche.” JTh S  (): –.
—. “L’homélie  de Sévère d’Antioche dans un papyrus copte de Vienne.” JTh S  

(): s.
Nau, F., “Quelques nouveaux textes grecs de Sévère d’Antioche, à l’occassion d’une 

récente publication”: ROC  (): –.
Perrone, L., “Il dialogo contra gli aft artodoceti di Leonzio di Bizanzio e Severo di 

Antiochia”: Cristianesimo nella storia  (): –.
Porcher, E., “La première homélie cathédrale de Sévère d’Antioche, éditée et traduite 

d’après le ms. copte /, fol. –”: ROC  (): –, –.
—. “Un discours sur la sainte Vierge par Sévère d’Antioche”: ROC  (): 

–.
Sauget, J.-M. “Une découverte inespérée: L’homélie  de Sévère d’Antioche (–

), sur l’Annonciation de la Th éotokos.” In A Tribute to A. Vööbus, –, 
.

Torrance, E. R.: TRE  (): –.
Torrance, I. R. Christology aft er Chalcedon: Servius of Antioch and Sergius the Mono-

physite. Norwich: Canterbury, .

 Severus of Antioch 
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I I
PSEUD ODIONYSIUS EARLY 6TH C.

Four Greek treatises on liturgical and mystical theology appeared at the be-
ginning of the sixth century under the pseudonym Dionysius the Areopagite. 
Th ey were fi rst mentioned in the fi rst or second decade of the sixth century 
by Severus of Antioch in his third Letter to John Higoumen, then quoted 
in a colloquy held by Severian and other theologians in Constantinople in 
. Th ey were immediately challenged by Hypatius of Ephesus as unknown 
to Cyril of Alexandria and Athanasius. Th eir original setting was neither 
Monophysite nor Chalcedonian, the author clearly refusing to get involved 
in contemporary polemics. “Dionysius seems to have deliberately distanced 
himself from any divisive area of debate in the Christian community, of-
fering his support only to Christian (and Neoplatonic) themes favorable to 
unity” (Roques , ).

Translated into Syriac, the four treatises inspired an early sixth cen-
tury commentary by John of Scythopolis. Neoplatonic in style, vocabulary 
and argument, they became broadly infl uential in the Latin West, mainly 
through the translation by John Scotus Eriugena. Th e real identity of Pseudo-
Dionysius remains unknown. He is the patristic authority most oft en quoted 
by Th omas Aquinas.

Th e Divine Names deals with the knowledge of God revealed through 
the naming of God in scripture. According to Proclus, Mystical Th eology 
introduces the reader into “the divine darkness” opening thereby the whole 
dimension of “negative theology.” Th e Celestial Hierarchy states that scripture 
is our only sure guide from sensible to supernatural realities (chap. ). Its 
symbolic language requires many clarifi cations, which may call upon highly 
complex spiritual interpretations. In Dionysius’ understanding celestial reali-
ties were discussed through abstract speculations which remained anchored 
in scripture.

Th e Ecclesiastical Hierarchy explains that human knowledge of earthly 
institutions is, by necessity, fragmentary and partial. Faith is required for 
an adequate and comprehensive view of the church. “But the divine gift , 
intended to nourish the mind spiritually and so to sanctify it, is given exclu-
sively through scripture, a scripture presented, explained, and completed by 
the priestly hierarchy whose goal is always to keep alive and unaltered the 
‘tradition of the origins’ (archaia paradosis, EH a)” (Roques , ).
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Studies

Andia, Y. de. “L’ascension de Moïse et l’entrée dans la ténèbre.” In Philosophia an-
tiqua : Ysabel de Andia, Henosis: L’union à Dieu chez Denys l’Aréopagite, 
–. Leiden: Brill, .

Th e Armenian version of the works attributed to Dionysius the Areopagite. In SCOr 
s. Edited and translated by R. W. Th omson. Armen.: Peeters, .

Beck, H. “Triadische Engel-Ordnungen; früchristlicher und mittelalterlicher 
Ansatz; i. Das Glaubensmysterium des drei-einen Gottes als archetypisches 
Ordnungsprinzip und die Angemessenheit seiner Vermittlung durch Engel; ii. 
Dionysius; iii. Bonaventura.” Th Ph  (): –.

Bellini, E. “Un esempio di appello all’umano nella chiesa antica; lo pseudo-Dionigi 
areopagita.” In L’appello all’umano nella predicazione, edited by G. Colombo, 
–, .

—. “Teologia e teurgia in Dionigi Areopagita.” VetChr  (): –.
Brontesi, A. “I nomi biblici di Dio nel linguaggio fi losofi co-teologico dello pseudo-

Dionisio.” PaVi  (): –.
Carabine, D. “A Dark Cloud. Hellenistic Infl uences on the Scriptural Exegesis of 

Clement of Alexandria and the Pseudo-Dionysius.” In Scriptural Interpretation 
in the Fathers: Letter and Spirit, edited by T. Finan and V. Twomey, –. 
Dublin: Four Courts Press, .

Corbin, M. “Négation et transcendence dans l’oeuvre de Denys.” RSPhTh   (): 
–.

Drãgulin, G. “Th e Ecclesiology of the Areopagite treatises and their importance for con-
temporary ecumenism.” Diss., Bucharest, .

Jaeger, W. “Der neuendeckte Kommentar zum Johannesevangelium und Dionysius 
Areopagites.” In W. Jaeger, Scripta Minora, vol. , –. Rome, .

Janowitz, N. “Th eories of divine names in Origen and Pseudo-Dioysius.” HR  
(s): –.

Jülicher, A. “Das Lukas-Ev. (Itala III).” TS  (): –.
Labate, A. “Il recupero del “Commentario all’Ecclesiaste” di Dionigi Alessandrino 

attraverso le catene bizantine.” Koinonia  (): –.
Murphy, F. X, “Pseudo-Dionysius” NCE  (): –.
Pseudo-Dionysius, the complete works. Edited by P. Rorem. ClasWSpir, .
Puech, H.-C., “La ténèbre mystique chez le Ps.-Denys l’Arépagite et dans la tradition 

patristique”: EtCarm ,  (): –.
Rist, J. M. “A Note on Eros and Agape in Pseudo-Dionysius.” VigChr  (): 

–.
Roques, R., L’univers dionysien. Structure hiérarchique du monde selon le Pseudo-

Denys. Paris .

 Pseudo-Dionysius 
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—. RAC  (): –.
—. DHGE  (): – (bibliography).
Rorem, P. Biblical and liturgical symbols within the Pseudo-Dionysian synthesis. 

Studies and Texts . Toronto: Pontifi cal Institute of Mediaeval Studies, .
—. “Th e biblical allusions and overlooked quotations in the Pseudo-Dionysian cor-

pus.” StPatr  (): –.
—. “Moses as the Paradigm for the Liturgical Spirituality of Pseudo-Dionysius.” In 

Studia patristica .: Critica, Classica, Ascetica, Liturgica. Papers of the th inter-
national Conference on patristic studies, Oxford , edited by E. A. Livingstone, 
–. Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, .

Ruh, K. Die mystiche Gotteslehre des Dionysius Areopagita. In Szb ph/h /. 
Munich: Bayerische Akademie, .

Scazzoso, P. “I rapporti dello Pseudo-Dionigi con la Sacra Scrittura e con S. Paolo.” 
Aev  (): –.

Schrammel, J. “Die Mystik des Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita im Vergleich zum Ev. 
des hl. Johannes.” Diss., Vienna, .

Semmelroth, O., “Die theologia symbolikè des Ps.-Dionysius Areopagitas”: Schol  
(): –.

Suchla, B. R. “Die Überlieferung des Prologs des Johannes von Skythopolis zum 
griechischen Corpus Dionysiacum Areopagiticum.” In NGWG, –, .

—. “Eine Redaktion des griechischen Corpus Dionysiacum Areopagiticum 
im Umkreis des Johannes von Scythopolis, des Verfassers von Prolog und 
Scholien; ein dritter Beitrag zur Überlieferungsgeschichte des CD.” In NGWG, 
–. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, /.

Tomasic, T. M. “Th e logical function of metaphor and oppositional coincidence in 
the Pseudo-Dionysius and Johannes Scottus Eriugena.” JR  (): –.

Wesche, K. P. “Christological doctrine and liturgical interpretation in Pseudo-
Dionysius.” SVTQ  (): –.
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I I I
AMMONIUS OF ALEX ANDRIA 

FL. EARLY 6TH C.

A continuous Commentary on John, a Commentary on Acts, exegetical scholia 
on Ps , an explanation of the Book of Daniel and a comment on  Peter 
:f., by a presbyter, Ammonius of Alexandria, are known only through 
excerpts in catenae, published by B. Corderius () and J. A. Cramer, vol. II 
(; PG , –, –, –). A Commentary on Matthew is 
inauthentic. J. Reuss () could add one-hundred other fragments to those 
already published in Corderius-Migne, thus almost entirely completing the 
surviving text of the Commentary on John (J. Reuss, Johannes Kommentare 
aus der griechischen Kirche).

In this work Ammonius refers to Ephesus  and Chalcedon . He 
mentions the “Patriarch Severus,” and quotes John Chrysostom, Cyril of 
Alexandria, Th eodore of Mopsuestia, Th eodore of Heraclea, Apollinarius 
of Laodicea and Didymus the Blind. His theological exegesis, centered on 
the theological issues of the time. He also expressly opposes Marcion, the 
Manichees, Paul of Samosata, the Arians, Messalians and Sabellians. He fi ghts 
against Monophysism. He names Nestorius twice in his comments on Acts 
: and :–. Th e identifi cation of Ammonius remains questionable: 
Is he the Presbyter and Econom Ammonius who in  signed a pamphlet 
against Timothy Aelurus addressed to Leo I, or the Ammonius of Alexandria, 
the adversary of Monophysism, whose work is known through Anastasius 
Sinaita?

Studies

J. Reuss, “Der Presbyter Ammonius von Alexandrien und sein Kommentar zum 
Johannes-Evangelium”: Bib  (): –.
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IV
ROMANOS THE MELODIST D. 555/565

Born near the end of the fi ft h century in Emesa (Homs), Syria, of Jewish 
parents (Grosdidier , ), Romanos entered the order of the diaconate 
in Beryt (Beyrouth) before dedicating himself to the church of the Th eo-
tokos in Constantinople near the end of the reign of Emperor Anastasius I 
(d. ). As a deacon, he remained there until his death. Soon aft er his ar-
rival in Constantinople he started to write poetry by an express order of the 
Mother of God, though at that date he must already have been an experienced 
poet. His fi rst kontakion (a versifi ed sermon sung by the deacon, the refrain 
being repeated by the congregation), Hè parthenos sêmeron, was occasioned 
by a Christmas celebration. It consisted of a short prooimion and twenty-four 
strophes (strophe  seems to be a later addition), paraphrasing the gospel 
narratives on the birth of Jesus, with the inclusion of relevant ot prophecies. 
Th e sermon was punctuated with constant dialogues between Mary and 
 others. Th e easy rhythm of counted syllables and accents gave the poem a 
lasting popularity. For centuries, it was to remain the only kontakion  admitted 
for the Christmas liturgy. Th e same theme without dialogues, but with artistic 
invocations rich in biblical symbolism, is developed in thirty-three strophes 
spread over the offi  ce of Christmas. Th ese strophes do not form a kontakion; 
they are a series of independent versifi cations, each ending with the same 
acclamation: “Blessed be the new-born”—ΕὐλογημένοϚ ὁ τεχθείϚ, and all of 
them together building up an acrostic with the initials of their fi rst verses: 
AINOΣ TAΠEINOΥ ΡOMANOΥ EIΣ TA ΓENEΘLIA—“Song of humble 
Romanos for the Birth” (SC , –).

Another acrostic coordinates the eighteen strophes of the kontakion for 
the Presentation of the Child Jesus (Luke :–), celebrated on February 
 (εἰϚ τὴν ὑπαπαντήν τοῦ κυρίου, literally “on the meeting of the Lord”): 
TOΥTO ROMANOΥ TO EΠOΣ—“Th is (is) the hymn of Romanos.” One of 
the poet’s most popular works, though a piece of popularized dogma dictated 
by the religious politics of Justinian (emperor –), the poem ampli-
fi es in eighteen strophes the prophetic blessing of old Simeon. Obviously 
inspired by a homily of Cyril of Jerusalem (PG , a–a) and a 
pseudo-athanasian homily (PG  a–d), Simeon’s lyrics as composed 
by Romanos, also call on a Letter to Bishop Optimus (Letter ) by Basil of 
Caesarea (PG , c–b), in order to glorify the radical transcendency 
of the divine Logos and his perfect union with humanity in the new-born 
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Jesus. Conceived as addressing fi rst the mother of Jesus, then the child, the 
very eloquence of Simeon evokes the whole economy of salvation by refer-
ring to many ot and nt passages.

For the Feast of Epiphany, Romanos composed several kontakia, regularly 
signed with the acrostic TOΥ TAΠEINOΥ ΡOMANOΥ—“Of the humble 
Romanos.” One of them amplifi es Mt :–, expressing the reluctance of 
John the Baptist to baptize Jesus in the Jordan River. Th e poet introduces a 
dramatic suspense into the short exchange of words between the two pro-
tagonists, thereby highlighting the doctrinal intentions of the liturgical feast 
of Epiphany (SC , –).

Romanos wrote a poem in twenty-three strophes with the acrostic 
TO EΠOΣ ΡOMANOΥ TAΠEINOΥ on the Wedding in Cana, apparently 
without using any sermon on the topic as a source. His commentary fi rmly 
states the dignity of Christian marriage in conformity with “the great Paul.” 
He dispenses from the use of allegorism and focuses upon apologetics fac-
ing questions of sceptical outsiders: How did Mary know that her son could 
do miracles? Why does Jesus wait for his hour, when he is in control of all 
circumstances? and so forth. His exegesis teaches the right answers to such 
questions in letting Mary, herself instructed by her son, explain the mystery 
of divine Incarnation (SC , –).

Other kontakia deal with Jesus and the Samaritan woman (Jn :–), 
the healing of the leper (Mt :–; Mk :; Lk :), and with many other 
gospel episodes. Th ey enriched the celebration of all major feasts of the 
liturgical year. In all cases they were pervaded by evocative paraphrases of 
the gospel narratives. New Testament quotations multiplied in them, reviving 
the biblical stories with a vivid imagination and a down-to-earth psychology. 
No allegorism was needed for this poetic actualizing whose purpose was to 
move and impress the faithful, much in the way a gift ed movie director does 
today. A true artist, Romanos exercised a genuine and distinctive sense for 
human transcendency: his inspiration was conditioned by liturgical rules 
as well as being submitted to the severe metrical system of his poetry, but 
he constantly achieved an expansive celebration of the divine mysteries to 
enchant his auditors.

On ot themes, Romanos composed kontakia dealing with Adam and Eve, 
Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Joseph, Elijah, the three children in the furnace, and 
one in seventeen strophes on Nineveh, each strophe ending according to old 
liturgical traditions with the word metanoia, “repenance” (all in SC ). “He 
composed a thousand, or even more than a thousand of them (kontakia); 
one can see most of them written by his own hand in the church where he 

 Romanos the Melodist 
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was deacon. He died and was buried in that church of the district of Kyro, 
where his feast day is celebrated” (Grosdidier , ). In reality, eighty 
kontakia (seventy-nine with acrostics) have been handed down to us.

“In spite of the ample debt of Romanos to his (patristic) predecessors 
(in particular Ephrem), one cannot compare it with the debt which he 
owed to the Bible. Even in his self-understanding as a preacher, his constant 
proximity to biblical sources is what seems the most characteristic. When 
by any chance he ventures to handle a topic not directly dependent on an 
ot or nt story, his composition follows a fi rm and easy line by keeping in 
sight the biblical background where he could exploit a repertory of types 
and sentences able to nourish his teaching” (Grosdidier , ). As an 
illustration of his abundant use of scripture, “suffi  ce it to mention that in 
the eighteen poems on the public life of Christ and on his Passion from the 
fi rst hymn for Epiphany until the hymn on the Veneration of the Cross, we 
have counted  quotations more or less literal, to which are added  
allusions . . . only in  of the  quotations does one fi nd an introductory 
formula  announcing a scriptural citation” ().

CPG , 

Editions

Maas, P./C. A. Trypanis, eds., Sancti Romani Melodi cantica. I. Cantica ge-
nuina. Oxford . II. Cantica dubia. Berlin  (fi rst complete critical 
edition).

Translations

English
Carpenter, M., Kontakia of Romanos, Byzantine Melodist,  vols., Columbia 

–.
Lash, E., Kontakia on the Life of Christ, St. Romanos the Melodist. London 

.
Trypanis, C. A., Fourteen Early Byzantine Cantica (Wien. Byz. St., V). Vienna 

.
French
J. Grosdidier de Matons, Romanos le Mélode. Hymnes. Introduction, texte 

critique, traduction. SC , , , , . Paris , , , 
.
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German
G. Henning Bultmann, Romanos der Melode. Festgesänge. Auf Christgeburt, 

auf Th eophanie, auf den Ostersonntag. Zurich .
J. Koder, Mit der Seele Augen sah er deines Lichtes Zeichen, Herr. Hymnen des 

orthodoxen Kirchenjahres von Romanos dem Meloden. Vienna .
Italian
Gharib, G., Romano il Melode. Inni (LCO Testi ). .

Studies

Arranz, M., “Romanos le Mélode”: DSp  (): –.
Barkhuizen, J. H. “Association of ideas as a principle of composition in Romanos 

(the poet).” Ellinika  (): –.
—. “Romanos Melodos, Kontakion  (Oxf.): ‘On the sinful woman.’” ACl  

(): –.
—. “Romanos’ encomium on Joseph. Portrait of an athlete.” JÖB  (): –.
—. “Romanos Melodos. ‘On the ten Virgins’ ( Oxf. =  sc).” ACl  (): 

–.
Catafygiotou Topping, E. “Mary at the Cross; St. Romanos’ Kontakion for Holy 

Friday.” ByZ  (): –.
Conca, F. “Guiseppe e la moglie di Putifarre (Romano di Melode, contacio  

M-T).” In Contributi di fi lologia greca, edited by Italo Gallo (Quaderni del Dip. 
di Scienze dell’Antichità del l’Univ. degli Studi di Salerno ), –. Napoli: 
Arte Tipografi ca, .

Dalmais, I.-H. “Imagerie syrienne et symbolisme hellénique dans les hymnes bib-
liques de Romanus le Mélode.” StPatr , (): –.

Hunger, H. “Das lebensspendende Wasser. Romanos Melodos, Kontakion  (Oxf. = 
 SC): Jesus und die Samariterin.” JÖB  (): –.

Maas, P., “Das Kontakion”: BZ  (): –.
Mitsakis, K. “Th e Vocabulary of Romanos the Melodist.” Giotta  (): –.
—. Th e Language of Romanos the Melodist (Byz. Archiv. ). Munich .
Petersen, W. L. “Th e Diatessaron and Ephrem Syrus as sources of Romanos the 

Melodist.” Diss, .
—. “Th e dependence of Romanos the Melodist upon the Syriac Ephrem; its impor-

tance for the origin of the Kontakion.” VigChr  (): –.
—. “Th e Diastessaron and Ephrem Syrus as sources of Romanos the Melodist.” In 

CSCO , Subs. , .
Schork, R. J. “(Romanos the Melodist) Sung sermons; melodies, morals and biblical 

interpretations in Byzantium.” BR , (): –, .

 Romanos the Melodist 
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Sichem, P. Van. “L’hymne sur Noé de Romanos le Mélode. Contribution à l’étude des 
sources,” EEBS  (): –.

Zincone, S.-A. Louth: TRE  (): –.
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V
OECUMENIUS 6TH C.

Count of Isauria, on the Asia Minor coast opposite the island of Cyprus, 
philosopher and rhetor, was a Monophysite in line with Severus of Antioch. 
He wrote his Commentary on the Apocalypse “fi ve hundred years” aft er its 
composition. Th e complete work was published by Hoskier in , a still 
valuable edition with complementary parts edited by Diekamp () and 
J. Schmid (). Personal glossae of Oecumenius to a catena on the Pauline 
Letters, composed by someone else, are printed in Staab , –. 
Th e Commentary on the Apocalypse was massively quoted by Andreas of 
Caesarea (–) without the author’s name (because Oecumenius was 
a Monophysite).

Th e Commentary is the fi rst continuous explanation of the Book of 
Revelation in Greek patristics. Th e author intends to establish a coherent pro-
gression in the visions and the whole structure of the biblical work, authored 
(in his view) by the Apostle John. He presents some original interpretations: 
the four animals are the four elements; the sealed book is God’s memory, 
etc. Dulaey concludes that the work reprents an original composition; it is 
not a catena.

CPG  (): –;  () C .

Studies

De Goote, M., Oecumeni Commentarius in Apocalypsin (Traditio Exegetica Graeca 
). Leuven .

Dulaey, M., “Oecuménius”: DSp  () –.
Hoskier, H. C., Th e Complete Commentary of Oecumenius on the Apocalypse now 

printed for the fi rst time from manuscripts at Messina, Rome, Saloniki, and Athos 
(Humanistic Series XXIII). Ann Arbor, Mich. .

Monaci Castagno, A., Il problema della datazione dei commenti all’ Apocalisse di 
Ecumenio e di Andre di Caesarea”: Atti della Accademia delle Scienze di Torino. 
Classe di Scienze morali, storiche e fi lologiche  (): –.

Schmid, J., “Die griechischen Apokalypse–Kommentare”: BZ  (): –.
—. “Oikeumenios”: LTh K  (): –—with earlier bibliography; add 

Overbeck, F., “Die Scholien des Oekumenius zur Apokalypse”: ZWTh   (): 
–.
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VI
ANDREW OF CAESAREA 

LATE 6TH C.EARLY 7TH C.

When archbishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia between  and , Andrew 
wrote a Commentary on the Apocalypse in seventy-two chapters fi lling  
columns of Greek text in PG  (): “We have divided the present work 
in six “sermons” (λόγοι), because of the threefold foundation (ὑπόστασιν) 
of twenty-four elders” (b). Each “sermon” ends with a doxology. Th ough 
never mentioned by contemporaries, Andrew’s work endured the test of 
time. Th e Commentary on the Apocalypse by Aretas of Caesarea (ca. ) is a 
free adaptation of this work. Modern scholars found in it valuable informa-
tion on one of the two later recensions of the Greek text of the Apocalypse 
(Schmid). An Armenian version is also well transmitted; it was published in 
Jerusalem in . Other versions circulated in Georgian and Old Slavonic. 
A fi rst printed edition of the Greek text appeared in Heidelberg in .

In his Preface, a letter addressed to a certain Macarius, Andrew announces 
a concise commentary because much has been written on the Apocalypse 
by “Gregory the Th eologian” (of Nazianzus), Cyril (of Alexandria), as well 
as by the older Papias, Irenaeus and Methodius” (b). He oft en cites these 
authorities (for instance in chap. ). He also frequently quotes Oecumenius, 
the Th essalian bishop who, a few decades earlier, had written the very fi rst 
Greek Commentary on the Apocalypse.

Without ever naming his predecessor, Andrew argues against him 
whenever he fi nds Oecumenius’s views expressed with an Origenistic fl avor. 
Andrew himself reproduces Origen’s basic hermeneutical scheme in Peri 
Archon, according to which the divine inspiration of scripture adjusts to the 
three components of the human being, the body (σῶμα), the soul (ψυχή), and 
the intellect (πνεῦμα): the letter of scripture is its “body,” what is perceived 
by bodily senses (κατ᾽ αἴσθησιν); the “soul” of scripture is its spiritual mean-
ing (ἡ τροπολογία), calling on the senses it leads the readers to intellectual 
realities (ἐξ αἰσθητῶν ἐπὶ τὰ νοητά). As “spirit” (πνεῦμα), it asserts the lift ing 
up (ἀναγωγή) and the comprehension (θεωρία) of things to come and those 
beyond” (c) Th e commentator intends to expose the meaning of scripture 
on all three levels showing how the sacred text addresses three categories of 
readers, those who still need the Law as an elementary teacher, those who 
live in grace, and fi nally those governed solely by the Spirit (cd). By his 
emphasis on the divine inspiration of all scripture (πᾶσα θεόπνευστοϚ γραφή 
c; add as an inclusion in chap. , a ἁγία καὶ θεόπνευστοϚ) and his 
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thoughtful recapitulating of patristic authorities, Andrew fi rmly stated the 
canonical value of the Apocalypse which was still a matter of controversy 
in the later Greek tradition. In particular, his patristic argument, adjusted 
as it is to the christo-ecclesiological focus of his own exposition, carefully 
follows traditional lines of symbolic interpretation. Possibly it could provide 
an inspiring topic for a dissertation.

Th e series of twenty-four written “sermons” ends in chap.  with a sum-
mary of the main teachings found by Andrew in the Johannine Apocalypse. 
Rather than evoking a liturgical congregation assembled to listen to a homily, 
the Commentary presents the style of an address to either a monastic or a 
secular audience gathering in a conference hall.

CPG III .

Studies

Schmid, J., Studien zur Geschichte des griechischen Apokalypse-Textes. I Der 
Apokalypse-Kommentar des Andreas von Kaisareia. Text (Münchener Th eol. 
Stud.) Munich .

Simonetti, M., DPAC I .

 Andrew of Caesarea 
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VII
GEORGE PISIDES FIRST HALF 7TH C.

George was referendarius and skeuophylax “deacon and keeper of ecclesi-
astical vessels” or archivist of Hagia Sophia.He wrote lauditory poetry in 
honor of Emperor Heraclius (–). Around  he off ered a poetic 
exhortation to Heraclius’s son, Flavius Constantius, under the title On the 
Holy Resurrection of Christ Our God.

His Hexaemeron, or Kosmourgiva (PG , –), also composed 
in the early ’s under the reign of Heraclius and during the tenure of 
Patriarch Sergius (–), counts

 lines in correct iambic trimeter. . . . It echoes many classical writ-
ers, including Plato, Homer, Horace, Cicero and Seneca, and it fre-
quently refers to episodes in Greek mythology. It even uses technical 
vocabulary from ancient medicine and biology to a degree of specifi ty 
not reached in the scientifi c handbooks. It also contains abundant 
theoretical discussion of astronomy, presenting the Aristotelian-
Ptolemaic theory of the shape of heavens, for example, in a favorable 
light along side the biblical model. . . . In addition, despite its freedom 
from the narrative sequence of Genesis, biblical passages play a key-
role in its structure (Nodes, ).

Other poetic productions of George include an Encomium of Anastatius 
Martyr.

CPG III –.
Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium.

Studies

Bianchi, G., “Note sulla cultura a Bisanzio all’ initio del VII secolo in rapporto 
all’ Esamerone di Giorgio di Pisidia”: Riv di Studi byzantini e neohellenici – 
(–): –.

—. “Sulla cultura astronomica di Giorgio di Pisidia”: Aev  (): –.
Fermeglia, G., “Studi sul testo della due versioni (slava e armena) dello Hexaemeron 

di Giorgio Pisida”: Memorie dell’ Istituto Lombardo. Accademia di Scienze e 
Lettere, Cl. Lettere ,  (): –.

Frendo, J. D. C., “Th e Poetic Achievement of George of Pisidia” : Maistor: Classical, 
Byzantine and Renaissance Studies for Robert Browning. Canberra .
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Nodes, D. J., “Rhetoric and Cultural Synthesis in the Hexaemeron of George of 
Pisidia.” VigChr  (): –.

Pertusi, A., “L’encomio di s. Anastasio martire Persiano”: AnBoll  (): –.
—. Giorgio di Pisidia. Poemi, I. Panegirici epici (Stud. Patr. et Byz. ). Ettal .
Radoševic, N., Th e “Hexaemeron” of George Pisides and Its Slavonic Translation. 

Belgrade: Acad. des Sc., .

 George Pisides 
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VIII
MAXIMUS CONFESSOR 580–662

maximus confessor: theologian of the word

a special contribution
by George C. Berthold

i. A Monastic Exegesis

Known as a brilliant and creative theologian, an intrepid defender of the 
full reality of Christ’s human energy and will in the Monothelite crisis of 
the seventh century, the heir and synthesizer of widely divergent spiritual 
traditions as those of Origen and Evagrius on the one hand and Pseudo-
Dionysius on the other, Maximus the Confessor prefers to identify himself 
simply as, “a monk.” Th e Quaestiones ad Th alassium, his magisterial treatment 
of “various diffi  culties contained in Holy Scripture” sent to him by a Libyan 
abbot, begins, “From Maximus, Monk, to Th alassius, most holy Priest and 
Abbot (higoumen).” In the list of signatures appended to the Lateran Synod 
of , whose acta have recently been shown to be the direct composition, 
in Latin retroversion, of Maximus himself, the name Maximus monachus 
appears with his companion and disciple Anastasius. Never a priest, bishop, 
or even abbot (although the last term is used of him honorifi cally), Maximus 
led a life of monastic commitment from about the age of thirty, when he left  

. Hans Urs von Balthasar underscores the many-sided genius of Maximus as the 
meeting place of divergent currents of thought in his infl uential Kosmische Liturgie, 
Das Weltbild Maximus’ des Bekenners, nd edition Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, , 
esp. , –.
. Corpus Christianorum, Series Graeca , Maximus Confessor, Quaestiones ad 
Th alassium I–LV, edd. Carl Laga et Carlos Steel, Leuven, , . Th is is the criti-
cal edition of the most signifi cant exegetical work of Maximus. Th e second and 
fi nal volume of the work is volume  of the same series (). Th is text will be 
referred to in this chapter as CCSG  or .
. Cf. Rudolf Riedinger, “Die Lateransynode von  und Maximos der Bekenner,” 
in Felix Heinzer et Christoph Schönborn (eds.), Maximus Confessor. Actes du 
Symposium sur Maxime le Confesseur, – septembre, , Paradosis , Fribourg, 
, –. Also his valuable edition, Concilium Lateranense a.  Celebratum in 
Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum, second series, vol. , Berlin, .
. His is the th of  signatures at the second session of the council: Rudolf 
Riedinger, ed. Concilium Lateranense a.  Celebratum, .
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the glittering imperial court in Constantinople, to his death over fi ft y years 
later in lonely exile.

In this whole period his residence was a series of Byzantine monaster-
ies in both east and west from Chrysopolis, near the imperial capital, to 
Cyzicus, Cyprus, Crete, (perhaps Palestine), Carthage, Sicily, and Rome. His 
fuga mundi certainly implied no geographical stability and no abandonment 
of activity in favor of a solitary life but rather an intense and total commit-
ment to Christian discipleship. Even as a monk Maximus is immersed in 
the maelstrom of religious (and therefore political) aff airs. Whatever may 
have been his court duties before his monastic calling he put them aside to 
devote himself single-heartedly to the pursuit of Christian perfection. As 
events developed, however, he found himself in the thick of the most vexing 
theological controversies involving popes, patriarchs, and emperors on three 
continents. At the climax of his confession he is considered by the emperor to 
be the sole cause of the political and religious tumult embroiling practically 
the whole of both east and west. Yet this role involved no abandonment of 
his monastic vocation. For Maximus, monasticism was a radical call to follow 
Christ. It meant to pursue the crucifi ed and risen Savior in single-hearted 
fi delity in whatever circumstances that presented themselves.

It is precisely in the context of traditional monastic exegesis that Maximus 
approaches the sacred text. For the monk the Bible was the textbook of the 
dedicated Christian life. In it we read of the mysteries of the life of faith to 
which the obedient Christian is called, as well as the methods of attaining 
Christian perfection, which is union with God in deifi cation. Th us there is 
a slant to the interpretation of scripture, which is not at all to be considered 
as merely an objective book in itself, with a meaning of its own. Not only 
is it God’s revelation of himself and his ways. It is his revelation to us. Th e 
task of the reader (or hearer) of scripture corresponds to the task of reading 
this world in which we are placed. It is the task of deciphering the specifi c 
message God wishes him to receive as well as to fi nd his proper place in this 
vast created universe. We ourselves are included in the understanding of the 
biblical narrative, Maximus states. Referring to biblical personages he writes, 

. Vita ac Certamen , P.G. , B; Relatio Monitionis , A; , D.
. Pope John Paul II has recently called attention to this defi ning aspect of eastern 
monasticism in his Apostolic Letter Orientale Lumen (n. ): “Moreover, in the East, 
monasticism was not seen merely as a separate condition, proper to a precise cat-
egory of Christians, but rather as a reference point for all the baptized, according 
to the gift s off ered to each by the Lord; it was presented as a symbolic synthesis of 
Christianity.”
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“If anything happened to them in a historical sense this was written for us 
in a fi gurative sense as a spiritual lesson.” On both levels, the cosmological 
and the scriptural, the key is Christ, who is the principle both of the spiritual 
quest and of the scriptural text.

Th us monastic exegesis, as exemplifi ed in Maximus and other writers, 
is of a very special type. In fact, as Polycarp Sherwood notes, this use of 
scripture can be called exegesis only in a very extended sense. In his request 
that spurred the composition of his most famous scriptural work, Th alassius 
had asked Maximus to speak about the passions: their number, nature and 
purpose, from which bodily member or faculty of soul they arise, how and 
where they exist in us, their order and arrangement, how we fi nd relief from 
them, etc. Th is seems a strange request to accompany an exegetical task, but 
for the monk devoted to the pursuit of perfection it was reasonable to link 
ascetical progress with scriptural study. Th e reading, or rather contemplation 
of scripture was supposed to be a transformative process, an uplift ing, a spiri-
tual progression, a journey in mystical insight. It was an anagogy. Ruminating 
on the word of scripture was a feeding on the bread brought by the angels. 
If the monastic life was a fl ight from the world, then such a fl ight was taken 
from a world of instability, of distractions, and of ambiguity. Th e purpose 
of the monastic fl ight was to respond to a serious call, to set oneself clearly 
and with determination on the road leading to spiritual perfection. Th us the 
monastic way was a journey, a self-exile from the Egypt of servitude to the 
passions to the arduous road leading to the promised land of enlightenment 
and fulfi llment. One made progress along this treacherous route lined with 
tempting snares only with the aid of spiritual teachers and fathers, whose 
counsels were valued and followed closely. Th eir sayings, or apothtegmata, 

 . Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
 . Qu. Th al. , CCSG , –. To him are attributed the three laws, natural, 
written, and spiritual: Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . Also Questions  and . On the 
parallelism of levels see Paul M. Blowers, “Th e Analogy of Scripture and Cosmos in 
Maximus the Confessor,” in Studia Patristica , Leuven: Peeters, , –.
 . Cf. Polycarp Sherwood, “Exposition and Use of Scripture in St. Maximus as 
Manifest in the Quaestiones ad Th alassium,” OCP  (): . See for this work 
the important study of Paul M. Blowers, Exegesis and Spiritual Pedagogy in Maximus 
the Confessor, Christianity and Judaism in Antiquity , Notre Dame, IN: University 
of Notre Dame Press, .
. Qu.Th al. Prol., CCSG , –.
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . For Evagrius the bread of angels is the logoi of 
earthly things: Kephalaia Gnostica I,  (ed. Guillaumont).
. Cf. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , –.



 Maximus Confessor 

were distillations of wisdom worked out in the experience of the monastic 
desert. Oft en these sayings were collected in groups of one hundred, called 
centuries, which lent themselves to memorization and regular repetition 
by observant monks. Maximus’ own collection of centuries had enduring 
infl uence in monasteries of the Byzantine tradition.

In this connection the sayings of Evagrius of Pontus (d. ) enjoyed 
particular success by reason of their pointedness and practicality. A student 
of the Cappadocians and greatly infl uenced by the thinking of Origen, this 
monk of the Nitrian desert in Egypt was able to combine traditional desert 
wisdom with bold speculations expressed in an involved polychronic style. 
Th is combination of the practical and the speculative, the ascetical and the 
gnostic, has assured Evagrius a very bumpy ride in the appreciation of pos-
terity. Valued for their practical insight, his ascetical works survived within 
the confi nes of the empire by being transmitted under other names. John 
Cassian mediated his doctrine in the west while in the east his insights were 
spread by John Climacus and especially by Maximus himself, who salvages 

. Maximus himself ascribes his centuries on love not to his own meditation. 
“Instead, I went through the writings of the holy Fathers and selected from them 
whatever had reference to my subject, summarizing many things in few words so 
that they can be seen at a glance to be easily memorized.” Chapters on Love, Prol., 
tr. George C. Berthold, Maximus Confessor, Selected Writings (Classics of Western 
Spirituality), New York: Paulist, , . Th is translation will hereinaft er be re-
ferred to as CWS.
. His Prakticos and treatise on prayer would be examples of straightforward 
ascetical works from his pen. Cf. the edition of A. and C. Guillaumont in Sources 
Chrétiennes – (Paris, ); also Th e Prakticos, Chapters on Prayer, tr. J. E. 
Bamberger, Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian, . Th ese works are certainly theologi-
cally sound and traditional. Th e more speculative works, however, present prob-
lems. Th e Kephalaia Gnostica, recently published in Syriac and Armenian versions, 
lend themselves to an interpretation which is favorable to Origenist positions as 
they are outlined, for example, in the synodal letter of Th eophilus of Alexandria 
written in , the year following Evagrius’ death. Th is is found in Latin translation 
as Letter  of Jerome, P.L. , –. Cf. also Jerome’s biting reference in Letter 
, . It must be recognized that Jerome can hardly be treated as an unbiased and 
objective source in this matter. Th e ecclesiastical historians Socrates (,) and 
Sozomen (,) praise both the man and his work. For Palladius he is “the illustri-
ous,” Lausiac History  (ed. Butler), vol. , Cambridge, , .
. For example, that of St. Nilus the Ascetic, the fi ft h century founder of a monas-
tery near Ancyra. His works are in P.G. .
. Cf. the study of Maurice Viller, “Aux Sources de la Spiritualité de S. Maxime, Les 
Oeuvres d’Evagre le Pontique,” RAM (): –, –, –.
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them by placing them in an orthodox context. Coupled with these valuable 
maxims and psychological insights, however, was a more speculative body of 
works, represented by the deliberately obscure Kephalaia Gnostica, in which 
were read the traditional doctrinal positions associated with Origenism and 
which were the basis of the condemnations of  and . Because of its 
notoriety in the Origenist controversy this work disappeared in its original 
form but was preserved in Syriac translations.

ii. Anagogy

At root the errors perceived by opponents of Evagrius (and of Origen be-
fore him) are exegetical errors, and even hermeneutical ones. Origen and 
his various disciples were renowned for their allegorizing of the biblical 
narratives, and Evagrius in particular found this method to be very service-
able. Th e Easter letter of Th eophilus of Alexandria points to this method as 
doing away with the truth of the scriptural word. Maximus is very much 
aware of the problems raised by a reading of Evagrius, and does not want 

. Cf. Hefele-Leclercq, Histoire des Conciles, II., (Paris, ), –. Also 
F. Diekamp, Die origenistischen Streitigkeiten im sechsten Jahrhundert, Münster, , 
especially –; Antoine Guillaumont, Les ‘Kephalaia Gnostica’ d’Evagre le Pontique, 
Paris, . Th e names Origen and Evagrius are opprobriously repeated in the 
sixth and eighth councils; see Conciliorum Oecumenicorum Decreta, nd edition, 
Basel, etc., ,  and , also . Even the Lateran Synod of  includes 
their names in canon  among those condemned: Riedinger, ed., Conciliorum 
Oecumenicorum a.  Celebratum, .
. Compare the French translation by A. Guillaumont of the two Syriac versions 
in Patrologia Syriaca ., Turnhout, , and also the critical edition of the Greek 
fragments in SC  (). On this consult David Bundy, “Th e Philosophical 
Structures of Origenism: Th e Case of the Expurgated Syriac Version (S) of the 
Kephalaia Gnostica of Evagrius,” in Robert J. Daly, ed., Origeniana Quinta, Leuven, 
, –. See also Michael O’Laughlin, “Th e Anthropology of Evagrius 
Ponticus and Its Sources,” in Charles Kannengiesser and William L. Petersen, eds., 
Origen of Alexandria, His World and his Legacy, Notre Dame, Ind.: University of 
Notre Dame Press, , –. For a diff erent perspective see Gabriel Bunge, 
“Origenismus-Gnostizismus, Zum Geistesgeschichtlichen Standort des Evagrios 
Pontikos,” VigChr  (): –, and his Geistliche Vaterschaft , Christliche Gnosis 
bei Evagrios Pontikos, Regensburg: Pustet, .
. Th is text is found as letter  of the letters of Jerome.



 Maximus Confessor 

to compromise the power of the written words. While using many of his 
techniques and interpretations he is solicitous to avoid the Origenist ideas 
which compromised the orthodoxy of some Egyptian and Palestinian monas-
teries of the fourth to the sixth centuries and resulted in the condemnations 
of the fi ft h council.

Gregory of Nyssa, whose infl uence on Maximus is clearly discernible 
in several areas of thought, defended the search for a spiritual sense of 
Scripture in the preface to his commentary on the Song of Songs. Basing 
himself on the New Testament itself he saw anagogy, whether tropology or 
allegory, as required by the faithful interpreter of the mind of the sacred text. 
If St. Paul states that the Law is spiritual (Rom :), he must be including 
all the biblical narratives along with the ethical laws, for both precepts and 
narratives “lead to a knowledge of the mysteries and to a pure way of life 
for those who have diligent minds.” Gregory bases his argument on the 
practice of Paul (Gal :,  Cor :, :,  Cor :, :) and on Christ 
himself, who taught in parables, images, and obscure words, much to the 
consternation of his apostles.

Maximus sees anagogy as demanded by the nature of the human com-
posite itself. Because of our dual character he lays this down as a principle 
of scriptural interpretation:

When those who are truly gnostic teach the principles of the myster-
ies in the scriptures, they use fi gures as patterns of the things that are 
historically narrated for the uplift ing (ἀναγωγήν) of their students, 
adapting the spirit of contemplation to the letter of the narrative. In 
this way there is preserved both the fi gure through the sense and the 
meaning through the mind for man who is composed of both soul 
and body. Both the literal and the spiritual senses are addressed to the 
one complete man.

In the Quaestiones et Dubia, especially, he uses this term to indicate what sort 
of exegetical method he is using. In the Mystagogy the term is likewise used 

. Cf. Schol. in Dion., P.G. , AB, . For a comparative exegetical study see 
my article, “History and Exegesis in Evagrius and Maximus,” in Lothar Lies, ed., 
Origeniana Quarta, Innsbruck, , –.
. Gregory of Nyssa, cant., prol., Werner Jaeger and Hermann Langerbeck (eds.), 
Gregorii Nysseni in Canticum Canticorum, Leiden, , which is volume  of the 
collected works. A translation of this work has been made by Casimir McCambley, 
O.C.S.O. and published by Hellenic College Press, Brookline, Mass. in .
. Qu. Th al. , Scholion , CCSG , .
. See Qu. dub. , , , , , , , , I.; CCSG , pp. , , , , , , 
, , .



 Ten Sixth- to Eighth-Century Greek Christian Literature

to relate letter and spirit of the scriptural texts: “. . . the historical letter of the 
entire Holy Scripture, Old Testament and New, is a body while the meaning 
of the letter and the purpose to which it is directed is the soul.” In order to 
be properly understood, holy scripture must circumcise its own letter.

iii. Logos and Logoi

According to Hans Urs Von Balthasar, “the idea of balance and reciprocity 
between the universal and the particular is perhaps the most important 
point in Maximus’ entire philosophy.” Th is is seen in his vision of created 
reality as bound together in God’s Logos, the second person of the Trinity. 
Indeed, Maximus can be called a theologian of the Word, since this term can 
be used to encompass both the particularity and diversity of created reality 
on the one hand and its singularity on the other. From the Fourth Gospel he 
can fi x upon the only-begotten Son as God’s eternal Word through whom all 
things have come to be. Th e richness of the term Logos allows him to present 
Jesus as not only the Word of God and the fl eshly Expression of his nature, 
but also as the Principle of all created realities and the essential Meaning of 
Holy Writ. “Th e Word of God made fl esh” is an expression coming regularly 
from his pen, as do similar terms, to refer to Christ.

Correlated to this central idea of the creative Word is the whole universe 
of created realities which Maximus refers to as logoi, who have their being 
in him. Creation, in fact, is a wondrous harmony of beings, each with its 
own distinctness, but all together making up a glorious universal whole by 
reason of their grounding in the Logos.

. Myst. , P.G. , ; CWS –.
. Kosmische Liturgie (= KL), .
. Cf. Amb. Io. , P.G. , AB. Like Gregory of Nyssa, Maximus emphasizes 
the created character of all beings apart from God. Th eir createdness is a positive 
relationship to him.
. Cf. Amb. Io. , P.G. , Cff . Th is ambiguum is a veritable treatise against the 
Origenist notion of the fall of a primitive henad into diversity and motion. On the 
notion of the logoi cf. I.-H. Dalmais, O.P., “La Th éorie des ‘Logoi’ des créatures chez 
S. Maxime le Confesseur,” RSPT  (): –.
. Maximus is heavily infl uenced in this thinking by Pseudo-Dionysius the Areo-
pagite, although the idea was a favorite of the Stoics. Christian writers followed 
the example of St. Paul in his appropriation of the notion of “body” to describe the 
Church. Cf., for example, Athanasius: “Th e holy Word of the Father, then, almighty 
and all-perfect, uniting with the universe and having everywhere unfolded his own 
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For God who made and brought into existence all things by his infi -
nite power contains, gathers, and limits them and in his Providence 
binds both intelligible and sensible beings to himself and to one 
another. Maintaining about himself as cause, beginning, and end all 
beings which are by nature distant from one another, he makes them 
converge in each other by the singular force of their relationship to 
him as origin. Th rough this force he leads all beings to a common and 
unconfused identity of movement and existence. . . .

Th e logos of a being is its essential principle or reason, what defi nes it fun-
damentally and characterizes it as such. Th e Logos contains all these logoi 
in himself, and they subsist in him for all eternity as manifestations of God’s 
creative will. Asked to reconcile the statement in Genesis that having created 
the world in six days God rested from his work with Christ’s answer to the 
Jews in John : that his Father works up till now and that he himself is at 
work, Maximus replies by referring to this “logical” character of creation. God 
is at work bringing out the potencies of beings into act, realizing through 
providence and judgment (categories frequently used by Evagrius) the great 
plan of his creative and unifying will. Th is, as Maximus makes clear, is a 
work of the holy Trinity.

As an illustration of this point Maximus off ers an interpretation of Peter’s 
experience in Acts  as a challenge to a Christian awakening. Aft er his vi-
sion of the animals of every kind the apostle puzzles over the signifi cance 
of the command to slaughter and eat. Interpreted allegorically the passage 
means that the visible world is seized in its logoi by the invisible world. Th e 
command to “Rise, Peter, kill and eat” is a call to rise from sensual habit and 
the righteousness according to the Law. By doing away with sensual images 
we are invited to appreciate worldly realities in recognizing them as types 
of spiritual reality. No created thing is impure, but rather “corruption resides 

powers, and having illumined all, both things seen and things invisible, holds things 
together and binds them to himself, having left  nothing void of His own power, but 
on the contrary quickening and sustaining all things everywhere, each severally and 
all collectively; while he mingles in one the principles of all sensible existence, heat 
namely and cold and wet and dry, and causes them not to confl ict, but to make up 
one concordant harmony.” Contra Gentes , NPNF nd series, IV, . Th e Wisdom 
of God, Athanasius states, handles the universe as a musician handles a lyre, pro-
ducing in the end a marvelous and divine harmony.
. Mystagogy ; CWS, . Cf. Chapters on Knowledge II, , CWS, . cf. Amb. Io. . 
PG , A.
. Cf. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
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in the senses and in the war of beings among themselves, but there is no 
opposition at all among their logoi.” Grace does not set aside the capacity 
of nature, Maximus states clearly. Rather, nature’s force is taken away by the 
misuse of behavior (tropoi) in harmony with nature. While beings are stable 
in their fundamental principles, they are nevertheless in a fl uctuating state 
in the working out of their relationships.

Th e distinction logos-tropos is used very oft en by Maximus to bring out 
the fundamental distinction between principle rooted in nature and mode, 
which is a disposition brought about by free will. Against the original henad 
of Origenist speculation Maximus is wont to stress the distinctiveness of be-
ings, each with its own logos stemming from God’s creative will. Multiplicity 
is not a sign of sin but rather a refl ection of the benevolence and power of 
the Creator. Th e God of Genesis looks upon the things he has made and 
calls them good. Each created reality displays movement as a mark of its 
created character, and the grandeur of creation is that in God’s mind all 
these logoi, so diff erent in nature, universally tend toward each other in a 
unity that does not compromise the distinctiveness of each.

Not only do things converge, but they mutually reveal themselves to 
those who contemplate them in their logoi. Th eir relation to each other is 
one of transparency, a doctrine that Maximus grounds in Ezekiel’s image of 
the wheel within a wheel as well as in the Pauline text that invisible things 
are perceived and recognized through things created.

. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . “For nothing that comes from nature is impure be-
cause it is God who is the cause of its existence.” Ibid., .
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . Cf. Char. .: “It is not food which is evil but glut-
tony, not the begetting of children but fornication, not possessions but greed, not 
reputation but vainglory. And if this is so, there is nothing evil in creatures except 
misuse, which stems from the mind’s negligence in its natural cultivation.” CWS, ; 
also ., CWS .
. Amb. Io. , P.G. , BC.
. Cf. Amb. Io. , P.G. , Dff .; , .
. “God in his Providence eff ects the growing assimilation of particular things to 
universal things to the point of coinciding the movements of particular freedom, 
by the movement of parts to well-being with the universal natural reason of spiri-
tual being, to harmonize in this way particular spirits among themselves and in the 
whole and to give them an identity of movement, so that their will does not note 
the diff erence which opposes the part to the whole, but rather that a single identical 
principle might reign over the whole.” Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
. Ez :, ; :–.
. Cf. Rom :. Th e language here owes much to Pseudo-Dionysius. See his 
Ecclesiastical Hierarchy , and ,.
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iv. Tropology

Asked about the diff erence between allegory and tropology Maximus re-
plies that while allegory is concerned with inanimate things, tropology is 
concerned with the bodily members: head, eyes, etc.

Th e term is rooted in the verb τρέπεσθαι, to be turned, converted. Th e 
moral dimension of scripture is basic to its message. It instructs, restrains, 
and corrects us. Maximus frequently cites passages from both ot and nt 
where moral instructions and admonitions are given. When our Lord tells us 
that when we fast we are to anoint our head and wash our face (Mt :) we 
are to understand this as a double prescription to cleanse our life of vice and 
anoint our mind with divine gnosis. Scripture’s word is a continuous call to 
moral conversion. Against any notion that the monastic state was intended 
to be a static enjoyment of the benefi ts of divine intimacy Maximus enjoins 
constancy and vigilance in the observance of the commandments.

Do not say, as the divine Jeremiah tells us, that you are the Lord’s temple. 
And do not say that “mere faith in our Lord Jesus Christ can save me.” For 
this is impossible unless you acquire love for him through works. For in what 
concerns mere believing, “even the devils believe and tremble”(Jas :).

Th e ladder leading to noetic contemplation is of no use if it is not fi rmly 
anchored in the solid base of human works. Love, the chapter says, has to 
be acquired through works. Scripture calls virtues ways, we are reminded, 
and the most excellent of these ways is love, as the Apostle instructs us. 
For Maximus, strongly infl uenced in this by the anthropology of Gregory of 
Nyssa, the biblical doctrine of creation in God’s image involves no merely 
static endowment with a faculty oriented to a spiritual goal. By virtue of 
creation we have an innate desire and love, πόθοϚ καὶ ἔρωϚ, given to us by 
God as well as a faculty, the will, bringing them to fulfi llment.

Th at man is made to the image and likeness of God means that he 
 proceeds from God’s will and bears the image of this origin by his being 

. Quaestiones et Dubia I,, CCSG , .
. Char. ., CWS .
. Qu. D. , CCSG , . Cf. Char. .: “By means of the commandments the 
Lord renders detached those who carry them out; by means of the divine doctrines 
he bestows on them the enlightenment of knowledge.” CWS .
. Char. ., CWS .
. In  Cor :. Cf. Char. . , CWS .
. Especially in the Life of Moses, ed. W. Jaeger. See R. Leys, L’Image de Dieu selon 
S. Grégoire de Nysse, Paris-Bruxelles, .
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self-moving and self-ruling. Th rough this liberty of being he is free to bring 
about the activation of the innate desire for God which drives his being. It 
is to illustrate this dynamism that Maximus habitually, though not always, 
distinguishes between image and likeness, comparing them as the logos of 
nature and the tropos of virtue. In creating human rational creatures God 
communicates to them four divine attributes. He grants being and eternal 
being to the essence of humanity, and then goodness and wisdom he be-
stows on the volitive faculty. Maximus gives this theological reason as the 
explanation of the biblical statement that man is created to the image and 
likeness of God, “to the image of his being by our being, to the image of his 
eternal being by our eternal being (even though not without a beginning, it 
is yet without end); to the likeness of his goodness by our goodness, to the 
likeness of his wisdom by our wisdom. Th e fi rst is by nature, the second by 
grace. Every rational nature indeed is made to the image of God; but only 
those who are good and wise are made to his likeness.”

Th is distinction between image and likeness places the moral eff ort 
squarely on the human agent, with due regard for the explicit reality of 
grace, and specifi cally on human freedom. When he is not quoting the moral 
admonitions of scripture, especially of St. Paul, to the monk in full asceti-
cal striving, Maximus calls for a tropological interpretation of the biblical 
narratives.

In this ascetical context, therefore, Maximus fi nds it necessary to focus 
upon the human will as the neuralgic center of the Christian ethical chal-
lenge. “To share in his goodness and wisdom or not to share depends on 
the will of rational beings.” Man was made to the image of the supremely 
free God by proceeding from his will and by bearing the image of his origin 

. Amb. Io. , P.G. , D; cf. Chapters on Knowledge ., P.G. , A, 
CWS .
. Ibid.
. In doing this he follows an old tradition: Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. II, , P.G. , 
BC; Clem. Alex., Paidag., I, , P.G. , AB, Strom. II, , C, Coh. ad Gentes, 
, B; Origen, De Pr. ., hom. Lev. , P.G. , . Cf. Th . Disdier, “Les fonde-
ments dogmatiques de la spiritualité de S. Maxime le Confesseur,” EO  (): 
–, and J. Meyendorff , Le Christ dans la Th éologie Byzantine, Paris, , 
-. John Damascene will follow in this tradition: De Fide Orthodoxa , , 
P.G. , B.
. Char. ., CWS  (where a misplaced term is corrected in the present 
 translation).
. Char. ., CWS ; ., CWS –.
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through his being self-moving and self-ruling. Th rough this liberty granted 
by God’s creative act he is free to bring about the energizing of the innate 
desire for God which drives his being. For this he found it helpful to stress 
the distinction between image and likeness. In the celebrated dispute with 
Pyrrhus at Carthage he is asked to explain the relationship between the 
faculty of the will and human nature. Maximus refers to the biblical text of 
Genesis : and says, “Th us if man is an image of the divine nature, and 
the divine nature is free, then so also must be the image. If it preserves its 
likeness to the archetype it realizes its independence of nature.”

What is primary in our actions, then, is the intention with which they 
are performed. Th e purest human freedom, untainted by any ambiguous 
motive, was realized by Christ. Maximus’ secure position in Christian history 
as the defender of the integrity of Christ’s human will in the incarnation 
against the Monothelites was prepared for by his defense of the central role 
of the human will in the process of deifi cation.

In this light the Bible off ered, on the level of tropology, a wealth of ex-
amples to illustrate the freedom of the virtues or the servitude to the passions. 
In each biblical personage could be seen the dynamic of good and evil at 
work in salvation history. While not at all throwing out the literal sense of 
the narratives, we can discern a process of growth in or rejection of grace 
in the great fi gures of the Bible. Susanna’s endurance in the face of slander, 
Job’s courage, Joseph’s chastity, Paul’s humility, Christ’s perfect example, all 
testify to the Spirit’s working in the drama of human asceticism. On the 
other hand, Pilate’s vainglory, Herod’s spirit of fornication, Judas’ treachery, 
etc., were warnings to the monk who allowed himself to be taken over by 
his passions. All these biblical personages provided the reader of scripture 
with vivid examples of both spiritual triumph and tragedy.

. Cf. Amb. Io. , , D. Also: “Th ere is no rational soul which is by essence 
more valuable than another rational soul. Indeed, God in his goodness, creating 
every soul to his image,brings it into being to be self-moving. Each one, then, de-
liberately either chooses honor or accepts dishonor by its own deeds.” Chapters on 
Knowledge ., CWS .
. Disp., P.G. , D.
. Cf. Char. ., , ; CWS ,–.
. Th ese and other examples are discussed in my “Levels of Scriptural Meaning in 
Maximus the Confessor,” SP XXVII, –.
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v. Christ the Center

What can be the meaning of the striking statement that “of all the divine 
mysteries, the mystery of Christ is the most mysterious?”

As the Logos is (by defi nition) the principle of creation, a doctrine that 
Maximus takes from John :, Col :–,  Cor : and the nt in general 
more than from Neoplatonism, so is he the principle of revelation and also 
of redemption, or deifi cation, precisely through the act of the incarnation. 
But in keeping with his scheme Maximus sees the incarnation as happening 
on more levels than the merely historical. As one also sees in Origen and 
his tradition, the words of scripture are a type of incarnation of the Logos. 
Maximus writes:

Th e Word of God is called fl esh not only as having become incarnate 
but as God the Word understood simply in the beginning with God 
the Father, who possesses the clear and naked forms of the truth of 
all things and does not include riddles or enigmas or need allegorical 
stories. But when he is present to men who cannot with their naked 
mind reach naked spiritual realities, and converses in a way familiar 
to them in a wide variety [poikilivaß) an Evagrian word to correct 
Evagrius] of stories, enigmas, parables, and dark sayings, then he be-
comes fl esh. Our mind does not in this fi rst encounter hold converse 
with the naked Word, but with the Word made fl esh, certainly in a 
variety of languages; though he is the Word by nature he is fl esh to 
the sight, so that many think they see fl esh and not the Word even if 
he is truly the Word. For the understanding of Scripture is not what 
appears to the many but is otherwise than it appears. For the Word 
becomes fl esh through each recorded word.

Th e divine Logos presents himself to us in the ambiguous world of sense and 
variety that characterizes our life in the fl esh. As the logoi of nature point 
to their ontological source in the Logos, so do the logoi of Scripture point 
to and incarnate this same Logos.

Th e mystery of the incarnation of the Word bears the power of all the 
hidden meanings and fi gures of Scripture as well as the knowledge of visible 
and invisible creatures. Th e one who knows the mystery of the cross and the 

. Amb. Io , P.G. , C.
. Cap. theol. (Chapters on Knowledge) II,  (CWS, ). Th e same idea is ex-
pressed in Amb. Io. , P.G. , C–A. Cf. Th e extensive symbolic interpre-
tations of Moses, Elijah, and Abraham in Amb. Io . Chapters on Knowledge I, , 
CWS .
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tomb knows the principles of these creatures. And the one who has been 
initiated into the ineff able power of the Resurrection knows the purpose for 
which God originally made all things.

But the veil of the letter has to be pierced for us to recognize the Savior. 
Otherwise we become slaves to the letter and to the legalism of Jewish prac-
tice. Maximus interprets circumcision as an example of a law misunderstood 
because taken only on the level of the letter. Th e misunderstanding of the 
scriptural commandment has its parallel in a misunderstanding of the integ-
rity of creation, which Maximus judges to be impugned by the physical act 
of circumcision. As shown by St. Paul himself, Christ must become the 
hermeneutical key to the Christian exegesis of both Testaments. Maximus’ 
exegesis of the transfi guration account presents it as a transformation of 
the apostles’ sensible energies and a liberation of their intellectual faculty 
from the veils of the passions. Only then could they perceive Christ’s divine 
identity in the radiant light beaming from his person. Th e whitened garments 
are a fi gure of the words of scripture, which no longer bear any enigma or 
shadow once the Logos is brilliantly displayed.

“Nothing of what is written in scripture, persons, places, or other things 
whether animate or inanimate, sensible or intelligible, is always to be un-
derstood in the same manner either on the historical or the contemplative 
level.” Like the great Origen and in his line Maximus sees the vast sweep 
of history as God’s revelation to the faithful soul to be attended to in view 
of its spiritual progress. Usefulness and profi t, ὠφέλεια, is the rule to follow 
in the understanding of Scripture. Attentiveness to the inspired words and 
narratives is required for spiritual profi t, since “in the richness of grace, any 
syllable of the divine Scripture can be taken in any number of ways for the 
usefulness (ὠφέλειαν) of those who are desirous of virtue and knowledge.” 

. Chapters on Knowledge, I, ; CWS –.
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . Questions  and  of the same work focus on 
the Jews as a people who symbolize the carnal interpretation of scripture. Maximus 
sees this stubborn resistance to the spirit as incarnated in King Saul, who also rep-
resents the reign of concupiscence, a reign he contrasts with David’s. Maximus is 
“aided” in his exegesis of Saul and his associates by the use of etymology: Qu. Th al. 
, CCSG , ff .
. In his typological exegesis of the Exodus wandering: “. . . and the rock was 
Christ.” I Cor :.
. Cf. Amb. Io. , P.G. , D–D.
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . From this perspective Maximus does not seem to 
distinguish between Old and New Testaments. Both present themselves to the 
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Maximus means for this hermeneutical principle to be taken in its fullest 
sense. Th us Scripture is replete with treasures in both its breadth and depth. 
Th e long history of Israel provides us with an abundance of examples of 
virtues and vices, of types, images, and symbols, all of which are graciously 
provided to us by the revealing Logos so that we might contemplate their 
meaning for us. Who is the voice crying out in the desert, Maximus is asked? 
Any saint, he replies, and proceeds to draw up a long list of personages in 
a line going from Adam to John the Baptist. Indeed, the Pauline saying 
is to be taken seriously: “All scripture is inspired by God and profi table 
(ὠφέλιμοϚ) for teaching, for reproving, for correction, and for training in 
righteousness.”

As vast as is the horizontal sweep of scripture, it is matched by its vertical 
depth. As Maximus gives example aft er example of profi les in virtue and vice, 
so does he give corresponding levels of interpretation. He will regularly 
off er an elaborate interpretation based on allegory, etymology, numerology, 
etc., then follow it with another one which is completely diff erent because 
it views the subject from a diff erent angle. Sometimes the second (or third) 
explanation will be explicitly directed to those desirous of a more mystical 
interpretation. Diff erent levels are present for the ascetical and contemplative 
needs of diff erent minds. It would perhaps have seemed strange to Maximus 
or his correspondents to have to answer the question that would occur to 
today’s reader about which would be the correct interpretation of the text. 
Th e correct interpretation is the one that succeeds in moving the reader of 
Scripture to advance in virtue or to deepen his contemplation, to see and to 
be absorbed by the mystery revealed in the saving words that make present 
the Savior Word. Holy Writ is not a scientifi c problem to be solved but a 
call from the Logos to our personal selves which demands a reply of moral 
or contemplative commitment. While our contemporary scholarly concern 
is to narrow down the options of interpretation in an eff ort to discover the 
correct one, the concern of Maximus is just the opposite: to open up the 
possibilities of interpretation, to deepen the levels of comprehension, to 
multiply the fi elds of applicability.

 believer as God’s word and both reveal God’s saving will in Christ. Naturally, they 
are to be distinguished as prophecy and fulfi llment.
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , –.
.  Tim :.
. Cf. my “Levels of Scriptural Meaning in Maximus the Confessor,” StPatr XXVII, 
–.
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Th e Logos becomes incarnate in a threefold manner: in the fl esh, in the 
logoi of created beings, and in the letters, syllables, and sounds of scripture. 
Asked to clarify a text of Gregory of Nazianzus that the Word becomes con-
centrated, or corporeal,Maximus replies that with due regard for our bodily 
condition the Logos adapts himself to our perception in this series of ways 
so that he can be genuinely present to us. In the prayer for enlightenment 
that begins Question  we see Maximus’ understanding of the contempla-
tive process by which the message of scripture is appropriated:

Come Logos of God, worthy of all praise. Give us of your logoi in 
proper measure and understanding, and by tearing away their thick 
envelope show us, O Christ, the beauty of your thoughts. Take us by 
the right hand, the intellectual power in us, and guide us along the 
way of your commandments, and ‘lead us to the place of your won-
derful tabernacle all the way to God’s dwelling with cries of joy and 
thanksgiving and of the sound of those who keep festival’ (Ps :, 
lxx), so that we also, giving thanks in the confession through action 
and in the joy of contemplation, having been judged worthy to enter 
the place of your feasting, may also ourselves feast with those who are 
feasting in celebrating with our voices never quiet the knowledge of 
the ineff able.

Th e prayer continues on for another sentence, but an analysis of this section 
cited yields the key elements of Maximus’ exegesis.

. It is the Father’s Logos, hypostatically distinct from him, who is ad-
dressed in personal prayer. Since revelation binds together two parties, re-
vealer and receiver of revelation, it follows that, “Th e word of holy Scripture, 
even if in the letter of events it narrates takes place in a determined time, 
remains always undetermined according to the spirit when considering these 
from a spiritual point of view.” While we as receivers of the revelation are 
circumscribed, neither God as revealer nor the Word he utters is circum-
scribed. Th e Holy Spirit as author of Holy Writ “sets down an understand-
ing of the scriptural text in harmony with and in the reach of each one who 

. παραφθείρεσθαι, a word also used in an incarnational sense by Maximus’ men-
tor Sophronius in his homily on the Annunciation: or. ., P.G.  (), C. In 
Gregory it is in or.  (On the Th eophany), P.G. , B.
. Amb. Io. , P.G. , C–A.
. Qu Th al. , CCSG , .
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
. Ibid.
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shares human nature,” so that “each one of us can become a Hezekiah or 
Isaiah on the spiritual level” (cf.  Chr :ff .).

. Th e clear infl uence of Origen is evident in two ideas that are explicitly 
stated. We ask for enlightenment “in proper measure and understanding.” In 
many places, in fact, Maximus shows himself the heir of the great teacher 
of Alexandria and Caesarea in stressing the adaptability of the word to the 
reader/hearer. We each profi t from Scripture according to our personal capac-
ity and our individual need. Th e word is measured out to the spiritual dimen-
sions of the believer. Secondly, our request in understanding the scriptures 
is to go beyond the letter, to tear away the envelope, the husk of scripture to 
reach its kernel. Th at is, we seek to pierce the thick wall of appearances to 
reach the full reality of the truth of the world, of the words, of grace.

. Th e way of the commandments is the sure way to reach God’s dwelling 
which is reserved for the pure of heart. Th e purpose of human movement 
and action is to lead upwards to the divine realm. Since our make-up is two-
fold so must be our celebration. We confess our faith through the action of 
ascetic discipline and the acquisition of virtues. At the same time we express 
our contemplative imperative in the joy of mystical insight. Th rough both 
of these actions we express our thanks to God, i.e., we respond gratefully to 
his inviting and saving Word.

. Finally, the goal of God’s revelation to us is a feasting at his table, a 
happy encounter of Creator and creature in the mystical union of a freely 
chosen common life. At this feast our voices are ever active and will speak 
the ineff able reality of God in an endless union of love.

Th e danger, of course, in using Christ as the central mystery of a con-
ceptual scheme is that he himself will be reduced (or upgraded) from a 
concrete reality to an idea. Th is danger is off set in Maximus by the concrete 
language which he employs for the historical Jesus of the gospels. However 
powerful is the synthesis that he constructs with Christ at its center, we are 
not allowed to forget that Jesus Christ is the real Jesus who met blasphemy, 
suff ering, and hate with long-suff ering patience and love. His obedience to 
the Father all the way to death for our sake proved that he kept the com-
mandment of love. Th e one who imitates him is the one who keeps the 
commandments of God. Jesus Christ is not only human, Maximus insists, 
but human in every way, having human essence in the full understanding 

. Ibid.
. Cf. Lib. asc. , P.G. , ; –, A–C.
. Ibid., , B.
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of that term, and not as compromised by Manicheans and Apollinarians. 
He breathed, walked, spoke, moved his hands, used his senses, hungered and 
thirsted, ate, slept, was wearied, wept, was sad in a real and not an imaginary 
way, for the purpose of fulfi lling the economy for our sake.

In his explanation of the hypostatic union of divine and human natures 
in Christ, Maximus remains steadfastly faithful to the full Chalcedonian 
formula, to which he habitually returns. In the years of open crisis in the 
Monothelite debate, when the reality of the full and functioning human will 
of Jesus is being sacrifi ced to serve the political end of reunion with the 
Monophysites, Maximus is clear and adamant in spelling out the unavoid-
able consequences of Chalcedonian orthodoxy. But long before that period, 
Maximus has already in place the coherent structure of a Christ-centered 
cosmological and soteriological system. One reason for this is that against 
the background of his Logos-logoi doctrine Maximus could appreciate the 
logic of Pope Leo and Chalcedon in confessing the intimate unity of two 
vastly diverse natures without any confusion, change, division, or separation. 
Th e mystery of profound union does not obliterate or compromise onto-
logical diversity. But perhaps another reason for this is that in his monastic 
context he could see the dangers of not placing Christ, the full Christ as 
confessed by Catholic orthodoxy, at the center of Christian ascetical and 
contemplative experience. Monastic experiments had, in fact, come to grief 
by reason of the loss of this controlling doctrinal principle. Th e condem-
nations of the Fift h Ecumenical Council were directed at widespread and 
serious errors of the Origenist monks of Palestine and Egypt. In large part, 
the basis of Origenist errors was christological. Th is central fl aw aff ected 
almost every part of their sometimes elaborate system, from the primitive 
henad to fi nal apocatastasis.

Maximus’ condemnation of the Origenist scheme in Ambiguum  at-
tempts to set the many good insights of Origen and Evagrius in an orthodox 
christological context. Th is context informs the whole of his theology, but it 
is stated succinctly in Qu. Th al. , to which we may devote some attention. 
Far from being incidental to creation or an aft erthought of it, the incarna-
tion of Christ is the very purpose of God’s creative act. It is “the blessed end 

. Amb. Th . , P.G. , .
. Ibid., CD. opusc.  PG , C–**A.
. As early as  Maximus writes of the Son as “the Father’s right hand,” our sav-
ior and the bestower of the Spirit’s gift s. Th e incarnate Lord is, in Paul’s phrase, “the 
divine purpose which was hidden from all ages and generations by means of the 
plan of salvation incarnate in himself” (Col. :); Expl. Ps , CCSG , .
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for which all things were established,” the very reason why beings exist. 
Using the Irenaean term in the context of creation and providence Maximus 
affi  rms the recapitulation in God of all things that he created.

Th e incarnation is the mystery enveloping the ages of history by which 
the eternal Logos reveals the foundation of the Father’s goodness in show-
ing the end for which every created reality holds the logos of its own being. 
“For through Christ, i.e., in accordance with the mystery of Christ, all the 
ages and everything in them fi nd in Christ the principle and end of their 
being.” Th e union of the fi nite with the infi nite and the created with the 
Creator was determined before human history began. It was fi tting, in fact, 
that the Creator of essences himself become the author of deifi cation by 
grace, that the bestower of existence be seen as the dispenser of everlasting 
well-being. Not having carnal pleasure at the root of his human origin, the 
divine Logos creates another principle of a second birth by the Holy Spirit 
and willingly accepts Adam’s deserved death. In thus eliminating the two 
extremes of the fl awed beginning and end of life the Savior generates a new 
and eternal life.

“How great, how truly awesome is the mystery of our salvation,” exclaims 
Maximus. His long defense of Chalcedonian orthodoxy, culminating in the 
personal witness of defi ance, confession, and mutilation, is well known. It is 
particularly in his clear and fi rm expositions of the human freedom of Christ 
that his renown has been earned. For him, the Monothelite accommodation 

. Qu. Th al , CCSG , . Maximus here is commenting on  Pet : and Col 
:.
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . Cf. Dominic J. Unger, O.F.M.Cap., “Christ Jesus, 
Center and Final Scope of all Creation According to St. Maximus Confessor,” 
Franciscan Studies  (): –. Still, Maximus uses the traditional language 
of soteriology, as in Amb. Th . , P.G. , B; , D. Th e Liber Asceticus be-
gins with the monk’s question to an elder about the purpose of the incarnation. 
Surprised at the elementary nature of the query, the old man replies that “the 
purpose of the Lord’s becoming man was our salvation.” P.G. , ; Polycarp 
Sherwood, St. Maximus the Confessor, Th e Ascetic Life, Th e Four Centuries on 
Charity, Westminster, Md.: Newman, , . Th is answer, and the explanation 
that follows, may well be a soteriological corrective to a mysticism in danger of be-
ing cut loose from its christological moorings in salvation history.
. In accordance with the triad being, well-being, eternal well-being frequently 
used by Maximus. Cf. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , ; Char. . and , CWS ; ., 
CWS ; Disp., , D–A.
. Cf. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
. Amb. Th . , P.G. , B.
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threatened to undo the mystery expressed at Chalcedon and operative in the 
church’s faith and liturgy. Th is doctrine of the reality of the existence and 
functioning of both the divine and the human wills of the Word made fl esh 
had to be accepted as the clear meaning of the gospel texts. In the Dispute 
with Pyrrhus and in various other works he bases the church’s dyothelite 
doctrine on the witness of the gospel accounts, citing the passages where 
willing or being unwilling is applied to Christ. But the central gospel pas-
sage regarding Christ’s freedom was the prayer of Christ in the garden of 
Gethsemane. Th is was a passage that Pyrrhus and other Monothelite leaders 
were advancing to prove the Monothelite claim that Jesus’ human will was 
so taken over by the divine as to be inoperative. But it is precisely this pas-
sage that Maximus uses to show the mystery of the profound unity of two 
disparate realities, the human and the divine, acting together in the most 
intimate synergy on the level of love. It serves, in fact, as a prime example of 
the key idea of Maximus: the reconciliation of all created reality with God 
in the hypostatic union of the Word made fl esh.

Maximus sees this central mystery of faith revealed in sundry places 
in the Old Testament, even in the most surprising ones. We can perceive it, 
for example, in the vision of the prophet Zechariah of a fl ying sickle which 
becomes “a curse that goes over the face of the whole earth” that the Lord 
sends out to punish the evildoer. In reality it is the curse which in turn  affl  icts 
the curse on human nature brought by Adam’s transgression. Maximus ar-
rives at this interpretation by linking this curse to the saying in Galatians 
that Christ has himself become a curse for us (Gal :), destroying the 
curse of the Law.

Similarly, Christ is the lamp of the same prophet’s vision enlightening 
everything of the household of the world, as the Lord himself says. For 
the Lord is the liberator from ignorance and vice, the destroyer of night, as 
Maximus explains through the etymology of λύχνοϚ, the word for lamp. 
Th is allegorical exegesis of Zechariah is continued as Maximus explains the 
church as the lampstand releasing the energies of the Holy Spirit through 
his seven gift s, etc. But the allegorization is under the tight control of the 
driving idea of Maximus, the process of deifi cation rendered possible by the 

. Disp., P.G. , D–C. Th is list comes at the direct request of Pyrrhus.
. Zech : lxx.
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
. Cf. Mt :.
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
. Ibid., . Cf. Lib. Asc. , P.G. , B.
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incarnation of the Logos. Th e thrust is personal: “It is in fact for me that the 
Logos became man, for me that he worked out my whole salvation, that he 
bestowed on me what was his by nature, by means of what was mine.”

vi. Allegory

When one considers the tradition from which he comes, it should not be 
surprising that Maximus pays little attention to the historical setting of the 
scriptural narrative and to its literal sense. It is not a question of his being 
unacquainted or ill at ease with the Biblical texts; in fact, he demonstrates a 
wide familiarity with them. But he wants to pierce through the letter of the 
Bible, or the simple historical narrative in order to discover its spiritual (ana-
gogic) meaning. Th us he will indulge in numerology (e.g., in Questions , 
, and  to Th alassius) and seek to discover ontological meanings through 
sometimes near accurate but oft en fanciful etymologies (e.g., Questions , 
, , , , ).

But especially will Maximus indulge in the allegorical fl ights that were 
a familiar mark of monasteries in the tradition of Origen and Evagrius. Th e 
Bible presented a vast array of people, places, and events that needed to 
be interpreted in a meaningful way if they were to contribute to spiritual 
progress. In the tradition of Origen he regularly challenges the readers of 
scripture to go beyond the letter of the text with a view to penetrating to its 
meaning. Allegory was one such method by which seemingly insignifi cant 
subjects could be interpreted to yield spiritual profi t. It is rendered necessary, 
in fact, by the divine pedagogy itself. Th e Word of God, unable to present the 
plain truth which could not be grasped by a human nature besmirched by 
ignorance of and alienation from divine things, wisely chose to communicate 

. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . Th at is, he bestowed divinity on me by taking on 
my humanity. A little later in the same question Maximus off ers an interpretation 
on another level, seeing the lampstand as the individual soul and working out an-
other scheme on the personal level; cf. ff .
. See the discussion of this method in Paul Blowers, Exegesis and Spiritual 
Pedagogy, –.
. Antoon Schoors has analyzed the etymological usages of Maximus with an 
attempt to trace their sources in “Biblical Onomastics in Maximus Confessor’s 
Quaestiones ad Th alassium,” in A. Schoors and P. Van Deun, eds., PHILOHISTOR, 
Miscellanea in Honorem Caroli Laga Septuagenarii (Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 
) Leuven: Peeters, , –.
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these under the veil of types and fi gures. Evil spirits have their power hid-
den in the natural passions and becloud our spiritual understanding.For 
this reason we must pay heed to the Apostle’s saying that the letter kills, but 
the spirit gives life.

Th us in Question  to Th alassius Maximus is asked about the Lord’s send-
ing Peter and John into the city to prepare the Passover meal. Th e disciples 
are told to meet a man carrying a jar of water, whom they are to follow to a 
house. Th ere they will be shown by the householder the large upper room 
where they are to prepare the passover. For Maximus the mystical meaning 
of this passage is hidden behind the literal story and is to be read through 
the lens of allegory. Peter and John are symbols of action and contemplation, 
respectively. Th ey are recognized by the man carrying the water jar, who 
represents those who carry the grace of the Spirit on the shoulders of the 
virtues by the mortifi cation of the members. Th e householder represents 
those who through spiritual contemplation furnish a room on a superior 
level which will be fi t to encounter the Logos. Th e house is the state of piety 
which is the goal of an individual who puts virtue into practice. Th e master 
of the house is the soul enlightened by the divine light of mystical knowl-
edge. Such an interpretation allows Maximus to teach the psychological 
and spiritual truth that man is twofold, as represented in the two characters 
described: he is one in the one human nature, but two in that this nature 
is divided in all piety into active and contemplative. It is through the Spirit 
that the Logos makes the two one.

Passing to the personal level, Maximus makes his allegory specifi c. Th e 
city represents the individual soul to which are regularly sent as disciples 
the logoi of virtue and mystical knowledge (gnosis). Th e water carrier is the 
attitude of patience bearing on the shoulders of self-mastery an unshaken 
faith received by grace at baptism. Th e house is the state of virtues built 
stone by stone of good thoughts and actions. Th e upper room is the spacious 
intelligence furnished with mystical visions and truths. Th e householder 
is the νοῦς shining gnostically in the house of virtue, to whom the Logos 
comes and gives himself. Th e involved allegory concludes with a spiritual 
and allegorical truth:

. Cf. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
. Cf. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
. Cf. II Cor :. Maximus uses this quotation as well as John : (adoring God 
in spirit and in truth) as scriptural warrant for his method. Cf. Qu. Th al. , which 
is a long treatment of letter versus spirit.
. Cf. Lk :–.
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For the passover is really the passage of the Logos to the human mind 
(νοῦν), through which the Logos of God in his mystical coming be-
stows fullness on all his elect by sharing with them his own blessings.

Th e Exodus event was a favorite topos of patristic exegetes. Question  de-
scribes the allegorical meaning of the golden calf. In Question  Maximus is 
asked about the strange events surrounding the circumcision of Moses’ son. 
He explains that the desert whence Moses is sent to liberate the children of 
Israel represents human nature, or the world, of the state without sin wherein 
the νοῦϚ learns the gnosis of beings and receives the mission to lead out of 
the Egypt of senses and the fl esh the Israelites (= divine thoughts of beings) 
who labor in the clay of the passions. Th e νοῦϚ, linked to wisdom, takes the 
route of the virtues, which does not allow for any stopping, “for stopping in 
virtue is the beginning of evil.” But delaying over the edges of materiality 
leads to an inciting of passions and a rendering uncircumcised and profane 
the behavior and thoughts. It is then that the Logos presents himself to his 
conscience like an angel threatening him with death because of his tarry-
ing in the path of virtue. Th en like a Zipporah, the wisdom accompanying 
the mind cuts away every base thought from his thinking (= his child). Th e 
spiritual and theological conclusion to this allegory follows:

For the way of the virtues is veritably fi lled with many holy angels, i.e., 
in principles and modes (logoi and tropoi) to eff ect every type of vir-
tue as such, as well as in invisible angels cooperating in the good with 
us and arousing in us such thoughts.

Maximus notes that the angel’s threat does not come about at any time dur-
ing the journey, i.e., while progress is being made, but rather when Moses 
and his family are stopping at an inn.

vii. Word and History

Th e great peril of a spiritual exegesis of scripture is a bypassing of its letter, 
and thus a neutralizing of historical events. Th e modern critical approaches 
have introduced a renewed appreciation of the literal sense of biblical texts 
by focusing on the Sitz-im-Leben of their authors. New critical methods 
have given us a keener insight into a variety of literary forms in which bib-

. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . cf. Amb. Io.  and its “comtemplations.”
. Cf. Gen :.
. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , .
. Ibid.
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lical narratives are couched. Such a sensitivity to historical developments 
was characteristic neither of the patristic period in general nor of that of 
Maximus in particular.

To say this, however, is not to say that Maximus was unconcerned with 
history or that he was deaf to any message it might convey. History for him 
is no two-dimensional surface but rather artfully beveled to reveal a divine 
plan. In fact, Maximus can discern in history a twofold process of the 
incarnation of God and the deifi cation of man. He regards contemporary 
history as the arena in which there is being worked out the great drama of 
personal redemption. Monastic commitment, therefore, is the wholehearted 
embracing of this call to perfection: hodie, si vocem eius audieritis. . . . It means 
to interpret the events of life under the twofold rubric of providence and 
judgment, a visitation from God for our sanctifi cation.

If von Balthasar is right in seeing Maximus as the Greek patristic thinker 
most open to the world, his understanding of monasticism had to be not 
a fl ight away from it but rather a return to its center, to its Logos. It was a 
commitment to the redirecting of human energies in accordance with the one 
incarnate Logos who clears up the enigmas of nature and Scripture and who 
sets us under the law of grace. Our original movement was not downwards 
in some pre-cosmic fall, as Origenist speculation would have it, but rather 
upwards to union with the Creator, in Maximus’ correction of the scheme. 
Th e logos of nature is called by God to a new tropos, a dimension of hu-
man existence wherein man’s freedom will meet God’s in love. Maximus is 
intent, then, to refocus the monk’s vision of his spiritual striving away from 
a sequential ascent from ascetic praxis to mystical contemplation as if from a 
lesser life to a higher one. Th is would devalue a part of the human composite. 
Instead, as his theory of scriptural interpretation makes manifest, he wants to 
inculcate a more integrated and realistic vision of praxis and contemplation 
as joined together and simultaneously active. Faithful observance of the 

 . See, for example, the stages into which history can be divided in Qu. Th al. , 
CCSG –.
 . Cf. Qu. Th al. .
 . Cf. the treatment in “History and Exegesis in Evagrius and Maximus,” 
Origeniana Quarta, –. On providence and judgement, cf. Ambo. Io. , D–
A, CD, C–C.
. “Maximus kann als der weltoff enste unter allen Denkern der griechischen 
Patristik gelten; er übertrifft   in seiner grundsätzlichen positiven Wertung der Natur 
selbst den Nyssener.” KL, .
. Th is point is well expressed by Paul M. Blowers when he says that praxis, 
 contemplation, virtue, and knowledge “stand in a constant, mutually coinherent 



 Ten Sixth- to Eighth-Century Greek Christian Literature

commandments is the exercise of the freedom that the Creator originally 
bestowed on intelligent persons.

To the monk who wants to leave off  the practice of the virtues as mere 
training for beginners and concentrate on the higher states, Maximus em-
phasizes through abundant scriptural examples and the words of St. Paul 
that the heavenly life consists of the same:

Th erefore, let us to the best of our ability not be careless in obeying 
God who calls us to eternal life and to a blessed end through the ob-
servance of his divine and saving commandments ‘to receive mercy 
and fi nd grace as an aid in time of need’ (Heb :). ‘For grace,’ says 
the divine Apostle, is with all who love our Lord Jesus Christ in in-
corruptibility’ (Eph :), that is, those who love our Lord with the 
incorruptibility of virtue and the pure and sincere dignity of life, or to 
speak more clearly, those who love the Lord by doing his will and not 
by transgressing any of his commands.

To those whose desire for contemplative solitude leads them to despise even 
the eucharistic gathering Maximus gives the warning that the angels are there 
and take note of who is present at the services, and they also make supplica-
tions for them. It is in the church and at the liturgy, says Maximus, that 
we are transformed and remolded by the grace of the Holy Spirit invisibly 
present but at work in each believer. To the monk in pursuit of a noetic and 
immaterial gnosis Maximus recalls the divine Logos who endured the nails, 
cross, and grave, without failing in love for his persecutors. Monasticism 
is a call to journey to the heart of the Church where the saving confession 
of Christ takes place.

To believe in the scriptural word is to see its power and truth operative 
in human history and in the unfolding of contemporary events. Th e Arab 

relation.” See “Th e Logology of Maximus the Confessor in His Criticism of Ori-
genism,” in Robert J. Daly, ed., Origeniana Quinta, .
. Virtue and gnosis, says Dalmais, give rise together to one wisdom: “la garde 
des commandements se place au centre de cette montée vers la divinisation qui a 
pris son fondement dans la foi et la crainte.” I. H. Dalmais, “La doctrine ascétique de 
S. Maxime le Confesseur d’après le Liber Asceticus,” Irén  (): .
. Myst. , CWS .
. Ibid., CWS . Th e angels (represented by the stirrings of our conscience: 
Rom :) also watch over our actions and either accuse or excuse us both now 
and on the day of judgment. Qu. Th al. , CCSG , . Th e language is taken from 
the Pauline verse. Th e angels likewise move us to perform good deeds: Char. ., 
CWS ; ., CWS .
. Lib. asc.  and , P.G. , A–C. Cf. Chapters on Knowledge , .
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conquests of Christian lands, of which Maximus’ displacements are a witness, 
were seen by him as God’s judgment on a Christian people who had drift ed 
away from a saving confession of the incarnate Logos through an embracing 
of the Monothelite heresy, a compromise faith. Like his master Sophronius 
he interpreted the Muslim conquests as the fulfi llment of the prophetic 
words of Holy Writ. Th e one who saw the abomination of desolation stand-
ing in the holy place had to understand the eschatological signifi cance of 
this event. In a fashion that is reminiscent of St. Augustine, Maximus sees 
the great drama of redemption being played out on two levels, therefore, 
in the individual soul and on the level of world events. Citing the very text 
concerning the abomination of desolation he links the two levels:

Man’s mind is a holy place and a temple of God in which the demons 
have laid waste the soul through passionate thoughts and set up the 
idol of sin. Th at these things have already happened in history no one 
who has read Josephus can, I think, doubt, though some say that these 
things will also happen when the Antichrist comes.

Embroiled as a major fi gure in the controversies of the day, Maximus is at 
pains to stress the human reality of the incarnate Logos in its full meaning. 
What is not assumed is not saved, Maximus would agree with Gregory of 
Nazianzus. But it is precisely in ourselves that the great drama of redemp-
tion and deifi cation is taking place. It is in this world of fl ux and ambiguity 
that the word of nature must clearly be read, the word of Scripture fi rmly 
grasped, the kairos of grace freely and completely accepted. Th e world is 
apocalypse, and we are the graced. To as many as receive the Word he gives 
the power to become children of God.
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IX
GERMANUS OF CONSTANTINOPLE 

CA. 634CA. 733

Patriarch of Constantinople, his hometown, in –, Germanus was the 
son of a noble family. His father, a favorite of Emperor Heraclius (–), 
was executed for conspiracy in . Germanus himself was made a eunuch 
at the age of twenty and integrated by force into the clergy of Hagia Sophia. 
Under Emperor Constantine IV he became instrumental in convoking 
the Ecumenical Council of Constantinople III () which condemned 
Monothelism, and he found himself nominated metropolitan bishop of 
Cyzicus. At the local synod of , he disowned the decisions of , but 
as soon as consecrated Patriarch of Constantinople August , , by 
Emperor Anastasius II, he anathemized Monothelism for good. He was de-
posed January ,  for opposing an edict of Emperor Leo III, the Isaurian, 
which favored iconoclasm. He died soon aft er, almost a hundred years old in 
his retreat at Platanion, near the capital. His Explanation of Holy Liturgy (PG 
, –) and the later De haeresibus et synodis are his only extant works, 
together with letters quoted in the eighth Ecumenical Council and nine 
homilies of which seven witness to the development of Marian doctrines.

In one of his letters (II: PG , –) Germanus summarizes his ar-
guments in favor of icons by commenting on Ex :. His sound emphasis 
on divine transcendency and his focus on divine incarnation allow him 
to defend pictorial representations of Christ and Mary without a hint of 
superstition. In his Marian homilies Germanus comments mainly on the 
Presentation of Mary in the Temple, the Annunciation, and the Dormition. 
He stresses Mary’s integral purity and universal intercession even more 
eloquently than his contemporary Andreas of Crete, and in anticipating the 
medieval lyricism of Bernard of Clairvaux. Rarely had the actualizing of nt 
data been pushed to such a degree of personal piety. (see for instance Homily 
II on the Dormition: PG , ). Germanus is also credited with humdreds 
of kontakia and hymns disseminated in the Byztantine liturgy.

Editions

PG , –: Dogmatic Letters; –: Homilies “On the Life-Giving 
Cross,” “On the Buried Lord” (for Holy Saturday), “On the Th eotokos” 
(Homilies –, col. –, belong to the legacy of Germenus II of 
Constantinople).
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Maggio  (Quaderni di Synaxis ). Palermo .
Fazzo, V., “Agli inizi dell’ iconoclasmo. Argomentazione scritturistica e difesa delle 

iconepresso il patriarca Germano di Constantinopoli”: Parola e Spirito. Fs. 
S. Cipriani, I. Brescia: Paieia, .

Darrouzès, J., DSp  (): –.
Wenger, A., L’Assomption de la T. S. Vierge dans la tradition byzantine du VIe au Xe 

siècle. Paris .

 Germanus of Constantinople 
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X
JOHN OF DAMASCUS CA. 675743/754

Born in Damascus, in a family of high-ranking civil servants (one of them 
had opened the doors of Damascus to the Arabs in ), John was educated 
with the help of a teacher, prisoner of war, from southern Italy. His older 
friend was the Arabic poet Ahtal, a younger one was the future calif Jazid 
(–). Like his father John served at the court until Abdel Malek (–
) and Omar II (–) inaugurated a regime intolerant of Christians. 
He retired to the monastic solitude of Mar Saba near Jerusalem, dedicating 
himself to asceticism, and studying scripture and the Fathers. He was also 
celebrated as a religious poet. John V of Jerusalem (–) ordained him 
a priest and he oft en preached in Jerusalem. During the controversy about 
the use of painted images in the church, he supported their cult. Before his 
death, he revised all his writings. Aft er having endured posthumous sanc-
tions by the iconoclasts, John’s memory was solemnly rehabilitated at the 
Second Council of Nicaea in  (Kotter, ).

John of Damascus produced remarkable dogmatic writings, systemati-
cally organized as compilations of earlier Christian literature with original 
comments: 
) the Source of Knowledge (PG , –; ed. F. Hathanay Chase, New 

York ), including a dedicatory letter, a fi rst part of capita philosophica, 
“philosophical chapters,” a second part with a history of one hundred 
heresies (the eighty enumerated by Epiphanius of Salamis in Panarion 
and twenty others), also known as chapter  of the catena Doctrina 
patrum de incarnatione Verbe (ed. F. Diekamp, Münster/W. ); and 
a third part, Th e Exposition of Orthodox Faith (ed. D. F. Salmond, New 
York ; D. Stiefenhofer, Munich ; E. Ponsoye, Paris .), with 
another hundred chapters on God, creation, humankind, incarnation, 
eschatology and asceticism.

) the Elementary Instruction (PG , –).
) Professions of Faith.
) Polemical treatises against the Nestorians (PG , –), and other 

treatises.
) Oration against the Iconoclasts (PG , –).

As an interpreter of scripture John elaborated a Commentary on Puline 
Letters (PG , –), based on the writings of John Chyrsostom and 
others. Th e authenticity of the homilies on the Hexameron remains disputed. 
Certainly authentic are three sermons On the Dormition of the Holy Virgin 
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(PG , –; ed. P. Voulet, SC , Paris ); a sermon On the Nativity 
of the Virgin (PG , –), On the Transfi guration (PG , –), 
In Sabbatum sanctum (PG , –), In fi cum arefactam (–). His 
voluminous anthology Sacra Parallela (K. Holl, TU , ; , , Leipzig – Berlin 
–; see M. Richard, DSp , –) also includes many biblical- 
patristic quotations. His Disputatio between a Muslim and a Christian (PG 
, –; ed. R. Le Coz, SC , Paris ) and other anti-Islamic pam-
phlets show how John explained the fi gurative meaning of scripture in his 
response to Islam. Last, but not least, John became famous for his liturgical 
poetry, though it is now diffi  cult to determine the full extent of his contri-
bution (H. G. Beck).

Th e homilies On the Nativity and On the Dormition of Mary off er an easy 
access to John’s comments on ot and nt passages applied to the mother of 
Jesus. He allegorizes any biblical data swept into the exuberant stream of his 
oratory. He warns his readers that he intends to keep a strict control (“We 
shall keep in mind the conciseness of the address,” Dormition , ), but in 
his preaching he never reins in his enthusiastic excesses: “Hence I am exult-
ing, I let explode my pride and joy, coming back to the source of marvels. 
Inebriated by the torrent of my happiness, again I play on the harp of the 
Spirit and sing the hymns of divine Nativity” (Nativity, ).

His typological reading of scripture is well illustrated by the litany of 
Marian “types” proclaimed in Dormition , –. Among those types the “lad-
der of Jacob” receives a special treatment (Nativity, ; Dormition , ; , ). 
Dormition  gives him an opportunity to recall the sweep of the economy of 
salvation: John starts by focusing on the parallels between Eve and Mary; he 
ends by glorifying the Jerusalem of the Johannine Apocalypse, the universal 
choir of saints from Adam and Eve to the apostles of Jesus, chanting Mary’s 
praises, and her son adding his own use of the Canticle when he welcomes 
her into heaven aft er her death (Dormition , ). Mary’s dead body is the 
locus of miracles; it is the new “ark” carried in procession up to heaven (, 
). John’s arguments for that “assumption” are framed in the rationale of the 
arguments about divine incarnation. On the top of the “mystic mountain” of 
Exodus , all along the “noetic and living” ladder of incarnational salvation 
(Dormition , ), Mary climbs to the heavenly Jerusalem, the “church of the 
fi rst-born: (Hb :), leaving her tomb to become a new “tabernacle.” Th e 
hymn of Exodus now resounds against Nestorians. Mary’s union with her son 
in the triumphant jubilation of heaven is in the center of John’s resplendent 
eschatological vision (Dormition , ).

 John of Damascus 
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der Abtei Scheyern. PTA –:
PTA , I. Institutio elementaris. Capita Philosophica (Dialectica) .
PTA , II. Expositio fi dei . 
PTA , III. Contra imaginum calumniatores orationes tres .
PTA , IV. Liber de haeresibus. Opera polemica .
PTA , V. Opera homiletica et hagiographica .

Studies

Anagnostopulos, B. “Mysterion in the Sacramental Teaching of John of Damascus.” 
StPatr.  (): –.

Arnaldez, A. M., Les trois discours de Jean Damascène sur les images. Diss. Paris .
Barnard, L. W. “Th e use of the Bible in the Byzantine Iconoclastic Controversy.” TZ 

/ (): –.
Basarab, M. “Sfi nta Scripturåşi interpretarea ei la Sinodul VII ecumenic.” MitrBan  

(/): –.
Beck, H. G., Kirche und theologische Literatur im byzantinischen Reich. Munich : 

– (bibliography).
Fortino, E. F. “Riconciliazione e deifi cazione nel pensiero bizantino.” NuovaUm , 

(): –.
Hoeck, J. M., “Stand und Aufgaben der Damaskus-Forschung”: OCP  (): 

–.
Jammers, E., Die jambischen Kanons des Johannes von Damaskus. Eine paläogra-

phische und stilistische Studie. Bern-Munich .
Kallis, A. “Imago et similitudo Dei, Grundzüge patristisch-ostkirchlicher Anthropologie 

(Johannes von Damaskos).” Diss., Münster, .
Kotter, B., TRE  (): – (bibliography).
Lafontaine-Dosogne, J. “L’illustration du cycle des Mages suivant l’homélie sur la 

Nativité attribuée à Jean Damascène.” Muséon  (): –.
Montana, F. “Dal glossario all’esegesi; l’apparato ermeneutico al canone pentecos-

tale attribuito a Giovanni Damasceno nel ms. Ottob. Gr. .” SCO  (): 
–; – testo greco.

Odorico, P. “La cultura della syllogÇ, ) Il cosiddetto enciclopedismo bizantino; ) 
Le tavole del sapere di Giovanni Damasceno.” ByZ  (): –.

Orban, A. P. “Die lateinische Übersetzung von zwei Predigten des Jonnes 
Damaskenos auf die Koimesis Mariä; Einführung, Ausgabe und Anmerkungen.” 
Byz  (): –.



 For the Hebrew Bible to the Septuagint 

O’Rourke Boyle, M., “Christ the Icon in the Apologies of Holy Images of John of 
Damascus”: GOTR  (): –.

Piccirillo, M. “La tomba della Vergine al Getsemani (omelia del Damasceno).” TS.(I) 
 (): –.

Schultze, B., “Das Beten Jesu nach Johannes von Damaskus”: OrChr  (): 
–.

—. DSp  (): – (bibliography).
—. “Johannes von Damaskus, Johannes Chrysostomus, Eusebius von Cäsarea über 

Bekenntnis und Fall des Petrus.” OCP  (): –.
Speck, P. “Eine Interpolation in den Bilderreden des Johannes von Damaskus,” ByZ 

 (): –.
Studer, B., Die theologische Arbeitsweise des Johannes von Damaskus (St Patr et Byz 

). Ettal .
Weatherby, H. L. “Homily on the Transfi guration of our Lord Jesus Christ by 

St. John of Damascus.” GOTR  (): –.
Wohl, O. “Die Prophetenzitate der Sacra Parallela (adscripta Joh. Damasceno) in 

ihrem Verhältnis zur Septuagintaüberlieferung.” STA . Munich: Kösel, .

 John of Damascus 



 Ten Sixth- to Eighth-Century Greek Christian Literature

XI
CATENAE“CHAINS” OF 

BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION

From the sixth century c.e., collections of citations (catenae) copied word 
for word from earlier Bible commentaries multiplied in Greek-speaking 
churches. Th ese were a Christian duplication of the classical genre of “an-
thologies,” collections of citations from ancient poets used in the schools 
since the time of Plato (Leg A) and of other collections of quotations 
used in secular schools of their time. Th e popularity of patristic catenae 
never declined in the Greek-speaking East while in the West it persisted 
until the Reformation.

Borrowed from a limited number of commentaries, literal quotations 
of ancient Christian writers were linked one to another, with the specifi c 
identifi cation of the cited authors. Th ese patristic quotations, placed side 
by side with the scriptural verses (lemmata) quoted in their natural order, 
were placed either on the left  side or in the middle of the pages. No ad-
ditional comments, glossae, were introduced by compilers of the catenae as 
the quoted patristic authorities supposedly confi rmed and clarifi ed each 
other’s statements.

Soon quotations from non-exegetical writings were added, mainly taken 
from homilies. Th ese scholiae, in most cases dealing with the text of ot in 
some Hexapla editions derived from Origen, intended to assist in the under-
standing of the biblical text, and by consequence, its ancient commentators. 
Soon also the production of catenae (the technical term itself dates only 
from the fourteenth century: Catena aurea; th c. Greek titles: ἐξηγητικαὶ 
ἐκλογαί—“exegetical extracts,” συναγωγὴ τῶν ἐξηγητικῶν ἐκλογῶν—“col-
lection of exegetical extracts”) prospered in a closed circuit, as the older 
ones generated new sets of such “chains.” In the process, existing collections 
themselves were abbreviated, or mixed with others, specifi c quotations were 
extended or reduced, or in some cases, were eliminated. Occasionally, others 
shift ed from set to set. Hence up to the present day, studying the genealogy 
of catenae has become a bewildering task, a formidable challenge for new 
generations of experts. G. Dorival bluntly states: “Currently there are no spe-
cialists of catenae, but only specialists of the catenae on Psalms or specialists 
of the catenae on Proverbs and so forth” (Dorival , viii).

Th e very idea of such catenae may have been shared with secular scholars 
of Byzantium (Wilson ), but the systematic use of the catena for edu-
cational and apologetic purposes undoubtedly addressed an ecclesiastical 
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readership, the birthplace of that new exegetical literature being Gaza, near 
the southeast corner of the Mediterranean (E. Mühlenberg , indispens-
able for the history of research and methodology; with bibliography). In the 
early sixth century, a Christian school of high learning in Gaza counted three 
famous scholars, Procopius (ca. –), Aeneas and Zacharias Rhetor. 
According to ancient witnesses, Procopius authored catenae on Canticles, 
Proverbs and Qohelet, also on the fi rst eight books of the Bible, the Octateuch, 
and Isaiah. For example, see Procopius’s catena on Qohelet in CCSG . Th e 
Catena of the Th ree Fathers on Qohelet in CCSG  () depends directly 
on Procopius. Photius, Bibl. , was still able to read Procopius’s “exegeti-
cal scholia” to the Octateuch. At least four manuscripts written in uncial 
characters are a witness to the existence of catenae in the sixth century: 
cod. Patmius , th–th c. and Vat. gr. , th c., on Job; cod. Taur. B I 
, th c., on the Psalms; cod. Zacynthius, possibly th c. on Luke. Among 
the earliest authors or editors of catenae one knows only a few names: 
John Drungarius (Par. gr. , th c.); Andreas the Presbyter (Par. gr. , 
th c.) in a catena on Isaiah; also see the subscriptio of the catena Coislin 
, th c., on Acts and on the Catholic Letters; Victor of Antioch, Peter 
of Loadicea, Leo Patricius and Philotheus. (Olympiodore’s Commentary on 
Ecclesiastes th c., PG , –, is not a true catena; check above, chapter 
, under Olympiodore).

Nicetas of Heracleia, fi rst a lecturer in Constantinople, occupied the met-
ropolitan see of Heracleia from  until his death (date unknown). His lit-
erary legacy, consisting mainly in the last exegetical catenae of the Byzantine 
age, dates from before his episcopal election. In his catenae Nicetas privileged 
“the works of John Chrysostom and, with ever decreasing frequency, those 
of Cyril of Alexandria, the Cappadocians, Th eodoret, Athanasius, Isidore of 
Pelusium, Titus of Bosra, Maximus Confessor, etc.” (Stiernon , ). With 
a catena on Psalms, a new edition of another on Job, possibly one on Isaiah; 
others on Matthew, Luke, John and Hebrews, Nicetas greatly contributed 
to a better knowledge of patristic exegesis throughout the Middle Ages. 
Th omas Aquinas ordered a Latin translation of his catena on the Gospels 
(Catena aurea. prol.).

Th e quest for the oldest collections, specially the ones which later on 
generated mixed “chains,” led G. Karo and H. Lietzmann, inspired by P. Wend-
land, to distinguish basic “types” of catenae in their catalogue published 
in , and still indispensable. Indeed, R. Devreesse successfully demon-
strated the existence of such a “type” for the catenae on Psalms, followed 
by M. Richard who indentifi ed two “types” according to which quotations 
of Psalm commentaries were copied from their sources. Th e way was open 
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for further explorations on individual Psalms (Harl ), or on individual 
sources like Didymus or Apollinarius quoted in psalmic catenae (Mühlenberg 
–). Similar demonstrations of given “types” had also been presented 
by K. Staab () for Pauline catenae, and by J. Reuss (, , , 
) for catenae on the Gospels. Still another line of research was inaugu-
rated by M. Faulhaber (). It consisted in the editing of given catenae in 
full length and for their own sake in order to show the whole spectrum of 
ancient interpretations witnessed by them.

In a study of the fragments on Genesis transmitted by chains on Psalms, 
R. Devreesse () identifi ed extracts from thirty-three patristic authors, 
most of whose writings (commentaries, homilies, or letters) being otherwise 
unknown. M. Geerhard () enumerates exegetical catenae in the order 
of the biblical books: on Octateuch and Kings; on Psalms, Odes, Job, Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Canticles, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, John, Acts, Pauline Letters, and the Catholic Epistles. For each catena 
he also displays the “types” identifi ed according to Karo – Lietzmann, their 
list of patristic authors, and the appropriate bibliography.

As a whole, the spectacular achievement of twentieth century scholar-
ship concerning catenae promises to secure a fi rm foundation for a broader 
access to their literary genre, thus allowing a more fruitful retrival of the 
biblical knowledge proper to Byzantium, well beyond the patristic era. 
G. Dorival’s research (–) presents a remarkable illustration of what 
that foundation means in the case of the catenae on Psalms, the most popular 
through all the centuries, and the most studied by modern scholars. Before 
him, M. Harl () had dedicated a special study to the “Palestinian chain 
on Ps ”; she off ers a most valuable and pedagogical introduction to such 
a research.

From their sixth-century origins until ca. –, when all the libraries 
in Palestine, in particular Origen’s Caesarean library, were destroyed during 
the invasion of the Arabs, catenae seemed to have fl ourished exclusively in 
Palestine. From the early eighth century, Constantinople became another 
important centre while catenae were never produced in Egypt. Dorival 
() proposes a reconstitution of the whole catenal history based on the 
distinction between catenae calling on Commentaries (hypomnémata) or 
Homilies, and catenae compiled on the basis of scholia” (). His initial chap-
ter, “Comment écrire l’histoire des chaînes,” “How to Write the History of 
catenae” (–), is most helpful. Th e author retraces both the work of ancient 
“catenists” from Procopius to the th century, as well as the past century 
of research by modern experts. If some books of the ot did not enter the 
programme of ancient “catenists” it was because appropriate Commentaries 
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or scholia were lacking, as was the case for historical books aft er Esdras, or 
for Wisdom and Sirach; the same counts for the Gospel of Mark in the nt. 
For a full and recent historical survey of patristic-exegetical catenae, see 
Uthemann ().
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I
INTRODUCTION

Th e last period during which imperial institutions obtained in the West 
against the Barbarian invasions from without and the disintegration from 
within was the time when the Christian interpretation of the Bible reached 
a culmination in its contribution to Latin literature and Latin thought. Th e 
global amount of that literary legacy surpasses all other bodies of homo-
geneous writings of Late Antiquity in the western part of the Empire. Th e 
polemical reaction against Arianism was of scant signifi cance, (being in 
essence a Greek dispute); whereas the literary originality of the Latin ap-
proach to scripture tended to express itself in another mode—a poetic one. 
Virgil was ubiquitous in the inventiveness of Christian Latin poets, of which 
for over a century each generation in the church would produce a fresh 
representative.

A loft y summit of high culture, paradoxically, Ambrose of Milan was 
gift ed with the common touch in his pastoral composition of biblical homi-
lies. He dominated the second half of the century preparing the way for the 
prodigious performance of Augustine of Hippo as an interpreter of scripture. 
In Augustine’s paradigmatic case all the challenges to be faced by the Latin 
exegesis of the Bible came decisively to the fore. Th at exegesis had to free 
itself from the golden chains of classical latinity, in order to discover the 
hidden treasures of scripture buried under poor old translations of the lxx. 
It also had to infuse into biblical interpretations a truly Latin self-awareness, 
originally rooted in a psychological and social apprehension of the self in its 
concrete reality. Hilary of Poitiers, a generation before Augustine, introduced 
his De trinitate by stating in a personal outline of his inner journey his new 
identity as a believer. Augustine spent over a decade struggling with the rules 
and methods of exegesis, until he found in writing De Genesi ad litteram a 
hermeneutic fi tting his personal requirements. Soon aft er his return to Africa 
an unexpected encounter with a more ancient and genuinely African form of 
biblical interpretation in the work of Tyconius had imposed on him a hurdle 
which he could not leap at once during his long apprenticeship as a biblical 
interpreter. Having reached a mature expertise in his pastoral handling of 
scripture, another unexpected hurdle he reluctantly faced was the scientifi c 
production of Jerome. His older contemporary had a solid reputation as an 
ascetic and a learned exegete, but the pastor Augustine was unwilling to give 
up the Old Latin text of the Bible familiar to his parishioners, and he refused 
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to dismiss the inspired version of the lxx, as Jerome’s direct translation of 
the original Hebrew into Latin required.

Not only did Augustine experience cultural shift s of a primordial impor-
tance in the literal reception of sacred scripture but he achieved a unique 
osmosis between the biblical message and his Ciceronian education. He 
transcended his own classical background with a creative freedom which 
vibrated in his exegetical prose and kept him close to the essential truth of 
scripture despite his propensity to polemical excesses.

Aft er Augustine, Western hermeneutics would in large part remain 
Augustinian. Not surprisingly, the history of patristic exegesis during the 
fi ft h century would close with the brilliant performance of the so-called 
“Irish Augustine,” just as the twentieth century ended with a conference 
held at the Augustinianum, the Patristic Institute of Rome and focussing on 
“the exegesis of the Latin Fathers from the origins until Gregory the Great”: 
the primacy of Augustine’s understanding of the Bible seems to have put an 
indelible mark on Western Christianity.

Studies

Augustinianum, L’esegesi dei Padri latini dalle origini a Gregorio Magno.
XXVIII Incontro di Studiosi dell’Antichità Cristiana, May –. Rome .
Dolbeau, F., “Découvertes récentes d’oeuvres latines inconnues (fi n IIIe–début VIIIe 

s.)”: Mémorial Dom Eligius Dekkers, OSB = Sacris Erudiri XXXVIII (–
), Leuven, –.

Ennabli, L., Carthage: une métropole chrétienne du IVe à la fi n du VIIe siècle. Paris 
CNRS Editions, .

Herzog, R., ed., Restauration und Erneuerung. Die lateinische Literatur von  
bis  n. Chr. (Handb. der lat. Lit. der Antike, ) Munich  = French 
ed. Restauration et renouveau. La littérature latine de  à  après J.-C. 
(Nouvelle histoire de la littérature latine, ) Turnhout .
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I I
LACTANTIUS CA. 

Born in Africa, a student of the rhetor Arnobius before teaching rhetorics 
himself, L. Caelius Firmianus Lactantius responded to a call of Emperor 
Diocletian between  and  c.e. to start a career as a professor of Latin 
at the court of Nicomedia. Th e young Constantine was probably one of his 
pupils. In February , he witnessed the outbreak of the persecution. Not 
yet a Christian himself, he took a leave from his teaching position with the 
purpose of writing in defense of the persecuted religion. His precarious 
status did not hinder him from publishing a fi rst crypto-Christian essay, De 
opifi cio dei, On God’s Work of Creation, in /, and a crypto-Christian 
poem De ave Phoenice, On the Bird Phoenix (/). A major apology, Divine 
Instructions, followed between  and . Aft er the victory of Licinius 
over Maximinus Daia, and the edict of tolerance signed by Licinius and 
Constantine in Milan, Lactantius produced soon aft er  the vehement De 
mortibus persecutorum, On the Death of Persecutors, which he wrote in Trier, 
where Constantine had appointed him as teacher of his son Crispus. In his 
regained academic position, Lactantius still published, aft er , an essay 
De ira dei, On the Wrath of God, and an Epitome, or summary, of his Divine 
Instructions, reworked and provided with dedicatory letters to Constantine. 
Death interrupted his labours in .

Lactantius is acknowledged for his innovative Christian retrieving of 
classical authors, the foremost being Cicero. He conceived his apologetic 
construct as based on the harmony between biblical teachings and Roman 
values, between true religion and wisdom, in both cases resulting from divine 
revelation. Th e seven Books of Institutiones off er a methodical catechesis 
for the journey from “false religion” (Book ) to “true wisdom and religion” 
(Book ), “justice” (Book ), “true veneration of God” (Book ), and the ‘happy 
life,” de vita beata (Book ). His representation of God as pater et dominus 
extrapolates the traditional Roman notion of the pater familias. His defense 
of “God’s wrath” responds to the pagan accusation against Christians as 
responsible for public calamities.

His use of the Bible is limited to quotations (Monat counts ) as proofs 
of his apologetic views. Most of the quotations are taken literally, some entail-
ing typological or even allegorical suggestions in conformity with tradition 
(Monat I, –). Th e biblical quotations of Lacatantius illustrate his access 
to Vetus Latina traditions.

As a work addressed to a non-Christian readership, the Institutiones 
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represent the fi rst apologetic summa of Christian thought written in Latin. 
Th e title of the work is borrowed from Quintillian’s Institutio oratoria and 
from the Institutiones iuris civilis, belonging to the teaching of jurisprudence. 
Th e author omits references to scripture, until Book  produces the proofs of 
“True Wisdom and Religion,” with a set of prophetic testimonia consisting in 
 quotations and at least  passages of scripture alluded to several times 
(Gn : alone attracting  such allusions). Recent research has established 
that Lactantius used a collection of testimonia found in the Dialogue of Jason 
and Papiscus, a lost work of Ariston of Pella (second century), the same col-
lection on which Cyprian depended in his Liber testimoniorum (Monat, I, 
–). In other words, Lactantius’s closeness to Cyprian, noted by many 
critics, is only indirect, the work of both authors deriving from the same 
source of testimonia, Ariston’s collection, translated from Greek into Latin 
at a very early date.

Both in De ira and in De mortibus, Lactantius kept a line of prudent 
discretion in quoting scripture, his biblical references being strictly reduced 
to scant allusions. However such allusions, specially to the Books of the 
Maccabees in De mortibus, are very signifi cant (Rougé). Aft er Irenaeus, 
Lactantius is the most explicit advocate of millenarism in the West.
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I I I
THE ARIAN CRISIS  IN THE WEST

When Western bishops became aware of Arianism as a direct threat to their 
pastoral strategies, Arius was already dead (in ), his heresy having been 
formally condemned at the Council of Nicaea  by the highest authorities 
of Church and State under Constantine’s ruling. Th erefore the whole expan-
sion of Arian ideas in the Latin West appears like a side eff ect of the more 
agitated debate which these same ideas occasioned in the Greek-speaking 
churches of the East. Nevertheless the so-called Arian crisis profoundly 
modifi ed the cultural and intellectual status of Western church leaders, not 
the least by imposing on some of them forced periods of residence among 
their Greek fellow bishops.

Beyond sectarian infi ghting, a man like Hilary of Poitiers used his exile 
in Phrygia for learning Greek, and so acquiring a fi rst hand knowledge of 
Origen of Alexandria’s exegetical legacy. On the linguistic borderline between 
Latinophone and Hellenophone areas, for instance in Illyricum, Arian doc-
trine could easily shift  from Eastern polemics into Western preaching, as it 
is exemplifi ed in the amazing Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum. Population 
changes, due to military operations and massive migrations, played an 
important role in the fostering of Western Arianism. Gothic and Vandal 
kindoms affi  rmed their peculiar form of Christianity deep into the fi ft h 
century.
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Étaix, R., “Sermons ariens inédits”: RechAug  () –.
Gryson, R., “Les sermons ariens du Codex latinus monacensis . Étude critique”: 

REAug  () –.

i. Hilary of Poitiers (d. )

Shortly aft er the Council of Milan in , which saw the Western bishops 
willing to condemn Athanasius of Alexandria on the request of Emperor 
Constantius, a synod was held in Béziers on the initiative of Saturninus 
of Arles and other bishops with whom Bishop Hilary of Poiters had bro-
ken communion aft er the Milanese gathering. Together with Rodanius of 
Toulouse, Hilary was exiled to Phrygia. Th ere he completed an important 
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aspect of his theological education: he had never heard anything about the 
Nicene Creed until the days preceding his departure to the East, though he 
had already been consecrated as bishop for probably six years. In Phyrgia, he 
was welcomed into the lively group of moderate pro-Nicene bishops called 
“Homoiousians,” because they supported homoiousios over homoousios when 
defi ning the relation of the Son to the Father in divine Trinity. He joined with 
them in travelling to Seleucia in  for the council which was supposed to 
mark the end of the Arian crisis, a council which was convened simultane-
ouly with another council of Western bishops held at Rimini in northern 
Italy. Eventually, the peace plan failed. In Constantinople, near the end of 
, when bishops from East and West converged on the emperor’s court, 
Hilary was among those ready for a public confrontation with Saturninus 
of Arles. Th e imperial offi  cials found it more strategic to send him back to 
Gaul, where he received a hero’s welcome and secured the full triumph of 
anti-Arian orthodoxy. According to Jerome he died in .

Works

. On Matthew (In Matthaeum), Hilary’s earliest work written between  
and  is the fi rst continuous Gospel commentary in Latin handed down-
from Antiquity. Actually, it represents a continuous “reading” of the text to 
a small circle of trained listeners, the comments following the Matthaean 
verses in their order, just as poets were read and commented on in the 
classical school. Th e ordo narrationis, the inner logic of the narration, was 
emphasized, particularly in miracle stories. Hilary deliberately omits the 
explanations given by the Gospel writer (Mt :–, –; :–; :
– and :–), and also excludes commentary on the Lord’s prayer; 
rather, he directs his listeners to Tertullian and Cyprian. Contrary to what has 
sometimes been suggested, no “preamble” to the work seems to be missing. 
Th e commentary follows the Gospel text as far as Mt :.

In his exegesis on Matthew, Hilary’s focus is on what he calls the ratio 
typica of the Gospel narrative (,,; , , ; , , –; , , ; , , 
; , , ). Th e latter’s “symbolic relevance” is scrutinized on the level of 
grammatical data, through lexical clarifi cations and through events or say-
ings put in sequence in order to highlight the Gospel’s ongoing signifi cance 
(Kannengiesser, DSp –; Doignon, Sur Mt –). Hilary calls on Paul’s 
 Corinthians more than on any other authority for his own methodology; 
he turns to Tertullian for polemical statements, and to Cyprian for bibli-
cal Testimonia and liturgical ordinances. He was obviously still unaware of 
Alexandrian allegorism as a method for biblical exegesis, popularized by 
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Origen over a century before. At the time of his In Matthaeum he rather gives 
his work the special value of witnessing the archaic foundations proper to 
Latin culture in the history of fourth century exegesis.

Th roughout his commentary On Matthew, Hilary revisits earlier exegeti-
cal traditions: “the apparition of the star, perceived at once by the Magi, sug-
gests that the nations will soon believe in Christ, and that people who prefer 
to be far alien to the science of knowing God will immediately recognize 
the light bound to its birth” (Mt ::, , –), is based on Irenaeus’s Against 
Heresies , , , but with Hilary’s own christological bias. His ideas about 
Adam’s ultimate salvation, echoing Irenaeus and Tertullian, or about the sin 
“against the Holy Spirit” (Mt :), or the lost sheep of Mt :, are strictly 
christocentric (Kannengiesser, DSp –).

In On Matthew, the importance given by Hilary to doctrinal exposi-
tions is such that some of them belong to the commentary for no other 
reason but the “instruction” of the reader. “One should always remember 
that most of the time they start with a tractatus on the proper meaning of 
the words used in the Gospel. Indeed the procedures of a tractatus involve 
the sorting out of comparable data, according to a pattern familiar to Latin 
apologetics (symbolism of elements, animals, the human body, numbers), or 
a consideration of biblical “exempla” signaled in the Gospel by well-known 
fi gures (patriarchs, prophets) or anonymous groups (the poor, children, the 
sick). Most of these exempla have already been explained by Tertullian and 
Cyprian as signs of the Law’s obsolete status and the Gentiles’ promotion” 
(Doignon, Hilaire, ).

. Th e Liber adversus Valentem et Ursacium from –, off ered docu-
mentary evidence to Hilary’s fellow bishops in Gaul, concerning the activities 
of “Arian” colleagues around the infamous synod of Milan in . Th e same 
urge to instruct, noted in On Matthew, pervades the Liber, whose praefatio 
calls on  Cor : for introducing the author’s Confessio fi dei. As in On 
Matthew , , Hilary announces a classical rule for the implementation 
of texts, biblical or conciliary: Omnia enim sunt et separando temporibus et 
distinguenda judiciis et secernenda personis et verborum diiudicanda virtu-
tibus, “All data need to be considered separately in time, and evaluated for 
themselves, in identifying the people involved and determining the sense 
of their statements. (A. Feder, Collectanea antiariana Parisina, Series B–II, 
CSEL, , , , –). In De Trinitate, Book I, Hilary’s use of scripture 
is much more explicit and circumstantial than in the Liber adv. Val. et Urs., 
namely as an autobiographical report on Hilary’s quest for truth. With terms 
and rules already noted in On Matthew, Hilary intends to reach the absoluta 
signifi catio, the “full signifi cation” of scripture (chap. ) and to explore its 

 Th e Arian Crisis in the West 



 Eleven Fourth- and Fift h-Century Latin Christian Literature

inexplicabilis intelligentia, “unfathomable meaning,” studio intentiore, with 
“relentless eff ort,” (chap. ). He lets his animus burn down in the fervor of 
faith (chap. ), until, urged by scripture, it bursts forth into a public confessio 
Dei (chap. ). Th e categorizing of an inner journey calls here on scripture 
as the focus of spiritual dynamic, as will be the case on a more sophisticated 
level in Augustine’s Confessions. Th e public confessio, in Book II, relies on Mt 
:– and denounces the diff erent heresies about the commandment to 
go and baptize all nations (chap. –), before elaborating on the traditional 
catechesis on Father, Son and Spirit (chap. –). Book III adds a christologi-
cal essay, in response to the Arian controversy, with a dogmatic analysis of 
Jn : and :–. Th e conclusion of Book III in chap –, used  Cor 
:– for turning back to the experiential style of the spiritual ascension 
described in Book I, confi rming the literary and thematic unity of the three 
books as constituting Hilary’s De fi de. Quotations from Matthew prevail 
throughout in these three books.

As a newcomer facing the mighty rhetoric of Greek Arianism in De 
Trinitate IV–VI, Hilary starts by working out an argument borrowed from 
Irenaeus, fi rst in calling on ot exempla, such as Abraham (IV, –; V 
–), Jacob (V, –), Moses (IV, –; V, –), the prophets (IV, 
–; V, –); secondly, in resting his case on the Gospels (VI, –) and 
on apostolic testimonies. Among the complementary questions discussed 
in Book XI–XII, he considers the meaning of Prv :, one of the most 
controverted verses during the Arian crisis (XII, ). Th e conclusion of the 
whole work, given in Book XII, , , in the form of a prayer and with the 
“I” speech initially used until the middle of Book V, recapitulates his main 
conclusions in his struggles with Arianism, only to end with a detached 
note: Neque sit mihi inutilis pugna verborum, sed incunctantis fi dei constans 
professio, “I am not interested in a vain fi ght with words, but only in a fi rm 
profession of unshakable faith” (PL , A), which turns once more the 
reader’s attention back to the autobiographical prologue of Book .

. Th e Tractatus super Psalmos proceeds from the same basic motiva-
tion which had already inspired Hilary in the laborious composition of De 
Trinitate: he considered it as his pastoral duty to convey the doctrinal and 
exegetical riches of the Greek-speaking churches over to his own church 
community in Gaul, which was still in the infancy of barely educated small 
groups spread over a few main towns. Th e Tractatus were composed during 
Hilary’s last years in –, as a homiletic exposition of the whole Psalter, 
closely dependent on Origen’s lost Commentary on the Psalms, as can be seen 
by comparison the prologue and the comments on the fi rst fi ve Psalms in 
both authors (E. Goffi  net; M. Milhau, –). Hilary remains silent about 
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this source, apparently his only critical paradigm for the exegetical task he 
undertook. Th e fact is that the Tractatus represents the fi rst literary produc-
tive encounter between an exegesis based on the Septuagint and a Western 
mind which had been shaped in Christian traditions by the Vetus Latina, 
the Old Latin versions of the Bible.

. Aft er the (untimely?) death of Hilary, parts of the work disappeared. 
Jerome reads only the Tractatus on Ps –, –, –, and Augustine 
knew no others. Transmitted were also the tractatus on Ps , , , – 
and  (Zingerle), which gives a total of  Tractatus, introduced by an 
Instructio Psalmorum. In the footsteps of Origen, but also in conformity with 
the rules of the enarratio taught by Latin rhetors, Hilary considers fi rst the 
literal context of psalmic verses; he mentions a variety of Greek versions 
from the Hebrew original (he himself knew no Hebrew); he includes nu-
merous comments on biblical history and geography, on chronologies and 
etymologies, before engaging into allegorical interpretation. If there were 
any traces of systematic Origenism in his source, he obliterated them all 
together, for his own commentary aims exclusively at the moral edifi cation 
of his fellow Christians, not without adding to it many anthropological and 
christological insights brought back from his exile among the Greeks or 
directly copied from Origen.

“Th e exegete announces his explanatory method in the Instructio psalmo-
rum: ‘Th ere is no doubt that one had to expound what is said in the Psalms 
according to the teaching of the Gospels’ (par. ). . . . ‘Th e Gospels, where 
the secrets of the Law and the mysteries of prophecies are unveiled in the 
incarnate Lord’ (in Ps , . ). . . . In comparing prophetic sayings with 
statements read in the Gospels or the Epistles, the exegete shows also how 
it is possible to go beyond a strictly literalistic interpretation of the verses, 
and to apply them, not to David alone, but as well to Christ, or the Apostle. 
Th us, the verse ‘I have been completely humiliated, Lord’ announces Christ’s 
teaching on humility in Mt :– (, –). When David evokes decisions 
of his own will and not prescribed by the Law, he ‘announces’ Paul making 
his statement about virgins ( Cor :) without the backing of a precept 
by the Lord (, –). As he invokes God’s mercy, the prophet anticipates 
Paul’s voice in  Cor :–; their common declaration rests on the insur-
ance that Christ never abandons those who are persecuted (Mt :–, 
, )” (Milhau, ).

. Th e Tractatus mysteriorum, written when Hilary reached the end 
of his Tractatus super psalmos, starts with the same phrasing, at least in 
its form, if not in its content, as the Instructio opening the commentary on 
the Psalms: “Multiplex … (lacuna)” (Tr. Myst. I, ): Diversas est plurimorum in 
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psalmoum libro opiniones, “In the Book of Psalms there exists for most of them 
a variety of opinions” (Instr. ). Indeed, like the Explanation on the Psalms, 
the Explanation on the Mysteries is directly inspired by Origen, and in both 
cases Hilary assumes the Origenian legacy with a strong and independent 
self-awareness. He focuses his comments about “mysteries” exclusively on 
the notion of typus. In other words, he adds to the formal notion of the ratio 
typica, inherited from Latin rhetorics and applied to On Matthew, a more 
biblical and theological concept of typus, rich with Origenian resonance and 
his own devotional maturity. Th e “mysteries” are ot fi gures, understood in 
their symbolic relevance, by which they prefi gure the life and faith experi-
ences of Christians now and ever: Adam and Eve (chap. –), Cain and Abel 
(–), Lamech and Seth (–), Noah (–), Abraham (–), Isaac (), 
Jacob and Esau (–), in Book II, which ends with a long conclusion, as we 
noted one already in Hilary’s On Trinity. In that conclusion, the need for, as 
well as the convenience of, typology are insistently recommended for the 
whole of ot, giving the essay the pedagogical shape of a short introduction 
to biblical hermeneutics. Th e work was almost certainly addressed to preach-
ers (Brisson). Here like in De trinitate I, Hilary modestly anticipates one of 
Augustine’s most celebrated initiatives, De doctrina christiana.

. Hymni. Hilary’s poetry is weighed down under the burden of his 
doctrinal motivation. As a poet, he never achieved popularity and soon 
was overshadowed by Ambrose of Milan’s lyrical performance. Nevertheless 
his Hymns confi rm him as a Christian thinker deeply rooted in scripture. 
Th ey were composed at the same time as the Tractatus mysteriorum, in a 
poetic meter assimilated during Hilary’s exile (Simonetti, Studi). In many 
ways, they recapitulate and condense what Hilary had written in prose for 
the experts.

A ‘prooemium,’ short introduction in a double iambic verse, places the 
whole book of Hymns under the patronage of David: Felix propheta David 
primus organi/in carne Christum hymnis mundo nuntians, “Blessed the prophet 
David, who fi rst announced in hymns Christ in the fl esh to the world” (Feder, 
CSEL , , ). David is called “prophet,” as author of the Psalms, 
hence the close connection of the Hymns to Hilary’s Tractatus super psalmos 
(Kannengiesser, DSp, –).

Hilary is the fi rst Latin bishop who conceived his pastoral teaching in the 
form of a continuous commentary of biblical texts. Even his major doctrinal 
work, On Trinity starts by sketching his personal commitment to scripture 
as the source of his confessio fi dei. His On Matthew, Tractatus super psalmos 
and lost Homilies on Job, created in Latin the genre of such exegesis; they 
were apparently composed and edited with great care. Over one hundred and 
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fi ft y technical terms characterize Hilary’s attitude toward the Psalter in the 
Tractatus (Gastaldi). Th ree main considerations direct his exegetical initiative: 
) He conceives the divine inspiration of scripture as a personal gift  of the 
Spirit given to the authors of the Bible, allowing them—Prophetiae scientia 
est pro gerendis gesta memorare, “to commemorate past actions in prevision 
of those to come” (In Ps. , ; Feder, ; PL , B); a typology based on the 
presupposition that biblical authors always kept in their writing a disposi-
tion focused by the Gospel – Huius quidem evangelicae dispositionis tenuit 
et propheta rationem (In Ps. ; ; Feder, , PL , B). For omnes sanctos 
et prophetas caelesti desiderio evangelicae beautitudinis tempus optasse, “all 
saints and prophets were longing with heavenly desire for the time of Gospel 
blessedness” (In Ps. , ; Feder, ; P, C). Th e seventy translators 
of the Septuagint were not only familiar with Hebrew language, they had 
also benefi ted from the secret teachings of Moses (In Ps ). It explains why 
their version of the Hebrew Bible is the best of all. Th eir ordering of biblical 
texts, in particular the Psalms, announces long in advance the events of Jesus. 
While Hilary was aware of earlier interpreters, he names only Tertullian and 
Cyprian; but his primary aim was to update traditional interpretations in 
the context of the Arian controversy (In Ps ; , –). His use of allegory 
was tempered by sound realism: “One has to search for the correct meaning 
of what is said in taking into account the function of apostles as well as the 
proper nature of salt” (In Mt , ).
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ii. Ulfila (ca. –)

Ulfi la, the Apostle of the Goths, was born ca.  (Sivan ) of parents 
who had been deported from Cappadocia to a territory of the Goths, north 
of the Danube. Having served as a lector in a Gothic community, he took 
part in an embassy to Constantinople in . Th ere he was consecrated as 
a missionary bishop by Eusebius of Nicomedia. During his seven years of 
pastoral activity, north of the Danube (ca. –), he translated the Bible, 
at least the nt, into Gothic language. When the chieft ain, Athanaric, started 
persecuting the Christians, he found refuge with his congregation south of 
the Danube in the Roman Empire. He continued serving his community 
for thirty years, both as a civil and a spiritual leader. In  he signed the 
Homoiousian (the Son similar to the Father) symbol of Constantinople; 
hence he was instrumental in speading Christian faith in Germanic and 
Gothic Christianity with Arian overtones. Summoned by Th eodosius I to a 
synod, he died in Constantinople in June .

Recent scholarship (M. Meslin) has tried to minimize the infl uence of 
Ulfi la to the benefi t of Maximinus, but the thesis was rejected as inconsis-
tent. “One considers Ulfi la as more or less directly the master-mind and the 
inspiration of all (Latin) Arian documents of a doctrinal value handed down 
to us” (A.-G. Hamman: Quasten IV, ).
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iii. Lucifer of Cagliari (d. ca. )

Th e uncompromising bishop of Sardinia defended the letter rather than the 
spirit of Nicaea I (). He authored fi ve bitterly polemical treatises. He is 
noteworthy for his abundant quotations from Old Latin versions of scripture 
in these pamphlets.
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iv. Zeno of Verona (d. /)

According to tradition, Zeno was the eighth bishop of Verona. In a letter 
written ca. , Ambrose mentions him in the past. Only the collections of 
his sermons, established soon aft er his death secures him a name in Latin 
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patristics. Possibly he originated from Roman Africa, as the Passio of a 
martyr from Mauritania was included in the collection of Zeno’s sermons 
(Löfstedt, , ). Th e Passio and the sermons seem to belong to one and 
the same author (Löfstedt, *). Some reminiscences from Apuleius, Cyprian 
and Lactantius, or textual contacts with Tertullian, are not conclusive. Zeno’s 
text of the Bible is very close to the one used by Cyprian, but even that evi-
dence would not prove that Zeno was an African (Vokes). He makes good 
use in his sermons of Hilary of Poitiers’s Commentaries on the psalms, 
dating from . Otherwise the tenure of his pastoral ministry remains 
unknown. Repeated Easter homilies and baptismal instructions point to an 
undetermined number of years in the espiscopal offi  ce.

Ninety-two sermons of Zeno are transmitted in two Books, the fi rst in-
cluding sixty-two, the second, thirty homilies. A small number of the homilies 
present a full text; many are incomplete, or fragmentary; some are reduced 
to very short draft s of less than ten lines in modern editions. It seems fairly 
sure that the material was collected, and edited as it was, for the sole benefi t 
of local liturgies, soon aft er the death of the bishop. Modern scholarship 
focussed mainly on the vocabulary and the syntax of Zeno. His anti-Arian 
stance and other doctrinal characteristics such as his anti-Judaism, have 
also been highlighted, but, with one exception (Duval), his pastoral use of 
scripture and his attitude as an interpreter of the Bible remain a matter to 
be explored.
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Collection . Collegeville: Liturgical Press, .
Maraval, P. “Job dans l’oeuvre de Zénon de Vérone.” Pages – in Le livre de Job 

chez les Pères. Cahiers de Biblia Patristica . Strasbourg: Centre d’Analyse et de 
Documentation Patristique, .

Rasini, R., “Il primato di Cristo secondo S. Zeno, vescovo di Verona”: StPatr  
() –.

Stepanich, M., Th e Christology of Zeno of Verona. Washington DC .
Truzzi, C., Zeno, Gaudenzio et Cromazio. Testi e contenuti della predicazione cristiana 

per le chiese di Verona e Aquileia (– ca.). Brescia .
Vokes, F. E., “Zeno of Verona, Apuleius and Africa”: StPatr  (TU , ) –.

v. Marius Victorinus (ca. /–/)

Victorinus came to Rome from Africa as a married professor of rhetorics 
ca. . He was so famous that in  his statue was erected on the Forum 
of Trajan. He converted to Christianity and was baptised in . In protest 
against Emperor Julian’s edict of , excluding Christians from public 
teaching, he gave up his chair. He probably died soon aft er . In , his 
friend Simplicianus told the story of his conversion to Augustine in Milan 
(Conf. , , –).

Victorinus’s literary works from before his conversion are of a gram-
matical and philosophical nature; they attest to high learning with a special 
expertise in Neoplatonism. Aft er his conversion, Victorinus multiplied his 
literary output in the form of theological letters, pamphlets and (like Hilary) 
hymns against the Arian contestation of the Nicene Creed in his day. By his 
exegetical works, he inaugurated in Latin the tradition of commentaries on 
Pauline Letters. True to his professional past, it was as a grammarian that he 
explained the Epistles of Paul: in a short introduction, provided for each letter 
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(lost for Philippians), he gave the reason why Paul wrote it together with a 
concise summary. A continuous explanation follows on a strictly literal basis, 
attentive to lexical and syntaxic peculiarities, showing only a scant knowledge 
of the ot and no sympathy at all for Jews (Simonetti: Quasten IV, ).

Victorinus himself refers several times to his lost Commentaries on 
Romans and – Corinthians, when expounding (in his order) Ephesians, 
Galatians, Philippians (Gori, VII–IX). His christocentric interpretation of 
Paul dispenses almost entirely from references to the ot: only approximately 
twenty such references are noted by the editor, F. Gori; it rests on a thorough 
analysis of Paul’s statements, the inner logic and theological implications of 
which Victorinus never tires of elucidating. Some verses capture his attention 
more than others, for instance, Eph :, –; :; :–; Gal :–; 
:–; Phil :–; –, . Th roughout his exegetical endeavour, Victorinus 
understands his task as the most simple and concise exposition of Paul’s 
thought: simpliciter admonendi modo ista breviterque dicemus (Ad Eph. Liber 
II, prooemium; Gori, ).

Editions

Gori, F.: CSEL / ( ): in Eph., Gal., Phil.
Henry, P. and P. Hadot: CSEL / (): adv. Arrium, homous., gen. div. 

verb., hymn.
—. SC – ().
Locher, A., Marii Victorini Afri Commentarii in Epistulas Pauli . . . Opera theo-

logica,  vols., Teubner. Leipzig , .
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Clark, M. T.,: FaCh  (); review S. Gersh: VC  () f.
French
Henry: above.
German
Hadot, P. and K. Brenke, Christlicher Platonismus. Zurich .

Studies

Bruce, F. F. “Th e Gospel Text of Marius Victorinus.” In Text and Interpretation. Fs. 
M. Black, –, .
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Clark, M. T.: TRE  () –.
Cooper, S. A. “Metaphysics and Morals in Marius Victorinus’ Commentary on the 

Letter to the Ephesians.” Diss., Columbia University, .
—. Metaphysics and Morals in Marius Victorinus’ Commentary on the Letter to 

the Ephesians. A Contribution to the History of Neoplatonism and Christianity 
(AmUSt.P ). New York: P. Lang, .

Erdt, W. Marius Victorinus, der erste lateinische Pauluskommentator. Frankfurt .
Hadot, P. Marius Victorinus: recherches sur sa vie et ses œuvres. Paris: Etudes 

Augustiennes, .
—. Porphyre et Victorinus. Paris: Etudes Augustiennes, .
Homet, H. H. “Studien zur Alethia des Marius Victorinus G. (poëma de Gen –).” 

Diss., Bonn, .
Hovingh, P. F. “Claudius Marius Victor, Alethia I  (Gen :ss).” VigChr  (): 

ff .
Lohse, B. “Beobachtungen zum Paulus-Kommentar des Marius Victorinus und 

zur Wiederentdeckung des Paulus in der lateinischen Th eologie des vierten 
Jahrhunderts.” In Kerygma und Logos. Fs. Carl Andresen, edited by A. M. Ritter, 
–. Göttingen, .

Places, É des. “Marius Victorinus G. commentateur de saint Paul. Les citations bib-
liques dans le De incarnatione de saint Athanase.” Bib  (): –.

Schäfer, K. T. “Marius Victorinus und die marcionitischen Prologe”: RBén  () 
–.

Souter, A., Th e Earliest Latin Commentaries on the Epistles of St. Paul. Oxford .
Wischmeyer, W. K. “Bemerkungen zu den Paulusbriefk ommentaren des C. Marius 

Victorinus.” ZNW  (): –.
Ziegenaus, A. Die trinitarische Ausprägung der göttlichen Seinsfülle nach Marius 

Victorinus. Munich .
—. LACL nd ed. (), f.

vi. Potamius of Lisbon (mid-th c.)

Potamius supported the Arian Formula of Sirmium of , and moderate 
Arianism at Rimini in . Among four known writings are the homilies De 
Lazaro resuscitato and De martyrio Esaiae prophetae, transmitted in a Latin 
Pseudo-Chrysostom from which Augustine quoted De Lazaro as early as 
: “Th e interest of the author does not lie strictly in the interpretation of 
the two passages in either a literal or an allegorical manner but exclusively 
in their (homiletic) description, intended to present the two episodes in the 
most eff ective way possible for his listeners” (Simonetti: Quasten IV, ). 
A. Wilmart, editor of De Lazaro, stigmatizes Potamius’s legacy as “some pages 
of Latin text among the most puzzling of ancient Christian literature, with a 
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bad taste, an obscurity and a self-complacency rarely noticeable elsewhere” 
(JTh S , , ).

Editions

PL , f.: De Mart. Isaiae Proph.; PLS , –.
Vega, A. C., Opuscula omnia Potamii. Escorial .
Wilmart, A., RBén  () –: ep. ad Athan.
—. JTh S  () –: De Lazaro.

vii. Gregory of Elvira (ca. –)

“Th e most important and best-known Spanish author prior to Isidore of 
Seville” (Simonetti: Quasten IV, ), Gregory authored some exegetical 
homilies:
) Th e Tractatus de libris sanctorum scripturarum, nineteen homilies with 

allegorical illustrations of passages from Genesis to Zachariah. Another 
homily on the Holy Spirit comments on Acts :–. Th e third Tract. is 
borrowed from Rufi nus’s translation of Origen’s Hom. Gen. , –.

) Th e Tractatus de arca Noe as a prefi guration of the Church and of Christ.
) Th e Tractatus in Cantica canticorum, with the same fi gurative meaning.
) A short Expositio de psalmo XCI, and
) Fragmenta tractatus in Gn : et :–.

In his enthusiastic reception of Origen’s allegorism, Gregory showed no 
servility. “He knows how to distinguish in the ot a triplicem signifi cantiam 
(Tract, script. , ) is est prophetiae, historiae et fi gurae, where the prophecy lies 
in praescientia futurorum, the historia (i.e. literal interpretation) in relatione 
gestorum, and the fi gura (i.e. typological interpretation) in similitudine rerum, 
to prescind from those passages which are of value only for exhortation or 
edifi cation.” He intended “with the aid of the same Spirit who inspired the 
sacred writer, to discover the spiritual sense of scripture which is hidden 
under the veil of the letter and oft en escapes the simpliciores (Tract. , ; , 
; , –; , ; , )” (Simonetti: Quasten IV, –).

Editions

Bulhart, V. and J. Fraipont: CCL  (). PLS , –.
Schulz-Flügel, E., Gregorii Eliberritani Epithalamium sive Explanatio in 

Canticis Canticorum. Freiburg .
Simonetti, M.: CPS. L  Turin : De fi de.
Vega, A.: EspSag / () –.
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Studies

Ayuso Marazuela, T., “El Salerio de Gregorio de Elvira y la Vetus Latina Hispana”: 
Bib  () –.

Bacala Munoz, A., “Sobre las citas bíblicas de Gregoria de Elvira”: RET  () 
–.

Buckley, F. J., Christ and the Church according to Gregory of Elvira. Rome .
—. “Christ and the Church according to Gregory of Elvira.” Gregorian University 

Press  (): –. Rome.
Cavalcanti, E., “L’aquila, il serpente, la nave, il giovane”: SEAug  () –.
Domínguez del Val, U., “Herencia literaria de Gregorio de Elvira”: Helm  () 

–.
Dulaey, M. “Grégoire d’Elvire et le Commentaire sur la Genèse de Victorin de 

Poetovio.” Augustinus  (): –.
Gianotti, D., “Gregorio de Elvira, interprete del Cantico”: Aug  () –.
Schulz-Flügel, E. Gregorius Eliberitanus. Epithalamium sive explanatio in Canticis 

canticorum. AGLB . Freiburg: Herder, .
—. LACL, nd ed. () f.
Torró, J. Pascual. Gregorio de Elvira, Tratados sobre los libros de las Santas Escrituras. 

Introducción, traducción y notas. Fuentes Patristicas . Madrid: Ciudad Nueva, 
.

Vona, C. Gregorio di Elvira I. Tractatus de libris sacrarum Scripturarum. Fonti e 
 sopravvivenza medievale. Rome: Pont. Univ. Lateranense, .
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IV
LATIN CHRISTIAN POETRY

i. Juvencus (early th c.)

“A Spaniard of noble birth and a priest, Juvencus, composed four Books, in 
hexameters, in which he transcribed the four Gospels almost literally, and 
certain other things in the same verse relating to the order of sacraments. 
He lived at the time of Emperor Constantine,” Jerome, De viris inlustribus, 
 (PL , ), the only biographical information available on this pioneer 
of Christian poetry. A marginal gloss in one of the oldest manuscripts sug-
gests that the aristocratic C. Vettius Aquilinus Juvencus was from Elvira, in 
modern Andalucia (Fontaine, ).

Th e Evangeliorum libri is “a poem divided into four Books with two pro-
logues and comprising , hexameters . . . the fi rst Book deals with the events 
concerning John the Baptist, the Annunciation and the beginning of Christ’s 
activity up to the cure of Peter’s mother-in-law ( verses); the second Book 
concerns Jesus’s miracles and some parables . . . up to chapter  of Matthew 
( verses); the third Book includes miracles, parables and discourses drawn 
only from Matthew (Matthew –,  verses); and the fourth Book treats 
of Jesus’ disputes with the Jews, the parables of the ten virgins and of the 
talents, the death and raising of Lazarus, and the passion, death and resur-
rection of Christ ( verses)” (A. Di Berardino: Quasten IV, f.).

Juvencus was thoroughly familiar with the works of Latin poets such as 
Plautus, Valerius, Flaccus, Statius and Ovid. Virgil was his prime model for 
style and language; he tried to recreate the Virgilian atmosphere and rhythm 
in his rather pompus epic paraphrase of the Gospels. He “adheres as closely 
as possible to the text which he sets to verse by means of a paraphrasic 
technique according to which he amplifi es and clarifi es obscure passages, 
expresses his feelings and judgments and describes certain scenes. He enjoys 
greater success with his descriptive passages: the Magi (I, –), the tem-
pest (II, –), and some miracles (II, –)” (A. Di Berardino, ).

Juvencus’s biblical text is read in the Vetus Latina, “which (he) follows 
faithfully, adhering to the literal sense and clarifying only some obscure 
passages. Juvencus basically keeps to the text of Matthew and draws only 
some details from Mark. From Luke he takes chiefl y information pertaining 
to the Baptist and the infancy of Jesus. . . . From John he takes the Wedding 
of Cana, the conversation with Nicodemus and with the Samaritan woman, 
the vocation of Philip and Nathanael, Lazarus and some other episode. . . . He 
produces something similar to a concordance of the Gospels” ().
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“My song will be of Christ’s life-giving deeds,” mihi carmen erit Christi 
vitalia gesta: (praef. ). With that purpose Juvencus introduced into his poetic 
rewriting of the Gospel, the Homeric quest of perennial values, as well as 
Virgil’s elegant celebration of nature, but in both cases interiorized in the 
light of the Christian message. Like Ephrem of Edessa in the Syriac-speak-
ing Orient one generation aft er him, the Spanish priest exercised at once, a 
ministry of catechesis and a proper gift  for poetry. “In Juvencus there is no 
gap between the priest and the poet. For there exists a functional relationship 
between the poetry and the message (of the Gospel)” (Fontaine, ).

Editions
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Huemer, J.: CSEL  ().
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Borrell, E., Iuvencus Evangeliorum concordantiae secundum J. Huemer editionem. 
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Flieger, M., Interpretationen zum Bibeldichter Iuvencus. Stuttgart .
Fontaine, J., Naissance de la poésie dans l’Occident chrétien, Paris, .
—. “Esthétique et foi d’après la poésie latine chrétienne des premiers siècles: Les 

Pères de l’Église au XXème siècle, Paris , –.
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lichen Gattung I, München,  (Review J. Fontaine: Latomus  () f.).
Hilhorst, A. “Th e Cleaning of the Temple (John :–) in Juvencus and Nonnus.” 

Pages – in Early Christian Poetry: A Collection of Essays, Edited by J. den 
Boeft  and A. Hilhorst. SVigChr . Leiden: Brill, .

Kartschoke, D. Bibeldichtung. Studien zur Geschichte der Bibelparaphrase von 
Juvencus bis Otfrid von Weissenburg, München, .

Kievits, H. H., Ad Iuvenci evangeliorum librum primum commentarius exegeticus. 
Diss. Groningen .

Laganà, F, Giovenco, Catania, .
Nat, P. G. van der, “Die Praefatio der Evangelienparaphrase des Iuvencus”: W. den 

Boer, et al., Romanitas et Christianitas. Amsterdam , –.
Poinsotte, J. M., Juvencus et Israël. La représentation des Juifs dans le premier poème 

latin chrétien, Paris, .
Roberts, M. J., Biblical Epic. Liverpool .
Th raede, K., “Epos”: RAC  () –, “Juvencus.”
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Th raede, K. “Epiphanien bei Juvencus. Ausgangstext: Evangeliorum Libri ,/.” 
Pages – in Stimuli, Fs. E. Dassmann Edited by G. Schöllgen and C. Schol-
ten. Münster: Aschendorff , .

Wacht, M., Concordantia in Iuvencus Evangeliorum libros. Hildesheim .

ii. Proba (d. ca. )

Faltonia Betitia Proba, daughter, sister, and mother of consuls, wife of 
Clodius Celsinus Adelphius, the Prefect of the city of Rome in , was 
a descendent of the illustrious Roman gens of the Petonii. She was one of 
the earliest members of the Roman aristocracy to convert and be baptized. 
Near , she composed a Virgilian cento (“patchwork,” from the Greek 
κεντῶν) inspired by the scriptures. Her idea was to have divine revelation 
celebrated by Virgilian phrasing. Verses – deal with ot events, mainly 
from the creation of humankind to the Flood; verses – describe 
events included in the nt. Th e Virgilian poetry was not always adequate 
for a correct formulation of christology (I. Oppelt), but, despite a negative 
reaction of Jerome (epist , to Paulinus of Nola), Proba’s work enjoyed a 
high popularity until the Renaissance, as shown for instance by its many 
editions during the eleventh century.

“Th e virtuoso performance in disposing of smallest elements by the 
Christian appropriation of Virgil’s discourse is paired with a strong sense 
for composition. Th e structuring of the scenes shows the same consistent 
talent as does the chosen vocabulary . . . the Fall (–) presents an ex-
tended, coherent unit. It follows a mention of the creation from clay () 
of the protoparent in the likeness of God true to the biblical narrative (), 
and another mention of the woman born from Adam’s side (). Speeches 
underline the dramatic crescendo, in particular the two framing speeches 
of God the Father, one introducing the human creatures into Paradise (–
), the other their expulsion (–). Th e speech of temptation by the 
serpent of Paradise, a mixture of some mythological Fury and a serpent of 
Laocoon (–) parallels the hopeless apology of Adam (–). Th e 
luxurious Paradise itself off ers a glittering refl ection of Eclogues and Georgics. 
Th e stage is set for a dramatic move: the fl ight of the human creatures away 
from God the Father, which leads them out of the luminous Paradise and 
into the dark forest, playing thereby with impressive changes in colours and 
atmosphere” (Opelt, ).

Commenting on Proba’s poetry, J. Fontaine notes: “Attention has recently 
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been drawn to the singularity of a poetic project whose focus is not the 
simple versifi cation of scripture. For that ‘version’ is personal for more than 
one reason. Against the stream of biblical epic, and with only Juvencus to 
follow, it tends to suggest that Virgil was poet and prophet, and to give the 
key for a Christian reinterpretation of his work: ‘I shall say how Virgil sang 
the holy gift s of Christ,’ Vergilium cecinisse loquar pia munera Christi (v. ). In 
other words it was a key for Virgil as much as for scripture” (Fontaine, ). C. 
Schenkl, who identifi es in the apparatus of his edition the elements of Virgil 
used by Proba for each of her  hexameters, signals the allusions or tacit 
scriptural quotations in her work: she refers thirty-three times to Genesis 
and twice to Exodus before mentioning the gospels thirty-one times.
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PL , –.
Clark, E. A., and D. F. Hatch, Th e Golden Bough. Ann Arbor  (text, transl., 

commentary).
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  (), –.

Translations

Carioldi, C., ().
Clark, E. A.: above.

Studies

Cacioli, M. R., “Adattamenti semantici e sintattici nel Centone virgiliano di Proba”: 
SIFC  () –.

Courcelle, P., “Les exégèses chrétiennes de la quatrième Églogue”: REA  () 
–.

Ermini, F., Il centone di Proba e la poesia centonaria latina. Rome .
Fontaine, J., Naissance de la poésie dans l’Occident chrétien. Paris , –.
Green, R. P. H., “Proba’s Cento”: CQ  () –.
Herzog, R. ed., Handbuch der lateinischen Literatur V. München , .
Kyriakidas, S., “Eve and Mary”: MD  () –.
Opelt, I., “Der zürnende Christus im Cento der Proba”: JAC  () –.
Stanislaus, A., “Th e Scriptures in Hexameter”: Class. Weekly  () –.
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du Congrès international d’Études byzantines. Paris, –: I, –.
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iii. Prudentius (–after )

Aurelius Prudentius Clemens was born in the region of Tarragone, Spain. He 
succeeded in a career of civil service until a midlife crisis made him reject 
worldly honours and choose poetry as a full-time spiritual exercise. A trip to 
Rome between  and  generated in him a powerful poetic inspiration 
against paganism. Anticipating Augustine, he carefully arranged a defi nitive 
edition with preface and epilogue of his main works, each of them being 
provided with a fashionable title in Greek: Cathemerinon, prayers “for day-
time,” or twelve hymns for specifi c hours and circumstances; Apotheosis, an 
exposition and defense of Trinitarian theology, being a poem of over  
hexameters; Hamartigenia, “On the Origin of Evil,” a vigorous polemic against 
Marcion; Psychomachia, the epic and allegorical story of spiritual warfare for 
the conquest of one’s own soul, exemplifi ed by many biblical characters, from 
Abraham to the Virgin Mary; Peristephanon, fourteen hymns celebrating 
Christian martyrs; Dittochaeon, describing a painting, otherwise unknown, 
in  strophes,  for ot and  for nt characters.

Prudentius’s familiarity with scripture resulted mainly from his listening 
to liturgical readings, his references echoing the homiletic literature of his 
time. He read the scriptures himself in a Vetus Latina (hispana) version, close 
to the African text and possibly through the monastic tradition of the lectio 
divina. He also knew some exegetical works, such as Hilary’s Commentaries 
on the Psalms, or Ambrose’s De Helia et ieiunio and Expositio Evangelii se-
cundam Lucam, perhaps also Tertullian’s Contra Marcionem and Jerome’s 
On Jonas. Mostly through Ambrose, he had been informed about certain 
opinions of Origen and he had enjoyed Juvencus’s paraphrase and some 
poems of Paulinus of Nola; but the liturgy was by far his main resource for 
biblical knowledge. An indirect access to scripture was also given to him by 
Christian iconography (Charlet, “Prudence et la Bible”).
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Buchheit, V., “Resurrectio carnis bei Prudentius”: VC  () – (on Cath. 
, –).
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—. “Göttlicher Heilsplan bei Prudentius (Cath. II, –).” VigChr  (): 
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Charlet, J.-L., Prudence poète biblique. Recherche sur la création poétique dans le 
Cathemerinon. Paris .
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siècle. Colloques Internationaux du CNRS, n. . Paris , –.
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Costanza, S., “Le concezioni poetiche di Prudenzio e il carme XVIII di Paolino di 
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—. “Palestra bei Prudentius.” IluCle  (): –.
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edited by G. Aranda, C. Basevi, and J. Chapa (Facultad de Teología, Universidad 
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Pont. Univ. Gregoriana, .

Pascual Torró, J. “La antitesis Eva-Maria en Prudencio.” Compostellanum  (): 
–.

Philonenko, M. “Prudence et le Psaume  (Dittochaeon XIX).” In Le Psautier chez 
les Pères (Cahiers de Biblia Patristica ), –. Freiburg: Centre d’Analyse et 
de Documentation Patristique, .

Rapisarda, E. “Gli apostoli Pietro e Paolo e la nave della Chiesa in Prudenzio.” In 
Oikoumené, –, .

Rodríguez Herrera, I., Poeta christianus. Prudentius Auff assung von der Aufgabe des 
christlichen Dichters. Diss. Munich .

Smolak, K. “Die Katastrophe am Himmel. Eine Analyse von Prudentius, Apotheosis 
/.” In Panchaia. Fs. f. K. Th raede, edited by M. Wacht (JAC.E ), –. 
Münster: Aschendorff , .

iv. Cyprian the Poet (fl. ca. )

Jerome wrote Letter  to a learned priest named Cyprian, who was an 
expert in scripture. According to Harnack, the same Cyprian wrote the 
Heptateuchos and the Cena Cypriani, the latter having been composed near 
the end of the fourth century in the area of Brescia and Verona. Hence the 
learned priest, addressed by Jerome, would have lived in northern Italy, and 
considered his art form as a resource for religious education.
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“Th e whole Heptateuchos (‘Seven Books’) is the work of a single author 
named Cyprian and who lived ca.  c.e. For this poet knew Ausonius 
(Mosella  = Cypr. Gen. Nave ) and Claudian (Paneg. III cons. Hon. – 
= Ex. ff ., Jg ; Paneg. IV cons. Hon.  = Ex. ), as well as Iuvencus, 
Prudentius and Paulinus of Nola. Claudius M. Victorius, who died before 
 c.e., was familiar with Cyprian’s Genesis (Cypr. Gen.  = Vict. Aleth. , 
; Gen.  = Aleth. , ; Gen.  = Aleth. , ; Gen. ff . = Aleth. 
, ; Gen.  = Aleth. ). In addition, Cyprian used a biblical text from 
before Jerome; on some occasions, he turns to the Greek text” (Di Berardino, 
).

Th e Heptateuchos is a work of at least  verses, almost all in hexam-
eters; three canticles are decasyllabic (Ex , Nm , Dt ). Th e books of 
the Bible call for diff erent quantities of verses: Genesis ; Exodus ; 
Leviticus ; Numbers ; Deuteronomy ; Joshuah , Judges . 
Usually, Cyprian renders the biblical text in verses without any additions; 
he omits some sections, such as Ex – or Ex –. In general, he avoids 
to amplify the text as he does for Ex  = Cypr. Ex  =  (Peiper); Ex. 
: = Cypr. Ex –; Ex  = Cypr. Ex –; Nm :– = Cypr. 
Nm –. He renders all biblical names in a Latin form, Noah being 
spelled “Noelus,” Lamech “Lamechus,” etc. He cites or uses classical authors, 
such as Virgil, Lucretius, Horace, Ovid, Perseus, Catullus, and he knows 
Christian writers well: Iuvencus, Prudentius, Paulinus of Nola (Di Berardino 
–).

Th e Cena Cypriani, a biblical “centon,” or collection of biblical quotations 
dating from the late fourth century, assembles famous fi gures of ot and nt at 
an imaginary banquet off ered by King Joel, who suspects his guests to have 
robbed him. It is a parody, anticipating medieval farces, marked by vulgar-
ity, and without any respect for sacred scripture. Th e lxx text seems to be 
the only direct version used by the author. Apocryphals, such as the Acts 
of Paul, are also exploited. Priscillian receives a mention. Th e author could 
have been a certain monk named Bachiarius, from Spain in the late fourth 
century, a sympathizer of Priscillianism (Lapôtre: Bardy).

Editions

Heptateuchos: PL , ; , – (under the name of Iuvencus). PLS 
, –.

Cena: PLS , –.
Peiper, R.: CSEL  ().
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K. Strecker: MGH. PL /, –; “Die Cena Cypriani und ihr Bibeltext”: 
ZWT  ( ).

Harnack, A. von, Drei wenig beachtete Cyprianische Schrift en. Leipzig .
Moesto, C.: Studien zur Cena Cypriani. Tübingen .

Studies

Bardy, G., “La Cena Cypriani et ses énigmes”: RB  () –.
Di Berardino, A.: Quasten, IV.
Duval, P.-M., La Gaule jusqu’au milieu du Ve siècle. I, . Paris , .
Haas, W., Studien zum Heptateuchdichter Cyprian mit Beiträgen zu den vorhierony-

mianischen Bibelübersetzungen. Berlin .
Harnack, A., Die Cyprianische Schrift en und die Acta Pauli. TU , B. Leipzig .
Kartschoke, D., Bibeldichtung. Munich .
Krestan, L., “Cyprianus III (gallischer Dichter)”: RAC  () –.
Lapôtre, A.: RSR  () –.
Malsbary, G., “Epic Exegesis and the uses of Vergil in the Early Biblical Poets”: 

Florilegium  () –.
Petringa, M. R., “I ‘sei giorni della creazione’ nella parafrasi biblica di Cypriano”: 

Sileno  () –.
Pollman, K., “Der sogenannte Heptateuchdichter und die Alethia des Claudius 

Marius Victorius”: Hermes  () –.
Nodes, D. J., Doctrine and Exegesis in Biblical Latin Poetry. Leeds .
Smolak, S., “Lateinische Umdichtungen des biblischen Schöpfungsberichtes”: StPatr 

 () – (TU ).
Strecker, K., “Die Cena Cypriani und ihr Bibeltext”: ZWT  () –.

v. Sedulius (fl. –)

Sedulius composed his poem, Paschale carmen, probably in Italy between 
 and  (Di Berardino, Quasten IV, ). He was a rhetor, trained in 
philosophy according to ancient manuscripts, a presbyter according to 
Isidore of Seville. He served as a cantor in liturgical celebrations (Carmen 
I, –). His poem is divided into four Books of three hundred to four 
hundred verses each, with an introduction. Modern editions count the in-
troduction as a fi ft h Book. Aft er having celebrated God’s mirabilia as Creator 
and Divine Providence (I), the Carmen evokes the childhood of Jesus, his 
baptism, and the choice of the twelve apostles, in adding a long commentary 
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on the Lord’s prayer (II, –). Books III and IV describe the miracles 
of Christ, mainly according to Matthew; V continues the paraphrase of the 
gospel narrative from the Last Supper to the Ascension. Sedulius himself 
produced a translatio in prose of his poem, the Opus, as a scholarly exercise 
fashionable in his time.

In both works his way of quoting scripture remains extremely free, 
with many allegorical comments. “Constantly, with an apt conciseness, the 
poet expresses the theological and spiritual meaning of given narratives. 
Sometimes, for example about the Passion, he insists on minute details of 
allegorism, already more medieval than patristic in tone. Such exceptions 
confi rm his poetic norm calling for an ornate and light-hearted devotion. 
Poetic procedures serve here religious sentiment more than theological 
exegesis” (Fontaine, ).

Sedulius’s versifi ed style and syntax demonstrate a classical correctness, 
which explains the popularity of the Carmen in medieval schools, illustrated 
by seventy-fi ve editions until .

Editions

PL , –.
Huemer. J., CSEL  () –.
Walpole, A. S., Early Latin Hymns. Cambridge , –.

Translations

Dutch
Schefs, N., Sedulius Paschale Carmen, I–II. Delft  .
English
Kuhnmuench, A. J. O. J., Early Christian Latin Poets. Chicago, , –.
Italian
Corsaro, F., L’opera poetica di Sedulio. Catania .
—. Sedulio poeta Catania .
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Costanza, S., “Da Jiovenco a Sedulio”: CClCr  () –.
Döpp, S.: LACL, nd ed.  –.
Fontaine, J., Naissance de la poésie dans l’Occident chrétien. Paris , –.
Herzog, R., Die Bibelepik in der lateinischen Spätantike. Munich , XLIf. LII–LIV.
Laan, P. W. A. Th . van der, “Imitation créative dans le ‘Carmen paschale’ de Sédulius”: 
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J. den Boeft  and A. Hilhorst eds., Early Christian Poetry. A Collection of Essays. 
Leiden , –.

Mayr, P. Th ., Studien zur dem Paschale Carmen des christlichen Dichters Sedulius. 
Munich .

Moretti Pieri, G., “Sulle fonti evangelice di Sedulio”: AMAT , ns. . Florence 
, –.

Opelt, I., Paradeigmata Poetica Christiana. Düsseldorf , –.
Small, C. D., “Rhetoric and Exegesis in Sedulius’s Carmen Paschale”: CM  () 

–.
Springer, C. P. E., Th e Gospel as Epic in Late Antiquity. Leiden .

vi. Claudius Marius Victorius (d. /).

Ca. , Gennadius (d. / ) wrote: “Victori(n)us, a rhetor of Marseilles, 
composed in a true and pious Christian spirit for his son, Etherius, a com-
mentary in four Books in verse on Genesis, from the Beginning up to the 
death of Patriarch Abraham. But since the author was accustomed to work-
ing with literature and had not been instructed by any teacher in the divine 
scriptures, he expresses thoughts of little value in his poetry. He died under 
the reign of Th eodosius (II) and Valentian (III)” (De scriptoribus ecclesiasticis, 
LX: PL , ).

Th e Alethia, the principal work of this married layman and professional 
rhetor dates between  and  (best edition, Hovingh). It begins with a 
fervent prayer of a hundred and twenty-six verses and is divided into three 
Books: Book I ( verses) deals with the fi rst three chapters of Genesis; 
Books II ( verses) with chapter –, and Book III ( verses) with 
chapters –. In addition to versifying the biblical text, Victorius introduces 
considerations and digressions of his own, such as in Book II, a description 
of man’s condition aft er his expulsion from Paradise, inspired in part by 
Lucretius’s theory of civilization. Other sources of Victorius’s poetry are Ovid 
and Virgil. On the Christian side one fi nds Lactantius, Prudentius, Ambrose, 
Augustine as well as the author of the contemporary Carmen de providentia 
divina, Pelagian in complexion, now attributed to Hilary of Arles (Gallo).

Editions

PL , –: Gagny.
Hovingh, P. F. CCL  ().
Schenkl, C., CSEL  ().
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Studies

Di Berardino, A.: Quasten IV, – (bibliography until ).
Hovingh, P. F., Marii Victoris Claudii Alethia. La prière et les vers – du livre . 

Groningen .
Nodes, D. J. “Th e seventh day of creation in Alethia of Claudius Marius Victor”: VC 

 () –.
Polmann, K., “Der sogennante Heptateuchdichter und die Alethia des 

Claudius Marius Victorius: Anmerkungen zur Datierungsfrage und zur 
Imitationsforsucheng”: Hermes  () –.

vii. Dracontius (second half of th c.)

Blossus Emilius Dracontius, a poet and rhetorician of Carthage at the time of 
the Vandal invasion of North Africa, was the author of an abundant secular 
literature employing mythological themes. During a lengthy imprisonment 
by the Vandal authorities, he composed two poems of which one, De laudibus 
Dei, Book I, was received as an Hexameron during the Middle Ages.

Editions

Bresnahan, E., Diss. Philadephia .
Irwin, J. F., Liber I, Dracontii de laudibus Dei Diss. Philadelphia .
Moussy, C. and C. Camus: Paris , .

Translations

English
Bresnahan and Irwin: above.
French
Moussy: above.
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Bright, D. F., A Miniature Epic in Vandal Africa. Oklahoma, .
Devine, I. C., A Study of the Laudes Dei of Dracontius. Diss. New York .
Evenepoel, W. “Dracontius, De laudibus dei, I, /; Adam and Eve before the 

fall.” Pages – in Panchaia. Fs. f. K. Th raede. Edited by M. Wacht. JAC.E 
. Münster: Aschendorff , .
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Nodes, D. J., Doctrine and Exegesis in Biblical Latin Poetry. Leeds , –; –.
Smolak, K., “Die Stellung der Hexamerondichtung des Dracontius (laud. dei , 

–). Innerhalb der lateinischen Genesispoesie”: FS W. Kraus. Vienna , 
–.

Speyer, W., “Kosmische Mächte im Bibelepos des Dracontius”: Phil  () 
–.

—. “Der Bibeldichter Dracontius als Exeget des Sechstagewerkes Gottes.” Pages 
– in Stimuli. Fs. E. Dassmann. Edited by G. Schllgen and C. Scholten. 
JAC.E . Münster: Aschendorff , .

Not reported here is Hilarius: R. Peiper, ed. CSEL  (), whose iden-
tity, despite the editor’s suggestion, remains unknown: two epic poems, 
In Genesin (–), De martyrio Maccabaeorum (–). See Manitius, 
–; Schanz , , ; Bardenhewer , f.
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V
FORTUNATIANUS OF AQUILEIA MID 4TH C.

An African, bishop of Aquileia at the time Emperor Constantius and Pope 
Liberius (Jerome, De vir. inl. ), Fortunatianus took part in the synod of 
Serdica in  as an ally of Athanasius and Marcellus of Ancyra. Aft er 
the synod he was hosted for several months by Athanasius and Hosius 
of Cordoba, with whom he celebrated Easter  in Aquileia. Under po-
litical pressure of Emperor Constantius II, he signed the condemnation of 
Athanasius in .

Jerome describes Fortunatianus’s Commentary on the Gospels as a mar-
garita de evangelio “a pearl as a Gospel commentary,” in a letter to Paul of 
Concordia (Ep. , ), having read it in preparation for his own Commentary 
on the Gospel of Matthew (praef.: PL , C), whereas in De vir. inl. he 
minimizes the same commentator’s merits: brevi ac rustico sermone scripsit 
commentaria, “he wrote commentaries in a short and uncultivated style.”

In his notice, Jerome (De vir. inl. ) observed also that Fortunatianus’s 
Commentary on the Gospels was written titulis ordinatis, which means 
composed in the order of liturgical readings in Aquileia by grouping sev-
eral verses in a unity. Certainly with a pedagogical purpose, he delivered 
a teaching addressing the simplices, for which a rusticus sermo was entirely 
appropriate (Lemarié). Indeed, the style of the surviving fragments could 
hardly be more elementary: “In Aaron’s vestment four rows with precious 
stones (cf. Ex :) prefi gure the four Gospels. Th e three stones mean the 
perfect Trinity, because these four Gospels show us the perfect Trinity in-
cluded in them. As the Lord himself said to his disciples ‘Go forth, preach to 
all creatures, baptize them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit’ (Matthew :); but Aaron’s staff  (Nm :), which once budded 
in the Most Holy (cf. Heb :–), can be received in the fl ower and even the 
fruit of the staff  as an image of the Lord, in typum domini. Th e staff  itself 
is to be seen as prefi guring Mary, the mother of the Lord Jesus Christ; the 
fl ower, the Lord himself. As Scripture says ‘A shoot shall grow from the stock 
of Jesse’ (Is :). Hence Solomon said, speaking in the name of the Lord, ‘I 
am a fl ower of the fi eld, a lily growing in the valley’ (Sg :). And the four-
parted fruit of the nut can be received as the Gospels . . .” (CCL , ). No 
doubt the style is rustic, but the biblical texture of the homily remains ap-
parent in each sentence. Th e use of scripture is entirely allegorical, but with 
moralistic overtones (Wilmart , ).
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VI
PHILASTER OF BRESCIA D. AFTER 390

An itinerant preacher and controversialist before being consecrated bishop 
of Brescia, in northern Italy, as his successor, Gaudentius, informs us in a 
eulogy (CSEL , , , /), Philaster took part in the Council of 
Aquileia in . He met Augustine during his stay in Milan between  
and  (Augustine, Letter ,  to Quodvultdeus; CSEL , , , 
). His Diversarum haereseon liber, written between  and  is heavily 
dependent on works of Irenaeus and Eusebius of Caesarea.

Severely evaluated by Augustine in the same letter to Quodvultdeus, the 
liber lacks historical acumen. Th e following is the listing of the topics treated 
by Philaster (CCL, f.) resulting in an accumulation of exegetical “her-
esies,” some of which possibly originated in the imagination of the author:
CXV (), God chased Adam from Paradise because of envy;
CXVI (), Adam and Eve were blind (Genesis :–);
CXVII (), on the tunics of skins (Genesis :);
CXVIII (), on the angel meeting Moses (Exodus :);
CXIX (), on Deuteronomy (Deuteronomy :, , );
CXX (), on the iniquity of legitimate marriage (Psalm :);
XXI (), on the division of the earth by Noah;
CXXII (), on the Flood under Deucalion;
CXXIII (), on human birth determined by the signs of the zodiac;
CXXIV (), on the souls of sinners relocated in demons and animals; 
CXXV (), on the fact that the Lord did not descend into Sheol;
CXXVII (), on the generation of the Saviour;
CXXVIII (), on Pharoah (Exodus :; :; :);
CXXIX (), on David, who was not a religious, but a secular writer;
CXXX (), on the inauthenticity and inner contradictions of the Psalter;
CXXXI (), on Cain (Genesis :);
CXXXII (), also on Cain (Genesis :–);
CXXXIII (), on the fact that there are no fi xed stars in heaven;
CXXXIV (), on Solomon’s Ecclesiastes;
CXXXV (), on the Canticle of Canticles;
CXXXVI (), on commandment; 
CXXXVII (), on God’s image in man (Genesis :);
CXXXVIII (), on God’s various languages;
CXXXIX (), on the Four Animals (Ezekiel :);
CXLII (), on the Septuagint and Aquila;
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CXLIII (), on the translation of the Th irty;
CXLIV (), on the translation of the Six;
CXLV (), on Th eodotion and Symmachus;
CXLVI (), on the fi nding of the Books aft er the Captivity;
CXLVII (), on cursing (Exodus :); 
CXLVIII (), on Melchisedek (Genesis :–);
CXLIX (), on fasting (Zachariah :);
CL (), on Solomon’s concubines (Canticle :);
CLI (), on Joshua’s knives of fl int (Joshua :);
CLII (), on the breath of life received by Adam (Genesis :);
CLIII (), on the measuring line (Zechariah :);
CLIV (), on Elijah’s ravens ( Kings :);
CLV (), on Cherubim and Seraphim (Isaiah :);
CLVI (), on the Cherubim sent by God to the prophet Isaiah (Is :).
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VII
GAUDENTIUS OF BRESCIA 

FL. LATE 4THEARLY 5TH C.

Gaudentius replaced his teacher, Philaster, on the episcopal see of Brescia 
sometime aft er . Five homilies, added to a set of ten homilies delivered 
during Easter week, all on scriptural topics, were preserved thanks to a high 
offi  cial of Valentinian II. Modern scholars have added another six sermons 
to the corpus of Gaudentius’s works.

Th e Easter sermons deal with liturgical readings from Exodus, while 
Sermon  and  comment on the Wedding of Cana. Th ey employ traditional 
typology and are directed particularly against Marcionites and Manicheans. 
“Th e two homilies on the Wedding Feast of Cana defend marriage against 
the Manicheans and exalt the virginity of Mary. Gaudentius takes a notable 
stand here against parents who consecrate their young children to a life of 
virginity. Although this life represents the ideal of perfection, it cannot be 
imposed” (Simonetti: Quasten IV, ). Among the six homilies attributed 
to Gaudentius by modern scholars, Sermo  Ad Serminium interprets Luke 
, on the dishonest steward, as a symbol of the devil; Sermo  Ad Paulum 
diaconum, explains that John :, “the Father is greater than I,” refers to 
Christ’s humanity.

Th e literary legacy of Gaudentius, though limited, shows him at ease in 
the exegesis of the biblical text. “He gives evidence of scholastic preparation, 
of more than superfi cial competence in the fi elds of exegesis and doctrine, 
and of the capacity to engage the faithful on the disciplinary and moral 
plane” (Simonetti: Quasten IV, ).

Editions

John Chrysostom, Letter .

Translations

Boehrer, S. L., Washington .

Studies

Brontesi, A. “Ricerche su Gaudenzio da Brescia (e la sua opera esegetica).” In 
Memorie storiche della diocesi di Brescia  (): –.
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Ficarra, R. “La parabola del fattore infedele in Gaudenzio di Brescia.” Annali di sto-
ria dell’esegesi  (): –.

Trisaglio F. , .
Truzzi, C., Zeno, Gaudenzio e Cromazio, testi e contenuti della predicazione cristiana 

per le chiese di Verona, Brescia e Aquileia (– ca). Brescia .
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VIII
PACIAN OF BARCELONA CA. 310CA. 392

Pacian lived to old age, iam ultima senectude (Jerome, de vir. inl. ), and died 
in the reign of Th eodosius. His son, Dexter, to whom Jerome dedicated his 
De viris inlustribus, reached the rank of Praetorian Prefect. Pacian’s classical 
education gave him access to Virgil, Cicero, Ovid, Horace, and other Latin 
authors whom he quotes, but he did not seem to know Greek (despite his 
unusual Latin rendering irasceris ira of Ex : (lxx) which might derive 
from an Old Latin manuscript, pace C. Granado, SC , ).

Pacian’s familiarity with scripture is attested to by eighty-seven ot and a 
hundred and seventy-seven nt quotations from seventeen diff erent ot books 
and twenty nt writings. “Explicit quotations may sometimes be short, includ-
ing one or two verses. Usually introduced by phrases with dicere and the same 
of the speaker, or by a simple et iterum ( times), scriptum est/sit ( times), 
item infra ( times) or adhuc ( times), they are occasionally mentioned by 
an inquit in the midst of the cited text ( times). Implicit quotations and 
allusions are very numerous; biblical elements are then perfectly assimilated 
to Pacian’s own exposition whose thought naturally adjusts to the scriptural 
discourse” C. Granado, SC , –; see the whole section “L’Écriture,” in 
chap. IV, “Les sources de la théologie de Pacien,” –.

Pacian’s Old Latin text is not identical with those of his African sources, 
Tertullian, Cyrian, and Lactantius, nor does it belong to a specifi c Vetus Latina 
tradition from Europe. “Like Gregory of Elvira, Pacian attests ‘Latin versions 
which are independent or belong to a family diff erent from the ones used 
in his time. . . .’ Neither does Pacian depend on collections of Testimonia” 
(C. Granado, SC , , quoting J. Campos, “La ‘Epistola ad Romanos’ en 
los escritores Hispanos”: Helmantica , , f.).

Pacian’s doctrine on penance, his central topic in the discussion with 
the Novatian Simpronianus, depends heavily on Tertullian’s De paenitentia. 
His own works include a treatise, De paenitentibus, (ed., C. Granado, SC , 
) establishing a distinction between private peccatum and public crimen 
(idolatry, homicide, adultery), only the latter calling for public penance; a 
homily On Baptism, with a commentary on Romans :– which announces 
Augustine’s thesis on original sin; Two Letters to Simpronianus, refuting in 
depth the rigorist position held by Novatian and the Novatians of Pacian’s 
own time. Finally, a treatise Contra Novatianos, refuting Novatian’s ecclesiol-
ogy on the basis of the nt. (An essay entitled Cervulus, “Th e Small Stag” in 
reference to a New Year carnival, is lost; SC , –.)
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Editions

PL , –.
Anglada Anfruns, A.: Valencia .
Granado, C.: SC  (), biblical index and bibliography.
Rubio Fernandez, L.: Barcelona .

Translations

Catalan
Fàbregas i Baqué, J.: De poenitentia, De baptismo, Barcelona .
Riber, L.: Barcelona .
English
Collyns, C. H.: Oxford .
French
Épitalon, C. and M. Lestienne, in Granado (see above).
Spanish
Rubio Ferandez: above.

Studies

Domínguez del Val, U., “Paciano de Barcelona: escritor, teólogo y exegeta” 
Salmanticensis  () –.

Granado, C., “Las parábolas de misericordia en Paciano de Barcelona”: EE  () 
–.

Madoz, J., “Herencia literaria del presbítero Eutropio”: EE  () –.
Villar, J., “Las citacions biblicas de Sant Pacià”: EstUCat  () –.
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IX
PRISCILLIAN OF AVILA CA. 340CA. 387

Born in Spain ca. , Priscillian started his preaching as a layman, around 
–. He met immediate success. His mystical fervor and rigid asceticism 
gave him a particular popularity among the women of his acquaintance. Two 
bishops, Instantius and Salvianus, strongly supported him while two others, 
Hydacius, his metropolitan of Emerita Augusta (Mérida) and Ithacius, bishop 
of Ossonuba (Faro, Portugal) opposed him. Consecrated bishop of Avila by 
his associates, Instantius and Salvianus, the two opposing bishops obtained 
from Emperor Gratian a decree against the Manicheans among whom they 
indicted Priscillian, who went into exile with his closest disciples, fi rst to 
Aquitaine, then to Italy. Accused of heresy, immorality, and magic, before the 
usurper, Maximus, who had established himself at Trier aft er the murder of 
Gratian, Priscillian and his disciples were beheaded. Th ey have the dubious 
honour of being the fi rst Christians condemned to death for heresy. Martin 
of Tours travelled to Trier in protest, but neither he nor Ambrose of Milan 
could prevent the tragedy.

Th e Canones in Pauli apostoli ep. a Peregrino episcopo emendati present 
a short outline in ninety statements (canones) with references to specifi c 
passages of the fourteen letters of Paul. Identifi ed by Döllinger, and fi rst pub-
lished by Schepss, eleven anonymous texts in a manuscript at Würzburg, have 
been linked with Priscillian. Th ey are now made available by H. Chadwick. 
Th e third of these texts, the Liber de fi de et apocryphis, “confi rms the twelft h 
anathema of the Council of Toledo I in  against those who accept scrip-
tures other than those recognised by the Catholic church. In this treatise, 
the author maintains with ingenious and revolutionary arguments that not 
all the inspired writings have been included in the canon, so that not all of 
the apocryphal writings can be condemned en masse just because the her-
etics have introduced some interpolations into them” (Simonetti: Quasten 
IV, ). Th ere follow seven homilies with anti-Marcionite and typological 
comments on ot passages or episodes, together with the Canones epistolarum 
Pauli apostoli: “Ninety propositions, which are listed one aft er another and 
are at times accompanied by the Pauline passages to which the canons make 
explicit reference, summarize Paul’s entire doctrine” (Simonetti: Quasten IV, 
–).
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Editions

Augustine, Letter  (Divjak).
Hamman, A.: PLS  () –.
Schepss, G., CSEL  ().

Translations

English
Eno, R. B: FaCh  (): Letter  (Divjak).

Studies

Ayuso Marazuelo, T., “Nuevo estudio sobre el Comma Joanneum,” Bib  () 
–, –;  () –.

Barrett, P. M.: EEC, , f.
Burrus, V., Th e Making of a Heretic. Gender, Authority, and the Priscillianist 

Controversy. Berkeley, CA .
Chadwick, H. Priscillian of Avila. Th e Occult and the Charismatic in the Early 

Church. Oxford: Clarendon, .
Fontaine, J., “Panorama espiritual del Occidento peninsular en los siglos IV y V: Por 

una nueva problemática del priscilianismo”: Prima reunion gallega de estudos 
clásicos. Compostella , –.

—. TRE  () –.
Van Dam, R., Leadership and Community in Late Antique Gaul. Berkeley, CA .
Vollmann, B., “Priscillianus”: PR, Suppl.  () –.
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X
AMBROSE OF MILAN CA. 339APRIL 4 , 397

Ambrose was born at Trier where his aristocratic father, Aurelius Ambrosius 
was a high-ranking civil servant, praefectus praetorio Galliarum. As a teenager, 
together with his mother, his older sister Marcellina, and an older brother 
Uranius Satyrus, Ambrose moved to Rome aft er his father’s untimely death. 
Having received the best education in rhetorics and law, completed with a 
thorough study of Greek, Ambrose started his own career as an advocatus. As 
soon as he reached the minimal age, he became a civil servant. Nominated 
consularis Liguriae et Aemeliae, in , he took up residence in Milan. Th ough 
only a catechumen, he was deeply committed to the Christian tradition of 
his family, with a pronounced leaning towards asceticism and philosophical 
contemplation. His impartial judgment in administrative matters was ac-
corded popular acclaim with dramatic consequences, when local Catholics 
and Arians together proclaimed him their chosen leader aft er the death 
of the Arian bishop Auxentius. Aft er having received the agreement of 
Valentinian I, the western emperor, Ambrose accepted the new responsibil-
ity. He was baptized, and on December , , consecrated bishop. While 
his public persona remained unchanged in its natural authority and ethical 
rectitude embodying the best of ancestral Roman virtues, his enthusiastic 
plunge into the study of scripture opened a new world of religious thought, 
social dedication and public discourse. At the core of a busy life, his deep-
est resolution remained unchanged: to rethink himself, and to share with 
contemporary Christians his whole understanding of church and world, 
exclusively in reference to scripture.

Without delay, the newly consecrated bishop invested himself in his pas-
toral duties to the point of producing a written work entirely dominated by 
biblical exegesis: “Exegesis means for Ambrose a truely fundamental way of 
thinking, more than a method or a genre; everywhere required, everywhere 
present, one would not limit it to a particular literary category” (Nauroy, ). 
“His scriptural piety,” Schrift frömmigkeit (Dassmannn, TRE , ), nourished 
by the assiduous study of Origen, Basil and other Greek interpreters, also 
found sustinence in the reading of Philo, Plato and Plotinus, Jewish wisdom 
and classical philosophy which, in Ambrose’s understanding, had originated 
in the same divine Logos who spoke to him in Scripture. His massive quot-
ing of scripture (mostly without specifi c reference) dispensed to unlearned 
audiences a wealth of cultural and religious values. His allegorical artistry, 
unparalled in Latin Christianity until the end of the Middle Ages, with the 
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exception of Bernard of Clairvaux, bound him to his Greek sources, but 
never alienated him from the genuinely Latin focus on ethical issues and 
moral behaviour.

As an undefatigable preacher, Ambrose created a language of his own, 
which would ravish amazed listeners like Augustine. He would challenge the 
secular religion of old established Roman tradition, as well as the aspiration 
for spiritual perfection in philosophers of high culture, by deploying a vision 
of humanity sharpened by his unremitting learning from scripture. A more 
detailed survey of his writings confi rms the pervasive strength of his biblical 
commitment, shot through with a a rich overlay of the daily pastoral concerns 
of his offi  ce, together with glimpses of constant political interference.

Ambrose was essentially a scriptural preacher, profundly versed in 
the text of Holy Writ, he found it most easy and natural to express his 
ideas in scriptural language. His discourses are packed with scriptural 
quotations and allusions. Th e sermons themselves are, in many cases, 
merely discursive expository lectures on various portions of the Bible. 
His comments on diffi  cult verses are frequently very elaborate. Th us, if 
the verses were taken from the ot he would carefully note variations 
in the Greek and Latin versions, sometimes explaining the cause of a 
variation and indicating the reading wihich he himself preferred. If 
the verse were taken from a Gospel he would, when necessary, com-
pare, almost in the manner of a modern critic the sentence on which 
he was commenting with the parallels in other Gospels. He then ex-
plained the verse oft en at comsiderable length, stating alterative views 
in cases where the interpretation was doubtful. . . . Ambrose preferred 
to preach on the ot . . . partly because the available commentaries on 
the ot seemed to him better than those on the n, partly because the 
ot was more in need of popular interpretation, and partly because 
these ancient scriptures aff orded ampler opportunities for the exer-
cise of the art of allegorical exegesis. . . . In his expositions of scriptural 
passages he was seldom content with the literal meaning, even when 
this meaning was most clear and elevated; he could not rest until he 
had discovered beneath the letter a deeper sense, altior sensus (F. H. 
Dudden, II, –; with a reference in a footnote to thirty-three dif-
ferent chapters of the sole tractate De Noe).

Th e writings of Ambrose relevant for a study of his biblical exegesis are enu-
merated and commented on in their most probable chronology, according to 
the various dates assigned to them by the critics in the past three centuries: 
“Following Philo and Origen, Ambrose accepts the triple sense of Scripture: 
literal, moral and allegorical/mystical. In reality, an allegorical exegesis of a 
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typological and moral character prevails in his works. Th e major portion of 
these works originated as homilies which were then revised and completed 
by Ambrose himself” (M. G. Mara: Quasten IV, ). PL –; Schenkl, C.: 
CSEL , – (–),  ().

– De Paradiso (ca.  Palanque, Dudden, Savon)

A narrative amplifi cation of the biblical story (Gn :–:) interprets the 
events in the Adamic paradise in the light of other ot and nt passages. It 
allows some speculation on the human condition in its present state. Philo, 
Leg. alleg., Questiones in Genesim I, De mundi opifi cio, De post. Cain, helps 
throughout the fi ft een capitula to determine allegories and to catch the 
rational or irrational behaviour of the fi rst parents. Paul’s interpretation 
dominates Ambrose’s understanding of the Fall.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.

Translations

Savage, J. J.: FaCh  () –.

– De Cain et Abel

Book I focuses on Gn :–, and Book II on Gn :–. Th e common 
source of both books is Philo’s De sacrifi cio, outweighed in Book I only by 
Ambrose’s intense quoting from scripture, but leading also in Book I towards 
a more systematic discussion of sacrifi ces in biblical Israel. Book I, rather 
than Book II, derives from homilies.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.
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Translations

English
Savage, J. J.: FaCh  ().

– De Tobia

A homily is expanded into a short commentary of twenty-four capitula, 
following Basil’s Homily on Psalm  against usury, from which Ambrose 
borrows almost all his biblical references, except in capitula –.

Editions

PL , –.
Giacchero. M.: Geneva .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.
Zucker, L. M., PSt : Washington .

Translations

English
Zucker: see above.
Italian
Giacchero: above.

 De virginibus

A letter to his sister Marcellina, expanded into three Books. Book I cel-
ebrates virginity as such, Book II off ers biblical exempla, Book III advises 
on a consecrated lifestyle with Origen’s exegesis of the Canticle as the main 
reference.

Editions

PL , –.
Cazzaniga, E.: CSLParav., Turin .
Faller, O.: FP  ().
Salvati, M.: CPS ser. lat. , Turin , –.
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Translations

English
Bright, P., “Concerning Virgins”: C. Kannengiesser, ed., Early Christian 

Spirituality. Philadelphia , –.
Romestin, H. de: LNPF nd ser.  (, ) –.
Italian
Bianco, M. I.: Alba , .
Coppa, G: Turin .
Cristofoli, R.: Milan .
Salvati: above.
German
Niederhuber, J.: BKV . Kempten .
Spanish
Conca, : Madrid .
Medina Perez, F., Madrid .
Nizmanos, F. de B.: BAC  ().

– De viduis

A sermon presented as a direct following of De virginibus, it addresses widows 
and describes widowhood as a biblical institution, highlighting his claims 
by numerous biblical exempla. Independently from earlier authors, Ambrose 
expresses no restrictive opinion about a second marriage.

Editions

PL , –.

Translations

English
Romestin, H. de: LNPF nd ser.  (, ).

– De fi de ad Gratianum 
(O. Faller, *–*: Book I–II, winter –; 

P. Nautin, p.; Book III–V, late , Faller, B. Studer, p. ).
Scripture is by far the main source of this work. Occasionally, it is freely 
quoted and translated by Ambrose himself from the Greek text (not nec-
essarily from the lxx). Some quotations diverge from the present text of 
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the Vulgate (O. Faller, CSEL, Index) and may rely on older Latin versions. 
Athanasius prevails among the patristic sources. Like Pliny, writing his 
Natural History for Emperor Vespasian, Ambrose gives titles to the chapters 
De fi de and De Spiritu Sancto, which were both addressed to emperors (Faller, 
*). Th ere are eight chapters in Book I, four in Book II, seven in Book III, 
eight in Book IV, and again seven in Book V. Book I presents an anti-Arian 
statement of faith. Book II adds a more explicit teaching about the Son of 
God. Book III to V confi rm the doctrine expounded in I and II by discussing 
scriptural evidence on specifi c issues. In other words, the whole controversy 
about Arius is clearly presented to Gratian as a hermeneutical debate. Due to 
the controverted issues and to the Greek sources used in De fi de, the quot-
ing of the nt, by far prevalent in this work, requires twelve pages of Faller’s 
Index, against only fi ve for the ot. A closer analysis underlines the inven-
tive freedom with which Ambrose borrows allegorical insights or polemical 
quotations from his sources in mixing them with his own references, images, 
and considerations.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Faller, O.: CSEL B ().
Vizzini, J.: Rome .

Translations

Romestin, H., de: LNPF nd ser.  (, ) –.

– Expositio Evangelii secundum Lucam 
(preached –, reworked and completed 

as a commentary –).
Th e result of a large number of homilies preached over a decade, the Expositio 
shows frequent traces of editing, obvious in the references to parts of the 
original homilies suppressed in the fi nal redaction. (V, ; VI, ; VII, , , 
, ), or in the condensed summaries of the preached text, or again, in the 
carefully written additions to the re-employed homilies (Prologue; IV, –; 
VI, –; X, –). Th e whole of Book III is a letter on the genealogies 
of Jesus in Matthew and Luke, included in the Expositio (Tissot, –).

Among the classical sources, Virgil, (quoted up to three times in a single 
sentence: X, ) surfaces in at least forty passages, followed by Homer, 
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Ovid, Xenophon, Pliny, Sallust and Horace, to which should be added ap-
proximately twenty reminiscences of Cicero in juridical contexts. Scripture 
is quoted according to unknown Old Latin versions in a close following 
of Hilary’s Commentary on Matthew. Origen’s Homilies on Luke are mainly 
present in Books I and II, while Eusebius’s Questions on the Gospel is behind 
Book III and the last section (–) of Book X. “In most cases the bor-
rowing remains verbal, material, rather than implying a real dependency 
of Ambrose’s thought. . . . One has rather the impression that for the bishop 
of Milan, reading his models was mainly an incentive to think by himself: 
he listens to Origen, Eusebius, or Hilary; he registers and memorizes some 
phrases, but he never stops following his own line of thought, which some-
times leads him to build up with the same words an argument radically 
diff erent” (Tissot, ).

Ambrose’s exegesis is entirely structured by the threefold sense of scrip-
ture, popularized by Origen:
() historical or literal, recognized with a few blunders in I,  (John the 

Baptist’s father, taken for the high priest); VIII,  and X,  (Nathaniel 
confused with Nicodemus); VII,  (both James confused); III,  (Achaz 
confused with Achad); XIII,  (a precept for the fi rstborn applied to 
all male children);

() moral and spiritual, understood without rigorist or laxist bias, but bal-
anced and open-minded;

() allegorical or mystic, rich of a christocentric consideration of Church, 
faith and salvation according to biblical salavation history.

Editions

PL  –.
BAM .
Adriaen, M.: CCL  ().
Garido Bonano, M.: BAC .
Schenkl, C. and H.: CSEL ,  ().
Tissot, G.: SC ,  (–).

Translations

French
Tissot: above.
German
Niederhuber, J.: BKV  ().



 Eleven Fourth- and Fift h-Century Latin Christian Literature

Italian
Coppa, G.: Turin , –.
Minuti, R.: Rome .

– De Helia et ieiunio

Part One (–), a reworked homily (or homilies), celebrates the merits of 
fasting during Lent, in the light of biblical exempla, from Adam to Daniel. 
Part Two (–) chastises the propensity to excess in eating or drinking. 
Part Th ree comments on the reading of the day, Isaiah . Basil’s homilies 
(I, on fasting; XIV on drunkenness; XIII on baptism) determine the content 
and the very division of the three Parts. Th e popular and narrative tone with 
which biblical statements are played out fi ts with the many allusions to the 
practical organization of Ambrose’s church.

Editions

PL , –.
Buck, M. J. A.: PSt  ().
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.

Translations

Buck: above.

– De offi  ciis (–, M. Testard, )

Based on some homilies dedicated fi rst to the clergy, and then to all the 
faithful, the De offi  ciis ministrorum inherits from Cicero its title and its 
division into three books together with their formal content: Book I, on 
what is virtuous, Book II on the pracrtice of virtue, and Book III on what is 
opposed to virtue and its practice. Th e purpose and substance of the work 
are markedly original. At the heart of Ambrose’s thinking one fi nds neither 
Stoic morality, nor Roman ideals, but Christian values, regulated by God and 
turned toward the ultimate fulfi llment of salvation history. Biblical exempla 
progressively overwhelm the composition of the work, to the point that the 
author concludes by calling his essay a collection of biblical exempla and 
dicta illuminating a continuous line of biblical history.
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Editions

PL  –.
BAM .
Banderle, G.: Milan .
Cavasin, A.: CPS ser. lat. : Turin .
Tamietti, G.: Turin .

Translations

English
Romestin, H. de: LNPF nd ser.  (, ) –.
German
Niederhuber, J.: BKV  ().
Italian
Banderle and Cavasin: above.

 De excessu fratris

Part One is a homily delivered at the funeral of Saturius, and is a eulogy of 
the deceased fi lled with personal memories and brotherly love. Scripture 
serves for consolatio in capitula –. Part Two is a homily on the belief in 
the resurrection. It presents a dissertation on biblical examples and on the 
classical dualism of body and soul. Ambrose draws on the cycles of nature 
which witness resurrection, as does the Phoenix (c. ), then turning to the 
scriptural teaching on the general resurrection (Trumpets, c. –). Th ese 
facts, and not myths, determine faith: ut credas secundum naturam, . . . oracula 
prophetarum, “to believe in accordance with nature” means “to believe in the 
utterances of prophets” (c. , B).

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Albers, P. B: FP  ().
Faller, O.: CSEL ,  () –.
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 De virginitate

Aft er a narrative preamble retelling the stories of Solomon’s judgement in 
 Kgs :– and of Jephthah’s vow leading to the sacrifi ce of his daughter 
in Judges , Ambrose turns to the reading of the day (hodierna lectio c. ), 
Jn :–, and comments on the women at the tomb, in particular Mary 
Magdelene, which gives him the opportunity to quote the Canticle (:, 
:– in c. ; :, : in c. ; : and , : in c. ; :, :– in c. ; :, 
: and  in c. ; :–, : in c. ; :, :, :– in c. ; :, :, :, 
:– in c. ; :, : in c. ; : in c. ; :, : in c. ) before con-
cluding with allegorical exhortations. Th ese are based on Lk :– and Mt 
: where the fi shing on the lake and the net symbolize the repeated call 
to virginity in the Church. Th e text is derived from several homilies or parts 
of homilies, in particular c. – are interpolated (PLS I , CPL ).

Editions

PL , –.
Cazzaniga, E.: CSL Parav. Turin .
Salvati, M.: CPS ser. lat. . Turin , –.

Translations

Italian
Bianco, M. I.: Alba , .
Cristofoli, R.: Milan .
Salvati: above.

– De Noe 
(soon aft er August : Rauschen, Palanque, Savon)

Probably of homiletic origin, the commentary starts with Genesis . It fol-
lows Philo’s De agricultura in contemplating the ark as a fi gure of the human 
body. It comments on the fl ood, and contrasts Noah’s piety and Ham’s impiety. 
Th roughout the essay, exegesis remains narrative with moral applications.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.
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– De sacramentis (Botte)

“The De sacramentis . . . consists of six homilies on Christian initiation, 
through baptism, confi rmation and eucharist. Th e work’s lack of cohesion, 
the frequent repetitions, and the careless style . . . gave rise to doubts concern-
ing its authenticity. However, these doubts have been laid to rest through 
the work of Faller, Botte and Chadwick, who have established that the De 
sacramentis is the stenographic record of homilies given to the neophytes” 
(M. G. Mara: Quasten, IV, ). It includes instructions on prayer, on the 
Our Father, and citations from the Canon of the Mass (O. Faller, –, 
J. Quasten, , G. Lazzati, , Riley, ).

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Botte, B.: SC bis () –.
Chadwick, H: London .
Faller, O.: CSEL ,  () –.
Rauschen, G.: FP () , –.
Schmitz, J.: FC , .

 De Spiritu Sancto (before Easter)

A doctrinal complement to De fi de, the essay is close to the two tractates 
De Spiritu Sancto by Didymus and Basil, and to Basil’s Adversus Eunomium 
as well as Athanasius’ Letters to Serapion. Ambrose’s work grows out of his 
scriptural study, challenged by Arian arguments. Scripture remains his unique 
source, even when “our predecessors” (alias Basil) are invoked (I, , ). Book 
I states that the Holy Spirit is not a creature, but equally divine as Father 
and Son. Book II elaborates on the trinitarian status of the Spirit. Book III 
contemplates the Spirit in relation to Christ, and stresses the unity of God. 
Greek words are cited here and there. Th is allegorical summa of scriptural 
teaching on the Holy Spirit, according to the Creed of Nicaea, ends with a 
rhetorical exclamation: “O Arians. . . .”

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Faller, O.: CSEL ,  () –.
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Translations

English
Deferrari, R. J.: FaCh  () –.
Romestin, H. de: LNPF nd ser.  (, ) –.

Early . De incarnationis dominicae sacramento

Th e work includes two parts: () a homily delivered in the Basilica Porciana 
(c. –) in response to Arian questions, based on Athanasius’ Letter to 
Epictetus, and stressing the completeness of both natures in Christ; () a 
response to a question by Emperor Gratian (c. –) about the unity of 
both nature in Christ, based on Basil, Adversus Eunomium, I–II. Th e style 
of () is reduced to extreme simplicity, as it would be the case of some 
sermons of Augustine, with sentences like: ecclesia enim sacrifi um est, quod 
off ertur deo (, ), or fi des est ecclesiae fundamentum (, ). Exegesis fol-
lows the literal ordo verborum (, ) of scripture in order to confi rm the 
christological truth of Nicaea against Apollinarianism (never mentioned by 
name). Th e response of () starts by noting that ingenitus is not scriptural 
(, ), before defi ning the unique divine nature of Father and Son () and 
Holy Spirit (). Divine generation belongs to God’s potentia, it imposes no 
diff erence in nature (). Hence the virginal conception implies a diff erent 
potentia, but results in the common human nature of Jesus. Ambrose invites 
a comparison with the creation of Adam (). We can only imitate divine 
nature. Th e conclusion of c. – has been subsequently added. In both 
parts of the treatise a pastoral adaptation is obvious.

Editions

PL , –.
Faller, O.: CSEL ,  () –.

Translations

English
Deferrari, R. J.: FaCh  () –.
Italian
Bellini, E.: .
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– De Abraham

Book I, moralis et simplex (, ) derives from a set of homilies. It summarizes 
the story of Abraham in Genesis – for catechumens. Book II follows 
Philo on a more erudite level. It indulges in an untranslated quotation from 
Homer (, ; cf. with a verse of Euripides quoted and translated in , ) 
and off ers allegorical, philonian insights on Abraham’s life up to the covenant 
in Gn :. Note A. Vaccari, “Locus Ambrosii de Abrahamo ,  emendatus”: 
Bib  () –.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL  () –.

– De interpellatione Iob et David

Refl ecting a set of four distinct homilies, this narrative paraphrase of the 
Book of Job, which contains numerous references to anti-Arian polemics, 
sparkles with allusions to dramatic situations of contemporary life.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.

– De apologia prophetae David 
(completed : P. Hadot, SC , ).

Th e moral interpretation of David’ s adultery alludes to moral failures of 
rulers (Valentinian II) and God’s forgiveness. Th e dedication to Th eodosius 
may be a subsequent addition by Ambrose, acting as the advisor to the im-
perial conscience. (Hadot, SC , ).

Ambrose comments on Psalm , verse by verse c. –, inspired by 
similar commentaries by Origen and Didymus. His fi rst chapters elaborate on 
Didymus’s prologue (Hadot, “Une source,” and SC ). In line with Origen, 
Ambrose explores the typological signifi cance of David’s adultery according 
to a principle enunciated elsewhere: Mysterium igitur in fi gura, peccatum in 
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historia (Exp. Ev. sec. Lucam , ): the union of Christ with the Church of 
the Gentiles fulfi lls a mystery of repentance and salvation.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Hadot, P.: SC  ().
Schenkl, C.: SCEL ,  () –.

Translations

French
Hadot: above.

– De poenitentia 
(–: R. Gryson, SC , )

Against the Novatians of his day who refused penance to repentant sinners 
except for “lighter sins” (criminibus levioribus I, III, ), Ambrose stresses 
the biblical notion of God’s radical forgiveness. He explains the practice of 
public and private penance in the Church on a biblical basis. His vibrant 
exposition emphasizes the harmony between both Testaments on that issue 
and ends with a call to personal penance.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Faller, O.: CSEL ,  () –.
Gryson, R.: SC  ().

Translations

English
Romestin, H. de: LNPF nd ser.  (, ) –.
French
Gryson: above.
Italian
Coppa, G.: Turin , –.
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Marotta, E.: Rome .
Polish
Szoldrski, P: Warsaw .

 Sermo contra Auxentium de Basilicis tradendis

Editions

PL , –.

Translations

English
Romestin, H. de: LNPF nd ser.  (, ) –.

– De Iacob et vita beata 
(: Palanque; : Tillemont, Schenkl, 
Bardenhewer, Schanz; : Rauschen)

Th e essay is essentially based on  Maccabees. Starting with a philosophical 
analysis of the human psyche, in which reason taught by Law keeps control 
over passions (cf. Flavius Josephus, Peri logismou autokratoros, Ambrose 
demonstrates in Book I why the Gospel needed to supplement the Law, as 
only charity secures true happiness. In Book II the mystic signifi cance of the 
history of Jacob (Genesis –) serves as a convenient exemplum to which 
Ambrose adds the heroic case of the priest Eleazar, the seven Maccabean 
brothers and their mother ( Macc –): o vere ‘valida caritas sicut mors, 
dura sicut inferi zelus’ (Cant ; ) devotionis ac fi dei (, :B), “How truly 
of zeal and faith ‘love is strong as death, passion hard as Sheol.’” Written 
aft er having been preached, the text shows some reminiscences of Plotinus 
(Solignac) and a surprising restraint in biblical quotation.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.
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Translations

English
McHugh, M. P.: FaCh  () –.
French
Gorce, D.: Namur .

– Expositio Psalmi CXVIII

A collection of twenty-two homilies, commenting on the twenty-two stanzas 
of Psalm : “Th e exegesis which is of a moral type is concerned with the 
conversion of the soul. Images of a military, athletic, judicial, and a medical 
nature follow one upon the other throughout this protreptic on the sequela 
Christi. A typological exegesis applied to the church is also to be found” (G. 
M. Mara: Quasten IV, ).

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Petschenig, M.: CSEL – ().

Translations

French
Gorce, D.: Namur  (partial).

– Hexaemeron

Th e nine homilies collected in six Books on Gn :–, were delivered dur-
ing Holy Week in a year between  and . On the fi rst, and third and 
fi ft h day Ambrose must have preached twice. Hence Book I, II, V contain 
two homilies. He used Basil’s Hexaemeron directly and, according to Jerome 
(Epistola , ), commentaries of Origen and Hippolytus of Rome. He worked 
with a vivid memory of Cicero, Philo, Virgil and other classical sources in 
his mind. His written text maintains the simplicity of the spoken style.
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Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.

Translations

English
Savage, J. J: FaCh  () –.
German
Niederhuber, E. J.: BKV, nd ed. ().
Italian
Asioli, L.: Milan .
Coppa, G.: Turin , –.
Pasteris, E.: CPS , Turin .

– De Ioseph 
(: Tillemont, Schanz; : Ihm, Rauschen, 

Palanque; –: Schenkl, Bardenhewer)
Starting with Gn :, Ambrose retells the story of the chaste Joseph in whom 
he sees a living proof of the universal salvation achieved by Christ (, –, 
). As Joseph distributed food to all people during a time of famine, so has 
Christ saved all, ideo dominus Iesus ieiunia mundana miseratus aperuit hor-
rea sua et mysteriorum caelestium thesauros scientiae sapientiaeque patefecit 
absconditos, ut nulli alimenta deessent, “so did the Lord Jesus, in compassion 
for this starving world, open his storehouses and make available the hidden 
treasures of heavenly mysteries of knowledge and wisdom, so that nobody 
would be without nourishment” (:, – Schenkl). Philo and Virgil 
are alluded to in the midst of a relentless quotation of scripture.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.

Translations

English
McHugh, M. P.: FaCh  () –.
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– De Isaac et anima

Impregnated with Origen’s spirituality, and quoting the Canticle from the 
fi rst chapter on, the essay identifi es Isaac with Christ, and Rebecca with the 
human soul. A continuous commentary on the Canticle, from chapter  to 
the fi nal chapter , introduces Platonic recollections into the homily. Th e 
essay is well written and representative of the depth of Ambrose’s cultural 
investment on behalf of his pastoral concerns.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.

Translations

English
McHugh, M. P.: FaCh  () –.
French
Gorce, D.: Namur  (partial).

– De fuga saeculi

Ambrose comments on the cities of refuge mentioned in Nm :– in line 
with Philo, Legum allegoriae and De fuga et inventione. “Of all the Philonic 
essays of Ambrose the De fuga saeculi appears at once to be the most original, 
the most free in regard to its model” (Savon, ). Philo serves for discussing 
the cities of refuge in c. –, and for interpreting Jacob’s fl ight and Laban’s 
vain search in c. –. “One fi nds here (about the symbolism of the cities) 
a procedure familiar to Ambrose, who oft en shift s Philo’s interpretations 
from metaphysics to psychology” (Savon ). Commenting on the death 
of the highpriest, Ambrose produces a whole capitulum () almost exclu-
sively written with biblical verses, quoted or paraphrased. Th e choice of 
these verses is determined by Philo’s exposition, reinterpreted in the light 
of the Epistle to the Hebrews and the Pauline notion of Christ as “head” in 
Ephesians  (Savon, –). Socrates injunction in Plato’s Th eaetet A, 
which Ambrose borrows from Philo, becomes a leit-motif of his essay in 
being at once assimilated to Christ’s invitation in John :, “So up, let us 
go forward!” (Savon, –). “But what the bishop of Milan mainly no-
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ticed in the treatise of (Philo) the Alexandrian is, rather paradoxically, the 
possibility of highlighting a properly Christian notion of fuga saeculi. For 
the allegorical treatment of the cities of refuge secured for him the elements 
of a risky Pauline retractatio by which the spiritual journeys suggested by 
Philo appeared to be as many dead ends. Another recourse was needed, 
namely the death of the highpriest whose mystic signifi cance had escaped 
Philo, while any Christian believer participates in it through baptism. Th us, 
by his subtle overtones, the Milanese bishop revisits his model, in opposing 
to the philosophia, too candidly welcomed by his predecessor, the Christian 
sacramentum regenerationis, which is the true way leading to salvation” 
(Savon, ).

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.

Translations

English
McHugh, M. P.: FaCh  () –.
Italian
Portalupi, F.: Turin .
Polish
Sgoldrski, P.: Warsaw, .

– De Nabuthae historia (–?)

Based on  Kings , the homily “interprets the entire scriptural narrative 
by means of a detailed spiritual exegesis. Th e oppression of the poor Naboth 
by King Ahab is inserted by Ambrose into the particular social, political, 
and religious situation of which he is himself one of the protagonists” 
(M. G. Mara: Quasten IV, ). Th e fl avour of the oral delivery still lingers 
in the vivid, short sentences of the written text. Basil serves as a trustworthy 
model. Some isolated and short quotations of Virgil and Ovid may be noted 
(Schenkl).
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Editions

PL , –.
McGuire, M.: PSt  ().
Mara, M. G.: Aquila .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.

Translations

English
McGuire: above.
French
Quéré-Jaulmes, F., and A. Hamman: Paris .
Italian
Dalle Molle, L.: Brescia .
Mara: above.

 De bono mortis (Palanque)

Two homilies (–, –) present three forms of death: spiritual, mystical 
and physical with a wealth of scriptural citations. A catechesis (X–XII) based 
in IV Esdras, considered as part of the canon (X, ; XI, ), evokes the Day 
of Judgement in the presence of the glorious Christ. In its reworked editing, 
the essay is strikingly close to Plotinus, Ennead I, III, and IV and to Plato’s 
Phaedros and Phaedon (Courcelle, Hadot).

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.
Wiesner, W. T.: PSt  ().

Translations

English
McHugh, M. P.: FaCh  () –.
Wiesner: above.
French
Stébé, M. H.: Paris .
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German
Huhn, J.: Fulda .
Italian
Portalupi, F.: Turin .
Polish
Sgoldrski, P.: Warsaw .

– De mysteriis

A set of homilies, edited with great care, instructs neophytes about baptism 
and eucharist, in stressing their scriptural symbolism of which the newly 
baptized were still ignorant. To know the “mysteries” of scripture is to know 
the ratio sacramentorum: only the fi gurative truth of ot data provides an 
understanding of the rites and sacraments of the church, in particular, bap-
tism and eucharist (Botte, –). Th e hermeneutical initiation starts by 
calling on the spiritual senses of the neophyte, their “ears” and “taste” (, ), 
the “eyes” by which one “turns to Christ, looking straight into his face,” ad 
Christum convertitur, illum directo cernit obtutu (, ). Th e major events of 
biblical salvation history—Creation and Flood, Moses and Exodus, prophetic 
deeds and miracles—are applied to the baptismal and eucharistic newness 
of life, experienced by the neophytes, as symbols rich in signifi cance. Th e 
Canticle helps to celebrate the intimacy of the relationship between Christ, 
the church, and the human soul in that newness of life (, –).

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Botte, B.: SC bis () –.
Faller, O.: CSEL ,  () –.
Rauschen, G.: FP , –.
Schmitz, J., FC , .

Translations

Dutch
Vromen, F.: Bruges .
English
Deferrari, R. J.: FaCh  () –.
Romestin, H. de: LNPF nd ser.  (, ) –.
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Th ompson, T.: London , .
French
Botte: above.
Hamman, A.: Paris , , –.
German
Schmitz: above.

Aft er  De Patriarchis

Th is commentary on Genesis – completes De Ioseph. Hippolytus’s 
Commentary on the Blessing of Jacob provides much of the allegorical com-
mentary on Genesis . Philo’s De sobrietate, Leg. alleg., De somnis, De ebri-
etate, and other treatises surface repeatedly in the commentary on Genesis 
 (Schenkl). Ambrose follows the biblical narrative which he paraphrases 
in adding christological insights. Th ere are no traces of a homiletic style.

Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Schenkl, C.: CSEL ,  () –.

Translations

McHugh, M. P.: FaCh  () –.

ca. – Explanatio Psalmorum XII

A set of reworked homilies on twelve psalms, Psalm , –,  , ,  
(the commentary on Psalm  was interrupted by Ambrose’s death). In his 
historical and moral exegesis of Ps , Ambrose followed closely Basil’s Homily 
on the same psalm. First, speaking of the psalms in general, he states: historia 
instruit, lex docet, prophetia annuntiat, correptio castigat, moralitas suadet, “the 
story instructs, the Law educates, the prophecy announces, the reproof casti-
gates, the moral teaching persuades” (, ); but exceptionally in ,  he allows 
himself to evoke the mystic sense: hoc enim tempus est ut inseramus mystica; 
bibe primum vetus testamentum, ut bibas et novum testamentum, “it is the right 
moment to introduce a mystic consideration: drink fi rst the ot in order to 
drink also the nt,” and he elaborates on that recommendation until , , in 
the same limpid style of an oral delivery. In ,  he boldly insists: Mystica 



 Ambrose of Milan 

salvant et a morte liberant, moralia autem ornamenta decoris sunt, non subsidia 
redemptionis, “Th e mystic views save and free from death; the moral teaching 
enbellishes the beauty (of the psalms), but it does not secure resources for 
redemption.” At the start of the long commentary (sixty-six pages in the nd 
ed. of CSEL) on Psalm , he feels the need to make a more explicit statement 
about the senses of scripture and their links with specifi c biblical books: Omnis 
scriptura divina vel naturalis vel mystica vel moralis est: naturalis in Genesi, in 
qua exprimitur, quomodo facta sunt caelum maria terrae et quemadmodum 
mundus iste sit constitutus; mystica in Levitico, in quo comprehenditur sacer-
dotale mysterium; moralis in Deuteronomio, in quo secundum legis praeceptum 
vita humana formatur. Unde et Salomonis tres libri explurimis videntur electi: 
Ecclesiastes de naturalibus, Cantica canticorum de mysticis, Proverbia de morali-
bus,” “All divine scripture is either ‘natural,’ ‘mystical’ or ‘moral’: ‘natural’ in 
Genesis in which it is said the heaven, the sea, and the earth were made, and 
in which way the earth is constituted; ‘mystic,’ in the Leviticus which includes 
a priestly mystery; ‘moral,’ in Deuteronomy, in which human life is regulated 
according to the precept of the Law. Th erefore the three Books of Solomon 
are chosen among many: Ecclesiastes, as dealing with matters of ‘nature’; the 
Song of Songs, with ‘mystic’; Proverbs, with ‘moral’ issues” (, ).

Ambrose’s preference is obviously directed to the mystica, as his con-
stant quoting of Canticle in many of his writings well exemplifi es. By initial 
announcements at the start of his commentary on each psalm, Ambrose 
introduces a coherency of his own in their main themes: De poenitentia, 
“on penance” (, ), incipit; patentiae forma, “the notion of patience” (, ), 
incipit; novum adnuntiat testamentum, “a new covenant is announced” (, 
); bono ordine . . . in hoc iam venit et patitur, in due order in this (psalm) he 
comes now and suff ers” (, ), incipit; ubi passionis dominicae et baptismatis 
et ingressionis ad altare sacrosanctum decursa mysteria sunt, “in which the 
Passion of the Lord and the mysteries of baptism and of the access to the 
sacrosanct altar are discussed” (, ); occultorum habuisse se cognitionem per 
revelationem domine Iesu, “to possess a knowledge of what is hidden thanks 
to the revelation of the Lord Jesus” (, ); in principio (, ); quid sit fi nis 
consideremus, fi nis enim dicitur σκοπόϚ et summa rei eius, quam volumus 
explicare, “let us consider the fi nal purpose, which is called scopos, and the 
core of what we intend to explain” (, ).

Th us the psalms follow the straight line of Ambrose’s teaching: starting 
with a call to penance (Ps ), they introduce into the christological centre 
of the nt (Ps –), leading to baptism and eucharistic liturgy where and 
adult education of faith is warranted (Ps –), preparing the faithful for 
the ultimate realities (Ps ).
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Editions

PL , –.
BAM .
Zelzer, M.: CSEL , nd ed. .

– De institutione virginis

Th e homily starts by quoting the Canticle in order to emphasize how conse-
crated virginity brings the soul close to Christ. It turns into a fi rm affi  rmation 
of the perpetual virginity of Mary, the mother of Jesus. It ends with a citation 
of Sg : and some paraphrased psalmic verses.

Editions

PL , –.
Salvati, M.: CPS ser. lat. , Turin , –.

Translations

Italian
Bianco, M. I.: Alba , .
Cristofoli, R.: Milan .
Salvati: see above.
Spanish
Vizmanos, F. De: BAC  () –.

Th ree additional writings of Ambrose without an exegetical purpose are:

 De obitu Valentinani

Rich in biblical references, the eulogy privileges Canticle; it comes close to 
Origen’s exegesis of Canticle and Exodus.

Editions

PL , –.
Faller, O.: CSEL ,  () –.
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Translations

English
Deferrari, R. J.: FaCh  (, ) –.
Kelly, T. A.: PSt  ().
Italian
Coppa, G.: Turin , –.

– Exhortatio virginitatis

Ambrose delivered this homily in Florence for the opening of a new basilica, 
sponsored by a widow.

Editions

PL , –.
Salvati, M.: CPS ser. lat. , Turin , –.

Translations

Italian
Bianco, M. I.: Alba , .
Cristofolio, R.: Milan .
Salvati: above.

 De obitu Th eodosii

Again an eulogy, with biblical references in almost every sentence, many 
from nt and Psalms. More than once in this discourse, Ambrose again comes 
close to Origen.

Editions

PL , –.
Faller, O.: CSEL ,  () –.
Mannix, M. D.: FaCh  ().
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Translations

English
Deferrari, R. J.: FaCh  (, ) –.
Mannix: above.
Italian
Coppa, G.: Turin , –.

One may add an essay almost lost:

(no date) Expositio Isaiae prophetae (Fragments)

Th e fragments collected by the editor are quotations made by Ambrose him-
self in other writings. Fragments IV, V and VI clarify apparent contradictions 
linked respectively with  Jn : (IV); Phil : (V); Rom : (VI). illud 
quoque non absurdum ad intellectum accessit, “for that statement also came to 
mind without being absurd.” Th e clear-minded faith of the Milanese bishop 
was allegic to any confused statement in biblical matters.
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XI
AMBROSIASTER SECOND HALF OF 4TH C.

A juridically trained Roman, possibly of Spanish extraction, converted from 
paganism, and apparently a member of the local clergy under Pope Damasus 
(–), whose supporter he was, Ambrosiaster (as Erasmus named him) 
wrote a commentary on Pauline Epistles, Commentarius in epistolas paulinas, 
with the exclusion of the Epistle to the Hebrews, and so-called Quaestiones 
veteris et novi testamenti. Th e author, close to high-ranking civil servants, 
and possibly one of them at one stage in his life, published his work anony-
mously. Jerome knew at least some of his Quaestiones (Letter , of ; , of 
; , ca. ?), but he choose not to mention their author in his literary 
catalogue De viris illustribus, “an enigma of which I see only one solution: 
He [Jerome] did not want to mention him” (H. J. Vogels, xvi).

Ambrosiaster had no knowledge of Greek. Th e Old Latin versions which 
he used created for him some diffi  culties (Vogels, ). His greatest achieve-
ment was his Commentary on Romans, known in three diff erent editions, 
of which one at least, was completed in Rome by Ambrosiaster (Quaest. 
, , p. , ; Vogels, xv). He off ers in it a valuable analysis of Paul’s 
controversy with Jewish-Christian opponents. He is also the fi rst exegete 
to render ἐφ᾽ ᾧ in Rom : with in quo, meaning Adam and humanity, 
by which the way was opened for Augustine’s doctrine of original sin. His 
familiarity with contemporary Judaism was remarkable. He succeeded in be-
ing friendly to Jews without giving up anything of the Gospel (Stuiber). His 
view of society conformed to Roman standards. He created the phrase ius 
ecclesiasticum (quaest. , f.; ,  and ; Ad. Tim. :), when stressing 
clerical orders. In conformity with ancient Roman patriarchy he emphasized 
the subordination of women, on biblical grounds: only man, not woman is 
created according to God’s image (quaest. ; ; , ); but Christ’s image 
is equally in both (Ad. Col. , –). Ambrosiaster is the only patristic author 
admitting remarriage under certain conditions (Stuiber, Crouzel).

Commentarius in epistolas paulinas

PL , – is unsatisfactory and must be replaced by H. J. Vogels, CSEL 
, – (–): Com. on Romans (, ), on  and  Corinthians (, ), 
on other Epistles (, ). Th e Commentary was written aft er Emperor Julian’s 
death (June ), and before Damasus’ death (December, ). Joined with 
the equally extended exposition on  and  Corinthians, the commentary 
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on Romans far exceeds all others composed by Ambrosiaster on Pauline 
epistles. Th e medieval transmission of the work enjoyed a great popularity 
under the alleged authorship of Ambrose, already admitted by Augustine. 
(Letter , ) in . Th e pseudonymity was recognised only by Erasmus 
in . As a result, seventy-two ancient manuscripts warrant a solid basis 
for the critical edition of .

Ambrosiaster’s exegesis completely ignores Alexandrian allegorism. Aft er 
a short preamble in which he signals the main reason why, and mentions 
the circumstance when, Paul wrote the Letter, the author follows the text of 
Paul, verse by verse, adding to each of them, concise comments. His main 
purpose is to give a clear account of what Paul said; he acts more like a 
historian of Pauline thought than as a theologian concerned by the church’s 
thought of his own day. Hence, with Ambrosiaster, the task of interpreting 
scripture shift s from the pastoral level to the level of individual scholarship, 
the private commposition of the commentary seeming to replace homiletic 
delivery. It looks as if Ambrosiaster intended to give himself a fi rmer grasp of 
Paul’s message in sharing with educated fellow Romans his written account 
on the matter. His self-appointed task allows him to learn more precisely 
what the Pauline epistles are all about.

His remarks are essentially of a logical nature. Th ey repeat what Paul 
says in adding circumstantial and theoretical observations which tend to 
explicitate and amplify Paul’s statements. Ambrosiaster hardly shows any 
interest in grammatical or stylistic issues, whereas he never misses points 
of juridical relevance. Having expressed his understanding or when still in 
the process of expressing it, he calls on scripture to confi rm his opinion, 
or to supply a complementary expression of his thought. Many individual 
notices for commented verses dispense from any scriptural reference. Th ere 
is little surprise if one does not fi nd in Ambrosiaster explicit observations 
about his hermeneutical practice, his attention not being directed toward the 
Pauline mode of communicating divine revelation, but toward the content 
of that revelation as found in Paul. Th e Roman exegete is able to recontruct 
in his own terms that revelatory content, in producing a very original and 
inspiring synthesis of Pauls’s thought concerning the Law and the Gospel, 
nature and grace, human freedom and divine predestination.

“Th e work is throughout, Roman and practical in tone. Common-sense 
explanations are the rule. Th e tone is rather that of the calm dispassionate 
searcher for truth than of the mystic visionary who seeks to soar to the 
heights of the Apostle’s thought. We have here none of the spiritual insights 
of an Augustine . . . but the work of a conscientious writer who seeks in scrip-
ture for plain useful lessons which may serve elevate the daily lives of his 
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Roman fellow citizens. . . . Th e commentary seems to be for the most part, if 
not entirely, original” (Souter , –).

Editions

PL , –.
Amelli, A., Spicilegium Casinense ,  () –.
Vogels, H. J.: CSEL , – (–).

Quaestiones veteris et novi testamenti CXXVII

Ambrosiaster started by collecting a series of a hundred and fi ft y-one pam-
phlets, fi rst published anonymously in separate issues. Later on having pro-
duced in the meantime his Pauline Commentaries, he revised the collection 
of Quaestiones. He eliminated duplicates, corrected errors, and reduced com-
ments now superfl uous on Paul’s Epistles. Th at retractatio gave him space 
for expanding some of the earlier pamphlets and adding new ones, now 
enriched with a distinctive homiletic fl avour. Th e revised collection counts 
a hundred and seven pamphlets. A third recension of the Quaestiones dates 
from the High Middle Ages, between the eighth and the twelft h centuries 
(Souter, CSEL , , xi–xiii).

A fi rst set of forty-seven Quaestiones addresses the ot, eighty others 
deal with nt issues. Th e ot series includes Quaestiones –, on teachings 
of Genesis and stressing at once the author’s fascination with the Law and 
divine predestination; Quaestiones –, on Mosaic Law, in its institution, 
its application and its links with circumcision; Quaestiones –, on body 
and soul; Quaestiones –, on sin and death. Quaestiones – form an 
appendix, starting with the longest of all pamphlets, an Adversum Iudaeos 
as a special addition.

Th ough ignorant of Alexandrian allegorism, or allergic to it, Ambrosiaster 
expresses a strong sense for the spiritual and fi gurative meaning of what 
scripture describes in bodily terms: non terram solam vult intellegi, sed mate-
riam signifi cavit, “he does not mean only the world, but he refers to matter as 
such” (:, –); Iudaeorum populum reprobum signifi cavit . . . alter populus 
futurus signifi catus est, “he referred to the rejected Jewish people . . . he refers 
to another people to come” (:, –, ); spiritaliter vero hoc signifi cavit, 
“to speak the truth, he meant it in a spiritual sense” (:, ); spiritalis 
tamen intellegentia in hac causa ista est, “the spiritual understanding in that 
matter goes as follows” (:, –); fi gura fuisse existimetur, “it should 
be considered as a prefi guration” (:, –); salutis huius fi gura . . . fi gura 



 Eleven Fourth- and Fift h-Century Latin Christian Literature

huius rei . . . signum praeteritae fi dei primordie signifi catae fi gura fuit futurae 
fi dei primo die constabilitatae, “a prefi guration of that salvation . . . a fi gure of 
that reality . . . because the sign of past faith, referred to on the fi rst day, was 
a prefi guration of faith to come, confi rmed on the fi rst day” (:, –); 
corporaliter data sententia spiritaliter cecidit in satanan, “the sentence imposed 
in bodily terms fell on Satan as a spiritual one” (:, –); corporalis 
videtur data sententia, ut illum spiritaliter teneat, “the sentence is shown as 
given in bodily terms in order to bind him (Satan) spiritually” (:–); alio 
sensu scriptura locuta est quam propositum est, “scripture speaks in a diff erent 
sense from what is written” (:, ); non est sic intellegendum ut sonant 
verba, “this should not be understood literally” (:, ); si autem spiritaliter 
vis hoc accipere, terram hominem signifi catum intellege, “if you are inclined 
to admit it in a spiritual sense, understand that ‘earth’ means ‘humankind’” 
(, –); tenebrae gentilitatem et ignorantiam signifi cant, “‘darkness’ means 
‘paganism’ and ‘ignorance’” (:, ); “canem” autem “gentilem” signifi catum, 
“‘Dog’ means ‘pagan’ (, ); spinae autem in peccatis signifi cantur, “‘thorns’ 
signify ‘sins’” (:, –); illa quae in fi gura data erant, id est sabbatum et 
circumcisio, “(the impositions) given as a prefi gurations. namely the Sabbath 
and circumcision” (:, –); populus iste in Iacob signifi catur aut in 
Samaria aut in . . ., “that (Jewish) people included in Jacob is referred to by 
‘Samaria’ or by . . .” (, ); de gentibus autem apertus est quia aliter illos sig-
nifi cat, quam sunt Iudaei, “concerning the pagans then manifestly referred 
to in a diff erent way than the Jews” (, –); septem mulieres septem 
ecclesias esse signifi catas, “the seven women referred to seven churches” (:
, –); quia qui sine deo est, nudus dictatur, “because a person without 
God is said to be naked” (, ); quia hoc unusquisque indutus dicitur, quod 
et est et profi tetur, “because each one is said to be dressed according to what 
he is and what he professes to be” (, –).

Th us Ambrosiaster’s theodicy hopes to overcome all apparent contradic-
tions in scripture, and to verify God’s consistent acting in view of the fulfi ll-
ment of biblical salvation-history in Christ. “Th e biblical text employed by 
Ambrosiaster . . . is at least coeval with our oldest complete manuscripts of 
the Greek Bible, and thus presupposes a Greek text anterior to them . . . the 
text employed by him was presumably that commonly employed in Rome 
at the time . . . the only Latin text of the nt to which Jerome paid any regard 
at all . . . the value of Ambrosiaster’s text of the Pauline Epistles could not be 
exaggerated” (Souter , f.). Ambrosiaster quotes all the Books of the 
ot, “except Ruth, Nahum, Suzanna and perhaps one or two others” (Souter 
, ). In the nt, note quotations from  Peter, James,  John. Th e Gospels 
are ordered: Matthew, Luke, Mark, John (Souter , f.).
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XII
CHROMATIUS OF AQUILEIA 335/340–407

Bishop of Aquileia, his home town, Chromatius had, while still a presbyter, 
taken part in the local council of . At an earlier date, he had welcomed 
Jerome and Rufi nus in his circle of ascetics. He would continue to support 
them throughout their quarrel, even sending Jerome fi nancial assistance for 
his work and urging Rufi nus to translate Eusebius’s Eccleciastical History. 
He appealed to Emperor Arcadius on behalf of John Chrysostom aft er the 
latter’s deposition in . His last years from  on were troubled by Gothic 
invasions.

Since , about sixty tractatus on Matthew, a large part of his extensive 
commentary, composed ca. – (CCL A, VII), have been identifi ed, 
transmitted under the names of Jerome and Chrysostom. Forty-fi ve other 
homilies of Chromatius are also extant.

Editions

Étaix, R., J. L. Lemarié: CCL A (), A Suppl. ().
Étaix, R.,: RB  () –;  () –.
Hosté, A.: CCL  () –.
Tardif, H.: SC  (; intro. text, notes by J. Lemarié),  ().

Translations

French
Tardif: above.
Italian
Cuscito, G., Catechesi al popolo, Rome .
Todde, M., Cromatio de Aquieia, Sermoni liturgici, Rome .
Trettel, G., Commento al Vangelo di Matteo, Rome .
Bibliographies in CCL A, A Suppl., and SC , –.

In CCL , one reads: Sermo de octo beatitudinibus (PL , –); Tractatus 
XVII in Evangelium Matthaei (PL , –):

Tractatus I on Matthew :
 II :–
 III :–
 IV :
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 V :–
 VI :–
 VII :–
 VIII :–
 IX :–
 X :–
 XI :–
 XII :–:
 XIII :–
 XIV :–
 XV :–
 XVI :–
 XVII :–

Th ese tractatus, of various lengths are partly based on preached homilies. 
Th ey benefi t from earlier commentaries on Matthew, those of Fortunatianus, 
Chromatius’s predecessor, and of Hilary of Poitiers, as well as from Ambrose’s 
Commentary on Luke. Th ey were written shortly aft er Jerome had published 
his own commentary on Matthew. Th eir purpose is deliberately pastoral. 
Chromatius wrote about a hundred such tractatus, covering Matthew – 
(the commentary on Mt – coud not be included), a work which “by its 
dimensions went far beyond those of Hilary and Jerome, and by the riches 
of its content, could compete with those of John Chrysostom or of Ambrose 
on Luke” (SC , ). Only Leo I quotes Chromatius’s In Matthaeum, tract. 
XVII, in Sermo  (PL , f.). On the style of Chromatius, see J. Lemarié, 
SC , –: “for the bishop of Aquileia, Cyprian was indeed the ‘master’ 
par excellence” (, note).

In CCL A, one fi nds the seventeen tractatus published in CCL  re-
printed (listed above), with a broader annotation and critical apparatus 
(–):

Tractatus XII (olim. Tractatus I) p. 
 XIII II p. 
 XVII III p. 
 XVIII IV p. 
 XIX V p. 
 XX VI p. 
 XXI VII p. 
 XXII VIII p. 
 XXIII IX p. 
 XXIV X p. 
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 XXV XI p. 
 XXVI XII p. 
 XXVII XIII p. 
 XXVIII XIV p. 
 XXIX XV p. 
 XXX XVI p. 
 XXXI XVII p. 

In addition, one reads with the new numbering:
Tractatus I on Matthew :–
 II –
 III –
 IV :–
 V –
 VI –
 VII –
 VIII :–
 IX 
 X –
 XI –
 XIV :–
 XV –
 XVI –
 XXXII :–
 XXXIII :–
 XXXIV –
 XXXV –
 XXVI –
 XXXVIII :–
 XXXIX –
 XL –
 XLI –
 XLII – (= Opus imperf. in Mt, hom. ;
              PG , –)
 XLIII –
 XLIV :–
 XLV –
 XLVI –
 XLVII –
 XLVIII –
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 XIX :–
 L –
 LI :–
 LII :–
 LIII :–
 LIV :
 LV :–
 LVI –
 LVII –
 LVIII –
 LIX –

Th e Index sermonum in classes distributorum in CCL A, p. , facilitates 
collecting information about Chromatius’s exegetical sermons commenting 
on the Old Testament

Sermo IX on Ps :–
 XXIII on Cain and Abel
 XXIV on Joseph
 XXV on Elijah
 XXXV (frag.) on Suzanna
 XXXVIII frag.) on Gn : (tunics of skins)

and commenting on the New Testament
On Matthew
Sermo V on Mt :–
 VI :–
 X :–
 XIII (frag.) :
 XIX :–
 XX (frag.) 
 XXXVII (frag.) :–
 XXXIX (frag.) :–
 XLI –

On Luke
Sermo XXII on Lk :–

On John
Sermo IV  on Jn :–
 XI :
 XV :–
 XVIII :–
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 XVIIIA –
 XXVII :–

On Acts
Sermo I  on Acts –
 II :–
 III :–
 XXIX :–
 XXX :–
 XXXI :–

On Pauline Epistles
Sermo XII on Rom :–
 XXV on  Cor :

Only two sermons comment on Paul’s Letters, more precisely on his moral 
teaching, one or two parenetic verses being quoted. Paul’s dialectic, his 
struggle for stating properly a believer’s identity as he perceives it, seems to 
be ignored in all peace of conscience by the optimistic-minded bishop. Th e 
single sermon on Luke, for Christmas highlights the integrating power of 
Chromatius’s allegorical mind-set: the Gospel event, in its global narration 
and signifi cance, surfaces between the lines of a most unpretentious comment 
on the scene of the Nativity, Th e historical reality is directly called to mind as 
a direct challenge for the present experience of faith being actualized eccle-
siologically: the shepherds cared for their sheep in the night, so do bishops 
now, Vigilare enim potest in Christo fi des nostra (Sermo , –).

Th e number of sermons handed down on ot themes is also very limited, 
given the opportunity aff orded by the year-long liturgical readings. Th e frag-
ment edited as Sermo XXXVIII is in fact a confl ation of rewritten extracts 
from several other sermons, S. XV, XXI–XXIII (CCL A, ). Sermo XXIII, 
XXIV and XXV, were taken over by Caesarius of Arles as Sermo ,  and  of 
his Collectio biblica de mysteriis Veteris Testamenti. Th e fragment on Suzanna 
was found copied in the Bavarian homiliary of a Carolingian Pseudo-Bede, 
early ninth century and Sermo IX, on Psalm  was also included in a 
homiliary, dating from –, compiled by the abbot of Mondsee for the 
archbishop of Cologne, and of which only the pars aestiva remains (CCL 
A, XV). In other words, the few scattered remains of Chromatius’ teaching 
on the ot readings allow no defi nitive conclusion about his activity in this 
regard. Th e same precarious conditions were imposed on his nt sermons, 
but more of them survive, which nevertheless need to be evaluated with 
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much caution. Only the homilies on Matthew stand fi rmly enough for such 
a critical evaluation, reassumed or paralleled as they were in the forty-one 
extant tractatus of Chromatius.
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XIII
JEROME CA. 347–419/420

a special contribution
by Pierre Jay

i.

A few years older than Augustine, Jerome—Eusebius Hieronymus—was born 
most probably in  on the eastern confi nes of northern Italy; Stridon, his 
native village, was to be destroyed thirty years later in an invasion of Goths 
(De uiris inlustribus ). Issued from a Christian family suffi  ciently com-
fortable to send him to Rome for his studies, it was there that he pursued 
the teaching of the celebrated ‘grammarian’ Aelius Donatus, at whose school 
he was when in the summer of  word reached Rome of the death of 
the emperor Julian (In Habacuc II. .). He must have been about twenty 
years old when aft er his studies he went to Trier, the ordinary residence at 
that time of the emperor Valentinian in the face of the barbarian advance. 
He evidently was nourishing the hope of landing a career as an imperial 
functionary. But the discovery he made there of the monastic ideal, that 
Athanasius of Alexandria had popularized in the area through his tales of 
the life of Antony the Hermit during his fi rst exile, turned his life upside 
down. Once converted to the ascetic life he discovered Christian authors 
of the same movement and copied with his own hand the Commentary on 
the Psalms of Hilary of Poitiers (Epist. .). Some years later, when he went 
to the east aft er an abbreviated stay in his native land, “full of ardor for the 
study of the scriptures,” he made at Antioch a rather unfortunate fi rst display 
of his talent with a now lost commentary on the short book of Obadiah (In 
Abdiam, prol.). Like his monastic vocation, Jerome’s work begins under the 
sign of the Bible.

Still, things did not go all that smoothly for him even though he was 
born into a Christian family and was baptized in Rome towards the end of 
his studies. Jerome in fact had kept from the teaching of Donatus a deep 
attachment for the great classical texts in whose familiarity his mind and 
sensitivity had been formed. He was also put off  at fi rst by the reading of 
the biblical texts whose style he judged to be rough and unadorned: Sermo 
horrebat incultus, he would later admit to the young Eustochius when tell-
ing him of the famous dream which, at the time of his retreat in the desert 
of Chalcis marked the climax of this internal confl ict between the love of 
the classics and the vision he had at the time of his ascetical vocation. “You 
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are a Ciceronian, and not a Christian,” he hears it reproaching him before 
committing himself not to read profane authors anymore (Epist. .). He 
seems to have kept his word for awhile before settling for a much more nu-
anced attitude toward classical culture.

In the desert he had read scripture while perfecting his knowledge of 
Greek and even beginning Hebrew (Epist. .). Realizing when he re-
turned to Antioch the necessity of a serious initiation, he gave ear to Apol-
linarius of Laodicea, who used to come there to comment on scripture. At 
Constantinople, where he went next, he got close to Gregory of Nazianzus, 
with whom he read the Bible in private sessions, and whom he would recog-
nize as his genuine master. Alongside the Cappadocian who had put together 
in the Philocalia a fl orilegium of Origen’s exegetical pages he dived into the 
vast universe of the scriptural work of the Alexandrian. He even set out to 
“Latinize” Origen, translating twenty-eight of his homilies on Jeremiah and 
Ezekiel and then nine others on Isaiah, chiefl y on the prophet’s vision, which 
are also from his hand, although he never admitted this. Undoubtedly he 
took from there the idea for the little personal essay that he wrote on this 
vision at that time (= Epist.  A) and to which he will return some thirty 
years later in his great commentary on the prophet (In Isaiam III. .). Th e 
preface to his translation of the Chronicle of Eusebius of Caesarea attests at 
the same time to the interest he showed for the diff erent ot versions that 
Origen had put together in the Hexapla. Th us he could boast of a certain 
fame in the study of the scriptures when he returned to Rome for the council 
of  where he accompanied Bishops Paulinus of Antioch and Epiphanes 
of Salamine in Cyprus.

In Rome, with the encouragement of Pope Damasus who put his exegeti-
cal abilities to good use and for whom he translated two homilies of Origen 
on the Song of Songs, he undertook, in the face of divergent copies of the 
Gospels then in circulation, to revise their Latin translation on the basis of 
the Greek manuscripts. For the ot, his correspondence of the period shows 
him in the process of collating the Greek edition of Aquila with the Hebrew 
scrolls clandestinely brought to him from his synagogue by a Jew (Epist. .). 
Many letters contain as well quotations of psalms not only in the Greek of 
the Hexapla versions but in the transliterated Hebrew text, and perhaps he 
already owned a copy of the Hexapla psalter.

At the same time he had accepted to guide in their reading of scripture a 
group of women and young ladies of the aristocratic world of the Aventine 
who were brought together by the same ascetic interest. Besides Marcella who 
was its founder, one of its striking fi gures was Paula, who would follow him to 
the Holy Land. By providing for Jerome with their companions an  attentive 
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and demanding audience these remarkable women, whose intellectual and 
spiritual personality can be glimpsed in many of his letters and funeral 
eulogies he was to devote to them (Epist. , Epitaphium s. Paulae; , de 
uita s. Marcellae), contributed not a little to confi rm him in his scriptural 
vocation. Continued in Bethlehem with Paula and her daughter Eustochium, 
this lectio diuina of a select few which oft en spilled over into letter exchanges, 
contained in germ the continuous commentaries he would undertake there. 
Indeed, almost half of them would be dedicated to these women.

Jerome did not only make friends through his ascetical propaganda. Th e 
calumnies aimed at him aft er the death of Damasus made him decide to leave 
Rome for the East in the year . Accompanied by Paula and her daughter 
he fi rst went on pilgrimage to Jerusalem and the holy places of Palestine 
(Epist. .–) and pushed on all the way to Egypt where he met the heir 
of the Alexandrian exegetical tradition in the person of Didymus the Blind, 
who at his request will write commentaries on Hosea and Zechariah which 
Origen had not explicated in full (In Osee. prol.). At Bethlehem, where he 
defi nitively settled in  the Bible was to be at the heart of his existence.

To the direct discovery of the Holy Land there was added for him the 
possibility of gathering evidence from informed Jews not only on biblical 
geography but on the Hebrew language and traditions. From Bethlehem it 
was also possible for him to go to Caesarea to consult Origen’s library as 
enriched by Eusebius, and to have copied the works which interested him 
(Epist. .). While quickly giving himself over to the explication of four 
epistles of Paul, then of Ecclesiastes and some psalms, and in the translation 
of thirty-nine homilies of Origen, he provided himself with reference works 
by working out “biblical dictionaries” such as the Book of Hebrew Names, in-
spired by the Onomasticas of Philo and Origen, and the Book of Place Names, 
an adaptation of a short work of Eusebius on the topography of Palestine. As 
for the Hebraic Questions on Genesis which continues them, they reveal his 
curiosity about Jewish traditions, but testify as well to the attention he was 
already bringing to the Hebrew text and to its Hexapla versions.

Th e concern to reach the exactitude of the sacred text led him fi rst of all 
to undertake a revision of the Latin translation of the ot books on the basis 
of the Greek version of the Septuagint as reviewed by Origen. A quick and 
partial correction of the psalter had already been done in Rome but has not 
come down to us. He carefully took up this work again and extended it to 
other books. Like that of the book of Job which has been preserved and those 
of Chronicles and the books of Solomon (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song) 
of which we have only the prefaces, this revision was characterized by the 
introduction into the Latin text of the diacritical marks used by Origen in 
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his Hexapla recension such as asterisks indicating passages missing from the 
Greek and restored on the basis of the Hebrew text, and obeli pointing out 
additions absent from the Hebrew (Praef. in libro psalmorum iuxta lxx).

Th ese revisions were to remain incomplete. In fact, to respond to a re quest 
from one of his friends who was hoping to use a translation of the Hebrew 
psalter for his discussions with Jews on the messiah, Jerome launched into a di-
rect translation from the Hebrew of the Psalms, then of the Prophets. In doing 
this he had the feeling of recovering the truth of the original text, the hebraica 
ueritas. Moreover, in abandoning the revision that he had begun, he in the end 
translated from the Hebrew all the books of the Hebrew Bible. Inspired from 
the beginning by an exact concern with anti-Jewish polemic over the genuine 
text of scripture, this translation, which took almost fi ft een years, answered in 
some way a scientifi c concern and in no way aimed to supplant the versions 
in use around him in the Church. But in going back to a tradition considered 
suspect because the text diff ered sometimes markedly from the Greek of the 
Septuagint, his bold initiative, whether he wanted it to or not, unsettled the 
authority of the traditional version. Moreover, it was rather poorly received, 
as attest the strong reservations of an Augustine (Epist. .) or a Rufi nus 
(Apol. contra Hieronymum II.). Nevertheless his translation, along with the 
revision of the Gospels he had made in Rome, was to constitute the essence 
of what will become the Bible of the Christian West, the Vulgate.

Aware of reaching a new tradition through the Hebrew text, Jerome 
quickly experienced the desire to continue his translation with a work 
of exegesis. Scarcely had he begun his task as translator with Psalms and 
Prophets when he launched into Commentaries. He had already touched 
on the psalms with seven little treatises of which two have survived (the 
Tract on Ps.  and ), and had just devoted to them breezy Commentarioli 
inspired by Origen. He turned to the prophets, commenting in turn on 
Nahum, Micah, Zephaniah, Haggai, and Habakkuk in starting out both from 
his new translation and from the traditional Septuagint version. Jonah and 
Obadiah will follow three years later in . Meanwhile, Jerome allowed 
himself to be drawn into a controversy about Origen which badly set him 
at odds with his bishop John of Jerusalem and led to a break with his old 
friend Rufi nus, who had settled on the Mount of Olives. Aft er a fi rst rec-
onciliation had brought peace between Jerome and his bishop, the quarrel 
was to rebound when Rufi nus was back in Rome, and would only die down 
in . Th e quarrel had led Jerome to shake off  completely the contestable 
aspects of Origen’s thought but did not turn him away from the esteem he 
had for the scriptural work of the Alexandrian, to which he continued to 
refer in his later Commentaries.
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Aft er the death of Paula in  he took up again his interrupted task 
and fi nished in  the explication of the minor prophets by commenting 
successively on Zechariah, Malachi, Hosea, Joel, and Amos. Th e following 
year he continued with the Commentary on Daniel before launching into 
the explanation of the collection of Isaiah, which he had already attempted 
several times before: from his time in Constantinople with his translation 
of Origen’s homilies and his own essay on the seraphim, then by writing 
in , at the request of the bishop Amabilis, an explication iuxta historiam 
of the visions in chapters  and  of the prophet, which he included in 
his Commentary. Of his eighteen books which had occupied him for more 
than two years, the Commentary on Isaiah, fi nished in , is at once the 
fullest and the fi nest of all Jerome’s exegetical works. He also brought his 
long Commentary on Ezekiel to a conclusion, and fi nally in  undertook 
the Commentary on Jeremiah. But age and diffi  culties, especially connected 
to the struggle against Pelagius, did not leave him the leisure to fi nish it and 
thus to bring to a fi nal conclusion that opus prophetale which from  to 
the last years of his life except for a brief Commentary on Matthew hurriedly 
dictated in , constitutes the essence of his scriptural works.

From the time he was in Bethlehem he had also explained the Bible to 
the monks of his monastery. With the calming of the backwash stirred up 
by the Origenist crisis which had closed off  access to him of the basilica 
of the Nativity, he also commented at the invitation of the local clergy the 
psalm or gospel reading of the day on Sundays and feast days for the small 
congregation of the church in Bethlehem where monks and nuns of the 
Latin monasteries were mixed in with the local people. We have preserved 
almost a hundred of these homilies on the Gospel of Mark and especially 
on the Psalms, of whose paternity, despite a recent challenge, there is no 
reason to doubt.

Th e Bible is also present in the whole course of his correspondence. 
Without speaking of the abundant quotations and reminiscences, we can 
point to more than twenty letters referring to points of exegesis, some of 
which having directly as their object the explication of a biblical text: par-
able (Epist. ) or psalm (Epist.  and ). Nor is the Bible absent from 
polemical works such as the Dialogues Against the Pelagians through the 
frequent recourse to the argument from scripture, traditional in the con-
troversy against heresy.

Since his discovery of Hilary’s work on the Psalms during his stay on 
the borders of the Mosel all the way to his death in Bethlehem probably in 
, Scripture did not cease to be at the heart of Jerome’s life.
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ii.

In spite of the opposition provoked by his bold initiatives as translator and 
exegete, Jerome was recognized during his lifetime as an authority in the 
domain of Sacred Scripture. As early as  his contemporary Sulpitius 
Severus states in his Dialogues (I..) with some grandiloquence, “that he is 
read in the whole world.” Augustine, whose correspondence witnesses to the 
rapid diff usion in Africa of his translations from the Hebrew (Epist. .) 
and makes use of all his Commentaries on the Prophets when he writes 
the City of God, praises his exceptional knowledge of the scriptures (Epist. 
.). A full year aft er his death Cassiodorus pays tribute to the translator 
and commentator in his Institutions, and we see in his Expositio psalmorum 
echos of the Tractatus of Jerome, on the Psalms and also on the Gospel of 
mark, sometimes cited explicitly.

In the seventh century, while the text of his revision based on the Hebrew 
is spreading in Italy, Africa, and also in Spain, Gaul, and all the way to Ireland, 
his exegetical works turn up in the library of Isidore of Seville. In the same 
period the oldest manuscripts of his Commentaries that we possess bear 
witness to their diff usion. In the following century Bede, who is concerned in 
his Commentaries with putting together the best exegesis of his predecessors, 
seems to be acquainted with all Jerome’s Commentaries. He is constantly 
quoting him in his Expositio on the Acts of the Apostles. In his Expositiones 
on the Gospels of Luke and Mark he digs deeply into the Commentary on 
Matthew of his predecessor. And he has nothing but esteem for the translator 
of the hebraica ueritas, whose Commentaries, as well as the Book of Hebrew 
Names and the Hebrew Questions on Genesis provide him, as later it will for 
the whole Middle Ages, a mine of information on the names of personages 
and places of the Bible and their etymologies.

Interest in the scriptural works of Jerome is notable at the end of the 
eighth and in the ninth centuries in the Carolingian renaissance. At this 
period Alcuin undertakes his great recension of the Latin Bible, which is 
based on Jerome’s revisions, but in preferring for the Psalms the psalter as 
revised on the basis of the Greek, whose usage was generalized in Gaul and 
was known as the “Gallican” psalter. A few years later, on the contrary, the 
edition of Th eodulf of Orleans will retain the psalter iuxta Hebraeos, but 
it is Alcuin’s edition which was to win out to become one day the Vulgate. 
Towards the middle of the ninth century, a large illuminated page of the fi rst 
Bible of Charles the Bald (Paris, BN, Ms.lat. .v_) well illustrates Jerome’s 
recognized authority as translator of scripture.

As for his Commentaries, which become the most important of his 
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works, their increased readership can be gauged both by the multiplication 
of copies produced in this period and the use made of them by writers in 
their own Commentaries. It is the Commentary on Isaiah, the messianic 
prophet par excellence in whom Jerome recognized “an evangelist and an 
apostle” (In Isaiam, prol.), which enjoys the greatest favor in spite its size. 
Th irty manuscripts predating the tenth century have come down to us. Th e 
briefer and more quickly composed Commentary on Matthew, of which 
twenty of our manuscripts can be dated to this period, achieves a compa-
rable success. Although unfi nished and less popular with commentators, 
the Commentary on Jeremiah, whose earliest preserved manuscripts in fact 
predate the eighth century, are also the object of numerous copies. If these 
three Commentaries seem in diff erent degrees to be the object of special 
attention, Jerome’s other exegetical works are nevertheless not neglected. 
We can again cite, for example, the Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul, 
or the short Commentary on Jonah, included in twenty-two manuscripts of 
the eighth and ninth centuries. Some other of the oldest manuscripts of the 
homilies on the psalms also date from this period.

Contemporary commentaries verify the interest shown to Jerome at 
that time. Rabanus Maurus (+), who takes great care to make accessible 
to his readers the richness of the exegesis of the Fathers, takes Jerome’s 
Commentary as the basis of his explication of Isaiah, widely reproducing 
both literal and spiritual interpretations, leaving aside textual and philologi-
cal discussions. And the eight books of his Commentary on Matthew give the 
impression of a patchwork of patristic texts where abundant citations from 
Jerome’s, too rapid in his eyes, take their place beside other sources. We can 
also recognize one of the major aspects of Jerome’s infl uence in the Middle 
Ages in the care Rabanus shows to be assured of a good text and of an exact 
literal sense by having recourse when necessary to Jewish sources.

With more independence than his predecessor, Paschasius Radbertus 
(+c. ), in his Expositio in Euangelium Matthaei, off ers among others the 
interpretations of Jerome, whose other works he also knows and from whom 
he borrows most of his references to the hebraica ueritas. Very attentive 
to the literal sense, Christian of Stavelot (+) acknowledges following 
Jerome in his Expositio in Matthaeum with the ambition of completing him. 
Remigius of Auxerre (+) makes use of him both for the Psalms and well 
as for Isaiah, and in particular follows very closely his Commentary on Jonah. 
And the paraphrase of this Commentary given by a popular preacher in a 
“bilingual sermon” weaving together Latin and French towards the middle 
of the tenth century confi rms the admiration in which the work of Jerome 
was then held.
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On the threshold of the twelft h century, Rupert of Deutz appreciates 
particularly in him the scholarly translator who has given access to the 
source of the Hebrews. But at the same time in his Commentary on Jonah 
he pushes to extremes the Christological interpretation of the fi gure of the 
prophet that he fi nds in Jerome’s commentary. His contemporary Hugh of 
St. Victor owes much to the latter in his Adnotationes on the Pentateuch. 
But this theorist of medieval exegesis especially admires the translator of 
the hebraica ueritas whose version was imposed on the Latin world and he 
fully agrees with the commentator when he insists that the spiritual sense 
rests on the fundamentum historiae. In turn, the manner in which Andrew 
of St. Victor holds in his Commentary on Jonah to a literal explication, which 
comes to him from Jerome’s, reveals a new tendency to dissociate the literal 
sense and spiritual interpretations and to establish exegesis as a separate 
science. But this tendency is as alien to Jerome as to the medieval tradition. 
Th e latter, on the contrary, recognized itself in the traditional understanding 
of the four senses of scripture which had little by little emerged from the 
practice of the Fathers and which were to fi nd in the following century its 
lapidary formulation in Augustine of Dacia’s couplet:

Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria,
Moralis quid agas, quid speres anagogia.
It is in this perspective of the four senses which all converge in the 

Christian reading of the Bible that the Latin Middle Ages had quickly rec-
ognized in Jerome the emblematic fi gure of the literal sense. Th is choice is 
signifi cant: a return to the hebraica ueritas, concern for the establishing of 
a text, recourse to philology and to the data of history and profane disci-
plines as well as to Hebrew traditions to be assured of the exactitude of a 
literal sense regarded as the basis of any spiritual interpretation—these are 
indeed the characteristics of Jerome’s exegesis that the Middle Ages thought 
to honor by this patronage.

Th is particular accent of Jerome’s exegesis also explains the return to 
favor that Jerome would experience in the Renaissance with the humanists 
who recognized themselves in this “trilingual” scholar and independent spirit. 
Erasmus, his future editor, was scarcely twenty years old when he saw in 
Jerome “the fi rst among the doctors” and some twenty-fi ve years later he 
writes of him to Pope Leo X that he is “the prince of theologians of the Latin 
language.” But the admiration he bears him does not cause him to lose his 
critical liberty. Like his friend Th omas More he points out errors in his work. 
Himself a loose cannon in the fi eld of the Scriptures with his Latin translation 
of the New Testament he criticises the Vulgate, that the council of Trent was 
soon to consecrate as the “authorized version” of the Latin Church.
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Th is success of Jerome as translator and exegete with the learned of the 
Renaissance fi nds its illustration in the representation of the scholar in his 
study which, from Ghirlandaio to Dürer, the exact contemporary of Erasmus, 
supplants at that time the image of the hermit in the desert. Th e result is 
that however much interest he arouses, Jerome is no longer the inspirer 
of a living exegesis. A page is turned in his infl uence with the growth of a 
biblical exegesis which from Richard Simon to our own days is committed 
to new paths. However, in returning to the Hebrew and Greek manuscripts, 
modern works on the biblical text which relativize the value of Jerome’s 
translations render homage by renewing it to the process of the translator 
of the hebraica ueritas.

iii.

Th e nt occupies only a modest place in Jerome’s exegetical work: the several 
Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul which usher him into Bethlehem had 
no successor, except for the rapid Commentary on Matthew a dozen years later. 
As for his Roman revision of the Latin text of the Gospels accord ing to the 
Greek, it did not involve either exegetical presuppositions or  extensions.

It is with the ot books that the greater part of his Commentaries deal. 
Th e ones he undertakes in the fi rst years of his stay in Bethlehem do not 
indicate any precise plan: the Commentary on Ecclesiastes fulfi lls with some 
delay a promise made on the Aventine; the explication of psalms  to  
(De uiris inlustribus ) indicate an attention to the psalter confi rmed by 
the Commentarioli; with the Hebraic Questions which he projects at that 
time to write “on the whole of sacred Scripture” (Hebraicae Quaestiones in 
Genesim, prol.), he touches on the Pentateuch. But it is defi nitely towards 
the prophets that he turns aft er having retranslated them from the Hebrew, 
thus confi rming the interest he had in them from his time at Antioch and 
Constantinople. Practically brought to term, this ample opus prophetale con-
secrates the dominant place of the Old Testament in Jerome’s exegetical work. 
Th is place is also attested in another way by the activity of the translator of 
the hebraica ueritas, itself fi lled with exegetical implications not only through 
the textual diff erences it introduced, but also by its reference to traditions 
external to the Church’s tradition.

Th is exegesis of Jerome is basically seen in the formal framework of 
the running Commentary of a biblical book, an indirect heritage of the 
Hellenistic grammarians who come to him across the works of his Greek 
forebears. But with Jerome this heritage interferes with the direct heritage 
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of the grammatical commentary experienced at the school of Donatus, to 
which he explicitly refers (Apol. c. Rufi num I.). Now one of the laws of this 
commentary, it will be recalled, is to report most oft en without mentioning 
their names the opinions of various interpreters, relying in this case on the 
sagacity of the prudens lector. In fact, more than one page of the Commentary 
on Ecclesiastes or of the Commentarioli where there is a succession of in-
terpretations simply linked by the adverb aliter, illustrates this tendency of 
grammatical exegesis in the compilation of sources. And if he tends to break 
loose of this in his later Commentaries, where his liberty of judgment is 
much more clearly affi  rmed, he still continues not only to indicate the work 
of his predecessors in his prologues but also to exploit them in the course of 
the Commentary, most oft en without any indication of an alii or a quidam 
dicunt. Actually, in reference to that law of grammatical exegesis Jerome 
found a handy justifi cation for his bold plan to “deliver to Latin ears the 
secrets of Hebrew science” of the Scriptures along with the contributions of 
the Church writers who had preceded him (In Zachariam II. .–). But in 
mostly holding to this practice he became for his Latin contemporaries, in 
line with his express intentions, the mediator of a twofold exegetical tradi-
tion, to which these could have no direct access, out of ignorance not only 
of Hebrew but also of Greek, which the traditional program of studies in 
the West touched only lightly.

Faithful to the conceptions of the grammarians Jerome is faithful as well 
to the arrangement of his commentary, explaining the sacred text step by 
step, proposition by proposition, according to the fragmentary technique 
of the commaticum genus. But he avoids the excessive parcelling out of the 
genre by a sensible extending of the propositions and of their explications, 
and also by the attention (absent from the grammatical commentaries) that 
he brings to the linking of meaning (the consequentia) and to natural uni-
ties of the text. Th us he can distinguish and delimit with the greatest clar-
ity in his Commentary on Isaiah several of the sets recognized by modern 
criticism: prophecy of Emmanuel, oracles of foreign peoples, ‘apocalypse’ 
of Isaiah, etc.

Reviser of the Gospels and translator of the hebraica ueritas, Jerome brings 
particular care to the establishment of the sacred text. In his Commentaries 
on the Prophets, he sets out from his new translation, discreetly retouched 
when necessary, which he supports and clarifi es by recourse to the Jewish 
versions of Aquila, Symmachus, and Th eodotion collected in the Hexapla. 
But more oft en than not he gives a translation of the proposition from the 
Greek which he directly establishes from Origen’s recension of the Septuagint, 
without bothering to reproduce the old Latin translation in use around him. 
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Th e traditional version is thus not neglected, but he does not surround it 
with a respect without nuance, sometimes not hesitating to question it more 
and more on its meaning or its errors when it is in wild disagreement with 
the Hebrew.

Jerome scarcely ever troubled to lay out in systematic fashion the rules 
of his hermeneutic. Th e rare pages where he seems to be doing it, like the 
passage of his letter to Hedybia (Epist. .) where he presents a theory 
of the three senses of Scripture, refl ect in fact an Origenian conception that 
he does not take as his own. In reality, his exegetical practice is normally set 
in the traditional framework of the two great senses of Scripture: the literal 
sense and the spiritual interpretation.

To the literal sense Jerome accords a particular attention. Two terms from 
his pen, littera and historia serve to denote it. Th ey are not strictly equivalent. 
Almost interchangeable when they are merely mentioned, they cease to be 
when Jerome seeks to qualify them. Th en, echoing the Pauline condemnation 
of the “letter,” he reserves to littera restrictive connotations. On the contrary 
it is historia, in fact more frequent, that we fi nd in favorable contexts, oft en 
associated with terms like ordo, ueritas, fundamentum, which witness to the 
value in Jerome’s eyes of this fi rst level of interpretation which he practically 
never sacrifi ces, even when it presents hardly any diffi  culties.

Th is importance of the literal sense appears also in the extension which 
Jerome recognizes for it. He does not, in fact, limit it beyond the fi rst task of 
establishing the text, to its obvious understanding, the simplex Scripturarum 
lectio. In contrast to his Alexandrian predecessors, quick to seize in every 
fi gure an invitation to rise to the spiritual sense, and even more clearly than 
his Antiochian contemporaries, he brings in as a grammarian everything 
that has to do with the fi gurative sense or is related to it: fi gures and tropes, 
but also anthropomorphisms, which lend God physical traits or human 
feelings, scripture’s habits of expression, even distinction of literary styles 
and genres.

One particular relation seems to be able to be revealed between this 
historica interpretatio, which has as its role an exact reading of the sacred 
text, and the hebraica ueritas, which provides in Jerome’s eyes the authentic 
form conveyed by a tradition which enlightens it. But this relationship is 
not exclusive: besides being concerned as well with the explication of the 
statement translated from the Greek, Jerome’s literal exegesis is far from 
being reduced to the contribution of Hebraic traditions in which, besides, 
everything is not admissible, in particular when they take the form of the 
“carnal” exegeses of the Jews challenged by Christian faith, which Jerome 
does not hesitate to bring in to oppose them.
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Th e subject dealt with by the literal interpretation refl ects in its richness 
and diversity the very ones of the sacred text. Without ordinarily having as 
much importance as in the case of the book of Jonah, whose area is situated 
in the very consciousness of the undocile prophet, recourse to psychological 
analysis can clarify, for example, the diff erent behavior of the prophets with 
regard to their mission, or the attitude of this person of the book being con-
sidered. But on a regular basis and in agreement with the original meaning 
of the term, the explication iuxta historiam draws its clearest essence from 
the realities of history, whether in establishing the facts by direct testimony 
or, more oft en, information on the past provided by Scripture itself, sup-
ported in some cases by the traditions of the Hebrews, but also by profane 
history, invoked particularly as a guarantee of the eff ective fulfi llment of a 
prophecy. Geographical data have their importance as well, supplemented 
when needed by the contribution of the natural sciences. In another line 
of thought, Jerome also puts into the service of the elucidation of the text 
being commented on the whole stock of tools of grammatical, rhetorical, 
and logical procedure: semantic study, paraphrase, regard for context, appeal 
to argumentation, diff erent forms of reasoning. Th us there is sketched out 
in Jerome’s practice a convergence of all the resources of knowing for the 
service of the exact understanding of the literal sense, the historiae ueritas, 
touchstone of the validity of every spiritual interpretation.

As a necessary step of every reading of scripture the literal exegesis, as 
important as it is in Jerome’s eyes, still does not exhaust its content: aft er 
having “set down the bases of the history,” as we can read in the Commentary 
on Zechariah (III. .), there remains to “pass from them to the spiritual 
realities.”

A varied vocabulary, less incoherent as has oft en been said, indicates in 
Jerome’s Commentaries this second level of interpretation, which interests 
the New as the Old Testament. Th e relatively rare appearances of the word 
allegoria oscillates in that place between two opposing values according 
as it refl ects the use, rather forced in Jerome’s eyes, that the Epistle to the 
Galatians makes of it (.) or as it betrays the exegete’s hesitations before 
what remains to his eyes a grammatical procedure whose limits and risks 
he is pressing. Much more frequent are the words anagoge (“superior mean-
ing”) and especially tropologia (“fi gurative meaning”) which appear as the 
ordinary designations of the spiritual sense, yet without our being able to 
disclose in their usage the specialized meanings they will take in later clas-
sifi cations. As for spiritus, which with its derivatives represents in most of 
Jerome’s commentaries the most current and also the most specifi c of the 
“spiritual” exegesis, it translates well its Pauline basis.
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Less frequent are other terms, also Pauline, like umbra, imago, and 
especially typus (or fi gura) set in relationship with ueritas that highlight, 
especially in the Commentaries on the Prophets, the underlying connec-
tions between the persons or events of biblical history and the coming of 
Christ which they herald. Jerome also speaks of mysteria and of sacramenta 
that a reading “according to the Spirit” allows us to discover in scripture. In 
the end, it is to a single perspective where “history” and “spirit” are related 
as “sketch” (umbra) and “reality” (ueritas) that Jerome’s vocabulary of the 
spiritual sense introduces us.

To have access to this second level of interpretation, Jerome does not 
shy away from the allegorical exegesis largely practiced by his Alexandrian 
sources, even though he denounces more and more its excesses and dangers. 
Nevertheless, he means to subject it to the double register of ordo historiae 
and regula ueritatis. But if he is intractable on the “rule of faith,” with the aid 
of the law of the commentary, in leading him to refl ect on previous interpre-
tations, he still does not always avoid exegeses having little respect for the 
“coherence of the historical sense.” Perhaps also his grammatical training is 
explained in his manifesting for etymological exegesis a relative ease, while 
having recourse to arithmology only with prudence.

But to these diff erent forms of exegesis which stem from allegory Jerome 
clearly prefers, while ignoring the adjectives, “typological” or “fi gurative” 
exegesis, which following the apostle Paul and Jesus himself recognizes in 
certain realities of the Old Covenant prefi gurements of the New. Besides 
 individuals like Isaiah, Jeremiah, or Jonah who could have prefi gured Christ 
in some detail of their life, the people of Israel itself, in the reality of its 
worship and history, constitutes for him the chief illustration of this type of 
exegesis directed to the coming of Christ.

Interfering with these diff erent types of exegesis, recourse to other texts 
of scripture, which frequently takes the form of veritable chains of quota-
tions, plays an essential role in passing to the spiritual sense. Simple in 
their principle, these scriptural rapprochements rest on a phenomenon of 
association between a term of the commented text with other passages of 
Scripture containing the same word; but their use can be very complex and 
sometimes play on several words of the proposition being explained (e.g., 
In Isaiam I .). In a general way they bring into play the Old Testament as 
well as the New, the former preparing oft en through the mediation of the 
prophets and particularly the psalms, the passing to the latter, which con-
secrates and even prolongs the spiritual interpretation. Th us for Jerome, as 
before him for Origen, the Bible explains the Bible.

But when he is commenting on the prophets the exegete is not only 
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concerned with the prefi guring of realities to come, but also, in the case of 
prophecy properly so called, with their direct announcement as obscure 
and veiled as it sometimes is, in accordance with the law that he considers 
to be a veritable genre. For Jerome most of the prophecies have seen their 
fulfi llment by his time, for some at the period of Israel’s history, for others 
with the Romans, for a large number with the coming of Christ, the crown-
ing of messianic promises as the New Testament itself attests for many of 
them. Many could have seen partial fulfi llments before realizing the complete 
fulfi llment: thus as illustrated among other examples by the personage of 
Zerubbabel, a fi rst fulfi llment of a prophecy in history can itself appear as 
a fi gure of its fuller and more complete fulfi llment in Christ (In Hieremiam 
VI. .–). Conversely, it can happen as in the case of the prophecy of 
Emmanuel (Is. .), that the relationship of the prophecy to Christ’s coming 
is in Jerome’s eyes so evident and exclusive that literal sense and spiritual 
signifi cation come together in a direct announcement of Christ which ex-
hausts the content.

It is in any case “the Lord Savior, as the name of Jesus signifi es, he whose 
coming the Law and the Prophets did not cease to proclaim” (In Isaiam VII. 
.–) whom Jerome’s spiritual exegesis discovers in the ancient scriptures, 
both in the Commentaries on the Old Testament as well as on the New, 
and especially in his opus prophetale. Th e historical circumstances of his life 
can be prefi gured in them, or more oft en there can be discovered in them 
the mysteries of his person and his saving mission which are extended and 
actualized in the church. Th e new Jerusalem issued from the old, gathered 
up by the preaching of the apostles, fortifi ed by the sacraments enters into 
combat against heresies that harass it and tear it apart and its image Jerome 
is quick to see in the opposing powers which assailed the Jewish people. Not 
much in evidence, on the other hand, are the eschatological perspectives of 
Christ’s second coming, whether under the somber colors of the evocation 
of the end times and of judgment or under the positive light of the fulfi ll-
ment of the historical process of salvation by the fi nal conversion of Israel. 
Even though he is especially attentive to the collective dimension of this 
salvation, Jerome does not yet ignore its individual dimension which he 
clearly envisages, far from speculations over some world of the soul or of a 
banal moralism, in terms of the Christian’s spiritual life in his relationship 
to God and to Christ, himself “the power of God and the wisdom of God” 
( Cor .).

Little developed in the learned exegesis of the Commentaries destined 
for a cultivated audience of informed readers, this last aspect occupies on the 
other hand an important place in the homilies which have been preserved 
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of Jerome’s preaching. Less scientifi c, the explication which according to 
the requirements of the genre aims at the instruction and edifi cation of the 
faithful is much given over to concrete applications and to paranesis, which 
oft en opens up by the end of the homily into a prayer which manifests its 
genuine meaning. A greater fl exibility in them characterizes also the fl ow 
of the explication, which progresses from verse to verse by following the 
order of the biblical text yet allows digressions or backpedaling to repair 
an oversight, or repeated summaries of verses already commented upon to 
emphasize what has been secured before going on.

But the pedagogical sense of the preacher and the simplicity of the tone 
which brings him close to his audience do not restrain Jerome from keeping 
to the essence of his exegetical requirements. If he keeps himself from making 
reference to the Hexapla versions his concern for the exactness of the sacred 
text leads him, for example, not to leave his audience in the dark on any 
important textual divergence between the current text of the Septuagint and 
the Hebrew without having to explain successively the two versions (Tract. 
de ps. .). Likewise, before coming to the spiritual interpretation he tarries 
at the literal sense in emphasizing that it is profi table for his audience, and 
not only for “simple folk:” “I myself am edifi ed by the letter,” he makes clear 
(Tract. de ps. .). Th us the importance of the literal sense is reinforced 
by the usefulness that Jerome recognizes in it for the spiritual life of the 
Christian. But it is essential not to be locked up in it as are the Jews. For, as 
the preacher invites his hearers to recognize, “from the history itself we are 
elevated little by little to the sacred mysteries” (Tract. de ps. .).

By any standard the literal sense remains the criterion of reference for 
the validity of any spiritual interpretation. Th us Jerome does not hesitate to 
charge with haughtiness, even if it comes from good intentions, the rather 
widespread exegesis that applies to Christ the content of Psalm , for he 
delights in pointing out that several verses in it are incompatible with this 
interpretation (Tract. de ps. ). Th e scattered appearance of a verse-by-verse 
exegesis should not then deceive us: no more than in his Commentaries 
does Jerome lose sight in his homilies of the concern for the consequentia 
of the sacred text, whose respect must take command over any spiritual 
interpretation.

Th e feeling for the whole imposes itself over the spiritual interpretation 
itself. More than once Jerome insists at the beginning of a homily that the 
title of the psalm is there to convey its sense. More broadly, it is the psalter 
itself that in the line of Origen and of Jewish exegesis he represents as a 
vast dwelling whose door is opened by one key, each psalm being itself a 
room possessing its own key. More broadly still, according to an expression 
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borrowed from a homily on Mark, it is Holy Scripture which “clings whole 
to itself ” (haeret sibi tota), welded by a single Spirit, that of Christ, “who 
possesses the key of David” and without whom not only the Law but the 
Gospel itself remain veiled (In Marc. hom. II). For the preacher as for the 
commentator it is Christ who speaks through scripture, the Old as well as 
the New Testament.

Likewise, one is not surprised to meet in Jerome’s homilies the elements 
of a trinitarian theology or of a Christology whose deliberately polemical 
profi le bears, perhaps more clearly than the Commentaries, the mark of a 
certain actuality: a renewed refutation of Arianism, jabs against the “new 
heresy” of Apollinarius of Laodicea, also a condemnation of the errors of 
Origen which had fueled recent controversy. Th is vigorous denunciation 
of heresy, simple and lively in its deliberate form of diatribe, is doubtless 
a witness of the echo that doctrinal controversies still aroused in the local 
churches of the East.

Th us one notices between the practice of the commentator and that of 
the preacher some diff erences of accent, which are due in great part to the 
diff erences of genre. But it is the same reading of scripture which comes out; 
it is basically the same conception of Christian exegesis that Jerome obeys 
when he writes learned Commentaries for his informed readers who were 
his disciples near at hand or far-off  correspondents, and when he comments 
fraternally on the daily psalm or gospel to the modest and mixed audience 
of the liturgical assembly at Bethlehem.

In is in fact signifi cant that it is in the prologue of a homily on the 
fi rst verses of Isaiah (the In Esaia paruula adbreuiatio) that Jerome delivers 
something of a summary of his method of reading the prophets and of the 
history of Israel, and in a homily on the Transfi guration (In Marc. hom. 
VI) that he gives the deepest formulation of his idea of Christian exegesis, 
veritable transfi guration of Scripture as a whole to the light of the Spirit of 
Christ.

iv.

Jerome has oft en been criticized for doing nothing but following in his Com-
mentaries, according to the expression of Julian of Eclanum (In Hosea, prol.), 
the twofold current “of the allegories of Origen and the narrative traditions 
of the Jews,” or, to speak as his biographer G. Grützmacher at the beginning 
of this century, of “being nothing more than a compiler.” If it is correct that 
Jerome’s writing was worked out at the confl uence of several traditions, the 
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reality is much more nuanced and complex than these cutting judgments 
would lead us to think.

In undertaking to explain the Bible, Jerome in the fourth century was 
necessarily heir in his exegetical proceedings of the tradition of the reading 
of scripture which imposed itself on him as on every ecclesiastical writer 
of his time and which, going back to the nt itself, rested essentially on the 
relationship of the ot to Christ. But at a time when there was developing in 
the Christian East with the Cappadocians and especially with the Antiochian 
current a renewed refl ection on the spiritual sense, this tradition did not 
constitute a monolithic block. Jerome could realize this once he became aware 
of the necessity of a serious training for the study of scripture. Th e three 
masters to whom he acknowledges indebtedness in the matter, Apollinarius, 
Gregory, and Didymus, brought him in fact across their diff erences the echo 
of major accents of this diverse heritage.

It is at Antioch that at his return from the desert of Chalcis he received 
his fi rst biblical training from the teaching of Apollinarius. Certainly the 
personality of the bishop of Laodicea eludes classifi cation, but the chief 
traits of his exegesis as they appear to Jerome—clarity, quickness, concision 
pushed to the extreme, a sense of the essential which makes him attentive 
to the literal sense and to clusters of verses bound by meaning—did not 
contradict the tendencies then being brought out in the Syrian metropolis, 
in whose intellectual climate Jerome was in fact absorbed for some years. 
It is surely not an indiff erent matter that he received this stamp before be-
coming open to the Alexandrian tradition at Constantinople with Gregory 
of Nazianzus.

By Gregory’s side he became initiated into the vast universe of the ex-
egetical work of Origen, for whom he will never cease to feel esteem and 
admiration, even at the height of the Origenist controversy. But the master’s 
personality was no less important to guarantee Jerome possible drift s of the 
exegesis he was discovering. In fact, for Gregory as for his friend Basil the 
admiration which inspired their composition of the Philocalia did not go 
without discrimination. In the Cappadocian’s balanced attitude and sense 
of measure by which his esteem for Origen did not make him blind to the 
dangers of Alexandrian allegorism, Jerome thus found an exemplary model 
at a timely moment.

Th us forewarned against the temptations of an uncontrolled allegorism 
by the impressions left  on him by his frequentation of Apollinarius then of 
Gregory, he was in condition to draw the most profi t from this direct contact 
with the pure Alexandrian tradition as it was practiced in his time when some 
years later he made the trip to Alexandria to listen to Didymus there.
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From the diversity of this triple scriptural initiation Jerome the exegete 
defi nitely drew a twofold benefi t: he did not fi nd himself enclosed from 
the beginning in the limited horizons of a single tendency. Disclosed on 
another level by theological divergences which went all the way to heresy 
(Epist. .), these diff erences among his masters also contained in germ, by 
the force of things, an invitation to discernment from which he will know 
how to profi t.

Jerome would not fi nd the same diversity in the written sources, mostly 
Greek, which he would use for his Commentaries and which he reveals 
in his prologues. For the whole of the opus prophetale in particular there 
appear with more or less regularity the names of Origen, Eusebius of 
Caesarea, Didymus, and Apollinarius. Now with the notable exception of 
the last named, all these predecessors whose works Jerome affi  rms to have 
read and used are situated, with some nuance, in the Alexandrian move-
ment. As he observes in the prologue of his Commentary on Zechariah aft er 
having mentioned the Commentaries of Origen, Hippolytus, and Didymus 
on that prophet, “their exegesis is altogether allegorical and they have barely 
touched history,” for which reason he cannot make use of any reference 
but the Hebraei. As for the Latins, as the Commentary on Isaiah declares, 
one of the rare ones which give him occasion to mention them, there is 
“a great silence” except on this prophet for the Commentary of Victorinus 
of Poetovio, a pure refl ection as well of Alexandrian exegesis. Th is is also 
the case, on the Psalms, for Hilary, Eusebius of Vercelli, or Ambrose, whose 
dependence on Origen he brings out (Epist. .), while he seems not to 
know the Commentary of Diodore of Tarsus on the Psalms, his Antiochian 
contemporary. Th e same observation can be made for the Commentary on 
Matthew, for which we fi nd, besides the usual Greek sources and Origen at 
their head, the names of Victorinus and Ambrose.

But as far as we can judge despite the loss of the greatest part of his direct 
sources, the way in which Jerome draws a part of this heritage does not go 
without discrimination. Th e discovery at Toura in  of the Commentary on 
Zechariah of Didymus allows us today a comparison with that of Jerome, one 
all the more interesting because Didymus is here his principal source, since 
Origen explained only the fi rst six chapters of the prophet. Now if Jerome is 
close to his source to the point that one has spoken of a “certifi ed true copy,” 
his Commentary can in no way be reduced to being nothing but a servile 
imitation of its model. Certainly, Jerome draws from the prolix Commentary 
of the Alexandrian a pile of elements of his spiritual explication, but the 
content of his own Commentary is not limited to these borrowings, however 
abundant and evident they are. Didymus, for example, is of no help to him for 
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the literal explication, and he scarcely infl uences his exegetical vocabulary. In 
the very usage that Jerome makes of the elements he retains we notice very 
oft en that he maintains his distance with respect to his model, for instance 
in the treatment of a chain of scriptural quotations that he takes up, not to 
mention the specifi c rejection of allegorical exegeses which would empty 
the sacred text of its substance (e.g., In Zachariam III.. –).

Th e comparison of Jerome’s Commentary on Isaiah with the very long 
extracts of that of Eusebius that we possess today (GCS Eus.W. ) lead to 
similar conclusions. Jerome seems beholden to his predecessor for more 
than one line of interpretation, such as among other examples the place 
held in his Commentary by the fulfi llment of the prophetic heralds at the 
time of Christ by the hand of Rome. But no less can some serious diff er-
ences between the two Commentaries be observed: in the recourse to the 
Hexapla versions, in the use of the exegetical vocabulary, in the free repeti-
tion of chains of scriptural citations, etc., Jerome breaks away from Eusebius 
even quite briskly in twice reproaching him for abandoning the historical 
explication of which he believed he could see the promise in the prologue 
of his predecessor’s Commentary, in favor of dangerous liberties off ered by 
allegory (In Isaiam V, prol.).

Th e loss of Origen’s Commentaries does not allow us any such precise 
comparisons. But it is certain that Jerome’s dependence on the one whom, 
in the line of Didymus, he regarded at the beginning of his career as “the 
master of the churches aft er the apostles,” is considerable. From the time of 
the Pauline Commentaries, where he goes so far as textually taking up, at least 
once, an entire passage of the Alexandrian without attribution (In Epist. ad 
Ephesios III. .–), and throughout his opus prophetale, Origen’s exegetical 
work which he never disowned (e.g., Epist. .) does not disappear from the 
background of his Commentaries, as has been demonstrated in particular 
for the Commentary on Jonah. But if Jerome’s debt toward the exegesis of 
his predecessor should not be underestimated, his own practice brings out 
manifest divergences from it. From the time of his essay on the seraphim of 
Isaiah he had denounced the interpretation which saw in them the Son and 
the Spirit. In the midst of the Origenist controversy we can perceive in the 
thread of his Commentaries a growing distancing from the interpretations 
whose questionable character seem clearer to him, while reservations about 
the “allegoricus interpres” become sharper. And the reading of his homilies 
does not belie this twofold impression of dependency and distancing.

Several major aspects of Jerome’s exegesis, on the other hand, are directed 
to other rapprochements. Th e importance which he accords to the literal 
sense, obligatory foundation of any spiritual interpretation, in whose service 
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are brought in the contributions of profane culture and of the rabbinic tra-
ditions, a marked preference for fi gurative exegesis even if the nature of his 
sources lead him to refl ect many allegorical interpretations of his predeces-
sors, sometimes in contradiction with his own principles, the place made 
in his work for prophecy and certain aspects of the conception he has of it, 
in particular the idea of successive fulfi llments of certain oracles: so many 
traits for which he is perhaps indebted in one way to the Commentaries of 
Apollinarius but which certainly bring him close to the exegetical tenden-
cies of Antioch, even if we cannot speak here of heritage or even of real 
dependence on the Antiochian writers.

Largely tributary of recognized sources while at the same time pervious 
to infl uences of an exegetical actuality which is not stiff , Jerome’s exegesis is 
thus not reducible to a single tendency. On the contrary, it fi nds its specifi c-
ity in the commentator’s capacity to exploit preexistent materials and by 
exercising choices to set them in an order of importance and in diff erently 
clarifying the elements he keeps of them, while bringing external contribu-
tions to them. A realistic Latin at the crossroads of the Greek traditions 
distinguished by important nuances, Jerome in his somewhat groping search 
for a balanced position aft er the manner of his master Gregory was fi nally 
led to to fi nd beyond the cleavages of the schools the common Christian 
exegesis which he also attained through the Latin tradition, even though it 
had scarcely yet produced any Commentaries. Even before these witnesses 
of common typology like Cyprian’s Testimonia and Hilary’s Treatise on the 
Mysteries, Tertullian had in fact applied himself to establish against Marcion 
the legitimacy of a fi gurative interpretation of the Old Testament while being 
careful to condemn their allegorizing drift .

In this way Jerome occupies in the history of Latin exegesis a position 
which is original for more than one reason. First of all he appears as the 
man of the prophets, for being the fi rst and even the only one of the Latins 
to have commented on all of them, and this privileged accent placed on 
prophecy does not seem to be unrelated to his preference for the fi gurative 
exegesis and the Christocentric character of his exegesis.

More broadly, there come together in his Commentaries, without their 
being reduced to this, along with the contributions of the Latin tradition, the 
diff erent tendencies of Greek exegesis as we can perceive them in his time. 
But the heritage is not evaluated here only in terms of exegetical conceptions. 
By refl ecting in his Commentaries on the opinions of his predecessors as 
the law of the genre required of him, he extended in some way and widened 
the fi eld of the undertaking begun in Constantinople to “render Origen 
Latin” and fulfi lled in his way his proclaimed purpose to make known to 



 Eleven Fourth- and Fift h-Century Latin Christian Literature

his contemporary Latins “what he had received from Church writers” (In 
Zachariam II. .–). In thus indirectly giving them access to works which 
without him would remain closed to them at a time when the linguistic cut-
off  of the Empire went in tandem with its defi nitive political division, he 
played a role of connecting link between East and West, of which his own 
life, divided almost equally between the Latin world and Bethlehem provides 
a sort of symbolic image. Moreover, without having sought it, he assured the 
transmission to the Latin Middle Ages of the content, partial certainly but 
not negligible, of many of these works which are lost today.

Along with the exegesis of his predecessors, Jerome also promised to 
“deliver to Latin ears the secrets of Hebrew science . . . touching the scrip-
tures,” of which he had concerned himself to make direct inquiries of the 
Hebrew “masters” whose reality is incontestable, whatever has been said on 
the subject. In reverberating in his Commentaries more systematically than 
any of his predecessors the echoes of their linguistic, historical, even properly 
exegetical traditions, he has singularly enriched Christian exegesis. Even 
more revolutionary and perfectly original, the choice that he made to return 
to the hebraica ueritas for the text of the Hebrew Bible would as it were not 
only give the Bible for a second time to the Latin Church, but provide the 
bases on which would rest from now on any edifi ce of the explication of the 
Scriptures in the Christian West.

Positioned by his personal itinerary at the crossroads of a classical Latin 
training, a biblical culture very largely Greek, and of a serious Hebrew initia-
tion, the uir trilinguis that Jerome knew himself to be thus appears at this 
winding down of the end of the fourth century as an exceptional mediator 
in the service of scripture: between the heritage of ancient culture and the 
newness of Christian experience, between Jewish traditions and the Church’s 
tradition, between the Greek East and the Latin West.

In Esaia (, –) paruula adbreuiatio:
In the Twelve Prophets we have the description as it were of a sick 
person who has refused to care for his illness right up to the point of 
death, and then the story of his healing aft er death by Christ, who is 
the true physician. So what the Twelve Prophets do each in part—not 
without themselves briefl y letting understand that they include the 
same purport—the greater prophets did in a general way. And Ezra, 
who is known as “the support,” Zerubbabel, which means “he is prince 
in Babylon,” and Jesus (son of Josedec), which in our language means 
“savior,” have come in advance as fi gures of the Lord, to care for what 
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the other prophets could not care for by their medicine books, and to 
lead the people back from captivity.

In Marci Evangelium tract. VI (= In Marc. , –):
Th e one who follows God’s word and climbs up the mountains, that 
is, on the heights, for him Jesus is suddenly transformed and Jesus’ 
clothing becomes shining with whiteness. Th e words that we read, if 
we understand them literally, what is shining about them, what is re-
splendent or loft y? But if we understand them spiritually suddenly the 
holy scriptures, that is, the clothing of the word become transformed 
and become of a shining whiteness like snow, “as no fuller on earth 
can make them.”

Take any prophetic witness, take a gospel parable: if you under-
stand them according to the letter there is nothing in them that is 
resplendent, nothing shining. But if you follow the apostles and under-
stand spiritually, suddenly the clothing of the word is transformed and 
becomes shining white: it is both the whole Jesus who is transformed 
on the mountain and his clothes which become of a whiteness as shin-
ing as snow, as no fuller on earth can render them in brightness.
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XIV
RUFINUS OF AQUILEIA CA. 345–410

Tiranius Rufi nus, born ca.  at Concordia near Aquileia, studied in Rome 
–, entered the ascetic group of Aquileia where he was baptised (–
), and shared his monastic experiment with Jerome, before emigrating 
to the East. In , he went to Alexandria where he met Melania the Elder. 
Soon he escorted her on her journey to Palestine; then he sojourned with 
the monks in Egypt and enrolled among the auditors of Dydimus the Blind. 
In , following Melania the Elder’s example, he settled in a monastic cell 
on the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem (–). Aft er a bitter quarrel with 
Jerome and Epiphanius, he returned to Rome in , and to Aquileia in . 
His intensive work as a translator, interrupted by the invasion of the Goths 
in , continued in Sicily until his death in .

Translations of Origen’s exegetical works by Rufi nus:
 Peri Archon, Homilies on Psalm , , .
– Homilies on Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Joshua, Judges.
– Commentary on Romans (partial).
 Commentary on Canticle, Homilies on Numbers.

Rufi nus also wrote a commentary in two Books on the Benedictions of 
the Patriarchs.
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XV
OPTATUS OF MILEVIS D. BEFORE 393)

A Numidian by birth, Optatus was an older contemporary of Tyconius. As 
bishop of Milevis (eastern Algeria), he wrote between  and  a treatise 
Against the Donatists. Near , Augustine (De doctrina christiana II, xl, ) 
counts him among people dead for some years. Already in , Jerome (vir. 
inl. ) seems to consider Optatus as deceased. In addition to the treatise 
Adversus Donatistas, two sermons of Optatus survive, one for Christmas 
(PLS , –), another for Easter (PLS , –).

In response to pamphlets of Bishop Parmenian, the intellectual leader of 
the Donatists, Optatus emphasized a notion of the universal church (cath-
olica), as a united, but “mixed body,” corpus mixtum, of sinners and saints, 
good and bad, announcing thereby Augustine’s ecclesiology. He focussed 
on a theology of baptism, in pointedly distinguishing between the intrinsic 
value of God’s gift  to the baptised, the purely instrumental function of the 
minister, and the ethical requirements imposed on potential benefi ciaries of 
the baptismal gift . Optatus countered Parmenian’s vision of a spotless and 
perfect church by arguing in favor of forgiveness and inclusion of sinners, 
his realistic notion of church realities being permeated by his hope in the 
ultimate fulfi llment at the end of time. His eschatological expectation, as 
much as his strongly original distinction between “schismatics” and “heretics,” 
allowed Optatus to overcome more rigid conceptions of Cyprian, and to open 
the spiritual space needed for Augustine’s action in favour of a reintegration 
of Donatists into church unity.

In Optatus’ recourse, best documented in Books IV and V of Adversus 
Donatistas, one can only admire the candid ingenuity with which the bishop 
multiplies quotations in favour of his agruments. His unsophisticated use of 
scripture gives a biblical fovour to his heart-felt doctrine of community life 
and unity in the church. His vindication of the Catholic communion against 
Parmenian is summed up in a single reproach: A vobis enim contempta est dis-
ciplina. Ut quid recitas testimonium, qui testamento no servis, in quo descripta 
est disciplina, quam servare non vultis? “Indeed you have shown contempt 
to the discipline (cf. Ps  ():). Why then do you read the Testament in 
which the discipline refused by you is described?” (IV, , ). Th e question 
opens a section centered on Ps  (). It becomes a fi rm statement closing 
the section: Testamentum recitas et testamentum non servas in quo descripta 
est disciplina “You read the Testament (= ot!) and you refuse the Testament 
in which the discipline is described” (IV, , ). Th us the whole canonical order, 
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or disciplina, defi ning the believers’ status in the church is fi xed for Optatus 
by the Christocentric “Testament.”

With a strong sense for ot typology, Optatus emphasizes the signifi -
cance of baptism. In his own baptism, Jesus acted ad mysteria initianda et 
ordinanda et implenda baptismatis “for the establishment, the institution and 
the fulfi llment of the mysteries of baptism,” (VII, ; SC , , –). 
Book V exposes the typology of the Flood and of circumcision, both, the 
mythical event and the social rite, excluding reduplication. Calling on many 
proofs from scripture, the author’s theological argument rests on a clearly 
enunciated doctrine of Trinity. Obviously Optatus relies on Tertullian, his 
thought being thoroughly rooted in the African tradition, with a distinctive 
trinitarian caste inherited from Novatian.
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XVI
T YCONIUS FL. 370–390

Tyconius is the author of what might be considered the most ancient exposi-
tion of biblical hermeneutics written in the West by a Christian theologian, 
the Liber regularis (LR), as he called it. Up to the present day he remains 
an enigmatic and undervalued intellectual leader of the Donatist church, 
known only through Augustine’s De doctrina christiana (DDC) and a short 
notice of Gennadius, De viris inlustribus  (PL , f.). In a sense, the 
spectacular reception of LR by Augustine in DDC III xxx, – was a 
double-edged sword: It saved Tynonius’s work for posterity but, by care-
fully adjusting the Donatist’s biblical quotations and statements to his own 
hermeneutics, Augustine sealed the fate of the Donatist theologian until close 
to the end of the twentieth century. On one side, the Augustinian reception 
must be considered as the only reason why Tyconius’s LR was preserved in 
its entirety; on the other side, the overpowering authority of the bishop of 
Hippo and the immense popularity of DDC explains suffi  ciently why the 
direct study of Tyconius’s work remained completely neglected by scholars, 
including Augustinian scholars of the past century. F. L. Burkitt secured a 
critical edition of LR in a well-known British series in , but only in  
did a fi rst monograph analyse his work (Bright), and only in  appeared 
its fi rst translation in a modern language (Babcock).

Tyconius is also the author of a Commentary on the Apocalypse in its full 
text (ex integro, Gennadius). Only fragments (Lo Bue , Gryson ) of 
it survive. Additional fragments were identifi ed between  and  by 
László Mezey in the Library of the Central Catholic Seminary of Budapest. 
A full copy of the Commentary on the Apocalypse was still registered in 
the th century in the library of St. Gall. Th e loss is the more unfortunate as 
that work became a major reference for later commentators throughout the 
Middle Ages (Steinhauser). Th e literary and logical links of the Commentary 
on the Apocalypse with LR are striking enough, though usually ignored or 
downplayed by the critics. LR was probably written by Tyconius fi rst (Bright, 
Simonetti), and then in the Commentary he systematically applied the seven 
rules exposed in it (Kannengiesser).

For a long time, at least from Burkitt’s edition to Bright’s monograph, 
Tyconius attracted the attention of specialists exclusively for his abundant 
use of Old Latin versions of the Bible (Hahn). His proper signifi cance as a 
theoretician of biblical hermeneutics in the context of Augustine’s magiste-
rial ministry as bishop of Hippo was never thoroughly explored in its own 
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right. On the contrary, it became common practice to approach Tyconius 
only through the literary access provided by Augustine.

In LR Tyconius exposed a theory on biblical hermeneutics doomed to 
remain isolated in its African originality, due to its problematic reception in 
Augustine’s DDC (Bright). Th e Donatist’s systematic interpretation, though 
operating with grammatical and rhetorical notions familiar to any educated 
Christian in the fourth century, rested essentially on a scriptural and theo-
logical culture proper to the particular church traditions in Roman Africa. 
Tyconius wrote the heavily theological LR not as a sectarian Donatist, but 
as a genuinely African theologian focussing on African ecclesiology and on 
the African sense for baptism and for the Christian liberation from evil. A 
“confl ict” between such a regional hermeneutics, confi ned to local percep-
tions of the true relevance of scripture, and Augustine’s interpretive attitude, 
governed by academic and pastoral principles appropriated outside of Africa, 
was inevitable (Kannengiesser – Bright).

At least, a fusion of the Tyconian way of interpreting scripture with the 
Augustinian doctrina could only entail heavy losses on both sides, as DDC 
witnesses: Tyconius would lose the original sense of the “Rules”, which he 
had so dramatically emphasized in LR, for Augustine would identify those 
“Rules” as rhetorical precepts like the ones taught to him by Cicero and school 
rhetoricians since his early youth; Augustine would be completely reduced 
to silence about African hermeneutics for almost thirty years, from the time 
of his episcopal consecration, when he begged Bishop Aurelius of Carthage 
in Letter  to explain to him Tyconius’s rules, to the years shortly before his 
death, when writing his Retractationes, because he simply failed to catch the 
proper meaning of the “Rules” in his fi rst encounter with them.

Indeed LR speaks about “Rules” as instituted by the Holy Spirit in person 
for the very composition of scripture, Tyconius taking no notice of a human 
agency in the conception and articulation of biblical prophecy. Hence, ac-
cording to Tyconius, the “Rules” are constitutive of the intimate mystery of 
divine scripture, the latter being composed by the Spirit as a written revela-
tion of God’s thought and purpose, articulated through the secret logic of 
the “Rules.” Th erefore, in the prologue of LR, Tyconius insists on the specifi c 
task of the interpreter of scripture, as he understood it. By no means does the 
interpreter choose and apply the “Rules” themselves. For they are the reserved 
property of the “Authorial” Spirit who speaks through the Hebrew prophets. 
Th e interpreter’s proper task is to address the obvious need for perceiving 
the coherent system of the mysterious “Rules.” He explains how they func-
tion in specifi c cases and thereby he opens a way to better understand the 
whole of scripture. In Tyconius’s metaphoric terms, the interpreter provides 
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the readers of scripture with some “keys” and “windows” (or “lamps”) of his 
own confection, thanks to which the global application of the Spirit’s “Rules” 
would be facilitated, and scripture thereby become more intelligible. Tyconius 
does not describe the Rules themselves (because they are mystic, “mystery”); 
he only presents an access to the Rules of the Spirit.

Th e prologue is as follows: “Above everything else that came to mind, 
I considered it necessary to write a Book of Rules and so to fashion keys 
and lamps, as it were to the secrets of the Law. For there are certain mystic 
rules which obtain in the inner recesses of the entire Law and keep the rich 
treasures of the truth hidden for some people. But if the sense of these rules 
is accepted without ill will, as we impart it, what ever is disclosed will be 
opened and whatever is dark will be illumined; and anyone who walks the 
vast forest of prophecy guided by these rules as by pathways of light, will 
be kept from straying into error” (Babcock, ).

First, Tyconius’s initiative as an interpreter consisted in determining 
seven such “mystic” rules. He did not give them names, but he specifi ed the 
proper purpose of each of them:

Rule I calls for a fundamental distinction between “the Lord and his 
Body”;
Rule II focusses on “the Lord’s bipartite Body”;
Rule III regulates statements about “the Promises and the Law”;
Rule IV separates “the particular and the general” in prophecies;
Rule V is about “times” as implied in prophetic sayings;
Rule VI determines the so-called “recapitulation” eff ect in scripture;
Rule VII deals with “the Devil and his Body” (LR, prologue).

Secondly, Tyconius examined each “Rule” with regard to the specifi c proce-
dures for its application. For him, the correct verifi cation of these procedures 
consisted in the attempt “to fashion keys and lamps.” In a work of seven 
tightly knit chapters (Bright ), he composed a set of recommendations, 
or “keys and lamps,” to secure a right notion of the “Rules” themselves. He 
called his essay libellus regularis (LR, prologue), a “Regulating Essay,” not, as 
Augustine would decide and impose on later generations, a liber regularum, 
which means a Book of Rules” (or principles and regulations decided by the 
author), even if both designations, regularis and regularum are equivalent 
in strictly grammatical terms. Th e libellus, as conceived by Tyconius, was to 
become regularis through the acceptance by readers “without ill will” (pro-
logue), agreeing to the “keys and lamps” (or “windows”) which he fashions 
for them. In the mind of this African theologian, it was not, nor could it be, 
to publish a “Book of Rules,” as if he were the author of the Rules, imposing 
them on scripture like the rhetorical precepts required for the explanation 
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of classical texts in the schools. Th ey were for him regulae mysticae, oper-
ating in the innermost “recesses” of “obscure,” or contradictory, sayings of 
the prophets of old. Th ey transcended the realm of scholarly hermeneutics; 
they made possible the intrinsic regulation of biblical “treasures of truth.” To 
elucidate their functioning in the sacred text, Tyconius invested his entire 
rhetorical culture, convinced that through such an investment his theologi-
cal mindset, as an African Donatist, would succeed in clarifying the system 
of mystical rules proper to scripture.

Th irdly, Tyconius conceived his hermeneutics as a response to the major 
issues of the ecclesiastical debate in the church of his time. Not only did he 
insist, from chapter to chapter, on the basic need for a sound judgement 
and logical reason in reading prophecies, but even more he emphasized the 
need for actualizing in faith the truth perceived in them: “And so the body, 
in virtue of its head, is the Son of God; and God, in virtue of his body, is the 
Son of Man who comes daily by birth and ‘grows into the holy temple of God’ 
(Eph :). For the temple is bipartite” (Babcock, f.). Concerning Rule , 
reason (ratio) determines that the function of that rule consists in producing 
“the transition (transitus) from head to body and back again (reditusque),” 
to allow faith to conclude that “it is by this mystery (hoc mysterio, namely 
“Rule ,” Babcock ) that we must interpret, throughout the scriptures, any 
passage where prophetic utterances claim that Israel will perish”, etc.

Concerning Rule , Tyconius treats his readers to a long dissertation in 
order to overcome the contradictory statements of the auctoritas divina in 
scripture (Babcock, –). Pauline dialectics help to exercise sound reason-
ing, but “the Law, I say, was what showed us faith” (Babcock, ). In faith, hu-
man reason reaches its proper accuracy for it would be “foolish and perverse 
to believe that something said to the bipartite body pertains to the whole 
body” (Babcock, ). Th e “bipartite” body of the church, including saints 
and sinners (and not only “saints” in the Donatist sense), is a faith reality 
urging to preview the church’s next future and its fi nal consummation: “for 
there is a time when these things may be said not in riddles but openly, as 
that ‘departure’ approaches which is the revelation of the ‘man of sin’ ( Th es 
:), when Lot departs from Sodom (Gn :)” (Babcock ).

Rule  imposes a chapter as long as the one before (Babcock, –), 
and in its direct following, announced in school terms, “the particular and 
the general” though the author introduces it by declaring “I am not refer-
ring to the particular and the general as they are used in the rhetorical art 
devised by human wisdom” (Babcock, ). A detailed discussion of ot data 
and events leads Tyconius to conclude: “Even if some of this seems to be 
happening now in plain sight, it is still true that these are all spiritual mat-
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ters” (Babcock, ), namely the bipartite nature of data and the universal 
relevance of events when interpreted according to Rule .

Rhetorics and arithmology provide the “keys” for catching the “mystic 
signifi cance” of Rule : “Temporal quantity in scripture oft en has mystic 
signifi cance through the rhetorical fi gure of synechdoche, as through the 
specifi c numbers involved” (Babcock, ). In Rule , it is, carefully identi-
fi ed, stylistic subtlety which gives a sense for the scriptural Spirit’s recourse 
to “recapitulation.” Tyconius’s opening of the small chapter suggests a re-
semblance between the “Rules” of scripture and the “sealed” book of the 
Johannine Apocalypse: “Among the rules with which the Spirit sealed the Law 
so as to guard the pathway of light, the seal of recapitulation guards some 
things with such subtelty that it is more a continuation than a recapitulation 
of the narrative” (Babcock, ). Th is rule has been specially discussed by 
M. Dulaey. Rule  explicitly parallels Rule , with a symmetry of ecclesiologi-
cal and christological themes, calling insistently on the Book of Revelation 
and condemning once and for all the contemporary mystic of Donatism 
about an undivided church of the “Pure.”

It seems improbable that the LR had any real impact on the course of 
events in the fateful confrontation between African Donatists and Catholics. 
When Augustine discovered the work, its author most probably had died, 
but the LR would haunt Augustine’s preaching and count for much in his 
own resolve to become a true interpreter of scripture. More immediately 
infl uential for a broader readership was Tyconius’s Commentary on the 
Apocalypse, though it is almost impossible today to evaluate its immediate 
signifi cance, given the poor state of its remains, Th e Bobbio Fragments (Lo 
Bue ) relate to Rv –, –; the Budapest Fragments (Gryson ) 
relate to parts of Rv . More is known of Tyconius’s text by comparing the 
Commentaries on the Apocalypse of Primasius, Pseudo-Caesarius, Beatus 
of Liebana, and Bede (Steinhauser, Gryson). “Th e fragments of Budapest 
present the authentic text of Tyconius, and not a summary, like those of 
Turin” (Gryson, , ). Th e exegesis is allegorical (Simonetti) with a 
strong ecclesiological frame, like LR. Th e “Rules” discussed in LR are also 
consistently retraced in a similar way in the Commentary (Kannengiesser, 
, –). Tyconius never tires of engaging into polemics against his fel-
low Donatists who reduced the dimensions of the church to their provincial 
surroundings, and ignored the double, or “bipartite,” nature of the church in 
which saints and sinners cohabit.
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XVII
AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO 354–430

A comparative latecomer in the history of patristic exegesis, Augustine sur-
passes most of the ancient Christian interpreters of scripture by the intensity 
of his personal appropriation of the biblical text, and by the originality and 
the profundity of his interpretations. He would not have been consistent 
with his own life-long spiritual quest had he not struggled over long years 
to give himself a properly “Augustinian” expertise in the art of interpreting 
sacred scripture. However fi rst he set out to learn the rules and principles 
of interpretation from his predecessors, considering it his duty to conform 
to their hermeneutical standards, and in no way to impose a new exegetical 
method of his own invention. Augustine’s creative contribution consisted 
in a deliberate synthesis of late antique rhetorical culture with the biblical 
hermeneutics already elaborated over several centuries inside the church 
community. Whereas in the works of other Christian interpreters, rhetori-
cal culture and familiarity with scripture fused in a largely unrefl ected ap-
proach to scripture, for Augustine, these two streams, in their distinctive 
resources as well as in the complexity of their interactions, became a matter 
of fascinating inquiry.

Th us while Augustine never tired of discovering new aspects of the 
biblical message, it was in exploring scripture that he explored himself as 
well. His exegesis became an original contribution to biblical exegesis not 
so much by the imposition of a new theoretical frame as by the freshness 
and intensity of his inner inquiry. Scripture allowed him to interpret himself, 
even more than he interpreted scripture. Th e focal importance of the “self” in 
Augustinian exegesis is a key factor in the enduring relevance of Augustine’s 
hermeneutics right into modern times.

Th e present survey of Augustinian writings calls for a chronologi-
cal outline of the hermeneutical experience through which Augustine 
slowly reached his maturity as an interpreter of scripture. Hence the divi-
sions of this very short presentation of his exegesis: (I) A Hermeneutical 
Apprenticeship; (II) A Th eoretical Foundation: De doctrina christiana; (III) 
A Practical Exercise in Biblical Hermeneutics: Confessions; (IV) Th e ‘Truth’ 
of Scripture: De trinitate I–IV; (V) Exploring the Literal Sense: De Genesi ad 
Litteram I–IX; (VI) Th e Biblical Scholar; (VII) Augustine’s Ministry of the 
Word, (VIII) Th e City of God.
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i. A Hermeneutical Apprenticeship

For the years –, while Augustine lived in turn in Cassiciacum, Rome 
and Th agaste, before being ordained priest in Hippo, only those writings 
are considered which are of some signifi cance for his future career as an 
interpreter of scripture.

In Contra Academicos (Cassiciacum, in the Fall of ), where Cicero 
and Neoplatonists are omnipresent, one fi nds only one anonymous allusion 
to scripture: Nam mihi credite, vel potius illi credite, qui ait: ‘quaerite et inve-
nieti,’ “for believe me or rather believe him who said: ‘Search and you will 
fi nd,’ Mt :)” (II iii, ), a distinctly insignifi cant reminder on a Bible whose 
very functioning, at this point, seems to be quiescent in the lively arena of 
Augustine’s philosophical debate.

Again in De beata vita (November  at Cassiciacum), a charming 
conversation between Augustine, his mother Monica, his son Adeodatus, 
his brother Navigius, two cousins, two students and the friend Alypius, only 
one biblical citation surfaces: “For this also is said: ‘I am the truth’ (Jn :)” 
(IV, ), among a striking display of references to literary and philosophi-
cal sources. Th e more personal turn of the staged conversation does not yet 
convey Augustine’s immersing himself into the sacred text.

De ordine (Cassiciacum, also November ) is a more ambitious “discus-
sion” of a philosophical nature (disputatio) in two Books between Augustine 
and friends. Numerous allusions and quotations exemplifying Augustine’s 
past education or current intellectual concerns (Virgil and Ovid, Tacitus 
and Terence, Cicero and Plotinus . . .) are mentioned at random in the vivid 
exchange of views, mainly in Book I, in which one notes only one very vague 
scriptural allusion on Col : (philosophos huius mundi evitandos), joined to 
an explicit quotation of Jn :, satis ipse Christus signifi cavit, qui non dicit: 
‘regnum meum non est de mundo,’ sed ‘regnum meum non est de hoc mundo’ 
(I xi, ). While the Pauline allusion, if real, and the Johannine quotation, 
have no impact whatsoever on Augustine’s thought, they do add a distinc-
tive mark to the specifi c point of argument. It is worth observing that they 
intervene at the conclusion of De ordine which has been built up around 
an answer given by Augustine to the unexpectedly feminist request of his 
mother: numquidnam in illis quos legitis libris etiam feminas umquam audivi 
in hoc genus disputationis inductas?, “Did I ever hear women introduced 
in that kind of discussion in those books of your reading?” (I: xi, ). Th is 
isolated nt echo has the mark of a tribute paid by the son to the religious 
devotion of the mother, and suggests that, right up to the time of his baptism, 
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Augustine still grounded his biblical allegiance in the maternal religiosity 
which had pervaded the years of his childhood.

Soliloquiorum libri duo (Cassiciacum, late / early ), Augustine’s 
inaugural prayer (I, –) is emphatic and lyrical, written in a poetic prose 
which dispenses from any scriptural allusion. Augustine reaches a substan-
tial defi nition of what he means by “God,” namely the objective response to 
all the wishes and requests of his longing for absolute transcendency. His 
philosophical mindset is self-suffi  cient as he shift s from prayer to the strictly 
conceptual analysis by which the Soliloquium becomes a dialogue between 
himself and reason. In Augustine’s understanding, ‘Soli’ is conversational 
in nature: the loquium of the self confi rms its own inalienable consistency 
through its dialogue with reason. Th erefore in the return to prayer in VI, , 
Deus, pater noster (a prayer which has less to do with the biblical invocation 
“Our Father” than with the vibrancy of Augustine’s own innate mysticism) 
Augustine’s words may meet biblical metaphors, exaudi me palpitantem in 
his tenebris et mihi dexteram porrige, “hear me as I struggle in that darkness 
and stretch out to me your right hand,” but they do not result in any explicit 
reference. While he quotes Cicero several times, or refers to Quintilian (XVI, 
), or alludes to Plato and the Neoplatonists, and gives an explicit citation 
otherwise unknown of Cornelius Celsus (XII, ), Augustine’s tacit reminis-
cences of scriptural phrases remain hardly identifi able (I: i, ; vi, ), or at 
most very sporadic. Th ey are generally located in the immediate context of 
prayer (I: i, : Deus, per quem mors absorbetur in victoriam, cf.  Cor :, 
followed by other short allusions of the same sort to Jn, Mt and Gal; I: i,  = 
Gn :; I: i, , cf Mt :,  Cor :; xiii:). In these instances, scripture 
gives a language to the personal emotion generated by the intellectual debate. 
It does not yet play a role in the defi nition of the “self ” as capable of divine 
transcendency, which is what is at the heart of the whole debate.

De immortalitate animae was written in Milan in . Th is short essay 
On the Immortality of the Soul seems to have been included by accident in 
Augustine’s works: “Th e contortion of its arguments is so short and obscure” 
(Retractationes, , , ), that it tired even Augustine himself near the end of 
his life. Amazingly enough the exposition lacks any reference to scripture 
as well as any reference to secular literature.

Only in the last eight of  capitula of De quantitate animae, a long 
philosophical dissertation (tam longum sermonem xxxvi, ), composed in 
Rome , are found, highly signifi cantly for Augustine, the fi rst explicit 
quotations from scripture introduced as such in one of his early treatises: 
Cor mundum, . . . Ps :; then a barely recognizable echo of Pauline phrases 
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in xxviii, , followed by an implicit quotation of Eccl : in xxxiii, , and 
an explicit reference to Paul with a paraphrase of  Cor :: apostolus Paulus 
parvulis se totum dedisse praedicavit (xxxiii, ), followed by a proper citation 
of Mt :: Dominum Deum tuum adorabis et illi soli servies. Th e biblical refer-
ences of this treatise, tenuous as they are, sound close to Augustine’s recent 
experience of baptism: they witness to the fervor of the neophyte, already 
testifying to his improving familiarity with the Pauline letters.

Of a completely diff erent order is Augustine’s use of scripture in the 
polemical essay De moribus ecclesiae catholicae et moribus Manichaeorum 
libri duo, also written in Rome . Now the controversy itself imposes a sys-
tematic quotation from the nt against Manichean interpretations. Th e same 
practice would carry more weight in Augustine’s other two anti-Manichean 
essays of the next years, On Free Choice, started in Rome in , and com-
pleted in Africa, possibly in Hippo as late as , and On Genesis Against the 
Manichees, written in Th agaste in . For the task (totally new for him) of 
defending scripture against heretical abuse, Augustine starts by taking shelter 
under the umbrella of episcopos vel presbyteros vel cuiuscemodi ecclesiae cath-
olicae antistites et ministros (De moribus, I, ; J. B. Bauer, CSEL , ) and by 
invoking the apostolica disciplina (I, ). His use of scripture in these polemical 
treatises would not be determined by the rich background of his rhetorical 
culture, but it would conform to his recent entry into the institutional frame 
of the church. Th erefore aft er an introductory set of considerations deter-
mined by reason, Augustine shift s into a form of discourse entirely regulated 
by the authority of divine revelation, communicated by “the election of the 
patriarchs, the covenant of the Law, the predictions of prophets, the mystery 
of God’s becoming man, the testimony of the apostles, the blood of martyrs, 
and the conversion of the nations” (I, , ). One proposition aft er another 
contributes its share of biblical allusions, quotations, or paraphrases. Th e 
author palpably enjoys taking advantage of his personal familiarity with 
Pauline letters, the very letters which his Manichean adversaries claimed to 
know so well. He refers to many ot passages also used by them, though in 
a way now thoroughly reprehensible to the recent convert.

“In De moribus ecclesiae catholicae I, mainly composed in Rome, whose 
biblical richness reveals the author’s readings through its references, one 
fi nds in particular the fi rst quotations from Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus, Qohelet, 
Proverbs, which were books recommended to the attention of the catechu-
mens” (La Bonnardière , –). Some basic principles of interpretation 
take on a distinctive Augustinian tone, for instance that “Determination as 
much as piety is required; we may by the fi rst progress in learning, by the 
other, understand what we have learned,” Et diligentia igitur et pietas adhi-
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benda est; altero fi et ut scientes inveniamus, altero ut scire mereamur (I, ). 
Another traditional principle emphasized by main church apologists since 
the second century “Th ere is only one God in both Testaments” utriusque 
testamenti deus unus est (I, xvii, ), leads Augustine to root “the harmony of 
both Testaments” testamenti utriusque concordiam (I, xviii, ), in true “love” 
caritas. Further on he concludes: “Th e two voices of the one God, registered 
in both Testaments attest to the sanctifi cation of the soul in a common 
declaration, so that is happens sometimes that the same data is taken over 
from the old into the new scriptures,” Quae duae voces unius dei in duobus 
testamentis signatae sanctifi cationem animae concordi attestatione declarant, 
ut fi at aliquando illud quod item in novam scripturam de veteri assumptum 
est. Without the explicit invoking of the technical term, the typological in-
terpretation of scripture is well secured.

Th e dialogue On Free Choice, De libero arbitrio, in three Books, argues 
against the teaching of the Manichees that evil results only from people’s 
free choice. Th e very fi rst biblical reference in Book I, Is : (the only one 
in that Book), is introduced as a “prophetic proscription” praescriptum enim 
per prophetam (I, ii, , ). In Book II and III, added seven years later when 
Augustine was a presbyter in Hippo, biblical quotations occur more fre-
quently in a somewhat homiletic style referring to Wisdom literature and 
the Prophets as much as to the Gospels and to Paul.

In De Genesi contra Manichaeos, dating from –, the scriptural focus 
of Augustine’s polemic against his former fellow Manichees for the fi rst time 
calls on allegorical exegesis, as learned from Ambrose. Augustine’s concern 
to present a hermeneutically structured argument determines the whole 
essay (Weber , –). In addition to Ambrose, a direct dependence on 
Origen’s Homilies on Leviticus and On Genesis is claimed by Weber, following 
Altaner () and Teske ().

A new stage in Augustine’s apprenticeship in biblical hermeneutics was 
fi rmly announced shortly aft er his acceptance of the presbyterate in , in 
another anti-Manichean writing De utilitate credendi, which was addressed 
to his friend Honoratus, still a member of the sect. Here he carefully ex-
plains how to distinguish four possible senses of scripture: “historical” (what 
happened), “aetiological” (why it happened; aetia: “cause”); “analogical” (in 
ot and nt), and “allegorical” (not literal, but fi gurative). Th is teaching was 
communicated just as he received it, in phrases with Greek terms, secundum 
historiam, secundum aetiologiam, secundum analogiam, secundum allegoriam. 
Immediately Augustine explains the foreign terms, for instance: “According to 
allegory, when one explains that something written should not be taken liter-
ally, but be understood fi guratively” non ad litteram esse accipienda quaedam, 
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quae scripta sunt, sed fi gurate intellegenda (, ). Augustine’s comments on the 
four senses of scripture extend until the end of ,  with insistent quotations 
of  Corinthians, Galatians and  Corinthians (littera occidit, spiritus autem 
vivifi cat  Cor :), specially when expanding on “allegory.” However the 
recourse to scripture stops there in the treatise and the hermeneutical teach-
ing remains without much of an application. Indeed another interpretive 
approach seems to be practised in the contemporary De utilitate credendi, 
a Neoplatonic one: “Augustins antimanichäische Schrift en sind in ihrem 
Gehalt erheblisch neuplatonisch geprägt,” “Augustine’s anti-Manichean writ-
ings are distinctively marked in their content by Neoplatonism” (Schäublin 
, ).

De Genesi ad litteram inperfectus liber starts as an attempt at a continuous 
explanation of Genesis  by repeating word for word the statement about the 
four scriptural senses (modi) already made in De utilitate credendi, though in 
the “more appealing order, historia-allegoria-analogia-aetiologia” (Schäublin 
, ). Once more, the hermeneutical statement remains an abstraction, 
having no relevance for the subsequent exposition. Th e author multiplies 
reference to the religious cosmology of other Christian commentators of 
Genesis; he intersperses these observations with insights of his own which 
much later, he would elaborate in his defi nitive De Genesi ad litteram, but 
at this stage he does not engage into any hermeneutic of the “literal sense” 
as such. Th at may be the main reason why his fi rst attempt at a continuous 
commentary ends as early as with Gn :. A theoretical foundation was 
needed, thought out by Augustine himself before he could resume such a 
task. It would be his treatise On Christian Doctrine.

ii. A Theoretical Foundation: De doctrina christiana (DDC)

It is probably a distinctive mark of gift ed intellectual leaders in the Christian 
movement to engage their creativity simultaneously on a more practical and 
a properly theoretical level, when deciding to make a valuable contribution 
to biblical hermemeutics. Origen wrote his treatise On First Principles simul-
taneously with his Commentary on John, completed at a later date. Tyconius, 
the fi rst Latin theoretician of biblical hermeneutics wrote his Commentary on 
the Apocalypse at the time when he focused on his Liber Regularum. Augustine 
does the same in starting De doctrina christiana a few months before launch-
ing the redaction of his Confessions. Karl Barth would do the same in writing 
and rewriting his Commentary on Romans, and at the same time building up 
the theoretical construct of his so-called “dialectic theology.”
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Th e project of DDC must have been on its author’s mind from the day 
that he had to face the pastoral duty of preaching the word of God. Even 
without this clerical charge, Augustine’s daily reading of scripture kept him 
well aware of the needed procedures for its interpretation. Just to know 
how to select quotations to contradict the scriptural claims of adversaries 
was not enough for ministering to the community. How would he answer 
the questions of the faithful puzzled by readings of the liturgy if he had not 
clarifi ed for himself the main rules appropriate for understanding biblical 
texts? While the DDC directly addresses the pastoral requirements of that 
exegetical task, it was in a way more signifi cant for its author’s idiosyncratic 
interests than of the social and ecclesiastic context in Hippo around . In 
his early forties Augustine certainly would not have been true to himself had 
he not anchored his new project in a fresh reassessment of his inner self. On 
a theoretical level his hermeneutic of sacred scripture would mirror the vital 
trajectory of his own journey toward a spiritual goal. Th e fi rst Book of DDC, 
linear and unifi ed in its composition, fi rm and clear in its distinctions, with 
the intensity of its statements and its condensed aspirations, describes in 
forty short capitula the deepest personal motivation of the author even more 
than any exegetical theory: haec summa est, ut intellegatur legis et omnium 
divinarum scripturarum plenitudo et fi nis esse dilectio, “Th e chief purpose . . . is 
to make it understood that the fulfi llment and end of the law and all the 
divine scriptures is to love” (I, xxxv, ; R. P. H. Green, ).

Book I recapitulates Augustine’s quest during the past ten years. It rests 
on his inner vision achieved at the end of that decade since baptism. It 
takes advantage of the literary creativity generated by Augustine’s spiritual 
journey during that recent past. At once, it summarizes past experiences and 
already announces Confessions, the next dramatic initiative bursting forth 
from the bishop’s religious genius. For lack of evidence, all direct datings are 
blurred, but enough is said by Augustine himself to allow us to locate the 
composition of the fi rst nine Books of Confessions in the two years of inter-
val between Book I and Book II of DDC. Indeed the contemporanity of the 
two major projects of DDC and Confessions highlights structural affi  nities. A 
circular fl ow of creative motivation relativizes their chronological sequence, 
like two complementary expressions of a same authorial urge to express a 
self-awareness. Like the double face of a same coin, Augustine’s fascination 
with scripture marks the author of the DDC who starts by contemplating 
scripture at the very core of the spiritual journey before expanding into the 
detail of hermeneutical and rhetorical rulings; whereas, in the reverse order, 
Confessions starts with a long review of detailed incidents and life experiences 
before ending with the most amazing self-description, in  biblical terms, of the 
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author’s spiritual identity in a commentary on Gn :– in Books XI–XIII.
DDC I’s essential purpose is to explain what a Christian theory of bibli-

cal hermeneutics is all about. It is about knowing the right way to approach 
the divine realities which give Christian faith its foundation and original 
profi le. Scripture is par excellence the primary source for such knowledge. It 
speaks to us as the central revelatory agency made available in the church 
by God himself mediating through its written message all that God wants 
us to know for our salvation, therefore it must be studied in the most thor-
ough way possible. Its consistent and accurate interpretation implies a total 
dedication of its readers’ faith, hope and love, in other words, the actual 
accomplishment of the Law.

According to M. Moreau’s recent and illuminating proposal, Book I is 
divided into two parts: “I–Th e res, objects of frui or uti (, –, ),” and 
“II–Th e res, subjects of frui and uti (, –, )”; the two parts are pre-
ceded by six preliminary distinctions: modus inveniendi/modus proferendi; 
res/signum; frui/uti (, –, ); and followed by a conclusion (, –, ). 
In the fi rst part of Book I the res are the eternal realities, objects of sheer 
enjoyment, grounded in Trinitarian faith, as well as the temporal realities 
“useful” to faith in God’s salvifi c action, exemplifi ed in Christ and church 
(Th us the fi rst part evokes the two central affi  rmations of the Creed, by which 
God is acclaimed as universal Creator, then professed as active in the history 
of salvation). Th e second part of Book I submits the subjective experience 
of frui and uti to an analysis of the purpose of scripture, its telos, in Mt :
–: Diliges Dominum Deum tuum . . . tota lex pendet et prophetae—“Love 
your Lord God . . . on which the whole Law and the Prophets depend.”

Th e richness and density of both parts draws together the main strands 
of Augustine’s earlier creativity at work in his mind from Cassiciacum to 
Th agaste and is now placed at the service of the new bishop as he com-
mences the writing of DDC. From the Soliloquies derives the inspirational 
Platonic “love,” a notion which Augustine would rethink at the core of DDC 
I, and keep in mind throughout the composition of DDC. From De magistro, 
dictated in  at Th agaste, he borrows the crucial notion of “signs” only to 
amplify and deepen it before using it to structure the next two Books of DDC. 
In DDC, he would revive from De quantitate animae, written in Rome two 
years before De magistro, the basic idea of the human soul passing through 
several stages of levels of being, from a “vegetal” level to the “very vision 
and contemplation of truth” where one reaches “in reality, a home at which 
one arrives via those levels” (II, –; cp. I, – “as a journey or voyage 
home”). Th e same idea had already resurfaced in De vera religione, with the 
theme of the seven stages in the spiritual journey from the “old” to the “new” 
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man. More such thematic affi  nities between DDC and earlier writings of 
Augustine may be identifi able, but it is not only a set of philosophical and 
religious commonplaces which one fi nds resonating. Rather, in a Christian 
context, DDC is a replication of secular rhetorics calling on centuries old 
learning, not at all as a challenge or a supplement to that learning, but, more 
candidly, for exploiting its sophisticated resources in order to teach how to 
interpret scripture.

Book II deals with basic data which the Bible has in common with any 
other important writing: the very fact of the Bible’s being a work of literature 
and taking into consideration the peculiar style in which it is written leads 
Augustine in Book III to discuss the biblical style as seen from the outside, 
from a non-biblical culture. Th e cultural diff erence between the biblical world 
and the world of its reader creates special diffi  culties, for instance, when 
fi gurative phrases are wrongly taken as proper expressions to be understood 
literally, or when several fi gurative meanings are equally possible. At that point 
at the end of III, xxv, , with a quotation of Lk :, Augustine interrupted 
the redaction of DDC. It took him thirty years to resume its composition. 
Augustine’s theoretical foundation of biblical hermeneutics was shaken, if not 
compromised, by such an abrupt ending, a unique case in the bishop’s prolifi c 
experience as a writer. Certainly, short interruptions happened elsewhere. We 
even noted one between DDC I and DDC II. Major works like De trinitate, 
or De civitate dei, would need to be reactivated several times aft er periods of 
busy distractions, but there is nothing comparable to Augustine’s apparent 
failure to complete DDC in –. Even more without parallel is the fact 
that in , the old bishop felt obliged to complete that opus inperfectum, 
while other writings indeed remained “unfi nished.”

Augustinian critics frequently tend to minimize, if not ignore, the three 
decades of interruption, insisting that the author’s outline and motivation 
for DDC remained unchanged, or that the interruption was purely circum-
stantial, and in the end, insignifi cant. Various fortuitous reasons for that 
interruption are postulated: A. Pincherle (), calculating that the initial 
work on Confessions had anticipated the composition of DDC I–III, xxv, , 
thought that the interruption was due to Augustine’s eagerness to continue his 
writing on Confessions. Hill () suggested that a request of Bishop Aurelius 
diverted Augustine’s attention to another assignment. Strauss () argued 
on the basis of DDC III, xxv, that the puzzling analysis of signa ambigua 
locked the author in a dead end. More recently, G. Lettieri () concluded 
that Augustine interrupted DDC when he realized that what he had written 
on revelatio in Ad Simplicianum ,  was inconsistent with the hermeneutical 
and soteriological structure of DDC in . In all cases these hypotheses more 
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or less tend to overlook the controversial citation of Tyconius introduced by 
Augustine at the second start of his writing on DDC in , thus trivializing 
the extended commentary on the Tyconian rules carefully elaborated until 
the fi nal line of DDC III (see chapter , XVI: “Tyconius”). Recent publica-
tions have succeeded in opening a new debate on that issue, still a matter 
of controversy (Bright , , , ; Dulaey, Kannengiesser, 
, , Pollmann , Vercruysse ).

DDC IV presents the modus proferendi, aft er Books I–III had exposed 
the modus inveniendi. In other words, it deals with the art of communicat-
ing the biblical truth “found” and critically established by applying the pre-
cepts inculcated in Books II and III. “Communication,” in DDC IV, makes 
sense exclusively within the parameters of the rhetorical culture familiar to 
Augustine. Th e author opens Book IV with a loud and clear warning for 
readers expecting him “to outline the precepts of rhetorics which I learned 
and taught in secular schools,” qui forte me putant rhetorica daturum esse 
praecepta, quae in scholis saecularibus et didici et docui (IV, i, ). However the 
warning sounds paradoxical since the whole of Book IV will be fi lled with 
rhetorical prescriptions, in the same way that the rejection of Tyconius as “a 
Donatist and a heretic” (donatista hereticus III, , ) sounded paradoxical 
given the exceptional importance which Augustine allows to Tyconius’s Book 
of Rules. In both cases, the aged bishop reacts with strictly pastoral concerns, 
much more constraining at the end of his life than they were in the earlier 
writing of DDC in . In fact, Book IV off ers a very substantial lesson on 
() the Bible itself as teacher of sacred eloquence, () on Christian eloquence, 
() on the ethics of sacred eloquence: a fi nal tribute paid to Cicero by the 
most eloquent and the most sophisticated of all of Cicero’s disciples in the 
episcopal offi  ce during the patristic age.

iii. A Practical Exercise in Biblical Hermeneutics: 
Confessions

Aft er months of studious leisure at Cassiciacum, and almost three years of 
a contemplative retreat at Th agaste where he probably spent much of his 
time in reading scripture, Augustine had accepted in  the presbyteral 
ordination, not without requesting instantly from the local bishop a leave 
of absence with the specifi c purpose of improving his knowledge of sacred 
scripture. Entering the public service of the church, a church expressly calling 
on his intellectual leadership, he had conformed to a personal agenda which 
had biblical studies as its fi rst priority. Th rough all these years, Augustine 
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had kept alive the vivid memory of his rhetorical and professional past by 
which he surpassed most of his educated contemporaries in Roman Africa. 
However his new life-commitment as a Catholic on the provincial scene 
of a church divided by the Donatist schism fi rmly urged him to submit his 
skills to the divine authority of scripture. Th at appeared to him to be his 
only responsible option in face of the troubled situation of the community 
of believers to which he would be dedicated for the rest of his life. His public 
rejection of the Manichean sect had already entailed a few substantial essays. 
His real challenge now was to gain a grasp on scripture no longer limited to 
the kind of polemics conditioned by his unfortunate nine years in the sect of 
Mani, but henceforth oriented towards a fruitful assimilation of biblical and 
spiritual values inside the new institutional frame of his life. To be a member 
of the church could only mean for Augustine the presbyter, to exercise the 
same degree of literacy in ecclesiastical culture which he had so brilliantly 
displayed in his secular past. Th erefore scripture was for him the challenge to 
face. In order to face it, not only did he beg for help among church authorities 
like Aurelius of Carthage, his hierarchical superior (Letter ), but he also 
mobilized the many resources of his rhetorical expertise.

Th e passion of his recent conversion fused with his newly acquired 
biblical knowledge drew Augustine to conceive a project highly signifi cant 
of his introspective creativity, the Confessions. Psalmic lyrics and Pauline af-
fi rmations would help him to project an image of his past journey, capable 
of opposing sectarian claims of Donatists and Manichees alike, in showing 
how a true sinner could eloquently also claim to be a true member of the 
church.

Augustine’s hermeneutical approach to the Bible in Confessions was of a 
practical nature, not aimed like in DDC at teaching others how to use scrip-
ture, but primarily self-serving. Th e author, already invested for six years with 
the sacramental dignity of the presbyterate and since April  sole bishop 
of Hippo aft er the death of Valerius, was now deprived of the spiritual sup-
port of Ambrose, his distant, but still inspiring model of Milan (Ambrose 
died April , ). With the genius of his own sensibility, Augustine needed 
to redefi ne his whole person in the sacred terms of divine scripture, the only 
form of language appropriate in the church, as he had learned from Ambrose. 
Eager to acknowledge such a fundamental need, Augustine responded to it 
with the literary inventiveness which he had so much enjoyed at Th agaste, 
illustrated in particular by De magistro, the dialogues with his son, Adeodatus. 
A restless intellectual, determined to assume his new pastoral dimension, 
he conceived a literary project for which the Christian tradition did not 
provide any precedent, namely a story of his life illustrating the spiritual 



 Eleven Fourth- and Fift h-Century Latin Christian Literature

values by which he was re-defi ning himself through his scripture readings 
and through his service to the church.

Some modern editor has counted up to seventeen hundred biblical 
references in Confessions, implicit quotations and allusions included. But 
the picture of a massive use of scripture should not mislead. Book I, for in-
stance, starts just like another Soliquium with here and there prayerful lyrics 
mingling with the familiar voices of the Psalms, Paul and Job, of Jeremiah, 
even with some allusive Gospel wordings, but the biblical strata always re-
mains slightly below the surface of the text and never becomes explicit as a 
citation. In Book II, the autobiographical purpose gains some momentum, 
but it does not entail any biblical quotation. Not a single direct quotation of 
that sort imposes itself on the author of Confessions in the next fi ve Books. 
On the other hand, Augustine’s purpose to “confess” himself in retracing 
the convoluted itinerary of his spiritual journey out of his childhood and 
adolescence by no means repudiates his growing familiarity with scripture. 
In Book III he turns to the Bible aft er his reading of Cicero’s Hortensius. He 
obviously continues to be inspired by scripture in his autobiographical nar-
ration. His anti-Manichean outbursts occasionally confi rm his submission 
to the divine authority of scripture in Book IV, V, and VII. Although in Book 
VI, he celebrates the merits of Ambrose’s distinction between “letter’ and 
Spirit” in the exegesis of the Bible, one must wait until near the end of Book 
VIII (aft er Book VII had explained precisely what the books of the Platonists 
ignored in matters of spiritual humility) for encountering in Confessions the 
fi rst explicit biblical quotation: vade, vende omnia quae habes, da pauperibus et 
habebis thesaurum in caelis; et veni, sequere me, “Go, sell your possessions and 
give to the poor, and then you will have riches in heaven; and come, follow 
me” (Mt :). Even this locus classicus of the evangelical call to conversion, 
far from being addressed to the author, is only a memory, but a crucial one, 
crossing his mind at the climax of his own religious crisis: “For I had heard of 
Antony (the Hermit), that by hearing of the Gospel which he once chanced 
to come in upon . . .” (Loeb , ). In reaction to the philosophical pride of 
the Platonists and in deep admiration for Victorinus’s humility, by which 
this famous rhetor converted from philosophy to the message of scripture, 
Augustine himself at long last reached to the needed humility for opening 
“the Apostle’s book. . . . I opened it, and in silence I read: . . . ‘Not in rioting and 
drunkenness, not in chambering and in wantonness . . .’ (Rm :).” Helped 
by Alypius he also read: “Him that is weak in faith, receive” (Rm :).

Having established himself in the attitude of humble faith, the author 
of Confessions can now successfully appropriate the sacred text. In Book IX, 
for the fi rst time in his life, Augustine dares to punctuate the whole chapter 
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 with comments on diff erent verses cited in their natural order of Psalm 
. His “transition” on “memory” in Book X ends with a hardly perceptible 
echoing of  Cor :, but for the last three Books XI–XIII, Augustine adopts 
an inquisitive style and multiplies the admissions of his ignorance in such 
an intense discussion of Gn :–, that the biblical commentary in itself 
becomes his confession, or vice-versa (see the following contribution of 
P. Bright). For the modern reader, over the abyss of a millennium and a half 
of Western history, these last Books of Confessions already announce the 
much more deliberate hermeneutical experimentation to which Augustine 
would submit himself in De Genesi ad litteram.

A last observation on these last three books of Confessions. In Book XI, 
the literal enunciation of Gn:, “In the beginning,” induces Augustine to 
wonder about the nature of time. His reaction is comparable to the cross-
ing of an ocean of cultural legacies: the full cycle of scholarly disciplines is 
invested in his attempt to determine the nature of time, given the fact of the 
original creation of all things. Divine scripture challenged the dedicated “self” 
of the interpreter by imposing on him to place all his past learning at the 
service of the biblical littera, for that littera makes sense only, in Augustine’s 
view, by enabling him to succeed in a coherent retrieving of his own cultural 
heritage. It is noticeable that Augustine’s conceptual clarifi cation about the 
nature of time does not require one single quotation from scripture that 
would count for his argument (only a historical circumstance is recalled by 
quoting Mt : in XI:). Implicit paraphrases, mainly of psalms, abound 
with a few more of Matthew, John and Paul.

In Book XII, the same verse of Gn : turns Augustine’s attention to-
wards space, or absence of space (a turn similar to the one which would be 
imposed much later on Immanuel Kant by transcendental subjectivism). 
Th e notion of “heaven of heavens” helps Augustine to emphasize divine 
transcendency, with only one direct, though adapted, reference to  Cor : 
in XII, . Using the fi gure of Moses as author of the Book of Genesis for a 
literary inclusion of much signifi cance (XII, –), he discusses the diverse 
exegetical opinions on the matter in presuming that multiple interpreta-
tions of scripture are to be treated as a set of philosophical opinions whose 
diversity is, in the fi nal analysis, of no importance given the transcendent 
nature of divine truth in scripture.

In Book XIII the powerful image of the “fi rmament of your book” intro-
duces and concludes, fi rmamentum libri tui (XIII, )—fi rmamento scripturae 
tuae (XIII, ), a celebration of the works of creation prolonged until the 
end of the Confessions.
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iv. The “Truth” of Scripture: De Trinitate, I–IV

In a strong shift  from the inventive fervor of the last books of Confessions into 
the rigorous demands of composing the De Trinitate, the bishop of Hippo 
reverted to the teaching stance in which he had already composed the fi rst 
three books of De doctrina christiana. As in De doctrina christiana, he intro-
duced Book I of De Trinitate by denouncing three categories of potential 
adversaries, the third being the most unacceptable: “Th ey would seem both to 
know what they do not, and cannot, know” (I, ). Th e fi rst four books of De 
Trinitate are an elaboration of biblical sources of Trinitarian thought. Th ey 
have many features in common with the last three books of Confessions, but 
they are very diff erent in their use of scripture. From the author’s very fi rst 
observation in De Trinitate on “holy scripture which suits itself to babes” (I, 
) an explicit and consistent biblical quotation enhances Augustine’s bibli-
cal arguments. Th e dogmatic aim of the work obviously entails its proper 
hermeneutics, which belong now to a demonstrative genre warranted by 
canonical rules, and no longer to the narrative genre of Confessions for which 
Augustine had fi xed his own rules.

Th inking over the sheer possibility, as well as the content, of trinitar-
ian faith was for the bishop in itself a noble enterprise, “fi rst, however, we 
must demonstrate according to the authority of the holy scripture, whether 
the faith be so” (, ). Another basic requirement was to conform with the 
interpretive tradition of the church: “All those catholic expounders of the 
divine scriptures both Old and New whom I have been able to read, who 
have written before me concerning the Trinity who is God, have purposed 
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to teach this doctrine according to the scriptures . . .” (, ) summarized by 
the Creed and supported by numerous proof texts. “In these and like testi-
monies of the divine scriptures by the free use of which, as I have said, our 
predecessors expounded such sophistries or errors of heretics, the unity and 
equality of the Trinity are intimated to our faith” (, ). Th us the dogmatic 
discourse rests on a judicious choice of scriptural quotations already debated 
at length by (mainly Greek) “predecessors” of past centuries. It becomes the 
more intriguing to observe Augustine’s own contribution to the history of 
biblical interpretation in his application of biblical hermeneutics throughout 
De Trinitate.

Before ending Book I, Augustine emphasizes a fi rst “rule” for such herme-
neutics: “Wherefore, having mastered this rule for interpreting the scriptures, 
ista regula intellegendarum scripturarum, concerning the Son of God, that we 
are to distinguish in them what relates to the form of God, in which he is 
equal to the Father and what to the form of a servant which he took in which 
he is less than the Father, we shall not be disquieted by apparently contrary 
and mutually repugnant sayings of the sacred books” (, ). If Augustine 
was aware or not of here coming close to specifi c statements made by his 
“predecessors” we do not need to decide, but the fact is that “this rule for 
interpreting scripture” leads him fi rst to discuss the Gospels, introducing 
Jesus in “the form of a servant” before engaging into any consideration of the 
divinity of Christ, thus reversing the order, for instance, of the Athanasian 
Contra Arianos where the discussion of the Logos Incarnate as a “servant” 
always follows extensive debates on the nature of his divinity.

At the start of Book II, the Preface announces a strong resolve to face the 
challenges of contemplating divine Trinity: “I will not be slow to search out 
the substance of God, whether through his scripture or through the creature, 
for both of these are set forth for our contemplation to this end, that he may 
himself be sought.” Th e “rule” already enunciated in the Preface is repeated 
at the top of the main exposition: “We hold most fi rmly, concerning Our 
Lord Jesus Christ, what may be called the canonical rule, as it is both dis-
seminated through the scriptures, and has been demonstrated by learned 
and catholic handlers of the same scriptures,” per scripturas disseminatam et a 
doctis catholicis earundum scripturarum tractatoribus demonstratam tanquam 
canonicam regulam (, ) about the two natures of Christ; “yet there are some 
things in the sacred texts so put as to leave it ambiguous (ut ambiguum sit) 
to which rule they are rather to be referred; whether to that by which we 
understand the Son as less, in that he has taken upon him the creature, or to 
that by which we understand that the Son is not indeed less than, but equal 
to, the Father, but yet that he is from him, God of God, Light of Light.”
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Firmly leaning on the dogmatic conclusions of his unnamed “predeces-
sors,” and remembering the recommendation of De doctrina christiana in 
the case of scriptural ambiguities (cf DDC II , ) before the end of Book 
II, Augustine hastens towards the familiar territory of biblical symbolism 
much needed for his forthcoming demonstration: “Nor again, as we call the 
Son a rock (for it is written, ‘And that rock was Christ,’  Cor :), can we 
so call the Spirit a dove or fi re. For that rock was a thing already created, 
and aft er the mode of its action was called by the name of Christ, whom it 
signifi ed; like the stone placed under Jacob’s head, and also anointed, which 
he took in order to signify the Lord; or as Isaac was Christ, when he carried 
the wood for the sacrifi ce of himself. A particular signifi cative action was 
added to those already existing things; they did not, as that dove (Mt :) 
and fi re (Acts :), suddenly come into being in order simply to signify” (, 
). Without using technical terms Augustine refers to the kind of typol-
ogy already practised inside scripture before it was further elaborated by 
his predecessors in the art of commenting on scripture. In the Preface of 
Book III, he repeats with an unusual insistence the debt of learning which 
he owes those former commentators with regard to the scriptural founda-
tion of Trinitarian faith, not discounting the merits of his own research: “I 
myself confess that I have by writing learned many things which I did not 
know . . . supported, then, very greatly and aided by the writings we have 
already read of others on this subject. . . .”

Th e purpose of Book III is to state the absolute transcendency of God 
before discussing ot “theophanies.” Th ose divine apparitions to Abraham, 
Moses and others, do not imply any visible essence of God, nor any changes 
in that essence. Th e book focuses on that issue. It is noticeable that in the 
Preface of Book IV, still close to DDC I, Augustine recovers the lyrical ac-
cents of prayer in his Confessions. His humble self-depreciation is balanced 
by a fi rm affi  rmation of “thy truth,” veritas tua: “And this truth, changeable 
though I am, I so far drink in, as far as in it I see nothing changeable . . . for 
the essence of God, whereby he is, has altogether nothing changeable, neither 
in eternity, not in truth, nor in will.” Without further technicality the author 
expresses once more his central conviction: interpreting scripture means ac-
counting for divine truth as such. What is read in scripture refers always to 
that truth personifi ed in Christ. “Because therefore the Word of God is one, 
by which all things were made which is the unchangeable truth, all things are 
simultaneously therein, potentially and unchangeably; not only those things 
which are now in the whole creation, but also those which have been and 
those which shall be.” Th e whole interpretation of Genesis I which Augustine 
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would develop later on in De Genesi ad litteram is announced here, based 
on his dogmatic concept of divine truth in scripture.

v. Exploring the Literal Sense: 
De Genesi ad litteram I–IX

Th e fi rst nine books of De Genesi ad litteram were composed in  and 
. Books X–XII, like the last three books of Confessions, were progressively 
added to the unfi nished work up to .

In Augustine’s many-faceted literary output, De Genesis ad litteram would 
remain a unique attempt to write a proper commentary of scripture. Aft er 
his earlier refutation of Manichean ideas about the creation of the world, 
and his theoretical outline on biblical hermeneutics in DDC, Augustine had 
attempted to exercise a consistent use of scripture in the diff erent literary 
genres to which belong Confessions and the dogmatic treatise De Trinitate. 
He did not consider the last three books of Confessions as a proper com-
mentary on Genesis I because they were more aimed at retrieving his inner 
journey in the light of Genesis than at focusing on the biblical text for itself. 
In truth he had never before faced the task at expounding for itself the bib-
lical littera in its immediate enunciation and its natural order. Augustine’s 
candor in turning to the risky challenge of a proper commentary is a mark 
of his genius.

He mentions no specifi c adversaries whose thought would bother him at 
the start of the work, nor does he feel the need to call again on the canonical 
authority of “predecessors” or church institutions as he did in venturing into 
the composition of De Trinitate. His only ‘adversary’ in this case would have 
been his own lack of a formulated understanding of Genesis I–III. He would 
fi ght his own defi cient rationale about Genesis from one biblical word to 
another. Th e only sacred authority to which he would submit the composi-
tion of his commentary would be the divine littera itself. Th ere is something 
paradoxical, even puzzling, in the apparently innocent reception of the littera 
by Augustine. At once he qualifi ed the littera as “fi gurative,” “No Christian 
will dare say that the narrative must not be taken in a fi gurative sense” (I, , 
); and goes on to wonder: “What meaning other than the allegorical have 
the words ‘in the beginning God created heaven and earth’ (Gn :)” (I, , ), 
only to argue page aft er page until the end of Book I about all the possible 
meanings of each biblical word taken at face value.

For in the bishop’s approach, the littera happens to be a formidable screen, 
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at once showing and hiding the meaning of God’s written message; a screen on 
which the interpreter would unremittingly project his questions and reactions, 
not without observing how irrelevant his behavior might be: “Perhaps this is 
an absurdly material way of thinking and speculating on the matter” (I, , ). 
Taken one word aft er another, line aft er line, the text of scripture constantly 
imposes itself on the interpreter, and reinforces its categorical requirements 
as the objective and defi nitive expression of divine truths, by defi nition, un-
changeable. Th erefore, for Augustine, “interpretation” would mean allowing 
one’s own thought to be consonant with the littera. Th us in front of the literal 
“screen” of scripture a drama develops in the interpreter’s mind, keeping the 
littera itself untouched and undisputed, but plunging Augustine into a de-
cisive crisis of a hermeneutical nature. Th rough a consistent questioning of 
the biblical text (and of himself) about “light,” “water,” “darkness,” “heaven and 
earth,” and the Spirit “stirring above the waters,” this commentator of Gn :
– would conclude in recognizing his apparent failure. He had kept true to 
his initial purpose, “to discuss sacred scripture according to the plain meaning 
of the historical facts, not according to future events which they foreshadow” 
(I. . ), but he would wisely conclude: “God does not work under the 
limits of time by motions of body and soul, as do men and angels, but by the 
eternal, unchangeable and fi xed exemplars of his co-eternal Word, . . . hence 
we must not think of the matter in a human way, as if the utterances of God 
were subject to time throughout the various days of God’s works.” Th e littera 
itself, being “utterances of God,” transcends human thinking. A true interpreter 
verifi es that transcendency in exposing to the mystic evidence of the littera 
all his thinking, rational yet defi cient as it may be.

Book II, on Gn :– or on Ps :, “can with good reason be understood 
fi guratively,” or better allegorically, as speaking about “spiritual and carnal 
persons in the church” (II, , ), but that is not Augustine’s present purpose. 
Th ough other commentators start interfering in his exegetical exercise, such 
as “people who engage in learned discussions about the weights of the ele-
ments,” “a certain commentator” (who is Basil of Caesarea; II, , ); or again 
“certain writers” (II, , ), “certain commentators” (II, , ), nobody distracts 
him from multiplying his own questions and common-sense observations. 
He is confi dent that “the authority of scripture in this matter is greater than 
all human ingenuity” (II, , ), and that “the narrative of the inspired writer 
brings the matter down to the capacity of children” (II, , ). Only once 
does the author refer to an interpretation that would deviate from the plain 
sense of the text under scrutiny, in recalling the beautiful image of the 
scripture-fi rmament in his former work: “My allegorical interpretation of 
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this passage (Ps :, ‘who stretches out heaven like a skin’) can be found 
in the thirteenth book of my Confessions” (II, , ).

Book III, about “Th e works of the fi ft h and the sixth days,” proceeds in 
the same brilliant yet somehow pedestrian way as Book I and II, by bringing 
the littera close to daily sense experience, a procedure which occasionally 
gives the author some satisfaction: “Considerable light is now thrown on this 
text [Gn I:] which seemed obscure at fi rst” (II, , ). Several questions 
are postponed: “Concerning this question there may be an occasion later on, 
God willing, for a more thorough discussion” (III, , )”; Later on there will 
be ample opportunity to treat more thoroughly the nature of man” (III, , 
); “Th is theory [about a possible “baby boom” without the Fall] can be pro-
posed, although how it could all be explained is another matter” (III, , ); 
and “As I have already indicated, we shall later investigate more thoroughly 
the rest of the biblical account of the creation of man” (III, , ).

Book IV recapitulates the consideration of the six days in the former 
books and ponders the biblical phrase of “God’s rest.” In that recapitulation 
one fi nds a new emphasis on what would become a distinctively Augustinian 
mark in the present commentary: Th e author introduces the Book by point-
ing out very precisely: “It is a laborious and diffi  cult task for the powers of 
our human understanding to see clearly the meaning of the sacred writer in 
the matter of these six days” (IV, , ). Aft er a brilliant summary of mystical 
numerology about the “six days,” fl anked with the severe caveat: “We must 
fi rst drive from our minds all anthropomorphic concepts that men might 
have” (IV, , ), Augustine stresses the radical transcendency of God about 
the “rest” of the seventh day, only to conclude: “But now, in view of what 
we have seen about the seventh day, it is easier to admit our ignorance of a 
thing that is beyond our experience. . . . It is easier to confess our ignorance 
of these matters than to go against the obvious meaning of the words of holy 
scripture by saying that the seventh day is something else than the seventh 
recurrence of the day that God made” (IV, , ). Th us the confession of 
ignorance generates the idea of seven recurrences of the same primordial 
“day.” Th at idea, immediately examined through more reasoning, allows 
Augustine to dig out from “the evidence of scripture” other arguments in 
favor of the transcendent meaning of “day”: “Otherwise we might be forced 
to say, against the evidence of scripture that beyond the works of the six 
days a creature was made on the seventh day, or that the seventh day itself 
was not a creature” (IV, , ). Th at transcendent meaning, he insists, has 
nothing to do with “some fi gurative and allegorical way” of interpreting 
“day,” “evening,” or “morning”; it “must be understood not in a prophetic or 
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fi gurative sense”, but literally (IV, , ), which, he signifi cantly observes, 
does not exclude a variety of interpretations.

Here one reaches the ground of the interpreter’s intimate conviction: 
by divine inspiration the true nature of the biblical littera conveys enough 
of God’s own transcendency for enabling its interpreters to formulate such 
paradoxical notions as the one to which Augustine now turns, the notion of 
the simultaneous creation of all things: “For this scripture text that narrates 
the works of God according to the days mentioned above, and that scripture 
text that says God created all things together, are both true. And the two are 
one, because sacred scripture was written under the inspiration of the one 
Spirit of truth” (IV, , ). In the following books of De Genesi ad litteram, 
it is through the experience of sacred “literalism” that Augustine deepened 
his distinctive attitude as an interpreter of scripture: “You must understand 
that this day (Gn :) was seven times repeated to make up the seven days. . . . 
Holy scripture indeed, speaks in such a way as to mock proud readers with 
its heights, terrify the attentive with its depths, feed great souls with its truths, 
and nourish little ones with sweetness” (V, , ).

Th e humble confession of “ignorance” by the “great soul” claiming here 
to perceive the “truth” of scripture will become more and more, the central 
element in the completion of De Genesi ad litteram, as it was already the case 
in Confessions. As in V, ,  about Gn :, the commentary would oft en take 
on the shape of accumulated questions begging their answers. “Ignorance” 
will be repeatedly linked with interpretation: “In our ignorance (nescientis) 
we conjecture about possible events which the writer omitted knowingly. In 
our eff orts according to our limited ability we try with God’s help to see that 
no absurdity or contradiction have be thought to be present in sacred scrip-
ture to off end the mind of the reader” (V, , ). “In this whole wide universe 
created by God there are many things we do not know” (V, , ). “Scripture 
does not permit us to understand that in this manner the man and woman 
were made on the sixth day, and yet it does not allow us to assume that they 
were not made on the sixth day at all” (VI, , ). “Within the limits of our 
human intelligence we can know the nature of a being we have observed 
by experience in so far as past time is concerned, but with regards to the 
future, we are ignorant” (VI, , ). “If the foregoing conclusion is valid we 
are attempting in vain to fi nd a literal meaning” (VI, , ). “Nevertheless, 
as I weigh these considerations, I do not want to make any hasty declara-
tions but rather to wait and see whether the text of scripture elsewhere is 
not against my interpretation” (VI, , ). “Whether in the present study, 
I shall fi nd some certain and fi nal answer (about ‘the problem of the soul’), 
I know not” (VI, , ),—the fi nal statement of Book VI.
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From Book VII De Genesi ad litteram engages into a changed mode of 
composition. Each Book focuses now on given issues whose philosophical 
discussion is occasioned by the biblical text. In VII, it is the origin and nature 
of the human soul referred to in Gn : which is at stake. In VIII, it is the 
“garden of Eden” of Gn :; in IX, the creation of woman (Gen :); in X, 
again, the origin of the human soul, and fi nally in XI, the sin of Adam and 
Eve (Book XII, on the “third heaven” is a later addition, as noted by Augustine 
himself, Retract II, xxiv,  duodecimum addidi). In that sequence of Books 
Augustine fi nds several occasions to admit the limits of his understanding 
(VII, ,:, ; VIII, , ; X, , ; , ; , ; , ; , ; XI, , ; , ;, 
); he also repeatedly expresses (at least until XI, –!) his fi rm determina-
tion to avoid allegorizing the text of Genesis (VIII, , ; , ; , ; , ; , ; 
, ; , ; , ; IX, , ; , ; XI, , ), but the focus of his attention 
has become more distant from the biblical littera, more self-contained in 
philosophical arguments. Th erefore the dramatic confession of “ignorance” 
bound with the hermeneutical inquiries about the literal meaning of Genesis 
in the former Books of De Trinitate no longer occurs. It clearly shows that 
Augustine’s interpretive experience in De Genesi ad litteram, determined as 
he was to give a full account of the very littera of Genesis and of the littera 
alone, confi rmed him in the highly inspiring attitude of intellectual humil-
ity which he had already increasingly emphasized in his Confesssions. Th e 
interpretation of scripture understood as pervaded by docta ignorantia, as 
Augustine called it as Letter  written in , when he was in the midst of 
writing De Genesi ad litteram (completed in ), would thereby receive its 
proper Augustinian mark. In Retractationes II, xxiv the aged bishop consist-
ently noted about De Genesi ad litteram: “In this work their are more ques-
tions raised than answers found, and of the answers found, not many have 
been established for certain. Th ose that are not certain have been proposed 
for further study” (transl. J. H. Taylor , I, ), In hoc opere plura quaesita 
quam inventa sunt, et eorum quae inventa sunt pauciora fi rmata, cetera vero 
ita posita, velut adhuc requirenda sunt (CSEL xxxvi. ed. P. Knöll, : II, L, 
f.; CCSL LVII, ed A. Mutzenbecher, : II, xxiv, f.).

vi. The Biblical Scholar

Th e two early polemical essays of an exegetical nature, De Genesi contra 
Manichaeos, De Genesi ad litteram imperfectus liber, with the much more 
important theoretical work De doctrina christiana and the personal in-
ventiveness in De Genesi ad litteram, have already received notice. Under 
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the present rubric are collected literary products of Augustine’s scholarly 
practice: a set of answers to specifi c quaestiones raised by the “brothers” of 
his monastic group during their common reading of scripture, or by people 
like the Milanese priest Simplicianus. Added are a Commentary on Matthew 
–, some marginal notes on Job, two letters to Jerome, and a late scholarly 
exercise on the Heptateuch. All these written traces of Augustine’s life-long 
dedication to studying scripture, fi ll up the three decades of his presbyteral 
and episcopal ministry. Most helpful precisions on these scholarly papers 
are given by G. Madec, Introduction aux ‘Révisions’ et à la lecture des oeuvres 
de saint Augustin, Paris, . Also: M.-J. Lagrange (). For Augustine as 
“reviseur de la Bible,” De Bruyne, , –, remains indispensable.

De diversis quaestionibus octoginta tribus
Th e  Quaestiones are indeed extremely diverse, as expressly stated 

by Augustine himself in Retract I, . Collected on free sheets of paper by 
“brothers,” such as Alypius, Severus, Profuturus, and Possidius, in Augustine’s 
improvised community of Th agaste (Fall –mid May/August ), they 
refl ect a shift  in favor of biblical studies aft er Augustine’s priestly ordina-
tion in  (Epist , ). From lively discussions during the fi ve or six years 
preceding Augustine’s episcopate (/) derived essays like De Genesi ad 
litteram imperfectus liber, De sermone domini in monte, Expositio quarundam 
propositionum ex epistola ad Romanos, Epistolae ad Galatas expositio, Epistolae 
ad Romanos inchoata expositio. Th e  Quaestiones (casually assembled and 
edited by the “brothers” but numbered by Augustine himself) start with a 
set of fi ft y, dating from –, and are mainly philosophical. A second set 
consists of groups of quaestiones determined by biblical texts under scru-
tiny, and close to Augustine’s biblical works of the time: Qu – on ot, 
– on John, – on Matthew, –, again on John, – on Romans, 
– on  Corinthians,  on Galatians,  on Titus,  on Philippians, 
 on Colossians,  again on Romans,  on James,  (like Qu  edited 
with pseudo Augustinian elements) in Exodus,  on Hebrews (some non 
exegetical Quaestiones are inserted here and there: Qu , , , , ). As 
a whole the second set of essentially biblical “diverse questions” dates from 
the leave of absence for bible study granted to Augustine when ordained 
priest in  Both sets of De diversis quaestionibus “testify to Augustine’s 
spiritual journey during the period starting when the biographical report 
of Confessions ends” (Mutzenbecher, , xliii).
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Qu  Gn :
        :
  Ex :; :; :–
  Ps :, strictly philosopical on body, soul, God.
  Sg :
  Jn :, numerology.
      :–, numerology.
  Mt :– etc.; John the Baptist.
      :–, ten virgins.
      :, doomsday.
  Jn :–.
      :–.
       :, Logos = ratio or verbum.

  :–, with a general rule: in omnibus scripturis summa 
vigilantia custodiri oportet et secundum fi dem sit sac-
ramenti divini expositio (, f.).

  Jn :–.
  Rom :–:.
           :–.
           :.
   Cor :.
            :–.
  Gal :.
  Tit :.
  Phil :.
  Col :–.
  Heb :.
  Jas :.
            (, : non exegetical)
  Ex –, on the miracles performed by Pharaoh’s
  magicians.
  Adv Apollinaristas
  De quadragesima et quinquagesima
  Heb :.
  De coniugio (Mt :;  Cor :–).

In the fi rst set of fi ft y quaestiones a very fi rst allusion to scripture occurs in 
Qu , the fi rst quotation of scripture in Qu . Only from Qu  on bibli-
cal references multiply. In Qu , , , , and still in Qu , Augustine’s 
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arguments are aiming towards the biblical quotations given at the end of 
the quaestio, whereas in the second set (Qu –) the biblical text is center 
stage in each quaestio. Aft er Qu , specially in the second half of Qu , full 
developments in Augustine’s exposition off er mainly a sequence of biblical 
quotations.

Expositio quarundam propositionem ex epistola ad Romanos
In Retract I, , , Augustine explains that the short essay consists in 

answers given to “brothers” in . Without much editing we hear echoes of 
discussions entertained by Augustine and his friends during the happy years 
of their spiritual incubation at Th agaste. As a bishop, Augustine would never 
use it. Th e fi rst to mention it in a much later time would be Cassiodorus, Inst 
div , , . (See O. Bardenhewer, Misc Agost , , –).

Epistolae ad Galatas expositionis liber unus (Retract I, )
Of the same nature as the Expositio above, attempted aft er the return 

to Hippo.

Epistolae ad Romanos inchoata expositio (Retract I, )
Another attempt quickly interrupted when found too diffi  cult.

De diversis quaestionibus ad Simplicianum (Winter –: Perler Mard 
)

Th e work has been composed according to the genre of Quaestiones et 
Responsiones inaugurated by Philo on Genesis and Exodus, and acclimated 
to Christian literature by Ambrosiaster ca. –.

Qu. ,  on Rom :–, opposes the Manichean exegesis of two “Laws,” 
one “good,” the other for “death.” Augustine proceeds by exploring the pas-
sage verse aft er verse in a continuous exegesis which actually exceeds the 
limits of the genre.

Qu. ,  on Rom –, a passage ignored by Marcion, but used by Origen 
in defense of free will and divine justice. A similar use was already noticeable 
in Ambrosiaster, and in Augustine, in Rom  and  (in /).

Qu. ,  is about  Kgs : and :: is the literal meaning contra-
dictory?

Qu. ,  treats  Kgs :. Marcion had also wondered how God could 
“repent” and he had concluded that there was a diff erent God in ot and 
nt. Th e same question was raised by Manichees, hence Augustine’s answer 
defends the ot.

Qu. ,  is about  Kgs :–. In line with a tradition marked by 



 Augustine of Hippo 

Origen, Eustathius, Ambrosiaster and Philaster, Augustine explains that the 
pytonissa does not mean that evil power can exercise its dominion over 
virtuous souls.

Qu. ,  treats  Kgs :. Augustine peacefully clarifi es the literal 
 meaning.

Qu. ,  treats  Kgs :. It is also free from polemics and Augustine’s 
answer remains purely exegetical. In an eloquent paraphrase (Ita ergo dictum 
est, ac si diceret, “It is expressed as to say . . .” and by calling on the broader 
scriptural context (Multa sunt autem in scripturis quae, “Much is said in 
scripture which”) Augustine clarifi es the somewhat “obscure,” (obscuram) 
sentence in Eliajah’s badly transmitted statement, non servata pronuntiatio.

So much for the exegetical elements in De diversis quaestionibus, the rest 
belonging to heresiology.

De sermone domini
Th e essay was composed between late August  and late  as a 

continuous commentary on the literal meaning of Mt –, with as central 
theme the progressive acquisition of Christian perfection in seven stages, 
determined by the seven Beatitudes of Matthew (the eighth transcending the 
series is a symbol of eternity. Augustine links the beatitudes with the seven 
gift s of the Spirit according to Isaiah :–, but he contemplates them in 
their reverse order and in the light of the seven (not six!) requests of the 
prayer, Our Father.

Book I, commenting on Beatitudes –, focuses on Mt . Book II, discuss-
ing Beatitudes  and , deals with Mt –. Indeed the fi rst fi ve Beatitudes 
direct people towards bona opera, the last two turn their attention toward 
contemplatio summi boni. In De consensu evangelistarum (, , ), dating from 
, Augustine would use that same division for commenting on vita activa 
and vita contemplativa.

Ten years before Augustine, Ambrose had written on the same topic in 
his Commentary on Luke, V, not without discreetly referring to his source, 
Gregory of Nyssa’s eight Homilies on the Beatitudes delivered during Lent 
. Th at Augustine’s exegesis, though without being servile, directly depends 
on Ambrose is certain; that he knew also Gregory’s Homilies seems probable, 
but needs further verifi cation.

Adnotationes in Job
Th ey date from . Th ey “are marginal notes added by Augustine to 

a codex, collected and edited by disciples. In Augustine’s own observation, 
they are the more diffi  cult to understand as in many of them the biblical 
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phrases interpreted have not been noted, and the very text of the biblical 
book was severely questionable (Retract II, ). Th e same must be said of the 
Expositio . . . epistolae Iacobi (Retract II, ). Th ey are not proper books, but only 
valuable witnesses to Augustine’s study of the Bible.” (G. Madec, Introduction 
aux ‘Révisions’ et à la lecture des oeuvres de Saint Augustin, Paris, , ).

De consenu evangelistarum (/)

Expositio epistolae Iacobi ad duodecim tribus (before , lost).

Ad Hieronymum presbyterum libri duo
Th ese libri are, in fact, two letters given to Orosius in  for being de-

livered to Jerome. Th ey were “published” only aft er Jerome’s death ().

Locutiones/Quaestiones in Heptateuchum (Retract II, –)
Th e work was composed at the time when Augustine was writing Books 

XV–XVI of the City of God probably in / . It consists of a minute exer-
cise of literal exegesis on the fi rst seven books of ot by which idiomata and 
proprietates, “words” and “particularities” of the Greek and Hebrew language 
taken over without explanation into Vetus Latina translations of the Bible 
are clarifi ed. Occasionally Augustine compares the Latin text with the lxx 
Greek, but “hastily” tamquam a festinantibus (Prooemium). For the Questions 
on Genesis, see Cavallera ().

Quaestiones in evangelium

Quaestiones XVI in Matthaeum

vii. The Ministry of the Word

Enarrationes in Psalmos
“Th e great biblical discovery of Augustine during his stay at Cassiciacum 

was the Davidic Psalms” (La Bonnardière , ), a discovery which he 
would reiterate and deepen throughout his pastoral activity until the day 
when psalmic verses copied in large characters would be posted on the walls 
were he was dying in .

As noted by the editors of St. Augustine on the Psalms in ACW.,  
(), the Enarrationes (a title in use only since Erasmus) “fall into four 
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classes, in which the written commentaries oft en diff er considerably from 
those delivered orally: (a) brief exegetical notes (Ps –); (b) more de-
tailed commentaries (Ps –); (c) dictated expositions in sermon form, 
possibly read aloud in church by his priests; (d) proper sermons. Certain 
psalms demanded more than one commentary: there are two on many of 
them; three on Ps ,  and ; four on Ps  and ; and no fewer than 
thirty-two on Ps !

Th e dating of the Enarrationes was subjected to much scrutiny since 
W.W.II: Zarb, . Th e major results of that research are that Enn on Ps 
– were composed as early as , whereas the commentary on Ps , 
Augustine’s last Enn, dates from . A chronological list of the Ennarationes 
is printed in ACW , –; another one in CCSL XXXVIII, pp. xv–xviii 
add La Bonnardière, Recherches, ; Le Landais, M., Deux années ().

Some of the sermons on the psalms were preached at Hippo or Carthage 
(De Bruyne, ), seven others at Th agaste, and one at Utica. “Th ey have the 
freedom, the forcefulness and the penetrating simplicity of the spoken word, 
added to the inexorable realism which characterizes all Augustine’s sermons 
to the people. One gathers the impression, from many of these lively homilies 
that they are addresses of a pastor of souls to a fl ock whom he loves and 
knows intimately. Th eir homely metaphors and fl ashes of wit, their wordplay, 
assonance, and rhythms must have sent many a listener home chuckling with 
appreciation.” Th e imaginative perception of Augustine’s preaching style by 
Dame Scholastica Hebgin and Dame Felicitas Corrigan (ACW , , ) 
is representative of the unanimous chorus of praise magnifi ed by modern 
critics. Th e thematic richness of Augustine’s sermons on the psalms adds to 
the thrill of their lively style.

Th e Enarrationes, similar to the City of God, depict a “spiritual history 
of humankind” (Pontet , ): Jesus Christ is the celestial “Lord” of the 
earthly church extended to the limits of the human species according to 
the basic principle of ecclesiology systematized by Tyconius. By focusing 
on the “Lord,” Augustine explains all ups and downs of individual believers 
and of the whole “body” of Christianity, as a universal and ongoing drama 
in which God operates universal salvation. Th e preacher’s rhetorical skills, 
joined with a religious imagination in constant alertness, let him detect 
endless possibilities for allegorical applications. Psalmic verses are clari-
fi ed when necessary in their literal meaning, with the help of grammatical 
devices, by referring to common experiences or to historical information. 
More constantly their spiritual meaning allows one or more allegories, always 
inspired by Augustine’s vision of biblical salvation history. In particular the 
Book of Genesis and the Pauline Letters remain permanently in the back 
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of the interpreter’s mind. One psalm calls on another. Th ey are best under-
stood in the light of the Gospels which themselves call on the whole Bible. 
In the blinding light of the divine incarnation as he perceives it Augustine 
dispenses from any investigation of the literal meaning of psalmic verses, 
but he never fails to anchor his Christian “dream-time” exegesis in scriptural 
evidence: “His rule was to interpret scriptural obscurities only in the light 
of other very clear passages. Hence, though reading in given verses things 
that were not in them, it practically never happens that he reads in them a 
truth that would not be in the Bible. A strictly located error does not aff ect 
the general truth and if philologists disagree, theologians cannot protest.” 
(Pontet , ).

Studies

Pontet, M., L’exégèse de S. Augustin prédicateur, Paris .
Zarb, S., Chronologia Enarrationum S. Augustini in Psalmos, Malta .
Rondet, H., “Notes d’exégèse augustinienne”, in: RSR  (/) –.
Le Landais, M., “Deux années de prédication de S. Augustin”. in: Études Augusti-

niennes, Paris .
Van der Meer, F., Augustine the Bishop. Church and Society at the Dawn of the 

Middle Ages. New York and Evanston, .

. Other Sermons

A comprehensive survey of Augustine’s sermons by M. Pellegrino forms 
the “General Introduction” to Edmund Hill’s superb translation: Th e Works 
of Saint Augustine. A Translation for the st Century. Part III/ “Sermons 
(–) on the Old Testament” (Brooklyn NY ); III/ “Sermons (–) 
on the Old Testament” (); III/ “Sermons (–) on the New Testament” 
(); III/ “Sermons (A–A) on the New Testament” ().

In III/, –, the “General Introduction,” fi rst published in Italian in 
, starts by raising the most obvious questions: “What is to be under-
stood by the Sermons?” (), given the variety of Latin terms used for them; 
“How have the Sermons come down to us?” (–), given their number:
, counted by P. P. Verbraken (), of which only half are available in 
satisfactory editions, ten or fourteen times more of them being lost; “When 
and where did Augustine preach?” (–), namely at least twice a week, 
daily during Easter week and on many special occasions, with “ sermons 
preached at Hippo,  at Carthage, a dozen at various cities; there is no 
clues at all for ” ().
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Chapter  deals with “Th e Use of the Bible in the Sermons” (–). 
Th e biblical readings in the liturgical assembly, joined with the singing of 
psalms entailed as many preached commentaries adapted to audiences and 
circumstances. With these sermons it is possible “to reconstruct the lection-
ary of Hippo for the seasons of Christmas, Easter and Pentecost, and to give 
some information for a skeleton plan of the lessons of the Sanctorale” (Willis 
, ). Th e bishop’s homiletic comments on scripture, far from avoiding 
diffi  cult passages emphasize for the common believer what Augustine used 
to call biblical “mysteries,” passages “rather diffi  cult to understand” or whose 
full explanation was impossible to provide in a short sermon. (Serm , –, 
). “Many things have been read that are important and necessary. In fact 
every thing is important and necessary, but some things in the scriptures 
are hidden in darkness and call for study while others are within easy reach, 
being proposed with clarity so as to cure whoever wants to be cured” (Serm 
, ). In front of the challenging text of scripture, Augustine’s interpretive 
humility was for his listeners an excellent invitation to become humble in 
their turn.

More than once, the preacher interrupted his comments in turning to 
prayer, begging for the needed intelligence of the sacred text. Or he gave 
his interpretation reluctantly uneasy with his own thoughts. Not only tex-
tual obscurities, but also apparent contradictions between one passage and 
another, or between one gospel and another, hampered the progress of his 
expositions, to the point that he occasionally asked his congregation to rescue 
him from his perplexity through prayer and moral support (Serm , ). Just 
as in the written text of De Genesi ad litteram, when Augustine spoke from 
the cathedra, he would not hesitate to multiply questions about the biblical 
text which he would leave without answers.

His obvious focus in the Bible was in the nt, the ot being only considered 
by him in regard to the nt. Th us the spiritual sense of the ot equaled for 
him the ot’s christological messianism. Indeed many valuable interpretations 
could compete about a given episode in the ot if only all of them showed 
fi tting with the christocentric perspective of the interpreter. Augustine never 
misses the occasion to denounce heretical interpretations, such as those of 
Manichees or Donatists, but polemics never prevail in his sermons over the 
pastoral care for the education of the faithful. Sometimes the learned rhetor 
did not refrain from showing a preference for numeral symbolism (Serm , ; 
, –; , –; /C, –; /B, –); or he could refer to the authority 
of learned predecessors or colleagues (Serm /C, ); he could claim direct 
knowledge of biblical manuscripts (Serm , ; , ; , ); but in the fi nal 
end it is always the pastoral leader whose voice one hears in the sermons, a 
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leader capable of addressing directly the faith experience of his listeners out 
of his own inner conversion, and a cultural consensus inside the church for 
which the Bible was the exclusive mode of religious communication.

Some Easter sermons of Augustine probably dating from  or ,–Serm 
, , , Guelf III, Guelf V, , , , , , , , ,  and 
–have been studied and edited by S. Poque, Augustin d’Hippone. Sermons 
pour la Pâque, SC  ().

For the Tractatus in epistolam Ioannis ad Parthos, preached during the 
Easter week , and shortly aft er, see P. Agaësse, SC  ().

Also:

T. C. Lawler, St. Augustine. Sermons for Christmas and Epiphany, ACW , .
Augustinus. Sermones I–L de vetere Testamento, ed. C. Lambot, CCSL XLI (). 

Augustinus. in Iohannis Evangelium Tractatus CXXIV, ed. R. Williams, CCSL 
XXXVI (): Sermons – preached at Hippo in ; sermons –, 
 dictated probably .

In  F. Dolbeau identifi ed about twenty unknown sermons in a fi ft eenth 
century collection kept at Mainz (Stadtbibliothek I ): “Sermons inédits de 
S. Augustin dans un manuscrit de Mayence (Stadtbibliothek I ),” REAug , 
, –. On the  folios of the collections, one “reads three groups of 
authentic sermons, corresponding to two ancient collections of Augustinian 
tractatus. Th e fi rst and the third group (f. – and –v) transmit a 
series close to a lost collection of which only the titles have been preserved 
in a ninth century inventory of the Benedictine Abbey of Lorsch. . . .” Th at 
fi rst group, conveniently called the “series Mainz-Lorsch,” has been published 
by Dolbeau in AnBoll  () –, and in RBen  () –; 
 () –, –;  () –;  () –.

Th e second group of sermons (f. –v), called “Carthusian,” is appar-
ent, but with a more complete content of another collection, a Carthusian one, 
“known through a twelft h century edition. Amazingly, that second group of 
Mainz transmits a series of sermons included by Possidius in their liturgical 
order in his Indiculum, chapter X, f.” Th at second series was preached by 
Augustine from May to August  in basilicas of the region of Carthage, 
the discovery of Mainz confi rming earlier datings by D. De Bruyne, RBen 
, , –; and C. Lambot, RBen , , –; , , –. 
Dolbeau concludes: “Th is manuscript of the second half of the th century 
transmits a collection of sermons not only African, but already established in 
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Augustine’s lifetime” (). In , Dolbeau identifi ed more precisely in the 
homiliary of Mainz nineteen unknown sermons and parts of seven others 
by Augustine, with thirteen of fi ft y fragments whose immediate context can 
now be located (REAug , , f.).

A provisional publication of the second group has also been secured by 
F. R. Dolbeau: “Nouveaux sermons de saint Augustin pour la conversion des 
païens et des donatistes,” REAug  () –, –;  () –; 
 () –, –;  () –.

Th e sensational fi nding of these sermons fi rst announced in  is 
only comparable with J. Divjak’s identifi cation, in Marseilles and Paris two 
decades earlier, of a whole set of Letters written by the bishop of Hippo, or 
sent to him, but never noticed by the many French specialists of Augustine. 
A revised critical edition of the newly discovered sermons should soon 
become available. Contrary to the new Letters, the new sermons off er a rich 
addition to the writings of Augustine witnessing to his pastoral use of scrip-
ture; for instance, Mainz  off ers a christological interpretation of Psalm  
(F. Dolbeau, “Nouveaux sermons,” REAug  () –).

Studies

Dolbeau, F., ed. and transl., Augustin d’Hippone. Vingt-six sermons au peuple 
d’Afrique. Paris .

Löfstedt, B., “Textkritisches und sprachliches zu den neugefundenen Augustin-
predigten”: Augustin d’Hippone, Vingt-six sermons au peuple d’Afrique. Paris 
, –.

viii. The City of God

Th e City of God consists of twenty-two Books of which Books I–III were 
composed in –, when the author was in his late fi ft ies. A separate pub-
lication of these fi rst three Books was well received. In –, Augustine 
wrote Books IV–X. Another publication of Books I–X again drew encourag-
ing responses, followed without further delay by the composition of Books 
XI–XIII in –, and Books XIV–XVII in –. Possibly a third partial 
publication of Books X–XIV happened in the meantime. In , Augustine 
added Book XVIII and in –, Books XIX–XXII. When he started the 
City of God he was fi ft y-eight years old; in the process of composing the work, 
he secured the division of each Book into numbered chapters; he completed 
the work at the age of seventy-four, three years before his death.
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In I, xi, , Augustine declares that the very notion of civitas dei was given 
to him by scripture (see also v, ; xiv, ; xv, ). Indeed the “city of God” is 
mentioned in Heb :, –; :–; :, and in Rv :, :, ; 
see also the strong suggestions of Gal :– and Phil :–. Before 
Augustine, this biblical motif had attracted the attention of Tyconius, and 
Ambrose, In Ps , ,  (PL , c). Before embarking on De civitate 
dei, Augustine himself touched on this theme in a number of works: De 
vera religione ,  (ca. ); Confessiones , ,  (in the late s); De 
catechizandis rudibus (ca. ); Enarrationes in Ps. , in –; and in Ps. 
–, probably before De civitate dei Book VI, in  or . Interesting 
enough, in Retractationes II, , where Augustine gives information about the 
circumstances which engaged him into composing De civitate dei, he restricts 
his critical remarks only to biblical data, as in Books X and XVII.

In Book XIII, xxi, the Paradise of the origins (Genesis ), interpreted 
allegorically, for the most part, by predecessors, must be seen as real, as 
narrated in the Bible: dum tamne et illis historiae veritas fi delissima rerum 
gestarum narratione commendata credatur—“If only one also believes in the 
truth of that story as most accurately recorded in the narration of what hap-
pened.” Th e apostle Paul is the main authority for speaking about the bodily 
mortallity resulting from the Fall. Before discussing at length the origin and 
the nature of “concupiscence,” Augustine very deliberately states in Book 
XIV, i, v that he found in scripture the notion of the “two cities,” the carnal 
one and the spiritual one: quas civitates duas secundum scripturas nostras 
merito appellari possemus—“(two forms of human society) which we could 
rightly call two cities in accordance with our scriptures.” In that discussion 
(XIV, i–ix), Pauline quotations again prevail massively over Johannine and 
ot references.

In line with traditional church apologetics, Book XV paraphrases Genesis, 
aiming both to answer questions coming from non-Christians, and to teach 
the biblical story to the community of believers. Quotations from Genesis 
and the Pauline corpus, together with other scriptural passages punctuate 
Augustine’s text, witnessing the constant proximity of the author to the sacred 
sources. Th e paraphrase amplifi es and interprets the biblical narrative on 
the literal level, as an historical report whose veracity is beyond question. 
From Book to Book of De civitate dei, Augustine’s interpretive rewriting of 
scripture actualizes the biblical story without changing it in any way but in 
stressing its enduring relevance.

A massive quotation of prophets occupies chapt. – of Book XVIII, 
called for by the mention of Cyrus and the return of the Jewish deportees 
from exile.
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Each Book starts with a reformulation of the general theme of the “two 
cities,” the overarching focus of Augustine’s paraphrase of the Bible. Book XX, 
vii, –ix, , gives the author an opportunity to express in full detail his view 
on the “thousand year” reign of Jesus at the end of time (Rv :–). Rather 
than refuting in detail the materialistic projections of the “Millennarists,” 
Augustine decides to discuss directly the scriptural passage. He concludes 
that the “thousand years” mean symbolically “the present time of his (Christ’s) 
fi rst coming”—isto iam tempore prioris adventus (XX, ix, ), following in 
particular Tyconius’s teaching in this regard. An extended quotation of  
Th es – in xix, , helps to investigate the “mystery of iniquity” linked with 
Antichrist, of which Augustine concedes: “I must confess that I totally ignore 
what he (Paul, in  Th es :) wanted to say”—Ego prorsus quid dixerit me 
fateor ignorare (xix, ), a candid admission of ignorance immediately fol-
lowed by a short summary of “human conjectures,” and a broad survey of 
ot prophecies about the fi nal resurrection (xx, –xxx, ).

Th e last two Books, XXI and XXII of De civitate dei deal with Hell and 
Heaven, the fi nal destinations of all humans. Th e aged Augustine excells in 
treating the topic with a realistic and systematic application of his familiar 
hermeneutics: his literal reading of biblical data calls again and again for 
investigations in philosophical and scientifi c matters; his spiritual reading of 
scriptural statements gives him a fi nal opportunity in “this immense work” 
(ingentis huius operis xxx, ) to celebrate the fulfi llment of God’s salvifi c 
work on earth.

In his seventies now, Augustine receives from scripture an over-streaming 
inspiration for depicting aft erlife; he gives back to scripture a commentary 
enriched with nonbiblical wisdom and logic, but exclusively intended to let 
scripture speak for itself. Th e vivid sensibility of the author fi lls each line of 
the text with the same fi re of eloquence that burned in the writings of his 
youth, but the substance of thought consumed in the last chapters of the 
City of God is more self-aware and communicative. Th e dedicated pastor, 
the sharp critic of society, the passionate believer and the scholar eager to 
transcend his own limited knowledge, all in one, express Augustine’s fi nal 
message to the world in the last part of his masterwork.
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Augustine: the hermeneutics of conversion

a special contribution
by Pamela Bright

i. The Lowly Access to Mystery

Th e fi rst decade of Augustine’s episcopacy was marked by a new phase of 
his activity as biblical commentator, a phase that was to produce three sig-
nifi cantly new initiatives: De doctrina christiana, Confessiones, and De genesi 
ad litteram. Th ese works, very diff erent in genre and purpose, are all infused 
with a new sense of mastery. Th e biblical apprentice of Milan, the journey-
man of Rome, Th agaste, and then Hippo Regius, was now, ten years aft er his 
baptism, to embark upon a series of projects which, in signifi cantly diff erent 
ways, would defi ne his contribution to biblical hermeneutics. It is in these 
three works that Augustine elaborates his maturing grasp of hermeneutical 
principles with a pointedness and a sweep of vision that is remarkable.

In De doctrina christiana (De doctr. chr.), Augustine faces squarely the 
complexity of the hermeneutical problems posed to the biblical interpreter 
precisely as minister of the Word (in spite of a thirty-year hiatus in the 
completion of the writing). Aft er at least three earlier attempts at interpreta-
tion, De genesi ad litteram is characterized by his newfound confi dence in 
tackling the notoriously diffi  cult text of Genesis. Although the importance 
of the Confessions (Conf.) for the development of Augustine as a biblical 
exegete is not immediately obvious, it is in this extraordinarily concentrated 
and mulivalent work that Augustine devotes precise attention to hermeneu-
tical issues. Th e Confessions is an important witness to this new phase of 
Augustine’s maturing as a biblical interpreter, with the last four books mark-
ing a signifi cant moment of the crystallization of his thought. It is in these 
books that Augustine forges strong links between an anthropological and a 
christological basis of biblical interpretation. Whether as the self in search 
of God, or as the interpreter of the Word of God, the Christian is plunged 
into an abyss of mystery, the kenosis of the Incarnation, where the poverty 
and frailty of being and of understanding are paradoxically transfi gured.

At this phase of his activity as biblical interpreter, Augustine writes not 
only as a master practitioner but also as an insightful theorist of biblical 

. Charles Kannengiesser, “Th e Interrupted De Doctrina Christiana,” in De Doc-
trina Christiana: A Classic of Western Culture (ed. Duane W. H. Arnold and Pamela 
Bright; Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, ), –.
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interpretation. To speak of Augustine as theorist, I do not mean only the 
theory and principles of hermeneutics, but also as a theorist of the underlying 
suppositions of the ministry of the Word. In the early years of his episcopal 
career, Augustine records his refl ections on the need for the interpreter to be 
aware of the proper scope of scripture to build up love (fi nem praecepti esse 
caritatem, De doctr. chr. .; cf. Conf. XII .), and of the proper charac-
teristics of scripture in being conformed to the “human condition” (humana 
condicio), as Augustine argues in the prooemium to De doctrina christiana: 
“All those matters could have been done by angels but the human condition 
would have been degraded if God would not seem to want to minister his 
own words to human beings through human beings” (prooemium ).

While both the Confessions and the De doctrina christiana share similar 
perspectives about the scope and character of the scriptures, what is pecu-
liar to the Confessions is that these principles are examined in the context 
of the process of conversion. Th e title of this study, “Th e Hermeneutics of 
Conversion,” is not intended to signify an analysis of the process of conver-
sion. Rather it announces a focus on Augustine’s refl ection on the intersection 
of a theology of the needy and wounded self in the process of “re-formation,” 
on the one hand, and a theory of biblical hermeneutics founded on a kind 
of existential espistemology, on the other: “All too frequently the poverty 
of human intelligence has plenty to say, for inquiry employs more words 
than the discovery of the solution” (Conf. XII .) Th e fractured self seek-
ing wholeness and the multi-worded search for truth are themes that are 
intertwined throughout the fi nal books of the Confessions: “In my needy life 
[in hac inopia vitae meae], my heart is much exercised by the words of your 
holy scripture” (Conf. XII .).

Th e program announced in the Soliloquies, as early as his catechumenate 
days, “To know myself, to know you” (noverim me, noverim te, Sol. .) is 
followed assiduously in the Confessions: “May I know you who know me. 
May I know as I also am known” (cognoscam te, cognitor meus, cognoscam 
sicut et cognitus sum, Conf. X .), but what Augustine emphasizes in the 

. R. P. H. Green, De Doctrina Christiana (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
), .
. Henry Chadwick, St. Augustine Confessions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
; repr. ), . Th e translations of the Confessions in this essay are taken 
from Chadwick.
. Lucas Verheijen, Corpus Christianorum Series Latina XXVII, Sancti Augustini 
Opera. Confessionum Libri XIII (Turnhout: Brepols, ). See also James 
J. O’Donnell, Augustine, Confessions ( vols.; Oxford: Clarendon, ).
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Confessions is that the seeking of this vital knowledge must be undertaken 
in the pilgrim mode of humble seeking:

I therefore decided to give attention to the holy scriptures and to fi nd 
out what they were like. And this is what met me: something neither 
open to the proud nor laid bare to mere children; a text lowly to the 
beginner but, on further reading, of mountainous diffi  culty and envel-
oped in mysteries (excelsam et velatam mysteriis). (Conf. III .)

In this sense, the interpreter, as interpreter, is called to conversion. Th e proud, 
solitary interpreter holding to a singleness of truth is revealed as an empty 
and boastful liar: When it is “mine alone, it is a lie,” for your truth does not 
belong to me nor to anyone else but to us all whom you call share it as a 
public possession” (quoniam veritas tua nec mea est nec illius aut illius, sed 
omnium nostrum, Conf. XII .).

Th e proper “scope” of scripture to build up charity, should rule herme-
neutical discourse, just as the acknowledgement of the “poverty of human 
intelligence” should temper the tenacity with which opinions are clung to 
in such discourse.

See now how stupid it is, among so large a mass of entirely correct in-
terpretations which can be elicited from those words, rashly to assert 
that a particular one has the best claim to be Moses’ view, and by de-
structive disputes to off end against charity itself, which is the principle 
of everything he said in the texts we are attempting to expounding. 
(Conf. XII .)

Augustine is always aware of the paradox of humility and sublimity in the 
exercise of the ministry of the Word. Th e “access” may be lowly, but the “sub-
limity” of the divine mystery is celebrated throughout the Confessions:

For we have not come across any other books so destructive of pride, 
so destructive of the “enemy and the defender” who resists your rec-
onciliation by defending his sins. I have not known, Lord, I have not 
meet with other utterances so pure, which so persuasively move me 
to confession, make my neck bow to your yoke, and bring me to a free 
worship. (Conf. XIII .)

It is hardly surprising that Augustine, the self-in-conversion, and Augustine, 
the biblical interpreter, come to discover that the entry into the sublimity of 
mystery, both for the self and for the biblical interpreter, has the same lowly 

. Th omas Finan, “St. Augustine on the ‘mira profunditas’ of Scripture,” in Scrip-
tural Interpretation in the Fathers: Letter and Spirit (ed. Th omas Finan and Vincent 
Twomey; Dublin: Four Corners Press, ), . See n. , the recurring motif of 
scripture’s combination of altitudo and humilitas.
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access. Th is is the special insight that marks the character of the hermeneuti-
cal principles adumbrated in the fi nal books of the Confessions.

ii. The Self, Un-formed and Re-formed 
(Confessions X–XIII)

Th e neediness and incompleteness of the human condition is a central theme 
in the fi nal books of the Confessions. It is this neediness that draws the Divine 
Physician to us (Book X), while the “not-yetness” of the self in the web of 
time (Book XI) and the incompleteness of the unformed earth/self (Book 
XII) are revealed, paradoxically, as the real source of our thanksgiving—the 
“confession of praise” for our re-formation in the image of the Triune God 
(Book XIII):

Proceed with your confession, my faith. Say to the Lord your God: 
‘Holy, holy, holy Lord my God,’ (Is :; Rv :). In your name we are 
baptized, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (Matt :); in your name we 
baptize, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Among us also in his Christ God 
has made a heaven and an earth, meaning the spiritual and carnal 
members of his church. Moreover, before our earth received form, 
imparted by doctrine, it was ‘invisible and unorganized’ (Gn :), and 
we were covered by the darkness (Ps :) of ignorance. For you ‘cor-
rected man for his iniquity,’ and ‘your judgements are like the great 
abyss’ (Ps :; :). But because your ‘Spirit was borne above the 
waters,’ your mercy did not abandon our misery, and you said: ‘Let 
there be light’ (Gen :). ‘Do penitence, for the kingdom of heaven 
has drawn near’ (Mt :; :). . . . Our darkness displeased us. We were 
converted to you (Ps :), light was created, and suddenly we ‘who 
were once darkness are now light in the Lord’ (Eph :). (Conf. XII 
.)

Book X: Th e Wounded Self

Book X begins with a careful enunciation of the purpose of the Confessions: 
to encourage his readers, “shareres of my joy, conjoined with me in mortality, 
my fellow citizens and pilgrims” (X .) to take heart through his double 
“confession” of praise and lament—praise to God for what Augustine him-

. M.-A. Vannier, “Creatio, conversio, formatio chez S. Augustin,” coll. “Paradosis” 
(Fribourg, ; repr. ), , n. .
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self had become by God’s grace, and his lament over his past sinfulness. He 
embarks with this crowd of witnesses on the inner journey into “the fi elds 
and vast palaces of memory” (et venio in campos et lata praetoria memoriae, 
X .) housing three great storehouses—fi rst that laid down by the senses 
(X .–), then that acquired by a lifetime of learning through the lib-
eral arts (de doctrinis liberalis, X .) and the principles of numbers and 
dimensions (X .), and fi nally that laid up by the recollections of af-
fections—the “four perturbations of the mind, cupidity, gladness, fear and 
sadness” (X .). Th e seeking for God through the inner depths of self 
leads to Augustine’s refl ection on the basic human drive for happiness (X 
.–.), and culminates in the cry: “Th at is the authentic happy life, to 
set one’s joy on you, grounded in you, and causede by you. Th is is the real 
thing, and there is no other” (X .). “See how widely I have ranged, Lord, 
searching for you in my memory” (X .). Th e famous cry, “Late have I 
loved you, beauty so old and so new: late have I loved you,” encapsulates 
the wrong-headed seeking for happiness of his former life: “See you were 
within and I was in the external world. . . . You were with me, and I was not 
with you.” Th is leads to the fi nal acknowledgement:

When I have adhered (Ps :) to you with the whole of myself, I 
shall never have ‘pain and toil’ (Ps :), and my entire life will be 
full of you. You lift  up the person whom you fi ll. But for the present, 
because I am not full of you, I am a burden to myself. . . . See I do not 
hide my wounds. You are the physician, I am the patient. (X .)

Th is “confession” sets the stage for the second half of Book X, an analysis of 
the depth of the woundedness of the human condition, in the frame of  John 
:, the concupiscences “of the fl esh” (cf. Book VI), of “the eyes” (cf. Book 
VII) and of “the pride of life” (cf. Book VIII). But this painful introspection 
in terms of “woundedness” has been well prepared for in the earlier refl ection 
on the inner self, within the rooms of the palace of memory. Th e continuing 
unruliness of sense images (“of the fl esh”), the diffi  culty of curbing the ap-
petite for “curiositas” (“of the eyes”), and the hydra-headed manifestations 
of pride and ambition (“the pride of life”), are the distorted mirror images 

. See also Conf. XIII ., . “Th e haughtiness of pride, the pleasures of lust, and 
the poison of curiosity are the passions of a dead soul. . . . ‘Be not conformed to the 
world,’ Rm :.”
. See Pierre Courcelle, Recherches sur les Confessions de Saint Augustin (Paris: 
E. de Boccard, ), . Courcelle suggests that the Soliloquies refer to the  barrle 
against the temptations of the fl esh while the De Ordine focuses on intellectual 
 diffi  culties.
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of the positive faculties of memory: the storehouse of sense perception (X 
.–), of knowing (X .–.), and of the range of human emotions 
(X .). As Book X draws to its end, Augustine turns to Christ, the divine 
physician: “So under three forms of lust I have considered the sickness of 
my sins, and I have invoked your right hand to save me” (ideoque considervai 
languores peccatorum meorum in cupiditate triplici, et dexteram tuam invocavi 
ad salutem meam, X .).

Book XI: Th e Self-in-Time

Having established the human condition (existentially) as one of need—a 
neediness which impells a reaching out to Christ, the Mediator—Augustine 
begins Book XI with a refl ection on the ministry of the Word, the ministry 
which he confi rmed as his vocation in the closing section of Book X. In the 
very face of the vulnerability of fallen human nature, he takes up the burden 
and privilege of ministry (XI .; X .). As the Word, through the words 
of scripture, resounds in his ears in the narrative of the creation of heaven 
and earth, Augustine launches into justly famous refl ection on time, culmi-
nating in his meditation on the self-in-time, the self (XI .), “distended” 
between past, present, and future.

Th is emphasis on tension or distraction (distentio animi), this near frac-
turing of self, reinforces the notion of neediness and vulnerability of the 
human condition established in Book X. However, in the closing sections 
of Book XI it is not so much the abjection of neediness that is emphasized. 
Rather, like the shift  in tone between chapters  and  of Paul’s Epistle to 
the Romans, for Augustine the pain of this existential awareness of being 
“distended” between past and future is transformed, under grace, into an 
“extension” towards the Mediator (XI .). Augustine draws together the 
multistranded discourse of Book XI:

‘Because your mercy is more than lives’ (Ps :), see how my life 
is a distention in several directions. ‘Your right hand upheld me’ 
(Ps :; :) in my Lord, the Son of man who is mediator between 
you the One and us the many, who live in a multiplicity of distrac-
tions by many things, so that ‘I might apprehend him in whom I am 
apprehended’ (Phil :–), and leaving behind the old days I might 
be gathered to follow the One, ‘forgetting the past’ and moving not to-
wards those future things which are transitory bu to ‘the things which 

. Scholars refer to diastasis in Enneads III ,, . See the survey of scholarship in 
James J. O’Donnell, Confessions III, –.
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are before’ me, not stretched out in distraction but extended in reach, 
not by being pulled apart but by concentration. . . . Th e storms of in-
coherent things events tear to pieces my thoughts, the inmost entrails 
of my soul, until that day when, purifi ed and molten by the fi re of 
your love, I fl ow together to merge into you. (X . )

Book XII: Th e Two Abysses: the Self and the Scriptures

While time and eternity dominate Book XI, heaven and earth are the focus 
of Book XII. Just as the self-in-time, rather than the question of eternity, be-
came the center of inquiry in Book XI, so too, for all the wonderful passages 
devoted to the contemplation of the “heaven of heavens,” “that no experience 
of time can ever touch,” it is the “unformed earth,” “next to nothing” (prope 
nihil . . . quam fecisti de nulla re paene nullam rem, XII .) that becomes the 
preoccupation of Book XII. Indeed, it is the potential for conversion of the 
“almost formless earth” that captures Augustine’s attention:

It is ture, Lord, that you made heaven and earth. . . . It is true that 
 everything mutable implies for us the notion of a kind of formlessness, 
which allows it to receive form and to undergo change and modifi ca-
tion. It is true that no experience of time can ever touch what has so 
close and adherence to immutable form that, though mutable, it under-
goes no changes. It is true that formlessness which is next to nothing 
(prope nihil) cannot suff er temporal successiveness. . . . It is true that 
of all things with form nothing is closer to formless than earth and 
the abyss. It is true that you made not only whatever is created and 
endowed with form but also whatever is capable of being created and 
receiving form. It is true that every being that is formed out of that 
without form is itself fi rst unformed and then formed. (XII .)

In what seems at fi rst glance a digression from his contemplation of the two 
“creatures,” the “heaven of heavens” and the “earth and the abyss,” Augustine 
a major part of Book XII to the problem of the diversity of scriptural inter-
pretations. However, it is questionable that his attention to the problems of 
the “truthful diversity” (XII .) of scriptural interpretation is a digres-
sion. In contemplating the abyss of the fi rst day of creation, Augustine is 

. Marie-Anne Vannier discusses Augustine’s treatment of mutability as a source 
of hope in her study of one of the newly discovered sermons of Augustine (Dol-
beau ), “L’apport des nouveaux sermons à la christologie,” Augustin Prédicateur 
(–) (Collection des Éditions Augustiniennes , S. Madec; Paris: Institut 
d’Études Augustiniennes Press, ), –.
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 logically drawn to the contemplation of another abyss, the profound depths 
of scripture: “What wonderful profundity [mira profunditas] there is in your 
utterances! Th e surface meaning lies open before us and charms beginners. 
Yet the depth is amazing, my God, the depth is amazing. To concentrate 
on it is to experience awe—the awe of adoration before its transcendence 
and the trembling of love” (Conf. XII .). Th e presence of “the abyss” is 
palpable throughout the Confessions. Th e two “abysses”are intertwined. On 
the one hand, there is the abyss of neediness and vulnerability of the human 
condition: “To the lower abyss he calls in the words: ‘Be not conformed to 
this world, but be reformed in the newness of your mind’” (Rm :; Conf. 
XIII .). On the other, the abyss of the scriptures, with all its diversity 
and multiplicity, while carefully orchestrated through the last books of the 
Confessions, is the special focus of Book XII.

Th e “depth” of the scriptures has the practical result of aff ecting the very 
mode of scriptural discourse:

I see that two types of disagreements can arise when something is 
recorded by truthful reporters using signs. Th e fi rst concerns the 
truth of the matter in question. Th e second concerns the intention of 
the writer. It is one thing to inquire into the truth about the origin of 
creation. It is another to ask what understanding of the words on the 
part of the readere and hearer was intended by Moses, a distinguished 
servant of your faith. (XII .)

Augustine argues that the fullness of meaning intended by Moses cannot be 
grasped in its singleness by later interpreters. In fact the complexity of the 
truth revealed by Moses requires an unfolding in multiple interpretations:

A spring confi ned in a small space rises with more power and dis-
tributes its fl ow through more channels over a wider expanse than a 
single stream rising from the same spring even if it fl ows down over 
many places. So also the account given your minister (Moses), which 
was to benefi t many expositions, uses a small measure of words to 
pour out a spate of clear truth. From this each commentator, to the 
best of his ability in these things may draw what is true, one this way, 
another that, using longer and more complex channels of discourse. 
(XII .)

Th e point is that truth cannot be “grasped” or possessed in a single unfaltering 
glance (at least in the human condition); neither can it be possessed by the 
individual interpreter. Speaking of those interpreters who refuse another’s 
(in this case Augustine’s!) interpretation he comments:

. Th omas Finan, .
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Th ey do not say this to me because they possess second sight and have 
seen in the heart of your servant (Moses) the meaning which they 
 assert, but because they are proud. Th ey have no knowledge of Moses’ 
opinion at all, but love their own opinion, not because it is true, but 
because it is their own. Otherwise they equally respect another true 
interpretation as valid, just as I respect what they say when their 
 affi  rmation is true, not because it is theirs, but because it is true. 
(XII .)

It is signifi cant that Augustine has set this careful refl ection about hermeneu-
tical theory and exegetical practice in the context of a complex meditation 
on the Six Days of Creation, ranging from the “almost nothingness” of the 
earth on Day One to the “re-formation” of the human being in the image and 
likeness of God in Day Six. Th is “earth” —which is us (as he claims)—is called 
from “almost nothingness” in Book XII to fruitful multiplicity in Book XIII 
(XIII .). In a similar inversion (or conversion), the very “privation” of 
the words of Genesis (parvo sermonis modulo, Conf. XII .) necessitates a 
multiplicity of true interpretations, so that the word of scripture can nourish 
both the simple and the sophisicated, or can be adjusted to the needs of the 
community as a whole, or to the individual at diff erent stages of life. In other 
words: “Th e surface meaning lies open before us and charms beginners. Yet 
the depth is amazing.” (XII .)

Book XIII: Th e Human Condition as a Pilgrim State

Book XIII begins with a prayer of thanksgiving: “Before I existed, you were, 
and I had no being to which you could grant existence. Nevertheless here I 
am as a result of your goodness, which goes before all that you made me to 
be, and all out of which you made me” (XIII .). Th e tone of thanksgiving 
is maintained as Augustine refl ects on the Trinity: “Behold, the Trinity, my 
God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, creator of all creation” (XIII .). Th is 
prayer continues in the contemplation of the Spirit: “By your gift  we are sest 
on fi re and carried upwards: we grown red hot and ascent. We climb ‘the 
ascents in our heart’ (Ps :), and sing ‘the song of steps’ (Ps :). Lit by 
your fi re, your good fi re, we grow red-hot and ascent, as we move upwards 
‘to the peace of Jerusalem’” (Ps :; Conf. XIII .).

Th ere is a constant imagery of our life as pilgrimage:
In the morning I will stand up and contemplate you. I will see the 
‘salvation of my face’ (Ps :–), my God, ‘who shall vivify even our 
mortal bodies through the Spirit who dwells in us’ (Rm :). For in 
his mercy he was ‘borne above’ the dark and fl uid state, which was our 
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inward condition. From him during this wandering pilgrimage, we 
have received an assurance that we are already light (Eph :). (Conf. 
XIII .)

In Book XIII the human condition, or as Augustine phrases it, the “weak who 
are on a lower level,” is contrasted with the fullness of the apprehension of 
truth of the happy citizens of the heaven of heavens, the City of God:

Th ere are, I believe, other waters above this fi rmament, immortal and 
kept from corruption. Let them praise your name (Ps :–). Let the 
peoples above the heavens, your angels, praise you. Th ey have no need 
to look up to this fi rmament and to read so as to know your word. 
Th ey ‘ever see your face’ (Mt :) and there, without syllables requir-
ing time to pronounce, they read what your eternal will intends. Th ey 
read, they choose, they love. Th ey ever read and what they read never 
passes away. By choosing and loving they read the immutability of 
your design. Th eir codex is never closed, nor is their book ever folded 
shut. For you yourself are a book to them and you are ‘for eternity’ 
(Ps :). You have set them in order above this fi rmament which 
you established to be above the weak who are on a lower level (super 
infi rmitatem inferiorum populorum) so that they could look up and 
know your mercy, announcing in time what you had made in time. 
(Conf. XIII .)

However, just as In Books X, XI, and XII, so too in the fi nal book of the 
Confessions there is a transfi guration of a privation into a blessing. It is this 
very “weakness,” this incapacity to attain to the whole of truth in a single 
angelic glance, that is transposed into blessing. Multiplicity is announced as 
a mark of the goodness of creation. Everywhere creation is fi lled with God’s 
“multitudes, abundance and increase” with the voices of your messengers 
(ministers of the Word) “fl ying above the earth in the open fi rmament of your 
book . . . their words sounding to the ends of the earth” (Conf. XIII .).

Th e process of conversion as a life-long pilgrimage to the Sabbath rest of 
the Holy City. “I will enter my chamber” (Mt :) and I will sing you songs 
of love, groaning with inexpressible groanings (Rm :) on my wanderer’s 
path, and remembering Jerusalem my mother. . . . I will not turn away until 
in that peace of this dearest mother, where are the fi rst-fruits of my spirit 
(Rm :) and the source of my certainties, you gather all that I am from my 
dispersed and distorted state to reshape and strengthen me forever, ‘my God 
my mercy’ (XII .). So too is the process of interpretation an ongoing 
ecclesial “colloquy”: both the self and the biblical interpretation share the 
same pilgrim status. Th ey are both marked by a fragility, an incompleteness 
which is the human condition. In a paradox that Augustine would appreciate, 
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the phase of his ministry that is most marked by his newfound mastery of 
biblical interpretation is also the phase where he fully assumes the limitations 
of hermeneutics. But there is a very real distinction between a “limitation” 
and a “negation.” An awareness of a limitation is an awareness of a need, 
and it is the awareness of neediness and vulnerability that is foundational 
in the process of conversion. In theological terms, it is the lowly access to 
salvation modelled and incarnated by the Word of God:

I sought a way to obtain strength enough to enjoy you; but I did not 
fi nd it until I embraced ‘the mediator between God and man, the man 
Christ Jesus’ ( Tim :), ‘who is above all things, God blessed forever’ 
(Rm :). He called and said, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life’ 
(John :). Th e food which I was too weak to accept he mingled with 
fl esh, in that ‘the Word was made fl esh’ (John :) so that our infant 
condition might come to suck milk from your wisdom by which you 
created all things. To possess my God, the humble Jesus, I was not 
yet humble enough. I did not know what his weakness was meant 
to teach. Your Word, eternal truth, higher than the superior parts of 
your creation, raises those submissive to him to himself. In the infe-
rior parts he built for himself a humble house of our clay. By this he 
detaches from themselves those who are to be made his subjects and 
carries them across to himself, healing their swelling and nourishing 
their love. Th ey are no longer to place confi dence in themselves, but 
rather to become weak. Th ey see at their feet divinity become weak by 
his sharing in our ‘coats of skin’ (Gn :). In their weakness they fall 
prostrate before this divine weakness which rises and lift s them up. 
(VII .)

Augustine tells us clearly that in his own journey towards conversion he had 
discovered that self-suffi  ciency is the antithesis of conversion. “I sought a way 
to obtain strength enough to enjoy you, but did not fi nd it until I embraced 
the mediator between God and man.” Conversion is the turning of the self 
towards God, and in the very turning from self-suffi  ciency is the discovery 
that the multiple, fractured self is transfi gured in the image and likeness of 
the Godhead whom one sees at one’s feet.

Th e restless angst of the human condition (Conf. I .) is the precious 
fi rst gift  of the Creator to the “almost formless earth” through which the self-
in-time strains forward towards the “Self-Same” the Immutable One:

To know you as you are in an absolute sense is for you alone. You are 
immutably, you know immutably, you will immutably. . . . In your sight 
it does not seem right that the kind of self-knowledge possessed by 
unchangeable light should also be possessed by changeable existence 
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which receives light. And so my soul is ‘like waterless land before you’ 
(Ps :), just as it has no power to illuminate itself. ‘For with your 
is the fountain of life,’ and so also it is ‘in your light’ that ‘we shall see 
light.’ (Conf. XIII .)
Th e self that is not self-suffi  cient is the self that is oriented in a turning, 

or rather a re-turning to the Father, like the Prodigal Son, whose presence 
haunts every stage of the narrative of the Confessions.

iii. The Word Made Flesh: 
The Christological Frame of Hermeneutics

It is hardly surprising that the principles that govern the interpretation of 
scripture elaborated in the Confessions are informed by Augustine’s central 
Christological insight of the humility of the Word made Flesh. Just as the 
Word in scripture is adapted to the human condition, so too the Incarnate 
Word assumes the limitations of the human condition.

Augustine is not the fi rst to draw together hermeneutics and anthro-
pology. In the fourth book of the Peri Archon, Origen of Alexandria links 
the threefold anthrology of body, soul, and spirit with the three “senses” of 
scripture:

Th e individual ought then to portray the ideas of holy scripture in a 
three fold manner upon his own soul; in order that the simple man 
may be edifi ed by the “fl esh” as it were of the scripture, for so we 
name the obvious sense; while he who has ascended a certain way 
may be edifi ed by the “soul” as it were of scripture. Th e perfect man, 
again . . . (may receive edifi cation) from the spiritual law. For just as 
man consists of body and soul and spirit, so in the same way does 
scripture which has been arranged to be given by God for the salva-
tion of men (IV ).

However, though Augustine also links anthropology and hermeneutics in the 
last books of the Confessions, he makes no attempt to elaborate a hermeneuti-
cal discussion of the “senses” of scripture in an anthropological frame. Th ese 
technical questions had received masterly attention in the second and third 
books of De doctrina christiana, but in the Confessions Augustine’s focus is 

. Albert Verwilghen, “Jesus Christ: Source of Christian Humility,” Augustine and 
the Bible (ed. P. Bright; Th e Bible Th rough the Ages, ; Notre Dame, Ind.: University 
of Notre Dame Press, ), –.
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not on textual ambiguity as an exegetical question, but on the ambiguity of 
the human condition itself. It is the fragility, the partial knowing, the “not-
yetness” of the full understanding of scripture that captures his attention. 
“Now your word appears to us in the ‘enigmatic obscurity’ of clouds and 
through the ‘mirror’ of heaven” ( Cor :; Conf. XXX .).

Th is refl ection on the partialness of our knowing is in the context of 
the establishment of the fi rmament on the second day of creation. Typically, 
Augustine proposes a paradox. Th e fi rmament, this “fi rm” overarching struc-
ture marking the limits between the “waters above” and the “waters below,” 
is an analogy for the “fi rmness” of the authority of scripture, stretched over 
our lives. Yet the “fi rmness” of this authority does not imply something ma-
terial to be grasped or possessed. It is neither an objective knowledge to be 
wielded as a weapon, nor is it some secret knowledge to be wrested from a 
hiding place. It has to be approached humbly, and in full recognition that 
the scriptures themselves share the mutability of the human condition. Th e 
words of scripture are adjusted to the human condition in the same way that 
the Eternal Word “looked out through the lattice” of the fl esh:

For although we are beloved by your Son, ‘It does not yet appear what 
we shall be’ ( John :). ‘He looked through the lattice’ of our fl esh 
and caressed us and set us on fi re; and we run aft er his perfume 
(Cant :; :, ). ‘But when he appears, we shall be like him as he is’ 
( John :). ‘As he is’ Lord will be ours to see, but it is not yet given to 
us. (Conf. XIII .)

iv. Community, Self, and the Scriptures

Just as a new awareness of self in modern thought has given rise to a new 
hermeneutical awareness, so too at the end of the fourth century, Augustine’s 
genius left  its imprint both on the understanding of the self and on that Self-
to-self disclosure that is Word of God in human words. Th e new horizons 
of hermeneutics of our times have focused attention on the self and self-
disclosure in language and in community. Robert Detweiler refers to an 
essay written by Martin Heidegger in , “Hölderlin and the Essence of 
Poetry.” Heidegger quotes from an unfi nished poem of Hölderlin:

. James J. O’Donnell, Augustine’s Confessions I. See the discussion on “being” and 
“discourse,” xvii.
. Robert Detweiler, Story, Sign and Self (Philadelphia: Fortress, ), .
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Much has man learnt,
Many of the heavenly ones has he named, 
Since we have been a conversation 
And have been able to hear from one another.

Th e poet’s affi  rmation of the self in community, “since we have been a 
conversation,” is a beautiful echo of Augustine’s own understanding of the 
insuffi  ciency of the self. Th is affi  rmation of the insuffi  ciency of the self is 
far from just another grim tally sheet of what is miserable about the human 
condition. Rather it is an affi  rmation of the limiting conditions that call us 
to acknowledge that the human condition is, as base, societal—“since we 
have been a conversation.” Community demands communication, which in 
turn requires the constant exercise of interpretation.

Th e hermeneutical principles developed by Augustine, particularly but 
not exclusively in the last books of the Confessions of a multiplicity of true 
interpretations, “this diversity of true views” (Conf. XII .), call for a 
dialogic mode of hermeneutics so that contradictores (Conf. XII .), those 
who disagree, can become con-loquitors, those who are in conversation with 
each other, and fi nally to recognize their common ministry as laudatores, 
giving praise together (even through diff ering interpretations) in the com-
munity of the church:

May all of us who, as I allow, perceive and affi  rm that these texts con-
tain various truths, show love to one another, and equally may we love 
you our God, fount of truth—if truth is what we are thirsting aft er 
and not vanity. . . . So when one person has said ‘Moses thought what 
I say’ and another ‘No, what I say,’ I think it more religious in spirit 
to say ‘Why not rather say both, if both are true?’ And if anyone sees 
a third or fourth and a further truth in these words, why not believe 
that Moses discerned all these things? For through him the one God 
has tempered the sacred books to the interpretatoins of the many, 
who could come to see a diversity of truths. Certainly, to make a bold 
declaration from my heart, if I myself were to be writing something 
at this supreme level of authority I would choose to write so that my 
words would sound out with whatever diverse truth in these matters 
each reader was able to grasp, rather than give a quite explicit state-
ment of a single true view of this question in such a way as to exclude 

. Ecce autem alii non reprehensores, sed laudatores libri Geneseos.
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other views—provided there was no false doctrine to off end me. 
(Conf. XII .–.).

From such a perspective, hermeneutics in the ecclesial community is to be 
governed by the scope of scripturewhich is to build up the community in love 
(not to divide by hubris), and to welcome diversity of opinion as a richness. 
At the same time, this dialogic mode would subject the interpretive process 
to an austere critical refl ection. It is a balanced process acknowledging a 
diversity of gift s and encouraging a generous responsiveness to the demands 
of ministry of the Word and at the same time exercising an uncompromising 
passion for the truth of scripture.

Th e ministry of the Word, like scripture itself, is a double-edged sword 
(Ps :, Conf. XII .) in not only calling the community to conversion, 
but in calling the interpreter of scripture to a conversion in the very exercise 
of hermeneutics. It is a very special call to humility in a deep awareness 
of the frailty and limitations, the “not-yetness” of human knowledge and 
understanding. However, it is the nature of interpretation, “diverse” and yet 
“true” that establishes the proper mode of exegetical discourse as ecclesial 
and dialogic. Th e properly partial and refracted mode of knowing in our 
human condition is what draws us together and therefore establishes our 
need for each other in both church and human society.

Th e interpretation of scripture is inextricably linked with the human 
condition. Th e self is not self-suffi  cient; the scriptures call for a community 
of interpreters. Th e self is mutable; the truth of scriptures is not to be ap-
prehended in a single, immutable moment of understanding. To stand in 
the presence of oneself, or better, to enter into the inner recesses of self, is to 
approach mystery, known, partly known, beyond full knowledge; the abyss 
of scriptures is a constant image in the Confessions. What Augustine says 
of the power of memory—the inmost recesses of self—in Book X can be 
transposed to describe the scriptures: “an awe-inspiring mystery, my God, a 
power of profound and infi nite multiplicity. It is characterized by diversity, by 
life of many forms, utterly immeasurable” (Conf. X .). “Deep” still “calls 
to deep” (Ps :; Conf. XIII .). Both the self, as self-in-time, and the 
scriptures, measured in the syllables of time, stand at the brink of mystery 
which can be accessed only in the company of the lowly Word-made-fl esh, 
both assuming and transforming the human condition.

* * *
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XVIII
PELAGIUS CA. 354–427

Born ca.  in Britain, well educated and even knowing some Greek, Pelagius 
settled in Rome under Pope Anastasius and was baptized between –, 
possibly between –. A lay ascetic, well received in Roman upper class 
society in which he became infl uential as a spiritual advisor, Pelagius found 
refuge in Carthage aft er the fall of Rome in the summer, . He soon went 
to Jerusalem where Bishop John took his defence in , against Orosius 
and other Latin exiles. Speaking for the Origenists, Pelagius entered into 
confl ict with Jerome. At the end of , he avoided a condemnation at the 
Council of Diospolis about his own opinion on human free will capable 
of impeccability as created by God. But from that date he would no longer 
free himself from the attacks of the African church under the leadership of 
Augustine, until his death in exile, apparently in Egypt, near  (V. Grossi: 
Quasten IV, ; DPAC II, –).

i. Exegetical Writings

Liber de induratione cordis Pharaonis: G. Morin, ed., in G. de Plinval, Essai 
sur le style et la langue de Pélage, Fribourg, , Pp. –; PLS I () 
–. Expositiones XIII epistolarum Pauli: A. Souter, ed., Pelagius’s 
Expositions of Th irteen Epistles of St. Paul (TS , ), Cambridge, ; PLS 
I () –. Th . De Bruyn, ed., Pelagius’s Commentary on St. Paul’s 
Epistle to the Romans. Transl. with Introduction and Notes, Oxford, . 
Expositio interlinearis libri Iob: PL ,  –.

De induratione was written ca. –, before the Quaestiones CXVII 
of Ambrosiaster and the Latin version of Origen’s Peri Archon by Rufi nus 
were circulating in Rome, both of these works dealing with the same Pauline 
assertions in Rom :– and  Tm :– (Plinval, Essai, ). Pelagius 
starts by announcing the fi ve questions of his agenda: ) Ex :, “I punish 
the children for the sins of the fathers to the third and fourth generations 
of those who hate me”; ) Pharaoh (Exodus –, Rom :); ) Esau and 
Jacob (Genesis ); ) the valued and cheap vessels ( Tm :–; ) those 
concerned by divine foreknowledge and predestination. He also fi rmly 
states his intention, nec litteratis et doctoribus sed, nobis similibus, rusticis 
et simplicioribus simplici sermone sensum scripturae divinae exposuisse,” to 
expound the meaning of divine Scripture in simple terms, not for experts 
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and learned people but for the unsophisticated and simple ones like us” (; 
PLS, ). In a general consideration of his introductory section (–), 
he bases his hermeneutics on an analogy with the creation of humankind: 
“For as he created the human being with two realities, soul and body, so 
was, we are told, the body of the one Law composed of two Tablets. And as 
he pulled out of the rib of the male another human person, both being one 
fl esh, despite the fact that they are two, so did he produce two Testaments, 
one out of the other, namely the New out of the Old, though by nature they 
are one” (–; PLS, ). Th e analogy is then extended to sinful humanity, 
ot and nt did not eliminate evil but they serve as a correctorium animarum, 
a “rehabilitation of souls”: they guide the soul toward the “fi re of faith,” ad 
ignem fi dei, if only the souls consent to be reshaped in it; in the same way, 
ot and nt keep their secrets hidden until humility prevails in their inter-
preter, serving again quasi correctorium, “as a rehabilitation” (; PLS, ). 
As our bodies count many members, some visible, others not, ita et lex, cum 
unum vocabulum sortiatur, secundum hominis similitudinem (ut dictum est) 
multa habere membra probatur: visibilia et invisibilia, lucidissima et magnis 
ac obscuris obtecta mysteriis, “so does the Law, designated by a single word, 
in analogy with the human being (as said before) include many members, 
visible and invisible, some crystal clear and others hidden in deep and dark 
recesses” (; PLS, ). Pelagius rounds up his argument aft er a more de-
tailed comparison between the Law and the very complex human body: 
legem divinam in fi gura hominis per Moysen datam cognosce, quemadmodum 
homo ad imaginem dei factus refertur, “And thus, as it has been said above, 
admit that divine Law was given to Moses in resemblance with the human 
being, just as the human being is said to have been made in the image of 
God” (; PLS, ).

In the logic of such premises and with constant reference to his basic 
analogy, Pelagius discusses clear and obscure biblical passages (De indura-
tione ), apparent biblical contradictions (De induratione –), and fi nally 
his announced “questions”  to : the saying about the sons punished for 
the sins of their fathers, to be taken as a parabola, not ut sonabat historia 
(; ); the predestination of Jacob and Esau (–, –); the 
obtinacy of Pharaoh (–; –); the vessels of diff erent qualities 
(–, –). His comments on the “vessels” lead directly to the 
theological views and exhortations of “question ,” by which the essay ends 
(–; –).
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ii. The Pauline Commentary

Pelagius wrote it between  and , as a sequel to his oral teaching in 
aristocratic circles of the capital, where his moderate asceticism held a middle 
position between the extremes of Jovinian and Jerome. Before him, Marius 
Victorinus, an anonymous master, and Ambrosiaster had issued in fourth 
century Rome similar commentaries. Against Marcionism, the need for 
interpreting Paul’s Epistles had become a general concern among educated 
Christians. Th e confl ict with the Manicheans called for reassessing the mean-
ing of Christian asceticism in the light of Paul’s teaching. In addition, the 
older tradition of stressing human freedom against Gnostic determinism, a 
tradition exemplifi ed in the Latin edition of Origen’s Peri Archon by Rufi nus 
of Aquileia, enriched Pelagius’s notion of the human being and destiny.

Pelagius’s interpretation of Romans falls into four thematic sections: 
the fi rst, chapters –, treats the histories of the Gentiles and the Jews 
in order to show that their response to the revelation of God has been 
the same and that consequently they are on an equal footing before 
God. Th e second section, chapters –, considers the transition from 
the ‘death’ of sin to the ‘life’ of righteousness. Th e privotal point in this 
transition is baptism, which incorporates the believer into Christ. On 
either side of this transition there lies a deliberate way of living . . . the 
third sections, chapters –, considers the status of the Jews in the 
Christian era of salvation. Th e burden of the argument, with a view 
fi rst to the past and then to the present, is to show that the condi-
tion for salvation is the same now as it was before, namely a believ-
ing response to divine revelation. Th e fi nal section, chapters –, 
discusses various practical matters in a hortatory mode, always to the 
end that the Christian should better imitate Christ (De Bruyn, –).

Pelagius’s interpretation of the other Pauline Epistles follows exactly the same 
pattern of a continuous quotation of verses or parts of verses, followed by 
concise comments. By collecting Pelagius’s citations, it becomes possible to 
identify with a fair accuracy which biblical text he used for his exegesis (De 
Bruyne, Souter, Frede, Tinnefeld, Nellessen, Borse, Wolfgarten; according to 
Th . De Bruyn, “Appendix: Pelagius’s Biblical Text,” –). Th e technique 
of interpreting also remains unchanged throughout the Commentary, for 
instance, in the comments on Romans (Souter, De Bruyn):

) the need to explain Paul’s phrasing calls for short paraphases backed 
up by complementary quotations, some also from Paul, such as in :, , 
; :, , ; :; :; :, , , , ; :; :; :; :; :, ; :, , 
, , , ; etc.; sometimes the short explanation dipenses from any addi-
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tional references to scripture (:, , , , , , , , , ; :; :; 
:, , ; :, , , –), or such references stay by themselves as 
explanatory (:, ; :, ; :; :; :; :, , ).

) Some glosses limit themselves to enunciate a defi nition: anima pro 
toto homine dicatur (:), “Sacrilege is something that is committed strictly 
against God, as a violation of the sacred” (:), “Vanity is everything that 
some day comes to an end” (:); :f.; “Th at (‘a living sacifi ce, holy’) is 
pure and free from the total death of sin (:); “He shows that a gathering 
of believers is called a church” (:) etc.

) A few comments are delivered in form of short exhortations: “We too 
should fear . . .” (:); “It is the hour for you to strive for that which is more 
perfect . . .” (:); etc.

) More signifi cant are the remarks spread over the whole Commentary 
on Romans expressing Pelagius’ critical awareness as an interpreter: He regu-
larly announces the diversity of interpretations given for certain verses by 
some unnamed predecessors (essentially Ambrosiaster and Origen-Rufi nus), 
not without marking occasionally a distance to them (:; :; :, ; 
:,); He even sketches a short history of interpretation (:). He stresses 
the diff erence between the literary sense (historia) and what is said allegori-
cally (per allegoriam, :; allegorice, :), or only suggested (: fi gura; 
:; : typus, ; :,  spiritalis gratiae praeceptis, non litterae legis, “by 
the precepts of spiritual grace, not by those of the letter of the Law” :; 
: historiae sensus . . . in prophetia autem :.

) Several glosses of the commentator are concerned with literary criti-
cism (:; :, ; :; :; :,  subtiliter). Paul is seen as a bonus doctor 
(:; :), one distinctive mark of his teaching consisting in his conson-
nance with the Johannine message (:; :; :; passim).

) Rare glosses extend over ten lines or a full page of our editions (:, , 
; :; :, , :; :; :, ; :, ; :; :). Th ey are due to the 
variety of interpretive traditions reported but also to special concerns of 
the authors.

) Th oughout the Commentary, Pelagius identifi es with Paul’s literary 
persona in using “we”—talk and “you”—addresses when amplifying Pauline 
statements.
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XIX
PAULINUS OF NOLA 355–431

Metropius Pontius Paulinus was born in Bordeaux in , the son of well-
to-do parents belonging to the senatorial aristocracy. A student of Ausonius, 
the most famous Gallic rhetor of his time, he cultivated his poetic talents, 
but engaged into the career of a civil servant (the cursus honorum), probably 
in replacement of his father in the Senate of Rome, which led him in  to 
the position of governor of Campania. Th ere he became acquainted with the 
cult of St. Felix of Nola, a local martyr from the time of the persecution of 
Decius. In , when the “Arian” Valentinian II replaced Emperor Gratian, he 
abandoned the civil service, retired with Th erasia, his wife, into a monastic 
solitude in Spain, accepted the priesthood in Barcelona, and distributed the 
couple’s rich properties among the poor. In , Paulinus and his wife es-
tablished themselves in two monasteries next to Nola, in Cimitile, southern 
Italy (for some time they had adopted total continence). Ca. –, aft er 
the death of Th erasia, he consented to serve as bishop of Nola for the next 
two decades.

In the educated society to which he belonged, Paulinus was remark-
ably gift ed for friendship. He welcomed as visitors or visited himself many 
of the famous Christians of his time. Like his poetry, his correspondence 
testifi es to a lively network of personal relationships. Only Letters – are 
of an uncertain origin among the fi ft y-one attributed to Paulinus. Jerome 
claimed that Paulinus’s letters deserved to be ranked with those of Cicero 
(Ep. , : PL , ). Four of them are addressed to Augustine. Letter  
thanks Augustine for having sent a copy of his tractates De Genesi contra 
Manichaeos and De vera religione through Alypius. In Letter , Paulinus urges 
the bishop of Hippo to meet him and his wife if ever possible. Letter  begs 
Augustine for an instruction about the nature of angels in the light of  and 
 Corinthians. In Letter , he asks to hear Augustine’s exegesis of Ps :–; 
:; :, and he lists a series of requests about Pauline letters (Eph :; 
 Tm :; Rom :; Col :–) and the gospels, where the apparitions 
of the Risen Christ impose questions of an eschatological nature: what was 
the real nature of the resurrected body?

A thorough study of the whole collection of Paulinus’s letters would 
demonstrate their deliberate and constant recourse to scripture. Th ey illus-
trate beyond measure the will of the highly literate bishop of Nola to express 
his thought and his feelings exclusively in biblical terms, or by paraphrasing 
scripture. He thereby integrates the literal content of the Latin Bible into the 
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rhythm and the syntax of his post-classical prose and poetry. Augustine must 
have recognized the striking similitude between such a choice and his own 
assimilation of psalmic verses and Pauline phrases to personal statements 
in the Confessions or in his correspondance.

Hartel counts thirty-three poems, carmina, of which n. , , and  are 
certainly not, and carm.  and  probably not, from Paulinus, the most 
important being carm.  and  for Ausonius, carm.  for Jovius,  for 
Nicetas, and  for Titia, the daughter of Julian of Eclanum, on the occasion 
of her marriage. Carmen  is a versifi ed consolatio for the loss of a friend’s 
child. Carmina natalicia (carm. –, –, , –, and a fragment 
of ) were composed in honour of the feast day, the dies natalis (January 
) of St. Felix. John the Baptist is the topic of carm. . Paraphrases of Ps , 
 and  fi ll respectively carm. ,  and . Th ough theology and exegesis 
remain conventional in the thought of Paulinus, his poetic expression of 
any doctrinal content represents his own achievement, and his phrasing is 
constantly permeated by the biblical text.

Limited as it might be, his literary legacy is highly original. “He places the 
task of poetic creation in direct line with the lectio divina of the scriptures: 
dumque leges catus et scribes miracula summi/ Vera dei, proprior disces et carior 
ipsi/ esse deo, ‘In reading and conspicuously describing the authentic marvels 
of the supreme God, you will learn to come closer to God himself, and to be-
come dearer to him’ (carm. , –). Hence it is an open possibility that the 
poetic activity and the various exercises of ascesis coincide . . . Poetry shows 
up as the spiritual exercise par excellence” (Fontaine, Naissance, ).

In such an exercise, the actualizing of biblical narratives proceeds on 
the level of personal devotion: “Ne maneam terrenus Adam: May I not re-
main the earthly Adam, but be born from the virginal soil and, free from 
the old, become an image of the new one. May I be guided far away from 
my country and become alien to my tribe, running in haste to the honeyed 
rivers of the promised land, preserved from the furnace of the Chaldaean 
fi re. Th at my hospitality be as easy as it was for Lot, always with open doors, 
liberated from Sodom; and I would not turn my eyes back, in the fear that 
I would turn into a column of salt for lack of the salt of the heart. Like the 
child Isaac, may I be off ered to God as a living host, and, carrying my wood, 
may I follow my father under the cross. I would fi nd the wells, but it is my 
prayer, they would not be obstructed by the envious Amalek who corrupts 
the living waters. May I become a fugitive from the world, like blessed Jacob 
who fl ed from his brother Edom, and I would lay a sacred stone under my 
exhausted head, and in Christ I would rest” (carm. , –).
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X X
EUTROPIUS EARLY 5TH C.

A priest from the north of Spain (Madoz) or from Aquitaine (Courcelle), 
Eutropius who admired Ambrose and was close to Paulinus of Nola. He 
wrote letters of admonition and consolation to the two daughters of a certain 
Geruntius, because they had been disinherited by their father aft er having 
vowed virginity. In the fi rst letter, De testamento Geruntii, he urges them, 
with much logic and authority, to abstain from legal procedures against 
their father’s decision. Th e second letter, De vera circumcisione, was specifi -
cally addressed to the nun Cerasia. In it, Eutropius emphasized the need 
for a spiritual exegesis of the circumcision prescribed in the Bible in order 
to perceive its real meaning, arguing in line with the whole interpretive 
tradition, from Philo to Zeno of Verona, his contemporary (Savon, ). 
His disputatio called on the academic objections of Jews, Eutropius’s main 
goal being to prescribe for his addressee a line of conduct prescribed by 
the gospel. Ultimately the “true circumcision” represents a change of “na-
ture” determined by gospel values, and in conformity with Paul as a role 
model, the ideal “nature” being incarnate in Christ. Th roughout the essay, 
Eutropius’s thought remains unconcerned “with the problem and the solu-
tions of Augustinianism” (Savon , ). Th e basic antithesis by which 
the author opposes “nature” and a behaviour determined by the gospel 
leads him to an original exegesis of Rv :, “the famous book written inside 
and outside, secret and public, open and closed” (De vera circumcisione , 
C– D) (C–C).

Eutropius also composed two treatises, De perfecto homine (Col :) and 
De similitudine carnis peccati (Rm :). All of Eutropius’s works are skillfully 
written in an elegant prose. Th ey remain close to the nt, not only through 
appropriate quotations, but also in the detail of the author’s arguments.
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X XI
EVODIUS OF UZALIS 

CONTEMPORARY OF AUGUSTINE

Th e African bishop Evodius was a disciple and close friend of Augustine. 
Four letters sent by him to the bishop of Hippo in – fi gure, with their 
answers, in the correspondence of Augustine: CSEL , Letters of Evodius 
to Augustine, epp. , , , ; Letters of Augustine to Evodius, epp. 
, , , . Th ey deal with questions concerning the soul, free will 
and grace, Catholic faith vs. Manichaeism, and in particular with the anti-
Manichean interpretation of scripture. Another latter, dated , exposes 
for Valentinus of Hadrumetum the problem of free will. An anti-Manichean 
treatise, De fi de contra Manichaeos, very close to Augustine in its style and 
inspiration, is also attributed to Evodius.
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X XII
MAXIMUS OF TURIN D. 408/423

As the fi rst verifi able bishop of Turin (not to be confused with Maximus the 
Arian!), Maximus is only documented by Gennadius, De viris inlustribus, , 
in the late fi ft h century. His legacy consists in a fi xed collection of eighty-two 
authentic sermons, and twenty-four other authentic sermons “outside of that 
collection,” extravagantes, oft en transmitted under the name of Augustine, 
(A. Mutzenbecher, ). Most of the sermons were preached in the years 
–. He was strongly infl uenced by the writings of Ambrose. He died 
under the reign of Honorius and Th eodosius II (–).

Th ough pastoral and practical in purpose, being directed against pagan-
ism at a time of massive conversion to Christianity, and against contempoary 
Jews, seen as a potential threat for the local church community, the sermones 
of Maximus demonstrate a standard teaching on Scripture and biblical exege-
sis of his time. Th e bishop knows about scripturarum caelestium sacramenta, 
“the mysteries of heavenly scriptures” sermo , line ). He explores in scrip-
tura divina (, ), particularly in the Pauline Letters, evangelicae scripturae 
secretum, . . . Christi secreta mysteria “the secret of the Gospel . . . Christ’s secret 
mysteries” (, , ). Without any speculative allegorizing, he repeatedly 
invites his listeners to reach an altiorem intellectum, “higher understanding” 
(, –) when pondering a biblical reading in church. Th e birth of John 
the Baptist “includes, I think, some mystery,” mysterium aliquod arbitror 
continere (, ). Th e recommendation of Matthew :, to go and fi nd 
hospitality in any city visited, sounds rather down to earth, but: Sed repetamus 
sanctam ipsam divinamque sententiam! Si enim in littera placet, in mysterio 
forsitan plus placebit “but let us repeat that holy and divine statement. If it is 
literally pleasant, it will probably please more in its mystery” (, –). Th e 
verdict of Mt : against those who are a cause of stumbling is also a “mys-
terious” sentence: Puto enim illam (sententiam) aliquod mysterium continere, 
“for I guess that such a verdict includes some kind of mystery” (, ). Th e 
same is true of the “forty days” of the Flood in Genesis :–, fi gurative of 
baptism (, –). In all cases, the “mystery” means the Christian reality 
of the present church as prefi gured in both Testaments. Th e very birth of 
Jesus is utter “mystery”: Intellego plane mysterium “I understand it as utter 
mystery” (, –). His baptism adds another secret: Intellego mysterium 
agnosco etiam sacramentum “I perceive the mystery, I also acknowledge the 
sacrament” (, –; , ), and so does his entry into Jerusalem accord-
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ing to Jn : (, ). Th e death of the Baptist includes a “great mystery”: 
in quo facto grande mysterium continetur (, –), and the Ascension of 
Jesus gives the “mystery” a paradoxical twist: Quodam enim mysterio, dum 
fi lius dei fi lium hominis sustulit ad caelum, ipsa captivitas portatur et portat 
“by some mystery, as the Son of God uplift ed the son of man to heaven, 
captivity itself carries and is carried on” (, –), by referring to Ps :
, Ascendens in altum captivam duxit captivitatem, “ascending to the highest 
he carried on captivity as captive.” Behind most of these assertions, stressing 
the spiritual meaning of the scriptural texts under consideration, one fi nds 
Ambrose’s Expositio evangelii secundum Lucam, of which as many as sixty-
fi ve passages are echoed in Maximus’s sermons (CCL , ).

Th e homiletic prose of Maximus, written in a fl uid and limpid Latin, 
addressed his congregation with a continuous stream of biblical images and 
references. Conventional in their doctrinal content, and modest when com-
pared with the contemporary preaching of Augustine, Maximus’s sermons 
present all the features of an inventive inspiration. Th ey are an outstanding 
monument of pastoral care whose serene and thoughtful message deserves 
further study.
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X XIII
QUODVULTDEUS D. CA. 

A deacon and later bishop (ca. ) of the church of Carthage, Quodvultdeus 
asked Augustine in  to write a compendium of heresies for him 
(Augustine, Letters , ; De haeresibus). He was expelled by the Arian 
warlord Gaiseric and found refuge in Naples where he died ca. . Entirely 
dedicated to pastoral work, he left  behind him a collection of sermons, a few 
letters and the Liber promissionum et praedictorum dei.

Aft er references to the Creation and Fall, Cain and Abel, Noah’s Ark and 
the Tower of Babel in his introductory capitula, Quodvultdeus starts the fi rst 
part of the Liber with the cycle of Abraham covering ten capitula, followed 
by the story of Isaac and Jacob, the cycle of Joseph and the fi gurative events 
linked with Moses. Th e second part of the Liber comments on  the Mosaic 
institutions, Israel’s journey in the desert, Joshua, Judges, Ruth and Kings; 
then on the prophecies of Daniel and Ezekiel, and fi nally on Esdras, Esther, 
Judith, Tobit and the Macabees. Th e third part adds verbal prophecies and 
promises paralleled by specifi c data in Gospel narratives. It ends with two 
additional sets of Testimonia, on the Dimidium temporis and the Gloria 
Sanctorum, strongly inspired by the City of God, XX–XXII.

Quodvultdeus’s exegesis is thoroughly spiritalis or typological. In his 
view biblical salvation-history is a texture of closely linked signa, mysteria, 
sacramenta, announcing the Christian fulfi llment. Th roughout the whole 
work, the author categorizes and divides his abundant material with an 
almost mannerist attention to detail. Th e author’s originality consists in 
adding to traditional typology a detailed illustration by which small or hith-
erto neglected elements of fi gurative data are systematically interpreted as 
signifi cant. Allegorical numerology, learned from Augustine, contributes to 
Quodvultdeus’s exegesis. For instance, it allows the linking of the “seventy-
fi ve souls” of Genesis : with Psalm  (I, , ), or the eleven veils of 
the Tabernacle with Psalm  (II, , ). Moral applications multiplied for 
pastoral reasons include a homiletic diatribe about defi cient charity and the 
abuse of riches, unworthy priests and persecuting kings. Scripture is usually 
quoted from memory, with occasional inaccuracy, or paraphrased and ac-
commodated to the author’s symbolic interpretations. His free quoting of 
scripture is paired with a similarly free use of various textual traditions: he 
rests on Jerome’s translation from the Hebrew, in particular for Daniel and 
Job, but more frequently on Old Latin versions, circulating in Africa (Braun, 
SC , –).
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X XIV
JULIAN OF ECLANUM CA. 380/385CA. 454

Julian was the son of Bishop Memorus, the location of whose see in southern 
Italy is unknown. Well educated, married to Titia, the daughter of another 
bishop, Julian became a deacon in  and was ordained bishop of Eclanum 
by Pope Innocent in . When still a deacon, he visited Hippo at the invita-
tion of Augustine. In Carthage he attended discussions on the origin of the 
soul, directed by the Manichean, Honoratus. In , he wrote twice to Pope 
Zosimus in protesting against the Tractoria of Zosimus, condemning Pelagius. 
He found himself condemned and was sheltered by Th eodore of Mopsuestia 
in Cilicia. He became increasingly a fi erce adversary of the Augustine whose 
alleged Manicheism he denounced in most of his later writings. Th e logical 
strength and the articulate diction of a rationalist theology pervade his liter-
ary legacy. One fi nds the same qualities mirrored in his exegesis.

One of Julian’s earliest works was a translation and adaptation of Th eo-
dore of Mopsuestia’s Commentary on the Psalms, followed by the Expositio 
libri Iob (CCL , L. De Coninck), vaguely inspired by John Chrysostom 
and dependent on Polychronius, with a fi rst expression of his allegience 
to Pelagius. Soon aft er he produced Commentarius in Canticum cantico-
rum (fragments in Bede, In Cantica canticorum allegorica expositio, I; CCL 
, –), in which some of his peculiar phrases have been noted by 
G. Bouwman. Only aft er  (between  and : Plinval ) did he 
publish some Explanationes dudecim prophetarum qui minores . . . nominantur, 
whose general title is uncertain and of which commentaries on Osee, Joel 
and Amos survive, a reasonable guess being that he left  the tractate unfi n-
ished (Bouwman, ). “Th e work is admirable as an essay of historical and 
messianic hermeneutics; its exegesis is original and oft en accurate. One has 
for good reasons celebrated the qualities of its style” (De Coninck, CCL , 
XI; more depreciatively, G. de Plinval, RSR ). Th e biblical text for the 
Explanationes is Jerome’s Vulgate, freely quoted, with some variants, borrowed 
from the lxx (o. c., XXIX–XXX).

Of the Expositio libri Iob transmitted under the name of the priest Philip, 
a disciple of Jerome, only a few lines are missing at the end (CCL , –). 
“Jerome had just issued a Commentary on Jeremiah fi lled with anti-Pelagian 
polemics, but Julian produces a Iob entirely anti-Augustinian. . . . Closer 
to the genre scholia than to the one of extended biblical commentaries, 
the Expositio positions Julian as a competent exegete of the Antiochean 
school. He favours the ‘literal’ or ‘historical’ sense of scripture and avoids 
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ornamental paraphrase. He affi  rms that Job was inspired like the Prophets 
and that he managed to announce the mysteries of the gospel. Only rarely 
would allegories or references to the ‘mystical’ sense be scrutinized in the 
work of this born rationalist, moulded by imperial Stoicism” (Kannengiesser, 
DSp ). In fact, out of a reference to incarnationis dominicae mortisque 
sacramentum, “the mystery of the Lord’s incarnation and death” (xxxviii, 
–; , ), Julian fi nds only six other opportunities to mention the 
future fulfi llment of salvation-history: a contextu disputationis exsiliens in 
futura mysteria os aperit, et de passione dominica vaticinatur, “leaping out of 
the matter under discussion, he becomes vocal about future mysteries and 
predicts the Passion of the Lord (IX, ; , –, ); videtur de futu-
ris mysteriis polliceri, “he seems to announce future mysteries” (XII, ; , 
–); spectaculo profundarum rerum attentior reddebatur, ut de mediatoris 
mysterio, de resurrectionis vel fi de vel tempore aliqua sine ambiguitate sentiret 
ac diceret, “by the sight of deep realities, he became more attentive, as to 
feel and to speak out without uncertainty some truths about the mystery of 
the mediator, or either the faith or the time of the resurrection” (XV, ; , 
–); ea quae teguntur dispensationis profundo non potestis oculis mentis 
inspicere, “the realities concealed in the abyss of the (divine) dispensation, 
you cannot investigate with your mind’s insights” (XVII, ; , –); et 
ideo prophetali plenus spiritu de salvatoris nostri vel incarnatione vel resur-
rectione praeloquitur, “and therefore, fi lled with the spirit of prophecy, he 
announces the incarnation or the resurrection of our saviour” (XIX, ; , 
–); mysteria post futura cognoscit, ut natura carnis suae indutum deum 
se dicat esse visurum; quod manifestissime ad incarnationis dominicae pertinet 
sacramentum. Nec illud ad minoris gratiae spectat testimonium, quod ita plene 
et aperte illo iam tempore spem resurrectionis annuntiat, “he knows mysteries 
following times to come, of such a nature that he says he would see God 
dressed by nature with his own fl esh, a statement which very clearly refers to 
the mystery of the Lord’s incarnation. Such testimony means no lesser grace, 
for it announces to him already in his time with full clarity the hope of a 
resurrection.” (; , –); but he never mentions by name, nor does 
his commentary refl ect any christocentric hermeneutics. In addition he lacks 
the eschatological thrust of Pelagius’ s vision of universal salvation, though 
his strong persuasion about aft erlife commands all he has to say concerning 
Almighty God’s justice. His explicit notion of deity in XXXVIII, –, Deus qui 
tantae esset potentiae, tantae bonitatis, cuius curam erga homines creaturarum 
vel institutio vel administratio publicaret, “God of such power, of such good-
ness whose concern for human beings would be made public through the 
institution and administration of creatures.” (, –), built up all along the 
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previous chapters of the commentary, exemplifi es a more static perception 
of the Christian experience. According to Julian, the Christian way of life 
consists in a synthesis of rational knowledge and virtuous living, integrating 
the ethical norms of culture with the precepts and examples of Scripture in 
both Testaments. Hence his interpretation of the Book of Job, while miss-
ing the high tragedy of Job’s suff ering, assiduously translates each verse in a 
common prose style in order to affi  rm the relevance of these verses for the 
average believer of his day. Th us Julian persistently eliminates the rich poetry 
of the images in the biblical text, the similitudines of its symbolic discourse, 
in order to clarify what a verse really means according to him. (XV, ; XIX, 
–; XX, ; XXVII, ; XXX, , –, ; XLI, ). He multiplies phrases 
like ac si diceret, “as if he said”; id est, hoc est, “which means”; pro, “ instead 
of,” when giving prosaic equivalents for biblical metaphors. Sometimes the 
metaphor and its translation are simply juxtaposed: ‘absque manu,’ absque 
opere vel labore, “without a hand, without work and eff ort” (XXIV, );‘viarum 
eius,’ id est operum, “of his ways, which means of his works” (XXVI, ); ‘sonum 
de ore’ tonitru dicit, “the ‘sound of his mouth’ means thunder” (XXXVII, ); 
‘lumen’ pro pluviis posuit, “he placed ‘light’ for rains” (); ‘auri’ vero nomine 
divitias quas diversae rerum species faciunt indicavit “for by the term ‘gold’ 
he indicated the riches which the diff erent species of things represent” (XLI, 
). Th e same vindication of the importance of the very reasonableness of 
the Book of Job seems to urge Julian, vi rationis pressus, “urged by the force 
of reason” (as he notes about Baldad the Shuhite in XXV, ), repeatedly to 
stress the consistent logic of biblical statements: they proceed per ordinem, 
“in order” (XXVII, ); consequenter, in a “consistent” manner, (passim). Th ey 
always imply a deliberate order: Unde non est repetitio superiorum, sed in-
novatio, ut illud ad auctoritatem, hoc ad gratiam spectare videatur, so that 
there is no repetition of what has already been said, but rather innovation, 
so that one sees how one statement refers to authority, whereas the other 
refers to grace” (XXIX, ); Scriptor libri capita dictorum distribuens nobis, 
principiis sequentia dicta conectit. “the author of the book displays for us the 
chapters of what is said, with the fi rst statement he connects the following” 
(XXXVI, –); Quod superius obscure dixerat, hic aperte fecit intellegi, “what 
he had said in unclear terms, here he gives openly to understand” (XXXVII, 
). Th e defi nitions of biblical data given by Julian contribute to the same 
acculturation of Job into the author’s rhetorical tradition; ‘Aenigmata’ dixit, 
quia brevitate dictorum plus intellegendum reliquerat quam enuntiaverat audien-
dum, “he mentioned ‘enigmata’ because, due to the conciseness of the state-
ment more remained to be understood than what he had said to be heard” 
(XIII, ); ‘Parabola’ proprie dicitur quando plus  continetur in sensibus quam 
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pronunciatur in verbis, vel amplius quam in superfi cie sonat rerum consequentia 
vel intellectus ratione confi citur, “‘parable’ is rightly said when the meaning 
exceeds the words pronounced, or when the consistency of the realities 
makes more sense than in its mere appearance, or is fi xed by the logic of 
the intellect” (XXIX, ); ‘legislatores’ dicit, qui in diversis regionibus instituta 
mortalia quibus regerentur convenientes in unum populi condiderunt, “he calls 
‘law-givers’ those who, in diff erent parts of the world, bringing together the 
perishable institutions over which they are supposed to govern, establish 
people in unity” (XXXVI, ).

When a biblical phrasing may surprise the reader, Julian knows how to 
call on scripture’s habits: Familiare est enim divinae scripturae ponere dicta pro 
factis, “for it is usual in scripture to state declarations as facts” (I, ); Possunt 
omnia per commutationem temporum legi, quod quidem est divinis scripturis 
familiare, ut sit sensus, “all can be read in changing the tense of the verbs, 
something that is familiar to the divine scriptures when the meaning calls 
for it” (VIII, ); Familiare est scripturis sanctis ut dicant id, in quod praecipi-
tantur iudicantur sententias, ex voto et studio suscepisse; consueto scripturae 
est excursores hostium ‘latrones’ vocare, “it is customary for the holy scriptures 
to say that if one is plunged in something, it has been undertaken by choice 
and intent; it is common practice for scripture to call the spies of the enemies 
‘thieves’” (XIX, ).

He wonders whether the biblical narrative of Satan challenging the Lord 
should not be taken more scripturarum, “according to the habit of the scrip-
tures” (II, ): Quaeritur utrum actum sit, ut est in simplici relatione verborum, 
an more scripturarum id, quod in votis diaboli et permissu dei fuit, ob hoc ad 
formam rerum gestarum translatum sit, ut posterorum memoriae tenacius in-
haereret: maiorem enim sui tradunt memoriam facta, quam dicta “one wonders 
if things happened just as narrated, or, as it is the habit of scripture, if what 
corresponded to the wishes of the Devil and to God’s permission for that very 
reason was not transposed in terms of action, in order to be better implanted 
in the memory of future generations, because facts leave a stranger impres-
sion on the memory than words” (II, –); and he observes: ‘Ibi’ secundum 
morem scripturae pro causa posuit, non pro loco, “‘there’ is said according to 
the habit of scripture not for indicating a place, but a causation” (XXXV, 
); or Mos scripturae est magnarum rerum descriptiones verborum cumulis 
semper attollere, “it is always the habit of scripture to emphasize the descip-
tion of important facts by accumulating words” (XLI, ). Th us any stylistic 
obscurity in scripture should fi nd its clarifi cation: Obscsura satis elocutio, sed 
quae huiusmodi intellectum suggerat, “the expression is quite obscure but in 
view of suggesting this kind of understanding” (XXVIII, ).
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In short Julian’s exegesis presents a remarkable case of a genuine Latin 
hermeneutics by which, secundum regulas disputationis, “accoding to the rules 
of the debate” (XXXIV, ) the interpretation of Job is a celebration of the 
Western mind and the Western way of life.
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X XV
OPUS IMPERFECTUM IN MAT THAEUM  

EARLY 5TH C.

Th e Opus is a collection of sermons, the work of an unknown Latin author, a 
spiritual leader, a bishop (A), of a small Arian, and therefore persecuted, 
community. It is the longest commentary on Matthew in Christian antiquity, 
incomplete only because of a defective transmission; a commentary more 
precisely on Mt :–:, :–:, :–:, without the Passion nar-
ratives preserved in the transmission.

Th e purpose of the author, who expresses a strong theological conviction 
against the Nicene Creed (B, AB, D), was foremost of a practical 
nature. He stresses the ethical values of marriage and family life, rejects slav-
ery, and pleads for honesty under oath and in matters of money. In all of it, 
his fervently dedicated concern focusses on the present endurance and the 
trial still to come, imposed on his migrating community. In facing the fatal 
measures against Arianism taken by the late Constantinian and Th eodosian 
administrations, the anonymous pastor who possibly preached and certainly 
wrote what was to become known as the Opus, stresses a sombre image of 
the future with an imminent intervention of Antichrist and indeed the End 
of the world (D, D, D).

Th e Greek or Latin provenance, the date and authorship, and even the 
theological content of the Opus have occasioned a lively debate since , 
when Erasmus declared it to be a Latin work of the Arian Maximus of 
Turin.

Th ough the author insists on the literal meaning (simplicitas historiae 
A), the allegorical features (allegorica ratio A; mysterium D) of the 
Opus recall Origen’s exegesis, with numbers, animals, or plants among other 
material things interpreted in symbolic ways. Etymologies proliferate with 
an arbitrary incompetence concerning Hebrew names. Th e distinction be-
tween letter and spirit in scripture is based on a dualistic notion of fl esh and 
mind (humanae naturae mysterium B, C, C, &BC, A, A), 
bound to a voluntaristic theory of free will (B, C, AB), which leads 
the author to formulate strong, and sometimes moving statements about 
the challenge of true Christian faith (C, A, A). He was aware of the 
precarious survival of his congregation (BC, BD, AB), and even 
more, of the basic weakness of human beings (BC, CD), exposed to 
the strategies of the Devil (–, B). Temptation (C, C, C, 
B) and death (BC, CD) were always imminent.
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Th e author was eager to learn from earlier interpreters of Matthew 
(BC); he comes close to copying them (C, A, A), and he 
makes direct use of Jerome’s commentary (J. Stiglmayer). His interpretation 
of parables is remarkable, for instance, in Homily  and . In all his deeds 
and sayings, Jesus serves as the ideal paradigm proposed for the imitation 
of the faihful (CD, B, D, ff ., D, B). Prayer is essential. 
Homily  (–) comments on the “Our Father” (Mt :–), a well 
chosen prayer “because the Father willingly responds to a prayer dictated 
by the Son” (A). Familiarity with scripture is a high recommendation, 
because in any moral status one fi nds in it the right medicine, the proper 
spiritual nourishment (CD). Homily  (–) calls on the manna 
in the desert and develops in full detail an analogy between reading and 
“masticating” scripture. In the life of faith everyone needs to meditate on 
scripture for his or her well-doing, though only a “spiritual person, expert in 
God’s spiritual narratives” catches the deeper meaning of biblical mysteries 
(Hom. , A). Th erefore one needs the help of priests “the key-holders 
to whom is given the charge to teach and interpret the scriptures. Th e key 
itself is the teaching of the scriptures, by which the door of truth is opened. 
Its opening is the correct interpretation” (Hom. , B–).
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X XVI
PETER OF RAVENNA, CHRYSOLO GUS 

CA. 380–450

Metropolitan of Ravenna sometime before  (when Th eodoret wrote 
a letter to him) until his death between  and , Peter became fa-
mous for his “ sermons of the Collectio Feliciana (saec. VIII) and  
extravagantes, . . . homilies on passages from the Gospels, but also on the 
Pauline letters, the Psalms, the baptismal symbol, the Lord’s Prayer and the 
saints, . . . (they) include likewise exhortations to penance. In commenting 
on the Bible and taking his cue from liturgical celebrations, Chrysologus 
gives authoritative witness to the theological preoccupations of his age” 
(Studer, ).

Th e exegetical homilies, delivered by Peter Chrysologus as a regular 
commentary of biblical readings included in the liturgy, are by far the most 
numerous of his extant works. As transmitted by the so-called Collectio 
Feliciana (because of Bishop Felix of Ravenna signing its Preface, PL , 
), dating from the eighth century, they address nt readings exclusively. 
In original sets of three to twelve or more homilies, they focus on a given 
passage, the speaker referring to his former exposition or announcing the 
following topic inside each set, which gives the impression of a well planned 
lecture programme. Th us one reads comments on Luke  in Homilies –, 
on Matthew  in Homilies –, on Matthew  in Homilies –, on Luke 
 in Homilies –, on Matthew  in Homilies –, etc.; the longest se-
quence referring to the Gospels is to be found in Homilies – for Easter. 
Even more remarkable, the most substantial of all the groupings of Peter’s 
sermons focuses on Romans  in Homilies –, the last homily care-
fully paralleling the fi rst as a literary framing for the whole set.

Sermons Main Biblical Focus Additional Biblical 

Focus

 
 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–
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  Figurative recapitulation

  Parenetic actualization

  Mt :

  Mt :

  Mt :–

 Ps 

 Mt :–

 Mt : 

 Mt :–

 Ps 

 Mt :–

 Mt :–

 Mk :–

 Mt :–

 Mt :–

 Mt :–

 Mk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Parenetic recapitulation

 Mt :–

 Mk :
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 Mt :–

 Mt :– 

 Mk :–

 Mk , , 

 Mt :–

 Mt :–

 Mk :–

 Lk :–

 Mt :

 Lk :–



 Lk :

 Lk : Biblical recapitulation


 Ps 

 Ps 

 Ps 

 Mt :–

 Mt :–

 Mk :–

 Mt :–

, , () Mk :–

 Mk : Lk :–
 Lk :–

–  On the Apostolic Creed

 Jn :–, , –

 Peter of Ravenna, Chrysologus 
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  Jn :, –

  Jn :–

  Lk :–

 – On the Lord’s Prayer

Mt 

 – Easter S. : // Jn :– (frgt)

  Lk :

  Lk :–

  Lk :–

  Lk :–

  Lk :–

  Lk :–

  Lk :–

  Lk :–

  Lk :–

  Figurative recapitulation

  Mt :–

  Mt :–

  Lk :– (seed)

  Lk :–

 (pg) //Mk :– (bread)

 Lk :

 Lk :–
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 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–



 Rom :

 Rom :

 Rom :–

 Rom :

 Rom :, –

 Rom :–

 Rom :–

 Rom :–

 Rom :–

 // Cor :.

 // Cor :–

()

 Rom :– +Rom :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Peter of Ravenna, Chrysologus 
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– Feast of saints: “non-

exegetical”

 Lk :–

 Lk : (frgt)

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 //Mt :–

 //Mt :–

 Incarnation Mt ?

 Incarnation (not a single 

biblical reference!)
()

 Mt :

 Mt :

 Mt :

 Mt :

 Mt :–

 Mt :–

 Mt :–

()

 Figurative actualization

 Lk :–

 Lk :

 Lk :–

 Lk :–

 Mt :–

 Lk :–
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 Lk :–



 Lk : // Mk :, – // Mk :–
 Lk :

 Mk :–

 Mk :–

Add A. Olivar, PLS III, –:
 De Pentecoste
 De passione Domini (I)
 De passione Domini (II)
 Homilia in Matthaeum :.

Most of the spuria, noted by Olivar, are non-exegetical sermons.

At a fi rst glance, one may observe that Luke prevails in providing the main 
focus for fi ft y-three homilies, against only twenty-nine commenting on 
Matthew, the latter in turn completely overshadowing Mark who is reduced 
to the secondary role of a parallel reference (except in Homilies –, 
where Mark secures the main focus). Th e very limited use of John is strik-
ing. Only in Homilies – does the fourth Gospel provide a main focus; 
in the Easter Homilies –, Jn :– is quoted as a secondary reference 
only, in the fragment of Homily , a further secondary focus being given 
to Homily  by Jn :–. Th e three Homilies (–) on Psalms pres-
ently included in a sequence framed by Luke , allow the supposition that 
a much larger number of such psalmic expositions has not survived. Th e 
twelve Homilies (–) dedicated to Romans and to  Corinthians as a 
parallel reference, would deserve further study.

In sum, Peter preached extensively on:
Matthew
chapter :– Homilies –
 :– –
 – 
  –
  –

 Peter of Ravenna, Chrysologus 
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 :– 
 :– 
 – 
  
 : 
 :– 
  
  
 :– 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 :– 
 – , 
  
 – 
 – 
 – 
 : Olivar, 
 :– –
 – 
 – 
Mark
chapter : 
 :– 
 :– 
 :– 
 – 
 :– 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 :– 
Luke
chapter :  
 – 
 – 
 – 
 – 
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 – 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 :– 
 – 
  
 :– 
 – 
 – 
  , 
  
 : 
 – 
 – , 
 – 
 – 
 – , 
 :– 
 – 
 :– 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 – , , 
 :– 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 – 
 :– 
 :– 
John
chapter :– 
 :– 
 :–, , – 

 Peter of Ravenna, Chrysologus 
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 , – 
 – 
Romans
chapter :– 
 :– 
 : 
 :– 
 – 
 :– 
 – 
 : 
 – 
 Corinthians
chapter :– 
 ,  

Peter remains silent on Matthew –, and on Mark – (except for 
:–), Lk :–, not to speak of most parts of John. Should we infer 
that the passion and resurrection narrative were not considered as appro-
priate focuses for his preaching ministry? Th at would be hard to believe. 
Rather should this lacuna lead us to the possibility that a substantial part of 
Peter’s exegetical homilies perished in the troubled circumstances following 
his death.

Editions

PL , –: Sermones –; –: Sermones VII (additional).
PLS III, –: a list of authentic and inauthentic sermons, by A. Olivar; 

sermo  Contra Pharisaeos, Luke :–; sermo  De iracundia fratrum 
Matthew :–; sermo  De inimicis diligendis, Matthew :–; sermo 
 In Matthaeum, Luke :–.

PLS V, –: De Pentecoste.
Olivar, A.: CCSL XXIV: Sermons – bis; CCSL XXIV A: Sermons –; 

(), with German introduction.

Translations

English
G.-E. Ganss: FaCh  (), –, selections.
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Italian
A. Pasini, Sienna ();
M. Spinelli, Rome ().
German
M. Held: BKV ();
G. Böhmer: BKV, nd ed.,  ().
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Palardy, W. B. Th e Church and the Synagogue in the sermons of Saint Peter 

Chrysologus. Diss., Washington: Catholic University, .
Palardy, W. B. “Peter Chrysologus’ Interpretation of the Raising of Lazarus.” In Stu-
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on Patristic Studies held in Oxford . Biblica et Apocrypha, Orientalia, Asce-
tica, –. Louvain: Peeters, .

 Peter of Ravenna, Chrysologus 
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X XVII
JOHN CASSIAN D. 435

From a Christian family of landowners in the Roman province of Scythia 
Minor on the western shore of the Black Sea, Cassian received a classical 
education with a thorough grounding in Greek. Around –, while still 
very young, he engaged into the cenobitic life with his friend Germanus in 
a monastery at Bethlehem, before encountering the monks in Egypt, nota-
bly the hermits settled in the desert of Scete. Except for a short return to 
Bethlehem in  or , he remained in Egypt until . In Constantinople, 
John Chrysostom ordained him a deacon, against Cassian’s own wishes. He 
went to Rome in , and then moved on to spend the rest of his life in 
Marseilles as a priest, founding two monasteries, one for men and another 
for women, in the hope of materializing in the West a monastic return to the 
traditions of the Apostles. In Marseilles he composed his two main writings, 
De institutis coenobiorum and the Conlationes, between  and , as well 
as a theological pamplet, De incarnatione contra Nestorium (ca. ).

Th e key to Cassian’s whole work lies in his abundant use of scrip-
ture” (O. Chadwick, ). “In his monastic directory, Cassian attaches 
primary importance to the scriptures and to prayer; the one leading 
to the other through the work of the same Agent, the Holy Spirit. 
Th e Bible is the book and the reading material par excellence for the 
monk. Th e numerous biblical citations contained in the Institutiones 
and the Conlationes and the various elaborations on the scriptures are 
the measure of the primacy of place which the sacred books occupy 
in monastic spirituality. . . . Th e monk must always be ruminating on 
some part of the sacred text, e.g., a passage from the Psalter, in order 
to succeed in penetrating its profundity, i.e. the spiritual meaning in 
purity of heart. Th is is especially true with regard to the psalms 
(A. Hamman: Quasten IV, ).

Cassian quotes scripture (“his source par excellence,” E. Pichery, ) in 
Jerome’s version, but sometimes also in older ones; occasionally he refers to 
the Greek text. His frequent scriptural allusions and citations, most of the 
latter from memory, bear witness to this deep familiarity with the sacred 
books.

Conlationes XXIV presents a set of lectures and admonitions alleg-
edly communicated by famous solitaries in the form of conversations with 
Germanus or Cassian himself. Th ey follow the stages of Cassian’s journey into 
the monastic world of Egypt. A fi rst part (Conlat. I–IX) belongs to Cassian’s 
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fi rst visit to Scete and delivers the equivalent of a treatise on monastic per-
fection. Seven distinguished masters of the desert answer the questions of 
the visitors. A second part (Conlat. XI–XVII), dating from , lets other 
monks add complementary lessons on similar topics. A third part (Conlat. 
XVIII–XX), dating from around – and located at Diolcos, engages into 
more general considerations about the many categories of monks, the purpose 
of cenobitic and eremitic experiments, and penance. A fourth part (Conlat. 
XXI–XXIV) ends with sublime thoughts on inner freedom, the temptations 
of the fl esh, the never achieved sinlessness, and the sweetness of serving God. 
Th e Conlationes, Cassian’s masterpiece, infl uenced Benedict of Nursia and 
Cassiodorus. Th ey profoundly enriched monastic traditions in the East and 
the West. Th eir profuse citation of ot and nt, in the form of quotations and 
innumerable allusions, still waits for a comprehensive and in depth study.

Abbot Moses dedicates part of his fi rst lesson to informing Germanus 
about the craft iness of the demon who tempted Jesus with a misleading inter-
pretation of scripture (I, ), a lesson taken from Origen, Commentary on 
Luke. In his second lesson, he lets Antony the hermit celebrate the merits of 
spiritual discretion in the light of two biblical exempla, Saul in Samuel  and 
Ahab in  Kgs  (II, ). In his own speech, Abbot Paphnus does the same; he 
calls on biblical exempla to confi rm his notion of the “three renunciations”: 
“Th ese three renunciations fi t perfectly with the three books of Solomon. For 
Proverbs addresses the fi rst renunciation which is to eliminate fl eshly desires 
and earthly vices; Ecclesiastes, the second, as it states that everything is vanity 
under the sun; the third, Canticle of Canticles, as the mind transcends in it 
all things visible in being united with God’s Word through the contemplating 
of heavenly realities” (III, ). See Abraham, Enoch, Moses; “All this happened 
fi guratively in advance to the Jewish people, but now we see it fulfi lled in 
our status and way of life” (III, ). Abbot Daniel engages into a lexical and 
thematic analysis of “fl esh” in scripture: Vocabulum carnis in scripturis sanctis 
multifarie legimus nominari, “the term ‘fl esh’ is used in holy scriptures with 
many diff erent meanings” (IV, ). Abbot Sarapion speculates at length on 
temptation as experienced by Christ. He fi nds in “Moses” and the Apostle 
Paul strong support for his doctrine of eight capital vices. Abbot Th eodore 
turns to the Book of Job for answering questions about evil; veram scriptu-
rarum defi nitionem tenentes minime infi delium hominum decepiemur errore, 
if only “we hold fi rm to what scripture defi nes, we shall not be deceived by 
non-believers” (VI, ); that leads him to deepen the biblical notion of tests 
and trials (mala), as Abbot Daniel had done for “fl esh” (VI, ). In the fi ght 
against evil spirits, Abbot Serenus recommends Pauline weaponary and 
invokes the psalms (VII, –).

 John Cassian 
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In his second lecture, Serenus starts by admitting obscurities in scrip-
ture, due to the many levels of interpretation in hoc uberrimo spiritalium 
scripturarum paradiso, “in this fertile paradise of spiritual scriptures”; he 
distinguishes between “literal” and “spiritual” meanings, between historia 
and allegoria, insisting on the many diff erent opinions open to discussion 
in any “spiritual” interpretation. As a proof of it he shows how Genesis – 
can be understood in diff erent ways (VIII, –). Abbot Isaac, in his second 
talk, discoursing on prayer, off ers a commentary on the Lord’s Prayer (IX, 
–). He reaches a climax with the praying of the Psalms. Asceticism and 
inner fervour literally appropriate the psalmic verses for they revive in us the 
very emotions which were originally sung in the Psalms and which produced 
them in the fi rst place. We become authors of the Psalms, knowing in advance 
their wordings, rather than learning them only when they are enunciated; 
we catch what they mean before knowing what they say (X, ). Th rough 
Abbot Isaac’s discourse one can easily surmise the enjoyment of the monks 
in reading Athanasius’s Letter to Marcellinus on the Psalms.

Abbot Nesteros, in his fi rst lecture, On Spiritual Science, delivers a message 
which clarifi es and defi nes biblical hermeneutics as practised in the desert. 
Th ere is a diff erence between praktikè and theoretikè science: ‘theoretikè’ vero 
in duas dividitur partes, id est in historicam interpretationem et intellegentiam 
spiritualem. . . . Spiritualis autem scientiae genre sunt tria, tropologia, allegoria, 
anagoge, “the ‘theoretical’ is divided in two parts, the historical interpretation 
and the spiritual understanding. . . . Th e genre of spiritual science counts three 
levels, namely tropology, allegory and anagogy” Appropriate citations illus-
trate each term of the four dimensions (quattuor fi gurae) proper to biblical 
“theoria” (XIV, ). When we learn the sacred scriptures by heart, their most 
hidden meanings will at last enlighten us in our very sleep. Crescente autem 
per hoc studium innovatione mentis nostrae etiam scripturarum facies incipiet 
innovari, et sacratioris intellegentiae pulchritudo quodammodo cum profi ciente 
profi ciet, “As by such a study our mind grows in newness of understanding, 
the scriptures themselves take on for us a new face: their deeper understand-
ing embellishes with our progress. For they accomodate to the capacity of 
the human mind; terrestrial for fl eshly people, they become divine for the 
spiritual,” (XIV, ). Abbot Th eonas gives three lectures: in the fi rst, he indulges 
in some allegorical arithmology in order to explore the mystery of Pentecost 
(XXI); in the second, “On the Deceptions of the Night,” he invokes Paul for 
making clear that only Christ, though tempted in the desert, remains without 
any sin (XXII); in the third one, “On Sinlessness,” De anamarteto, he focuses 
on Romans . Th e fi nal Conlatio by Abbot Abraham multiplies biblical exem-
pla about mortifi cation, the main theme of his lecture.
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De institutis coenobiorum, a work of Cassian’s maturity, counted twelve 
books of which Book V–XII established their own, independent manuscript 
tradition. Book I starts by describing the dress of Egyptian monks from their 
belt and their garment to their staff  and sandals, as “it will be easier to pres-
ent their inner devotion, aft er having described their external appearance” 
(I, ). Each detail of that appearance calls throughout Book I on parallel 
vestimentary information found in scripture, always recalled in their proper 
context and with their moral relevance. As a result, the biblical historia is 
eff ectively actualized in the bodily appearance of the monks.

Book II starts with a series of eighteen capitula, short summaries of a 
few words, one sentence at most, by which the content of the following sec-
tions is announced. Th ey deal with the nocturnal prayer life of the monks 
in Egypt, ruled by fi xed (canonical) conventions. Th eir individual or collec-
tive recitation of the Psalms serves as a centrepiece in the spiritual festival 
of prayer, celebrated by the monks night aft er night in the silence of their 
cells or during their gatherings. Th eir experience of a praying community 
re-enacts in a monastic fashion the ideal description of the earliest disciples 
who invented the gospel lifestyle, according to Acts : (II, ).

Book III turns to the diurnal prayer of the solitaries in Syria (III, ), 
Egypt (III, ), and in “the whole Orient” (III, –). At least, such is the an-
nouncement made by the introductory capitula. In reality, the expositio is 
less divided geographically as it is chronologically, according to the canonical 
hours, the third, the sixth and the ninth when prayers are ordered by tradi-
tion. Th e biblical symbolism of these hours resounds with references to the 
whole salvation history, a vivid sense for the scriptural embeddedness of 
monastic prayer life vibrating throughout Cassians’s descriptions.

Th e long Book IV, including forty-three chapters of which the last 
 off ers a recapitulatio, explains practical regulations of the community life in 
Egyptian monasteries. It is a life based on renunciation, obedience, humility 
and patience, inspired by the Gospel (IV, –) and the paradigmatic fi gure 
of Moses (IV, ); a life exemplifi ed by outstanding ascetics like Abbot John 
(IV, –) or Patermutius (IV, –), who embodied the radicality of the 
Gospel to the point of becoming paradigmatic in their own right.

Th e Institutions present a signifi cant use of Psalms and Mattthew, as being 
by far the most helpful biblical sources for describing the social and psycho-
logical behaviour of monks. Book II, as already noted, stresses the recitation 
of Psalms during the night. Book V calls on  Cor :–; Book VI on  
Th essalonians  and Hebrews  about the rewards of chastity, in particular 
the indwelling of the Holy Spirit ( Th es :–) and the vision of God (Heb 
:–). Biblical exempla concerning the greed for riches,  philargyri, fi ll 

 John Cassian 
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Book VII; others, on reconciliation, with a special discussion on Mt :, fi ll 
Book VIII which discusses anger. Long comments on  Th es :–,  Th es 
:–, Eph : (with Acts :–; :–) are joined when the author 
denounces akèdeia, boredom, in Book X; biblical examples continue to pro-
liferate in the last two Books, XI and XII, on idleness and pride.

Editions
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X XVIII
APPONIUS FL. 405–415

Merely a name, possibly a Roman author with a Jewish or Oriental back-
ground, Aponius wrote a Commentary on Canticle, mentioned by Bede (PL 
, : In Cantica Canticorum allegorica expositio, ), fi rst edited in Rome, 
, by H. Bottino and J. Martini, and reprinted in PLS I, –; the 
title given by the manuscripts (Ambrosianum D  sup., Sessorianum ) 
being: Aponii in Canticum Canticorum explanationis libri XII.

A monument of symbolic theology, representative of Western monastic 
culture on the threshold of the High Middle Ages, Apponius’s commentary 
expounds a christological and ecclesiological interpretation of the Canticle, 
deeply rooted in the tradition of Origenian exegesis.

Book I comments on Canticle :–;
Book II, on Canticle:–;
Book III, on Canticle :–:;
Book IV, on Canticle :–;
Book V, on Canticle :–:;
Book VI, on Canticle :–;
Book VII, on Canticle :–:a;
Book VIII, on Canticle :b–;
Book IX, on Canticle :–:;
Book X, on Canticle :–;
Book XI, on Canticle :–;:;
Book XII, on Canticle :–.

Th e short prologue of the Expositio shows affi  nities with the translations 
of Origen’s homilies by Jerome and Rufi nus. Apponius comes also close to 
Ambrose and to the Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum. He uses the Onomasticon 
of Pseudo-Philo, adapted by Jerome in  as Liber interpretationis hebraicorum 
nominum. He knew no Greek but was attracted by mathematics and natural 
sciences; his geographical notions were poor, but with some clearer knowledge 
of history, thanks to the Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius. Philosophical discus-
sions fascinated him. For quoting Canticle, he used Jerome’s Vulgate of ; 
for quotations of other parts of scripture, his textual basis included versions 
belonging to diff erent traditions. His exegesis is thoroughly spiritual: Omnia 
in mysterio eo tempore acta intellegantur, “All the elements of the mystery are 
to be understood as accomplished in that time.”
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Th e Canticle has no profane relevance, it is entirely a nuptiale carmen, 
a “nuptial song,” sung by the Spirit to celebrate the wedding of Christ and 
the Church (V, ; VIII, ). It is a prophetic text which, through fi gures and 
enigmata, prefi gures the mystery of the Incarnation. Diff erent senses of scrip-
ture need to be distinguished: the historia, which is negligible in this case; 
the intelligentia mysteriorum, which is essential: Necesse est, ubi fi guris agit 
Spiritus sanctus, nos allegoriae omnimodo deservire, “where the Holy Spirit acts 
in fi gures, we must by all means use allegories” (II, ); the sensus moralis 
(V, ), magnifying the love which unites the divine Logos and the human 
soul of Jesus (specially IX and XII), the love between Christ and Church 
(passim), and the love joining Christ and human souls in general. Th ere is 
no direct infl uence of Origen perceptible in Apponius.

According to Apponius, the Canticle celebrates the whole divine econ-
omy of creation and salvation. Book I exposes God’s project. Book II shows 
the perfect soul guided and supported by Christ, in its search of God and of 
the true Israel, namely the Church. Book III sings the beauty of the Church. 
Book IV announces the Incarnation, Book V describes the consequences of 
the resurrection of Jesus, namely the conversion of Jews in Jerusalem and the 
meeting with Gentiles. Book VI lets Christ describe the diff erent categories of 
Christians. Book VII shows how the Church is growing through the persecu-
tions. Book VIII denounces heresy and invites heretics to conversion. Book 
IX sees the Soul of Christ at the top of all ecclesial orders. Book X mentions 
the conversion of Rome, fi lia principis, “the daughter of the prince (Christ). 
Book XI claims that the invasions of Barbarians entail the latter’s conversion, 
which leads to “the doors” of the End. Book XII, in a fi nal vision welcomes 
the triumph of the Soul of Christ over Antichrist. Th e Church reaches the 
end of a pilgrimage on earth by speaking all her fi ve languages: Hebrew, 
Greek, Egyptian, Latin, and Assyrian.
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Witek, F., “Aponius”: RAC Suppl.  () –.
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X XIX
PROSPER OF AQUITAINE CA. 390CA. 455

A layman with a solid classical education, Prosper became a fervent defender 
of Augustine in the so-called Semi-Pelagian controversy. He composed a 
commentary on some Psalms, Expositio Psalmorum –, during his time 
in Rome (–). “Th e authenticity of the Prologue (prologus metricus, PL 
, ) is disputed; G. Morin, who republished it in RB  () , is in 
favour, while M. Cappuyns (BTAM  n. ) is opposed. Th e CCL considers 
it to date from the Carolingian era, and to be perhaps a work of Walafrid 
Strabo and thus ommits it” (A. Hamman: Quasten IV, ).

In fact, with some literal excerpts, Prosper summarized Augustine’s 
Enarrationes in psalmos. His psalter text is nothing but a mixture of 
Augustine’s Psalter and the Roman Psalter (Callens, ix),
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Gori, F. “Da una compilazione medievale sui Salmi: recuperi per i commentari di 
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X X X
VALERIAN OF CIMELIUM FL. MID 5TH C.

As bishop of Cimelium (Cimiez, near Nice, southern France), Valerian 
entertained a close relationship with the monks of Lérins. He authored a 
Letter to these monks, Epistola ad monachos de virtutibus et ordine doctrinae 
apostolicae, and twenty Homilies, almost entirely dedicated to moral issues, 
such a the needed discipline, promises unkept, insolance, idle talk, parasitism, 
vain-glory, the benefi t of peace, the high value of martyrdom, the Maccabees, 
and avarice. Valerian’s sophisticated style betrays his rhetorical formation. 
He alludes to Seneca, among others. His main authority is the gospel. Many 
biblical quotations and references enrich his discourse. Homily  is entirely 
dedicated to the Maccabees.
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X X XI
EUCHERIUS OF LYON CA. 380–450/455

Th e son of a senatorial family of Lyon, well educated and knowledgable in 
Greek, Eucherius separated from his wife and four children (among them 
two sons who became bishops in his lifetime), and retired into the eremitic 
solitude of one of the Lérins islands from which he was elected to the see 
of his hometown in .

His Liber formularum spiritalis intellegentiae, dedicated to one of his 
sons, enumerates in ten sections some examples of allegorical exegesis. Th e 
introduction distinguishes between the literal, tropological and anagogi-
cal meaning of scripture. His Instructionum libri duo ad Salonium explains 
in Book I passages from the ot and nt; in Book II, it comments on some 
Hebrew and Greek words like Halleluiah or Zabaoth, according to Jerome. 
Th e whole work proceeds by means of question and answer. Eucherius’s 
exegesis follows closely models provided by Ambrose and Augustine. He 
was highly esteemed in mediaeval monasteries.
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X X XII
SALONIUS OF GENEVA MID 5TH C.

Salonius, son of Eucherius, the bishop of Lyon, was educated at Lérins where 
his father had spent a few years with his wife and their two children. Between 
 and , Salonius received there the two volumes of Institutiones, which 
Eucherius dedicated to him, containing questions and answers on scripture. 
Before , he became bishop of Geneva, his brother, Veranus, occupying the 
see of Vence. Salonius wrote a “Spiritual Interpretation of Solomon’s Parables 
and Ecclesiastes,” Expositio mystica in Parabolas Salomonis et Ecclesiastem, 
in the form of a conversation between Veranus and himself. Th e diffi  cult 
passages of both biblical texts, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, are allegorized. 
Under a slightly modifi ed title, the same work is transmitted as belonging to 
Honorius of Autun (PL , –). Salonius died shortly aft er .
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X X XIII
ARNOBIUS THE YOUNGER D. AFTER 451

An African monk, having fl ed the Vandals, while in Rome ca. , Arnobius 
opposed Augustine’s doctrine of grace. In particular, he wrote an allegorical 
Commentarii on the Psalms in which he opposes Augustinianism, and the 
Expositiunculae in evangelium which off er scholia on passages from Matthew, 
Luke and John.
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X X XIV
LEO I , THE GREAT D. 461

Bishop of Rome, –, possibly born in Rome of a Tuscan family, Leo 
occupied an important position inside the papal administration for at least a 
decade before entering the pontifi cal offi  ce. A man of strong affi  rmation, he 
identifi ed himself with his ecclesial mission, the apostle Peter to be speaking 
through him. He established the supremacy of the Roman See in the West 
at a crucial time when the Empire was collapsing. His interventions in the 
East (Tomus ad Flavianum; Council of Chalcedon , his letters concerning 
the monks of Palestine, –, the ecclesiastical peace in Egypt –) 
as well as his negaotiation with Attila, , and his world-wide epistolary 
activity gave his ministry a universal dimension.

Leo himself secured the focal collection of his sermons, ninety-seven of 
them in Chavasse’s edition, “arranged not only in their liturgical order (begin-
ning from September  to the sermons for the ember days of (the follow-
ing) September), but also in chronological order within the same liturgical 
arrangement” (Studer, ); in particular, ten sermons for Christmas, eight 
for Epiphany, two for Easter, two for the Ascension, seven for Pentecost and 
the time of Pentecostal fasting, twelve for Lent, nineteen for Holy Week (De 
Passione), nine for the ember days of September, and six for the so-called 
Collects. Sermons and letters are Leo’s literary legacy. “Leo’s letters and ser-
mons are in fact distinguished by their refi ned style, rhythmic prose, purity 
of language, conscience of expression and clarity of thought. Few writers 
of that time excelled like Leo in his domination of Latin rhetoric and his 
achievement of such a perfect concordance between content and form. Th is 
ability to express in a Roman fashion the Christian themes dearest to him is 
a characteristic of Leo. In Leo, Roman genius was united with the Christian 
spirit in a truly singular manner” (Studer, ).

Th e Christmas sermons cover two periods of fi ve years each, tractatus 
–, in –, and tractatus – in –. Th ey testify to Leo’s 
dogmatic and parenetic inspiration, Scripture confi rming his doctrinal state-
ment or articulating the mystery celebrated in the liturgy. Th e exposition 
shows no trace of any narrative style. From a clear defi nition of the divine 
mystery concerned, the preacher shift s over into imperative exhortations: 
Reformationis humanae sacrum divinumque mysterium sancto atque sincero 
honerate servitio. Amplectimini Christum in nostra carne nascentem, “By a holy 
and sincere service, honour the sacred and divine mystery of the reshaping 
of humanity. Embrace Christ born in our fl esh” (tract. ; , –, 
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Chavasse). Leo is more concerned with an adequate defi nition of the two 
natures of Christ, or a denunciation of christological heresies, among which 
he counts Manicheism, than he is with the paraphrased retrieving of Gospel 
narratives. A closer paraphrase of Mt :–, on the Transfi guration, is in-
cluded in tractatus , delivered “at the Mass which closed the vigils of the 
Saturday to the second Sunday of Lent” (Chavasse, CCL A, ).

Th e sermons De passione, –, comprise also those delivered during 
the Easter vigil. Sometimes called De resurrectione, they are short, extremely 
well focused and incisive against those fantastici christiani, “fantasizing 
Christians” (tract. ; ,  Chavasse) who misunderstand the reality of 
Christ’s Passion. From that series of homilies (the oldest collection, secured 
by Leo himself) we go directly to two sermons for the Ascension, tract. –, 
dating from  and  and then to the series of sermons for Pentecost 
and its time of fasting. In other words, we note the absence of the Easter 
solemnitas, so much emphasized in Leo’s time by his contemporary fellow-
bishop, Peter of Ravenna.

Leo shows little consciousness of specifi c hermeneutical concerns. He 
mentions scripture only for the purpose of quoting it. Bits and pieces of 
scriptural phrases surface spontaneously in his discourse, but his use of the 
Bible exemplifi es a highly signifi cant emergence of the Roman pontiff ’s self-
awareness: “It is not so much that his preaching is at the service of Scripture 
as that Scripture is at the service of his preaching” (A. Lauras). Tacitly, Leo 
embodies the auctoritas of Scripture as he quotes it by affi  rming himself as 
Peter redivivus (W. Ullmann, E. Quiter). For a systematic analysis of Leo’s 
exegesis, see B. Studer, “Die Einfl üsse.”
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X X XV
FAUSTUS OF RIEZ CA. 405CA. 490

Probably a Briton by birth, Faustus entered the monastery of Lérins about 
, became its third abbot ca.  and was elevated to the see of Riez around 
. In addition to sermons and letters he wrote a polemical treatise De 
spiritu sancto libri duo, and, shortly aft er the synod of Arles , a treatise 
De gratia against the predestinarian priest, Lucidus.

In De gratia, the use of scripture makes up the main structure and fab-
ric of Faustus’s discourse (Simonetti). Scripture is quoted  times in the 
extant text, nearly half of the ot citations being from psalms, and thirty-fi ve 
citations from the nt deriving from Romans. “Just as the rhetoric of the 
De gratia is essentially bi-polar excluding extreme positions in favour of a 
middle way, so Faustus’s use of scripture aims at inclusiveness and equilib-
rium. Scripture must be interpreted and understood in the broadest way, 
taking into account the whole of sacred writ: . . . ‘When one thing is asserted 
without the other, the other is unmentioned, not denied, According to the 
rule which bishop Augustine introduces: Not everything which is unmen-
tioned is denied’ (I, ; , –; cf. De doctrina christiana II, VI, ; IX, , 
ad sensum)” (Smith, ).

Entirely motivated by his theological concerns in the context of the so-
called Semi-Pelagian controversery,

Faustus’s global approach to Scripture is not simply the disinterested 
method of an exegete attempting to deal equitably with the Scriptures. 
Th e method itself, for all its apparent equanimity, is also demonstrably 
a function of Faustus’s persuasive and polemical intention. Without 
doubt the use of Scripture in the De gratia actualizes the centrist ideal 
expressed, for example, by Vincent of Lérins in the Commonitorium. . . . 
While he never directly disputes with the bishop of Hippo, Faustus 
certainly joins battle precisely at the point of some of Augustine’s 
 favoured anti-Pelagian proof-texts. On comparing the exegesis directly 
with Augustine’s on these texts, however, one fi nds Faustus aiming not 
at Augustine, but at a kind of hyper-Augustinian predestinarian use of 
the Bible. It may well be that Faustus regarded such radical interpreta-
tions to be abuses of Augustine’s own hermeneutical canons” (Smith, 
–).
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X X XVI
PATRICK AND EARLY IRISH LITERATURE

i. Patricius (Patrick) (390/410–461 or 491)

Potitus, a grandfather of St. Patrick, was a presbyter. His father, Calpornius, 
was a deacon and a decurion, possessing land and slaves. From Brittanniae, 
where he was born, Patrick went as a missionary, in , to Ireland. In , 
tradition claimed him to have founded the church of Armagh. He died al-
legedly in  or  (Hanson).

Patrick wrote a Confessio and the Epistula militibus Carotici, two remark-
able documents allowing insights into the daily struggle of one of the rare 
known missionaries of late Antiquity. Patrick is the only known Roman 
citizen giving a report of his imprisonment as a slave among the Barbarians 
(before his missionary tenure).

Two Letters of Patrick are “masterpieces” (Howlett). “Should it happen 
that Patrick was a homo unius libri (man of a single book), that book would 
be the Latin Bible, which he quotes at once rarely and pertinently” (Howlett 
, ). He used its phrasing in claiming that his own vocation was equal 
to that of Moses and of Paul. His art-prose, with its many wordplays, presents 
“a use of the cursus and a biblical orthography, diction and syntax, which 
are correct” (Howlett, TRE, ). Patrick declared himself to be the “bishop” 
of Ireland, instituted by God: Hiberione constitutum episcopum me esse fateor 
(Ep. ).
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Univ. Press, .
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Mohrmann, C., Th e Latin of St. Patrick. Dublin .

ii. Lathcen (d. )

A monk of Clonfertmulloe, today Kyle, in Leix County, southern Ireland, 
Lathcen (or Laidhggen), was counted by Notker Balbulo among “the famous 
men who commented on sacred scriptures with great care,” illustros viros qui 
ex intentione sacras scripturas exponebant. His Ecloga (“Digest”) of Gregory 
the Great’s Moralia in Job covers  pages in its very fi rst printed edition, 
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dating from . Lathcen is also the author of the Lorica of Gildas (the lat-
ter is mentioned as “author” only in a late manuscript), a rhythmical prayer 
which was to enjoy a long-lasting popularity (Esposito , ff .).
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iii. The “Irish Augustine” (mid-th c.)

Th e “Irish Augustine” was a disciple of a certain “doctor Manchianus,” who 
died in , abbot of Mondrehid, in Laoighis County. Th is monk may have 
written a Commentary on Matthew, of which only a few fragments survive 
(Esposito , ). Th e “Irish Augustine” was called so, probably soon aft er 
his death, because his most popular writing, De mirabilibus sacrae scripturae, 
dating from , was pervaded by a strong Augustinian fl avour, to the point 
that, for over a millennium, it was considered as a work of Augustine of 
Hippo himself. At least, the mistaken attribution helped greatly for a broad 
distribution of the Irish treatise.
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Sharpe, E., A Handlist of Latin Writers of Great Britain and Ireland before . 

Turnhout .
Stancliff e, C., “Early ‘Irish’ Biblical Exegesis”: StPatr , TU  () –.

Twentieth century scholarship on early Irish exegesis ended with a bombshell 
in the pages of the highly respectable Revue Bénédictine: Michael Gorman’s 
critical review of what he called “Th e Myth of Hiberno-Latin Exegesis,” 
RBen  () –. In reference to “La cultura irlandese precarolingia: 
Miracolo o mito?”: StMed  () –, by Edmondo Coccia, and in line 
with his former article “A Critique of Bischoff ’s Th eory of Irish Exegesis: Th e 
Commentary on Genesis in Munich Clm  (Wendepunkte )”: JMedLat  
() –, the Irish Gorman begins his article in RBen with a volley of 
observations: “Very few of the items listed by Bischoff  are found complete in 
a manuscript which can with certainty be attributed to Ireland, and the many 
anonymous items do not present any evidence of Irish origin in a rubic or 
colophon” (); “there is no evidence that any work listed in ‘Wendepunkte’ 
was created as an original biblical commentary in Ireland during the pe-
riod under question (–)” (); “the various anonymous commentaries 
listed in ‘Wendepunkte’ do not seem to have exerted any infl uence on later 
exegetical work” ().

Aft er clearing the ground, Gorman then presents a strategy for future 
studies of Hiberno-Latin exegesis: “For all these reasons, it seems to me that 
the time has come for a moratorium on producing catalogues of Hiberno-
Latin exegetical works. Instead, scholars interested in this problem should 
concentrate on transcribing the various unpublished works Bischoff  listed in 
 so they can be read and analyzed and the validity of Bischoff ’s descrip-
tion can be verifi ed. . . . I doubt that it is worthwhile to create genuine critical 
editions of all of them. It seems to me more important to have transcriptions 
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of all of these works available on the World Wide Web at no cost to readers 
as soon as possible” ().

In other words, for the study of early Irish literature, as for many other 
areas of patristic exegesis, the electronic age may well open new perspec-
tives which reduce to sheer documentary value the results of certain trends 
of twentieth century research. Gorman ends his contribution in RBen with 
a sharp and illuminating “Updated Bibliography on the Items Listed in 
‘Wendepunkte’” (–), which casts a penetrating light on the erudite 
information in the present section of this Handbook.

 Patrick and Early Irish Literature 
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I
AVITUS 450CA. 518

By birth, Alcinus Ecdicius Avitus belonged to the Gallo-Roman  aristocracy 
of senatorial rank in Auvergne. Among his relatives were the Western 
Emperor Eparchius Avitus, who ruled from  to , and the poet 
Sidonius Apollinaris. Following his father, Avitus became bishop of Vienne, 
the metropolis of Gaul in , and succeeded in converting the Burgundian 
king Sigismund from Arianism to the Catholic faith. With sixty-six Letters, 
his literary legacy includes the apologetic Dialogi cum Gundomado rege, the 
father of Sigismund whom he had tried in vain to convert as well; thirty-
four Homilies, of which only three are transmitted in full. Th e epic work 
De spiritualis historiae gestis is written in fi ve books, dating from . Th is 
biblical epic of  hexameters describes Creation, Fall (the theme of Para-
dise Lost) and Judgment, followed by the Flood and the Crossing of the Red 
Sea. In a refi ned style, precious and virgilian, Avitus imitates the classics 
as well as his contemporary, Sidonius Apollinaris. Book V witnesses to an 
elegant and fi nely wrought psychological sensitivity. It off ers “an excellent 
choice of examples illustrating the history of a literary decadence” (Labriolle, 
f.).

Editions

PL : Suppl. .
Hecquet-Noti, N.: SC  (), De spiritalis historiae gestis.
Peiper, R.: MGH. AA /, –.

Studies

Costanza, S., Avitiana, I: I modelli epici del ‘de spiritalis historiae gestis.’ .
Deproost, P., “Le poème De diluvio mundi d’Avitus”: JAC  () –.
Ehlers, W., “Bibelszenen in epischer Gestalt. Ein Beitrag zu Alkimus Avitus”: VC  

() –.
Evans, J. M., Paradise Lost and the Genesis Tradition. Oxford .
Goelzer, H., and Mey, A., Le Latin de Saint Avit, Paris ().
Kasper, C.: LACL nd ed. , –.
Kirkconnell, W., “Avitus’s Epic on the Fall”: LTP  () –.
Labriolle, P. de, Histoire de la litterature latine chrétienne. Paris , –.
McDonough, C. J., “Notes on the Text of Avitus”: VC  () –.
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Nodes, D. J., “Avitus of Vienne’s Spiritual History and the Semi-Pelagian Contro-
versy. Th e Doctrinal Implications of Books I–III”: VC  (): –.

—. “Further Notes on the Text of Avitus”: VC  (): –.
—. “Subitania paenitentia in Letters of Faustus and Avitus”: RTAM  (): 

–.
—. “Avitus and a Fift h-Century Statement of Faith”: JECS  (): –.
Palanque, J.-R., “Avit (saint)”: DHGE  (): –.
Roberts, M., Epic and Rhetorical Paraphrase. Liverpool .
Roncoroni, A., “L’epica biblica di Avito”: VetChr  (): –.
Simmonetti, M., “Avito di Vienne”: DPAC I (): –.
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II
EUGIPPIUS 465/467CA. 533

Probably of Roman background, Eugippius entered the monastery of Seve-
rinus of Noricum, next to the Danube River. Barbarian invasions drove him, 
together with his whole community, to southern Italy where he became 
the abbot of a monastery near Naples under the pontifi cate of Gelasius I 
(–). His relationship with Dionysius Exiguus, who dedicated to him 
his translation of Gregory of Nyssa’s De statu hominis, and with Fulgentius 
of Ruspe, Cassiodorus, Paschasius, and Proba, position him as a spiritual 
and intellectual leader, close to the Roman aristocracy which favoured the 
Byzantine politics of the time. His Commemoratorium vitae sancti Severini 
stresses the biblical inspiration of Severinus facing the dramatic destruction 
of the Roman province of Noricum. He wrote his signifi cant account in the 
art-prose of late Antiquity with rhythmic clausulae and Christian simplicity. 
Aft er , he produced a compilation of Excerpta ex operibus sancti Augustini, 
dedicated to Proba.

Editions

Knöll, P.: CSEL ,  (), Excerpta; ,  ( = ), Vita Severini.
Mommsen, Th ., Excerpta. Berlin  = .
Noll, R., Berlin  = .
Nüsslein, T., Stuttgart .
Régerat, P.: SC  ().
Sauppe, H., Berlin  = .

Translations

English
Bieler, L. – L. Krestan: FaCh . Washington .
French
Régerat: above.
German
Noll, R., Eugippius. Das Leben des hl. Severin. Berlin .
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Studies

Breilmann, B.: LACL nd ed. () f.
Diesner, H. J., “Severinus und Eugippius”: Kirche und Staat im spätrömischen Reich. 

Berlin , –.
Quacquarelli, A., “La Vita sancti Severini de Eugippio: etopeia e sentenze”: VetChr  

() – (concerning the literary genre of the Vita).
Uytfanghe, M. van, “Éléments évangéliques dans la structure et la composition de la 

‘Vie de saint Séverin’ d’Eugippius”: SE  (–) –.
—. “La Bible dans la ‘Vie de Saint Séverin’ d’Eugippius.” Latomus / (): 

–.
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II I
FULGENTIUS OF RUSPE 476–532

Born in Byzcena (modern Tunisia) into a senatorial family of Carthage un-
der the Vandal occupation, Fulgentius became a tax-collector with a good 
knowledge of Greek. Having read Augustine’s Enarratio in Ps. , he chose 
to enter a monastery. He enjoyed the works of Cassian and the writings of 
the Desert Fathers with special devotion. In , he was elected bishop of 
Ruspe, only to be exiled to Sardinia, where he served as a theological advisor 
among his fellow bishops, also exiled ca.  by the Vandal administration of 
King Th rasamond. Th rasamond called him back to Carthage for a theologi-
cal debate, which turned to Fulgentius’s advantage. At once, the bishop was 
chased away again. He remained in Sardinia until Th rasamond’s death in 
. In a monastery near Cagliari, built by him and some forty other monks, 
he enjoyed more than anything else discussing diffi  cult questions of biblical 
exegesis. Th e late part of his life was dedicated to the church in Ruspe.

Fulgentius wrote two main works: Dicta regis Trasamundi et contra ea 
responsiones, or Contra arianos, and Ad T(h)rasamundum regem (both in PL 
). An anonymous anti-Arian Psalmus abecedarius, imitating Augustine’s 
Psalmus contra partem Donati, may also have Fulgentius as its author. Of the 
anti-Arian Books Contra Fabianum extensive fragments survive. For a pilrim 
en route to Jerusalem, Fulgentius composed a handbook De fi de seu de regula 
fi dei ad Petrum against all heresies, which was to serve as an ancestor for 
medieval collections of “Sentences.” Almost all its capitula exhibit numer-
ous quotations and references illustrating the biblical foundation of classi-
cal orthodoxy in the Christian West. Some letters and sermons add to the 
literary legacy of Fulgentius. Remarkable for its classical clarity, the African 
bishop’s thought expresses a strict fi delity to Augustinian doctrine. Seven 
Books against Faustus of Riez are lost. Fulgentius’s fi rm grasp of theological 
issues, articulated in a style of dense assertions, expressed his familiarity with 
scripture, Pauline references prevailing in his anti-Arian writings.

Editions

PL .
Fraipont, J.: CCL –A ().
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Translations

German
Kozelka, L.: BKV, nd series, . Munich .

Studies

Collins, R. J. H.: TRE  () –.
Diesner, H. J., Fulgentius als Th eologe und Kirchenpolitiker. Stuggart .
Isola, A., “Sulla struttura dei sermones di S. Fulgenzio”: Quaderni dell’ Istituto di 

Lingua et Letteratura latina – (–) –.
Jourjon, M.: DSp  () –.
Langlois, P.: RAC  () –.
Lemarié, J., “Un sermon inédit sur Mt :- de l’école de Fulgence de Ruspe.” 

REAug  (): –.
McClure, J., “Handbooks Against Heresy in the West, From the Late Fourth to the 

Late Sixth Centuries”: JTh S n.s.  () –.
Mapwar, B., La polémique anti-arienne de St. Fulgence en Afrique du Nord (Ve–VIe 

siècles). Rome .
Pardo, E. C., “Dimensión sacrifi cial de la muerte de Cristo en los escritos de San 

Fulgencio de Ruspe.” EE /– (): –.
Schanz, C., C. Hosius, G. Krüger, Geschichte der römischen Literatur. /. Munich 

, –.
Schneider, H.: LACL nd ed () –.
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IV
ARATOR FIRST HALF 6TH C.

Born in Liguria, Arator was educated in Milan under the direction of the 
famous poet Ennodius. He studied law and entered the career of a civil ser-
vant at the court of the Goths in Ravenna. Shift ing over into clerical status 
under the pontifi cate of Virilius, he was ordained a sub-deacon. He wrote 
an epic paraphrase, De actibus apostolorum, in two books of , and , 
hexameters, remarkable for its classical vocabulary and its elaborate inter-
pretations, in particular about numerological symbolism (H. Kraft ).

Book I comments on Acts –, from the Ascension to Peter’s nocturnal 
escape from prison. Book II follows the narratives from Acts  to . Every 
thirty of forty verses, a short summary in prose of one or two sentences 
signals the part of the Book of Acts which is to be versifi ed. Th e verses them-
selves show from beginning to end the author’s familiarity with Virgil, Ovid, 
and Satatius, and also with the whole tradition of Christian Latin poetry. 
Interspersed with exclamations (Nova pompa triumphi! I , with reference 
to the Ascension; O quantum distant humana supernis/Iudiciis! I –; 
O gratia quantum/improvisa parat! II –; O sacer et felix numeri modus! 
II ), and relevant interrogations (Quid non credentibus off ert/Indubitata 
fi des? I –), the paraphrase takes on a lively and entertaining tone by 
which the text of Acts is faithfully and in all candor accomodated to the taste 
of Arator’s cultivated readership.

Th eological themes of the patristic tradition surface here and there in 
short allusions: Christus post, mysticus Adam, “Later, Christ, the mystic Adam,” 
I . Th e ot secures a relevant background for dramatic scenes: sed cum 
vigilaret in illo/Quae nescit dormire fi de, hoc Cantica clamant: ‘Dormio corde 
vigil’, “but, as faith which knowns of no sleep was awake in him, the Canticles 
proclaim: ‘I sleep but my heart keeps awake’ (Sg :),” I –; see also 
II –. Well-known hermeneutical categories enrich numeral symbol-
ism: Qui canit ecclesiae tria dogmata saepius edit/Historicum, morale sonans, 
typicumque volumen./Sic etenim ternas capiunt sex vasa metretas./Quae veteri 
de lege novo rubuere liquore, “Th e one [Paul] who sings the three beliefs 
of the church, oft en declares the Book historical, with a moral sounding, 
and typological. For thus the six vases contain three measures of ot drink 
rubied by nt” II –. Th e editor of CSEL adds very interesting indexes 
“rationis typicae,” highlighting the play of contrasting light and shade in 
Arator’s imaginative poetry (–), his agricultural metaphors (–), 
his so-called “mystic fi gures” fi lled with traditional typology (–), and his 
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symbolic numerology (–). In the scriptural index the references to the 
Johannine Apocalypse outnumber those to Matthew and John. Among the 
ecclesiastical authors Sedulius, with his Carmen paschale, dominates, whereas 
among the classical authors Virgil remains the most quoted or alluded to. It 
is not surprising that Arator became one of the most appreciated Christian 
poets in medieval humanities.

Editions

PL .
Ennodius, Epistulae , , , ; , ; Dictiones ; ; ;  praef.; Carmina 

, , ; Cassiodorus, Variae , .
McKinley, A.: CSEL  (); review by J. Schwind, Arator Studien. Göt-

tingen .
Roberts, J. L. III, J. E. Makowski, and R. J. Schrader, eds. and transl., Arator’s 

De actibus Apostolorum. Atlanta .

Translations

English
Roberts: above; in need of revision.

Studies

Deproost, P. A., “La mort de Judas dans l’Historia apostolica d’Arator (I, –)”: 
REA  () –.

—. L’Apôtre Pierre dans une épopée du VIe siècle: L’Historia Apostolica d’Arator. Paris 
.

Deproost, P. A. and J.-C. Haelewyck, “Le texte biblique des Actes et l’authenticité 
des sommaires en prose dans l’Historia apostolica d’Arator”: R. Gryson, ed. 
Philologia Sacra, Fs. H. J. Frede and W. Th iele. Freiburg , vol. , –.

Hillier, R., Arator on the Acts of the Apostles. A Baptismal Commentary. Oxford 
.

Orbán, A. P., Ein anonymer Aratorkommentar in Hs. London Royal Ms.  A. V. 
Editio princeps, Teil I (Arator, Ad Florianum —Historia apostolica , ): 
Mémorial Dekkers. Leuven –, – (extended bibliography and edi-
tion).

Schrader, R. J., “Arator: Re-evaluation”: Classical Folia  () –.
Schwind, J., Arator-Studien. Göttingen .
—. “Origenes und Arator”: REAug  () –.
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—. Sprachliche und exegetische Beobachtungen zu Arator. Mainz .
—. LACL nd ed. , f.
Th raede, K., “Arator”: JAC  () –. RAC, Suppl-Lief.  () –.
Waszink, J. H., “Notes on the Interpretation of Arator”: VC  () –.

 Arator 
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V
CAESARIUS OF ARLES 469/470–542

Aft er a short-lived eremitic experiment at Lérins, Caesarius settled in Arles 
where he became a priest, then the abbot of a monastic community. Con-
secrated bishop of Arles shortly before Christmas , he managed, under 
the Gothic rulers, to maintain close relations with the bishops of Rome, in 
particular Pope Symmachus. His pastoral activity embodied the reforming 
ideals of Lérins, while his theology was strictly Augustinian. His oratorical 
accomplishment communicated a vision of society based on a christian-
ized Stoicism inherited from Chrysostom and other patristic authorities. 
Caesarius made it his custom to interpret Scripture in an unpretentious 
style: “It was ‘lowly speech,’ a true sermo humilis, oft en modelled on the Bible 
with the pronunciation, morphology, and diction of the vernacular Latin 
spoken by his audience. Caesarius preferred ‘ordinary, everyday, rustic speech’ 
(sermo , ; , ; , ) to the ‘elegant and luxuriant worldly eloquence’ 
(sermo , ) that bishops like Sidonius and Avitus employed because he 
believed that it could be understood by the whole congregation whereas 
the latter could be appreciated by only a few cultivated persons (sermo , 
)” (Klingshirn, ).

Th at strategy gave Caesarius the possiblity of popularizing a wealth of 
spiritual values destined to consolidate the community life of his parish-
ioners. It also allowed him to rewrite for peasant audiences sophisticated 
sermons borrowed from Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, and others. Th e collec-
tions of Caesarius’s sermons, fi rmly secured in the hand-written traditions by 
numerous witnesses from the early eighth century on, were initially arranged 
by Caesarius himself following the example of Augustine. Among them 
fi gure a Collectio biblica de mysteriis Veteris Testamenti, counting twenty-
nine sermons and a Collectio biblica altera de mysteriis Veteris Testamenti, 
counting fi ft y other sermons.

Dom Morin’s edition “II Sermones de Scriptura” includes sermons – 
(pp. –): the fi rst fi ft een deal with the stories of the Patriarchs, a third of 
them dedicated to Joseph; the next twenty-one sermons comment on Exodus, 
Leviticus (only one sermon), and Deutronomy. Th is means that sermones 
– focus on the Pentateuch. Sermo , dealing with Ex :–, :–, 
is borrowed from Augustine; sermones , on Num :–, and , on 
Num , are taken over from Jerome. Th e Books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel 
and Kings provide the readings on which Caerarius preaches in sermones 
–. Again Augustine provides the substance of sermones  (on 
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Judges – and ),  (on  Sam , David and Goliath),  (on  Sam 
:–),  (on  Kgs :–),  (on  Kgs :–), and Ambrose 
provides sermo  on Jgs :–. Th irteen other sermons deal with the 
ot: sermo  and the fi rst half of , on Job;  (second part)–, on 
Psalms; –, on Proverbs;  (from Augustine) and  on Ecclesiastes; 
 (only!) on Is :; and , on Jonah.

Th e nt is interpreted in forty-six sermons (–; add A, A, 
B), of which sixteen deal with Matthew, only one focusing on Mark, a 
proportioning similar to what can be noted in Peter of Ravenna. Nine ser-
mons (–; add A and B) comment on passages from Luke; nine 
others (–) on John. Only one (), borrowed from Augustine, deals 
with Acts (:–). Eight more (–) explain Pauline Letters, three of 
them (, , ) deriving from Augustine. Th e last two sermons of the 
biblical series (–) focus on  John, the other apostolic letters of the 
nt and the book of Revelation being ignored.

Th e next section, III. Sermones de tempore (pp. –), should also be 
taken into consideration for a more complete survey of Caesarius’s exegetical 
preaching. Indeed sermons delivered for Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany 
(sermones –), Lent (sermones –), Easter (sermones –), 
Ascension, Trinity Sunday, and Pentcost (sermones –), polarize the lis-
teners’ attention on scripture, or more precisely, on the Gospel narrations.

In addition to sermons entirely adapted from one or the other of his 
prestigious predecessors, when composing his own sermons Caesarius keeps 
close to the sources he directly used, quoted, or imitated. It was an essen-
tial part of his pedagogy as a biblical commentator to let his congregation 
hear the voices of the “Fathers” from the pulpit. Th us in a time of severely 
reduced literacy, his congregation at Arles benefi ted from Caesarius’s own 
“patristic” culture, which he drew upon with the sole purpose of comment-
ing on scripture.

In the series of exegetical sermons on the ot, Caesarius’s collection wit-
nesses a constant recourse on Origen for expounding the Pentateuch. Origen’s 
Homilies on Genesis remained open on the bishop’s desk, when he prepared 
his own sermons on the book of Genesis, and the same is true for Exodus, 
Leviticus, and Numbers. Only rarely did he call upon other patristic authori-
ties, such as Jerome, Ambrose, Pelagius, Cyprian, or on contemporaries like 
Salvian of Marseilles or the anonymous author of the Symbolum athanasia-
num. In the composition of the other ot sermons, mainly on Psalms and 
Wisdom literature, Augustine takes the lead as a model. He stands behind 
most of the sermons of the nt, replaced only in four or fi ve cases by Eusebius 
Gallicanus. It is striking to note how Caesarius read Augustine’s sermons 

 Caesarius of Arles 
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in their proper order from sermo , when composing his own sermo  
to sermo , on the eve of delivering his sermo . An interruption of the 
recourse to Augustine’s sermons was occasioned by Caesarius’s interest in 
the Augustinian Quaestiones evangeliorum, when preparing sermones , 
, and , and to his use of the homilies  and  for the Epiphany by 
the mysterious Eusebius Gallicanus, when writing sermones  and . 
Morin’s annotation indicates the main data of the patristic sources displayed 
by Caesarius in his sermons.

One can easily subscribe to a remark made by M. J. Delage about 
Caesarius’s borrowings from patristic authors throughout his collection of 
sermons: “Finally, in his borrowings like in other features of his literary legacy, 
we may perceive the same marks of his personality: a sincerity strong enough 
for being untroubled by appearances, much modesty, true sensibility, a great 
attention to the needs and the abilities of his public and a constant concern 
about effi  cacity” (SC , ). In the Introduction to her edition of the 
“Sermons au Peuple,” Delage off ers a broad analysis of Caesarius’s “Patristic 
Sources and Biblical Quotations” (–), with a caveat still accurate since 
: “Th e working method of Caesarius, his way of choosing and integrat-
ing his borrowings deserved a more extensive study” ().

Editions

CCL – (), G. Morin.
Courreau, J.: SC  (), Sermons sur l’Écriture (Sermons –). Delage, 

M. J.: SC  (, bibliography: not a single title on Caesarius’s use of 
scripture),  (),  ().

Translations

French

Courreau, Delage: above.

Studies

Cesáreo de Arlés. Commentario al Apocalipsis. Introducción, tradución y notas de 
E. Romero Pose. Biblioteca de Patristica . Madrid: Editorial Ciudad Nueva, 
.

Courreau, J., and S. Bouquet, Translators. L’Apocalypse expliquée par Césaire d’Arles. 
Scholies attribuées à Origène. Les Pères dans le foi. Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 
.
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Felici, S. “L’integrazione tra esegesi e catechesi in Cesario di Arles.” In Esegesi e cate-
chesi nei Padri (secc. IV–VII). Convegno di studio e aggiornamento, Facolt—di 
Lettere cristiane e classiche (Pont. Inst. Altioris Latinitatis), Roma – marzo 
, –. Edited by S. Felici. BSRel . Rome: LAS, .

Ferreiro, A. “Frequenter legere: Th e Propagation of Literacy, Education and Divine 
Wisdom in Caesarius of Arles”: JEH  () –.

Gasparro, G. S. “Cesario di Arles e Origene: un testimone della tradizione orige-
niana in Occidente.” In Aevum inter utrumque Fs. G. Sanders (Instr. Patr, ), 
–. Edited by M. Van Uytfanghe and R. Demeulenaere. Steenbrugge 
(Belg.): La Haye, .

Griff e, E. “L’ideal pastoral selon Saint Césaire d’Arles”: BLE  () –.
Langgärtner, G. “Der Apokalypse-Kommentar des Caesarius von Arles.” TGl  

(): –.
Sfameni Gasparro, G. “Cesario di Arles e Origene: un testimone della tradizione 

origeniana in Occidente.” In Aevum inter utrumque Fs. G. Sanders (Instr. Patr, 
), –. Edited by M. Van Uytfanghe and R. Demeulenaere. Steenbrugge 
(Belg.): La Haye, .

 Caesarius of Arles 
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VI
EUSEBIUS GALLICANUS 7TH C.

A set of homilies originally collected by Caesarius of Arles, completed with 
sermons by Faustus of Riez and others, was compiled in Gaul during the 
seventh century. Th e name of the compilator is unknown. Th e work circu-
lated in manuscript traditions under the name of Pseudo-Eusebius Emesinus 
or Eusebius “Gallicanus.” It preserves a total of eighty-fi ve homilies dating 
from the third to the sixth century, from Novatian (CCL CI, IX), Cyprian of 
Carthage, Zeno of Verona, Eusebius of Verceil, Ambrose, Augustine, Hilary 
of Arles, Faustus of Reiz, a “Eusebius Alexandrinus,” and others. If “Eusebius” 
gave the name to the fi nal compilation, it is because, in the original collection, 
Caesarius of Arles borrowed his sermons de pascha mainly from expositions 
transmitted under that name (F. Glorie, CCL , XXI). In fact, “Eusebius” 
was a Latin translation of a Greek collection of homilies, dating from the 
end of the fi ft h or from the sixth century (J. Leroy – F. Glorie, –).

Scripture is addressed and interpreted in the following homilies:
I–II De natale domine
III De sancto Stephano protomartyre
IV–VII De epiphania domini (IV: . . . et de innocentibus)
VIII De quadragesima
XII–XXIII De pascha
XXIV De latrone beato
XXVI  De paenitentia Ninivitarum
XXVII–XXVIII De ascensione domini
XXIX De Pentcosten
XXX–XXXI De sancto Johanne Baptista
XXXII De Machabaeis
XXXIII In natale apostolorum Petri et Pauli
XXXIV De trinitate
XLVI De vidua “Quae duo aera in gazophylacium misit” expec-

tante domino (Mark :; Luke :)
XLVII In natale ecclesiae, I
XLIX In dedicatione ecclesiae
L De eo quod de domino dicitur: “Arundinem quassatam 

non confringet”
 Matthew :.
LII De eo quod ait “Ubi duo vel tres fuerint congregati in 

nomine meo ibi sum et ego in medio eorum” (Mt :)
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LIV De eo quod ait “Ecce quam bonum et quam iucundum habitare 
fratres in unum” Ps :)

LIV De eo quod dicit in evangelio: “Oportet semper orare et non 
defi cere” (Lk :)

LXXIII Sermo castigationis
CCL CIB  Sermo S. Augustini (De parasceve) De passione domini
  Homilia Eusebii (Caesariensis) De resurrectione domini
  De trinitate

Editions

Glorie, F.: CCL CI (), CIA ()–CIB ().
Bibliography: manuscripts, editions, studies in CCL CI, xlvi–li.

 Eusebius Gallicanus 
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VII
VERECUNDUS OF JUNCA D. 552

Bishop of Junca in the African Province of Byzcena (the southern part of 
modern Tunisia), wrote a commentary on the nine Canticles found in the 
ot, Commentarium super cantica ecclesistica libri novem (Pitra, Spicilegium 
Solesmense, IV, Paris, , –): the Canticle of Moses in Exodus ; 
his farewell Canticle, Deuteronomy ; the Lamentation of Jeremiah over 
the destruction of Jerusalem, Lamentations ; the Canticle of Habakkuk, 
Habakkuk ; the prayer of Manasseh; the prayer of Jonah from the belly of 
the whale, Jonah ; the song of Deborah, Judges . Th e pervasive allegorism 
in the work of Verecundus does not exclude a full recognition of the literal 
sense. He is mainly concerned to fi nd useful applications for the spiritual 
progress of his readers.

Editions

PLS , –.
Bianco, N. G., Carmen de paenitentia. Naples .
Demeulenaere, R.: CCL  ().
Pitra, J. B., Spicilegium Solesmense: Commentarii super cantica ecclesiastica. 

Paris .

Studies

Bianco, M. G., “Verecundo un poeta ancora trasurato”: Tandoi, V., Disiecti membra 
poetae. Foggia , –.

Brou, L., “Études sur les Collectes du Psautier”: SE  () –.
Magazzú, C., Tecnica esegetica nei Commentarii super cantica di Verecundo. Messina 

.
Rousseau, O., “La plus ancienne liste des Cantiques”: RSR  () –.
Schneider, H., Die altlateinischen biblischen Cantica. Beuron .
—. “Die biblischen Oden im christlichen Altertum”: Bib  () –.
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VIII
DIONYSIUS EXIGUUS FIRST HALF 6TH C.

Coming from Scythia (modern Dobrudja on the western shore of the Black 
Sea), the learned monk Dionysius lived in Rome from ; he died in Rome 
between  and . Cassiodorus knew him personally. A legal expert in 
ecclesiastical matters, he served under several popes as a dedicated supporter 
of Roman primacy above Constantinople and other churches. By collecting 
and sorting out papal decisions, the “Decretales,” and by his Latin edition 
of synodal canons from the Greek traditions, he established a valuable basis 
for the Roman ecclesiology of future centuries. Perfectly bilingual, he was 
eager to translate from Greek into Latin hagiographical sources and philo-
sophical works, such as Gregory of Nyssa’s De opifi cio hominis, to which he 
was critical, and dogmatic documents such as letters of Cyril of Alexandria, 
or Proclus of Constantinople’s Tomus to the Arminians, which he enhanced 
with a quotation from Augustine!

Required to solve the problem of a possible discrepancy between the 
date of Easter in Rome and in Alexandria, Dionysius (who surnamed 
himself “the Little”) worked out a treatise De Paschate on the basis of the 
Alexandrian cycles of nineteen years (Lozito), but in replacing the references 
to the reign of Diocletian by a time-count from “the incarnation of our Lord 
Jesus Christ (anno domini),” in which he made a four-to-seven year error. 
He discussed principles of sacred scripture (Lozito, Culti), and he invoked 
the alleged authority of the Council of Nicaea in the matter. Aft er his death, 
it took about a century until his determination of the Christian era became 
generally accepted.

Editions

PL , –; , –, –.
PLS  () –.

Studies

Lozito, V., “Gli inordinati circuli nella polemica De Paschate di Dionigi el Piccolo”: 
VetChr  () –.

—. Culti e ideologia politica negli autori cristiani. Bari , –.
Rambaud-Buhot, J.: NCE  () –.
Weigand, R.: LACL nd ed., , –.



 Twelve Sixth- and Seventh-Century Latin Christian Literature

IX
B OETHIUS CA. 480–524

Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius was born in Rome between  and 
. His ancestry was Christian since the fourth century. Educated in Latin 
and Greek classics, in  Boethius attained the top position of a civil 
servant as magister offi  ciorum (the equivalent of a Prime Minister) at the 
court of Th eoderic. Th e victim of a political plot, he was tortured to death 
in October . Having dedicated many years of his life to the translation 
of Plato and Aristotle into Latin, he wrote his masterpiece, the Consolatio 
Philosophiae, when incarcerated. Th ese thirty-nine expositions in prose, 
alternating with thirty-nine poetic passages, represent a dialogue between 
Boethius and personifi ed Philosophy. Th e work lacks any mention of Christ 
or any biblical reference (but see Magee). Like Boethius’s handbooks dedi-
cated to each discipline of the quadrivivium—arithmetic, music, geometry, 
and astronomy—the Consolatio exercised a decisive infl uence on Western 
humanism until the rise of Modernity.

Boethius composed some opuscula sacra (Cassiodorus confi rms their 
authenticy: Anecdoton Holderi) on Trinity and metaphysics, Against Eutychen 
and Nestorius, and various commentaries on theological defi nitions of the 
human person, of nature in general, and eternity. His contribution to the 
history of biblical exegesis remains very limited and peripheral.

Editions

PL –.
Bieler, L.: CCL  (): Consolatio Philosophiae.
Brandt, S.: CSEL  ().
Opuscula sacra:
Elsässer, M.: Hamburg .
Peiper, R.: London .
Stewart, H. F. and E. K. Rand: London – New York , , .

Translations

English
Stewart: above.
German
Elsässer: above.
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Studies

Baixauli, M. L., La sintesis teologica de Severino Boecio. Pamplona .
Bark, W., “Boethius’s Fourth Tractate, the so-called De fi de catholica”: HTh R  

() –.
Chadwick, H., “Th e Authenticity of Boethius’s Fourth Tractate De fi de catholica”: 

JTh S n.s.  () –.
—. Th e Consolations of Music, Logic, Th eology, and Philosophy. Oxford .
Cooper, L., A Concordance of Boethius. Th e Five Th eological Tractates and the 

Consolation of Philosophy. Cambridge .
Gibson, M., ed., Boethius: His Life, Th ought and Infl uence. Oxford .
Glei, R. F.: LACL nd ed. , –.
Magee, J., “Note on Boethius, Consolatio , , ; , ; a new biblical parallel”: VC  

() –.
Pozzi, L.: TRE  () –.
Usener, H., Anecdoton Holderi. Leipzig – Bonn . Reprint, Hildesheim, .

 Boethius 
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X
BENEDICT OF NURSIA CA. 480CA. 560

Benedict, born in Nursia (modern Norcia), near Spoleto, Umbria, went to 
Rome for completing his education, but chose to join a group of ascetics. In 
Subiaco, he headed a settlement of solitaries following the rule of Pachomius. 
From there, he fl ed with a few monks, at an unknown date, to the top of 
Monte Cassino. Diffi  cult conditions of survival in the valleys of the region, 
due to barbarian invasions, accelerated the growth of his community. About 
, he wrote a Rule for his monks. He died twenty years later. Almost three 
centuries were needed before the Rule’s widespread acceptance in the West, 
a result of the religious politics of Charlemagne and his descendants. Th e 
main source for the biography of Benedict is Gregory the Great, Dialogues 
(PL , –; SC ).

Th e hermeutical principles regulating the use of scripture in the Rule 
have been well pointed out in a Harvard paper by M. Marrion (“Biblical 
hermeneutics”): God speaks to the monks in the unity of all scriptures; this 
sapiential address calls the monks to a response which actualizes scripture in 
the monastic way of life. Th us a continuity is established between the bibli-
cal world and the monks’ world. A thorough analysis of biblical references 
in the seventy-three chapters of the Rule, or at least in forty-six of them, by 
J. Schildenberger, stresses the prevalence of the Psalms (Egli, on Ps ) and 
the pastoral, or practical attitude of Benedict towards scripture. P. Gordan 
emphasizes even more that attitude in regard to Benedict’s references to 
Pauline literature: they serve essentially a practical and ecclesial purpose 
in ordering the daily activity of the monks. All Benedictine commentators 
of the Rule keep in mind the same rhetorical question by which Benedict 
ended his writing: quae enim pagina, aut que sermo divinae auctoritatis vete-
ris aut novi testamenti, non est rectissima norma vitae humanae, “Does not 
each page and each statement of divine authorship in ot and nt provide a 
perfect norm for human life?” (, ).

Editions

Fry, T.: Collegeville, PA  (Appendix : “Th e Role and Interpretation of 
Scripture in the Rule of Benedict,” –).

Hanslik, R.: CSEL  ().
Holzherr, G.: Einsiedeln .
Pricoco, S.: Milan .
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Salzburger Äbtekonferenz: Beuron .
Steidle, B.: Beuron, th ed. .
Vogüé, A. de, and J. Neufville: SC – (–).

Translations

English
Fry: above.
Holzherr, G.: Dublin .
French
Vogüé: above.
German
Holzherr, Salzburger Äbtekonferenz, Steidle (see above).
Italian
Pricoco: above.
Spanish
Saenz, P.: Luján .

Studies

Balthasar, H. U. von. “Les thèmes johanniques de la Règle de S. Benoît et leur actu-
alité.” ColetCist  (): –.

Bamberg, C. “‘Nichts ausserhalb der Weisung des Herrn’ (RB ,). Urevangelisches 
in der RG,” –. RBS, .

Böckmann, A. “‘Per ducatum Evangelii’ (RB, Prolog ). Strukturanalyse eines bene-
diktinischen Kernsatzes.” RBS  (): –.

—. “Die Hl. Schrift  als Quelle der RB. ‘Auswahl’ der Bibeltexte im Vergleich zur 
Magisterregel. Ein Zugang zur Person Benedikts.” RBS  (): –.

Calati, B. “Dalla Scrittura alla Regola di S. Benedetto.” PSV  (): –.
Egil, B. “Der . Psalm im Prolog der Regel des hl. Benedikt”. In Beilage zum 

Jahresbericht des Kollegiums Sarnen, –.
—. “Der vierzehnte Psalm im Prolog der Regel des heiligen Benedikt.” EA / 

(): –.
Fischer, B. “Die Psalmenfrömmigkeit der Regula S. Benedicti.” LuM / (/): 

–/–.
—. “Zu Benedikts Interpretation von Rom :.” In Colligere fragmenta, Fs. Alban 

Dold, –, .
Forman, M. “Scripture and the Rule of Benedict as sources of Benedictine 

Spirituality.” AmBenR , – .
Frank, K. S. “Die Vaterunser-Erklärung der Regula Magistri.” JAC Ergänzungsband  

(): –.

 Benedict of Nursia 
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Galopin, P.-M. “La lecture de la Bible par S. Benoît.” BVC  (): –.
Genestout, A. “Unité de composition de la règle de s. Benoît et de la règle du Maître 

d’après leur manière d’introduire les citations de l’Écriture.” StAns – 
(): –.

Gordan, P. “Paulus als Lehrer der Mönche.” EA  (): –.
Hanslik. R. “Neutestament-Zitate in den ältesten Klosterregeln”: Vlieder ed., Fs. F. 

Loidl. Vienna , –.
—. “Sprache”: RBS  (): –.
Holze, H. Erfahrung und Th eologie im frühen Mönchtum. Untersuchungen zu einer 

Th eologie des monastichen Lebens bei den Ägyptischen Mönchsvätern, Johannes 
Cassian und Benedikt von Nursia. Göttingen .

Lampe, G. W. H. “To Gregory the Great”: G. W. H. Lampe ed. Th e Cambridge History 
of the Bible. Pages –. Cambridge .

Linage Conde, A. “La Biblia en la expresión literaria de la ‘Regula Benedicti’.” RBS 
 (): –.

Lubac, H. de. Exégèse médiévale. Les quatre sens de l’Écriture, I. Paris , 
–; –; –.

Mackloet, S. “Die Königsherrschaft  Christi in Schrift  und Regel.” EA  (): 
–.

Marion, M. “Biblical hermeneutics in the Regula Benedicti.” StMon  (): 
–.

Marrion, M., “God the Father as Foundation for Constant Prayer in the Regula 
Benedicti”: StMon  (): –.

Mundó, A., “Bibliotheca. Bible et lecture du Carême d’après saint Benoît”: RBen  
(): –. (bibliotheca = Bible).

Pauli, J. “Zur Rezeption der Bergpredigt in der Benediktsregel.” RBS  (): 
–.

Pawlowski, S. Die biblischen Grundlagen der Regula Benedicti. Diss., Vienna: Kath.-
theol., .

—. Die biblischen Grundlagen der Regula Benedicti. Wiener Beiträge zur Th eologie 
. Vienna: Herder, .

Rousseau, O. “St. Benoît et le prophète Élisée”: RLM  (): –.
Schildenberger, J. “Sankt Benedikt und die heilige Schrift .” EuA / (): 

–.
Skeb. M. LACL nd ed. , f.
Vaccari, A. “La ‘teoria’ esegetica della scuola Antiochena.” In Scritti doi Erudizione 

etc, –. Rome, .
Vogüé, A. de. “La Bibbia nell’ ambiente di S. Benedetto”: Bib  (): –.
—. “Per ducatum Evangelio. La règle de S. Benoît et l’Évangile.” CCist  (): 

–.
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—. “‘Per ducatum Evangelii.’ La Regla de S. Benito y el Evangelio.” CuMon  (): 
–.

—. “Benedikt von Nursia”: TRE  (): –.
Zelzer, M. “Gregors Benediktvita und die Bibel. Die Entschlüsselung eines exeget-

ischen Programms.” RBS  (): –.

 Benedict of Nursia 
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XI
VICTOR OF CAPUA FL. 541–554

Victor, bishop of Capua from  to , a vir doctissimus et sanctissimus 
according to Bede, De temporum ratione,  (CCL B, , –), was 
famous during the Middle Ages for having compiled patristic sources to be 
used in his commentaries on biblical books. Th e attribution lacks certainty. 
Victor ordered and edited a copy of the nt (cod. Fuldensis, dated /) in-
cluding the Diatessaron. In his Preface, De evangelicas harmonias Ammonii, 
Victor reports on the discovery of the Diatessaron, joined with the Latin 
apocryphal Letter of Paul to the Laodicians.

Editions

PL , –.
Pitra, J.-B., Spicilegium Solesmense, I, Paris , –: E libello Reticulo seu 

de arca Noe; reprinted by A. Hamman in PLS , –; add Analecta 
sacra et classica, Va. Paris , .

Studies

Bardy, G.: DTC ,  () –.
Bolgiani, V., Vittorio de Capua e il Diatessaron. Turin .
De Bruyne, R., “La préface du Diatessaron latin avant Victor de Capoue”: RBen  

() –.
Fischer, B., “Bibelausgaben des frühen Mittelalters”: La Bibbia nell’ alto medioevo. 

Spoleto , –.
—. Beiträge zur Geschichte der lateinischen Bibeltexte. Freiburg , –.
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XII
PRIMASIUS OF HADRUMETUM FL. 550–560

Bishop of Hadrumetum (modern Sousse in Tunisia) in the fertile Province 
of Byzcena in the mid-sixth century. Primasius wrote a commentary on the 
Apocalypse, which borrowed from the lost Commentary of Tyconius and 
was infl uenced by Augustine. Cassiodorus mentions Primasius’s work in 
Institutiones divinarum literarum , in –.

Editions

PL , –.
Adams, A. W.: CCL  ().

Studies

Courcelle, P., “Fragments non identifi és de Fleury-sur-Loire (II)”: REL  () 
– (iv. Primase, In Apocalypsim, ).

Kretschmar, G., Die Off enbahrung. Die Geschichte ihrer Auslegung. Stuttgart , 
f.

Steinhauser, K., Th e Apocalypse-Commentary of Tyconius. Frankfurt , –.
Vogels, H. J., Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der lateinischen Apokalypse–

Übersetzung, Düsseldorf, , –.
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XIII
IUNILIUS AFRICANUS SECOND HALF 6TH C.

As quaestor sacri palatii at Justinian’s court at Constaninople about , 
Iunilius wrote an essay entitled Instituta regularia divinae legis, or De partibus 
divinae legis libri duo, consisting of a loose Latin translation of a work written 
in Greek by the Persian, Paul of Nisibis, which in itself was an introduction 
to biblical studies through teachings repeated from Antiochean exegetes.

Th e questions of D(iscipulus) and the answers of M(agister) proceed 
in a catechetical way, in multiplying defi nitions and distinctions. Th e ot is 
fi gurative of the nt (D). Prophecy should not always be seen as allegorias 
mysticas, because it would harm narrationis veritas, and lead to abuses (D). 
Typus, or forma/fi gura, is the best hermeneutical category (C–D). Th e 
lack of a christological focus is striking.

Editions

PL , B–D

Studies

Kihn, H., Th eodor von Mopsuestia und Junilius als Exegeten, Freiburg, , –.
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XIV
CASSIOD ORUS 485/490CA. 580

Born of high nobility from a family of Syrian ancestry, his father being 
praefectus praetorio, Flavius Magnus Aurelius Cassiodorus was nominated 
quaester sacri palatii by the Ostrogothic King Th eoderic the Great (–) 
as early as –. He was consul ordinarius in , and in  he replaced 
Boethius as magister offi  ciorum. In  he became praefectus praetorio un-
der the ruling of Athalaric; but in  the Byzantine takeover by Justinian 
and his commander-in-chief Belisarius brought him back to private life. 
He left  Ravenna at the latest in . Ten years later, he is mentioned in 
Constantinople, closely linked with Pope Vigilius. He must have left  the 
eastern captial in  aft er the publication of Justinian’s Pragmatica sanctio. 
In modern Calabria, next to his birthplace in Scyllaceum, today’s Squillace, 
he founded a double monastery in a place called Vivarium Castellum, to 
which he added a well furnished library, all costs being covered by his pri-
vate funds. He was a ninety-two year old layman when he compiled for his 
monks his last work, a treatise De orthographia. Most probably unmarried, 
he devoted his ascetical idealism to the preservation of the cultural heritage 
of the church.

Soon aft er his return to private life in , when still in Ravenna, Cas-
siodorus had started to write an Expositio Psalmorum, or Commenta Psal-
terii, on which he continued working for a full decade. Using Augustine’s 
Enarrationes as a main source, and basing it on his own rhetorical and sty-
listic ideas, Cassiodorus commented on the Psalms line by line in stressing 
their literary form. In his estimation the whole message of the Psalter was 
messianic. For the monks of Vivarium, he wrote Institutiones, more precisely 
Institutiones divinarum litterarum, an introduction to the study of scripture, 
and Institutiones saecularium litterarum, also entitled De artibus ac discipli-
nis liberalium literarum, a short outline of the seven liberal arts. In his later 
years, Cassiodorus composed an Expositio epistolae ad Romanos, which was 
a new edition of Pelagius’s Commentary on Romans expurged from any 
heresy, and Complexiones apostolorum, short summaries of Acts, nt Letters, 
and Revelation. Among the translations from Greek into Latin secured at 
Vivarium and referred to in the Institutiones, fi gure translations of John 
Chrysostom by Mutianus (PG ) and of  “Didymus,” Expositio septem canoni-
carum (= catholicarum) epistolarum, which modern scholarship identifi ed as 
a sixth century catena; see K. Staab, “Die griechischen Katenenkommentare 
zu den katholischen Briefen”: Bib  () –.
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Th e Expositio Psalmorum is properly a single commentary conceived as 
a whole, according to a set of interpretive notions carefully enumerated in 
a lengthy pedagogical introduction (). Th e work was addressed to Pope 
Virgilius (–). According to Cassiodorus, there are seventeen basic 
notions, or distinctions, to keep in mind when reading the Psalms:
) Prophecy.

Th e Psalms were “prophesied” by the Spirit, per Spiritum sanctum psalmos 
fuisse prophetatos, (). Hence they prefi gure what is to come or explain what 
happened. As prophecy they are: magnifi cum nimis et verilocutum dicendi 
genus, “a magnifi cent and truthful way of communicating” (); their inspi-
ration warrants their constant actualization by inspiring their interpreters: 
Nam et quibus data est facultas bene intellegendi vel interpretandi scripturas 
divinas, a munere prophetiae non videntur excepti, “To whom the capacity 
is given well to understand, or to interpret divine Scriptures, they are not 
themselves deprived of the gift  of prophecy” ().
) Davidic Psalms.

Th e diff erent names in the titles of Psalms do not designate “authors,” but 
only executants. No historical testimony speaks in favour of many psalmists: 
Psalmigraphos autem fuisse historia nulla testatur (). Hence, pater Augustinus 
was right: congruentur omnes psalmos dicit esse davidicos, “he conveniently 
stated that all psalms are Davidic” (), a unique auhorship of the psalms 
fi tting well with Cassiodorus’s own unifi ed strategy as a commentator.
) “In fi nem.”

Frequently the titles include the phrase in fi nem which calls on Christ, 
according to Romans :, Finis enim legis, . . . as a focus for our attention 
when reading psalms.
) Psalter.

Th e psalter is a musical instrument reminding us that psalms are identi-
fi ed with music and songs.
) Psalm.

A psalm is created, Psalmus est, cum ex ipso solo instrumento musico, id 
est psalterio, modulatio quaedam dulcis et canora profunditur, “when out of 
the very musical instrument, the psalter, a sweet and harmonious melody 
is poured out” ().
) Canticum.

One produces a “canticle” by “freely employing one’s voice” without an 
instrument.
) Psalmocanticum.

When the choir joins the instruments, aft er the liturgy of the Word, 
divinis dumtaxat sermonibus obsecutus, “exactly following the reading of 
sacred scripture” ().



 Cassiodorus 

 ) Canticum psalmus.
When the instruments repeat in unison the song of the choir.

 ) Five Books.
Th e division of psalms into fi ve books may occasionally contribute to the 

spiritual meaning of the verses read, mystica interpretatione contradunt ().
) Titles of Psalms Interpreted.

Some titles seem irrelevant, tamquam sacrata vela pendent, “they hang 
like sacred curtains” (), hiding what the psalms mean. Th ey need to be 
treated ad tropicum intellectum, through a “symbolic perception.”
) Diapsalma.

Of that controverted notion, Jerome derives the sense of  “ever,”  “through-
out,” from the Hebrew; but Augustine understands it more as referring to a 
division. Indeed it indicates sermonum rupta continuatio docens ubicumque 
repertum fuerit, aut personarum aut rerum fi eri permutationem, “a broken suc-
cession of words, indicating in all its occurences a shift  of persons or things” 
(). One could compare with Tyconius’s Rule IV, de specie et genere.
) Th e unity of the Book of Psalms.

Jerome divides the prophecies of the Psalms into fi ve, one prophecy for 
each Book; but with Hilary and Acts :, “we” (Cassiodorus) prefer speak-
ing of one Book; In libro psalmorum ().
) Christology of Psalms.

Th e psalms let Christ speak in his humanity, his divinity, and as the 
Head of the church.
) Steps in Interpretation.

First, the title should be interpreted. Secondly, the psalm needs to be 
properly divided. Th irdly, the hidden signifi cance of the psalm must be clari-
fi ed, partim secundum spiritalem intellegentiam, partim secundum historicam 
lectionem, partim secundum mysticum sensum, subtilitates rerum discutiens 
proprietatesque verborum, “partly in its spiritual signifi cance, partly in a his-
torical reading, partly in its mystic relevance, by discussing the subtleties 
of the data and the proprieties of the words” (). Fourthly, the “effi  ciency,” 
virtus, of the psalm should be demonstrated, its “divine inspiration, by which 
its heavenly intention is unveiled for us; thus the Davidic text removes us 
from vices and engages us into a correct way of life” (). Finally, the num-
bering of certain psalms will be considered.
) Scripture’s Diction (De eloquentia totius legis divinae).

Firmly beyond time—past, present and future—scriptural truth keeps 
its relevance in regard to the three temporal dimensions. Its divine  authority 
admits “ordinary talk,” communes sermones and “highly sophisticated” in-
quiries, subtilissima. It also admits a full display of rhetorical devices, non 
tamen ab eis accipiens extraneum decorem, sed potius illis propriam conferens 
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dignitatem, “not so much for gaining from them an external decoration, as for 
enabling them to bear its own dignity” (). Following Augustine’s remarks 
in De doctrina christiana, III, and the examples of Jerome, Ambrose, Hilary, 
“we” (Cassiodorus) expressly mention these devices. Indeed Cassiodorus 
never misses an opportunity to stress them in his commentary.
) Th e Diction Proper to the Psalter.

Starting with Christ’s beatitude in Psalm , the Psalter runs through 
“all mysteries of the Old and New Testaments” (novi et veteris testamenti 
sacramenta percurrens); it celebrates the Lord’s triumph over all calami-
ties affl  icting the Church, and gives consolation and strength in regard to 
all human miseries, as Athanasius had emphasized so well in a letter writ-
ten to his “very dear Marcellinus” (, with a quotation of Ad Marcelli-
num, ).
) Laus Ecclesiae.

Th e psalms are the voice of the universal church proclaiming faith in 
Christ and Divine Trinity.

Th e Expositio covers more than  pages in the CC edition, each 
psalm calling for an average of three hundred lines of comment, only the 
last fi ve explanations being shortened, whereas Psalm  () totals  
lines of exegesis. Th e style and the disposition of Cassiodorus’s text remain 
unchanged from beginning to end of what became the unique Commentary 
on all the psalms, handed down in its integrity from Late Antiquity. Clearly 
dependent on Augustine, for whom he expresses a sincere admiration in the 
very fi rst page of the Preface, and whose Enarrationes in Psalmos he kept open 
on his desk when composing his work, Cassiodorus none the less acted as a 
creative interpreter in his own right. He assumed the general norms of the 
patristic tradition for his task, but he applied them with a careful strategy 
that he decided for himself. His work still waits for a thorough study.

De institutione divinarum litterarum, written for the monks of Vivarium 
when the author was at least in his seventies, presents a concise introduction 
to the study of the Bible, apparently unpretentious, but in fact surprisingly 
original. It is a scholarly work for uneducated readers, and specifi cally des-
tined for the local community of Vivarium.

Th e Preface starts with some biographical reminders of the time when 
Cassiodorus, then praefectus praetorio (–) became involved with Pope 
Agapetus I (May –April ) in the foundation of a Roman school of 
theology. Th e Pope had already converted his family house on the Clivus 
Scauri into a library to be part of the planned academy, but warfare in 
Italy (bella ferventia et turbulenta D) ruined the whole entrerprise. 
Cassiodorus confesses that gravissimo sum (fateor) dolore permotus, quod 
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scripturis divinis magistri publici deessent, cum mundani auctores celeberrima 
procul dubio traditione pollerent, “I am (I must confess) utterly saddened by 
the fact that scripture is still banished from education when secular authors 
strongly benefi t from a very popular tradition” (D). To overcome his 
frustration, he now produces both Institutiones, one on divine, and the other 
on secular literature.

At once, the De institutione is announced as an introduction to scripture 
in line with the history of patristic exegesis, a very unusual concept indeed, 
inaugurating by anticipation medieval scholarship: “Without hesitation, dear-
est brothers, let us climb to divine scripture through the worthy expositions 
of the Fathers, like on a sort of visionary ladder. Conveyed by their percep-
tions we may eff ectively be granted to contemplate the Lord. Possibly that 
is Jacob’s Ladder on which angels go up and down (Gn :)” (AB). 
Cassiodorus adds a curriculum of biblical studies, joined to a series of san-
guine encouragements, supported by the authority of Augustine and earlier 
interpreters, both Greek and Latin.

Chapters  to  introduce () the Octateuch, that is, the Pentateuch to 
Judges () Kings, () Prophets, () Psalms, () the Books of Solomon, () 
Hagiographers, () Gospels, () Apostolic Letters, and fi nally, () Acts and 
Revelation. Each time Cassiodorus stresses how the biblical books were made 
available to the church at large, thanks to the study of given Fathers. Chapter 
 makes a special mention of a group of interpreters “whom I put together 
(namely in a codex) with diligent curiosity” Ticonium Donatistam, sanctum 
Augustinum, “De doctrina christiana,” Hadrianum, Eucherium et Junilium quos 
sedula curiositate collegi (D), the “common purpose,” similis intentio, of 
these authors being to clarify biblical obscurities due to the symbolic lan-
guage of scripture. “Th ey start to open for us what remained closed” aperire 
nobis incipiunt, quae prius clausa manserunt, in teaching us “six ways of un-
derstanding,” sex modos intellegentiae (A), the more mysterious passages 
of the Bible. Cassiodorus obviously refers to the prologue of Tyconius’s Book 
of Rules, quoted by Augustine in De doctrina christiana III. In chapter  he 
adds a short mention of the four general synods of Nicaea, Constantinople, 
Ephesus and Chalcedon, before giving a detailed survey of what he calls divi-
sio scripturae, the canonical lists of biblical writings: fi rst, the books as listed 
by Jerome (ch. ), then by Augustine (ch. ), fi nally by the authors of the 
antiqua translatio and the Septuaguint (ch. ). Th e long chapter  multiplies 
advice and examples with regard to the systematic correction, emendatio 
of copies of the Bible, entrusted to the monks. Th e latter should always be 
aware of their responsiblity: considerate igitur qualis vobis causa commissa sit: 
utilitas christianorum, thesaurus ecclesiae, lumen animarum, “Consider, then, 
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the task you are entrusted with, the well-doing of the Christian people, the 
church’s treasure, the enlightening of souls” (D).

Chapter , De virtute scripturae divinae, describes scriptural “power” in 
its prophetic dimension and actual relevance: Lectio divina cuncta virtus est, 
verbum non inaniter cadens, nec tardat eff ectus quod promittit aff ectus, “Th e 
reading of scripture is all power, no word falls vainly; it does not take long 
before its impression produces the promised eff ect,” (D). Scripture’s ef-
fi ciency invests the whole human psyche; in faith, it transfi gures life as such. It 
is worth exploring the accounts given of scripture by earlier interpreters, such 
as the church historians who followed Josephus (chapter ), Hilary (chapter 
), Cyprian (chapter ), Ambrose (chapter : only four lines!), Jerome 
(chapter ), Augustine (chapter ); and last but not least the accounts of 
two contemporaries, the Abbots Eugippius and Dionyius (Exiguus, died ca. 
), as generat etiam hodieque catholica ecclesia viros illustres, probabilium 
dogmatum decore fulgentes, “even today the catholic church generates famous 
men, glittering with the beauty of proven opinions” (B).

Invariably, scripture should always be read with its intrepreters (ch. ). 
Cosmography may also help (ch. ), abbreviations be used (ch. ), fi gures of 
style and other rhetorical schemes analysed (ch. ); even illiterate members 
of the community deserve to receive the needed help in this regard (ch. ). 
Aft er a few additional recommendations, the Expositio ends with a fervent 
prayer in chapter —a number as always in Cassiodorus’s writings charged 
with “biblical” symbolism, especially as it was for him the age of Christ (De 
artibus ac disciplinis liberalium litterarum, Preface, CD).

Complexiones in epistulis apostolorum is a summary of Pauline and other 
apostolic Letters, limited to their essential content. Having assimilated all 
this information, the reader would be able to claim ut altius ad intellectum 
perveniat, “a higher understanding” (A).

Of Romans, Cassiodorus quotes thirty-six verses, in part or in full, accord-
ing to the Vulgate (:, , , ; :, ; :, ; :, ; etc.; B–A). 
Each quotation is followed by a paraphrased indication of its content and 
immediate context. Some explicit references to other passages of the Bible 
and other biblical fi gures or objects enrich the paraphrase. Clearly, the inten-
tion is to keep the summary on the literal level of Paul’s text. No theoretical 
observation of an interpretive nature, nor any call on other interpreters 
interfere in these condensed explanations of Pauline verses. Th e comments 
hardly ever exceed ten lines in Migne’s columns, the same being true for the 
rest of the Complexiones, concerning the other Pauline Letters, the “seven 
canonical letters,” (D–D), Acts and Revelation (A–A).

Th e last section is the only one introduced by a Prologue, and in that 
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Prologue the only interpretive authority invoked in the whole work is 
Tyconius, who explained the Book of Revelation “with subtlety and dili-
gence” subtiliter et diligenter exposuit (A). In the comment on Rev :
, Cassiodorus adds a very unusual reference to Tyconius, sicut Tychonius 
refert (B), only paired with a more general call on the “consensus of the 
Fathers” about the “thousand years” mentioned in the comment on Rev : 
(B). At a closer analysis more Tyconian reminiscences would probably 
surface in Cassiodorus’s notations.
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XV
GREGORY THE GREAT C. 540–604

a special contribution
by Stephan C. Kessler, S.J.

. Gregory the Great and the Bible

As author in the Latin speaking west of the Roman Empire at the end of the 
patristic era, Gregory the Great (–) is the heir to a long tradition of 
Christian interpretation of the Bible. But the affi  nity of his exegetical writ-
ings with the works of his predecessors as Origen, Augustine or Cassiodorus 
should not allow ourselves to be misled. As distinguished from the times of 
his inspiring models for expounding the Holy Scriptures Gregory’s world had 
defi nitly changed. At the end of the th century it had become a Christian 
world: Gregory could take Christianity for granted. Th erefore the framework 
of Gregory’s understanding, of explanation and discourse was defi ned by 
Christian authors, mainly Augustine and John Cassian. Th erefore his culture 
was essentially a biblical culture and interpreting the scriptures of the Bible 
by commentaries and homilies meant for Gregory to address an audience 
already well established in the Christian faith. Consequently, the interpre-
tation of the scriptures had to alter as well. How to be a Christian, how to 
live the perfect Christian life was Gregory’s central preoccupation in all his 
exegetical writings. What interested Gregory in expounding the scriptures 
was what they say about the Christian life.

In accordance with the conservative program of the sixth century the 
focus of Gregory’s theological interest was not primarily centered on system-
atic development of doctrinal issues. In his sight theology and theological 
questions were already answered by the authority of the tradition and the 
defi nitions of the “four Synods” (Ep , [CCL , ). Gregory was not 
a systematic theologian. His aim was the interpretation of the Bible in the 
sight of a commited Christian life. Conversion, culminating in the ascetic 
life of contemplation, is his perspective of understanding the scriptures. 
Using the traditional patristic pattern of biblical interpretation he developed 
through his pastoral and at the same time spiritual interpretation a method 
of exegesis as authentic instrument of a distinctly ascetic-monastic theol-
ogy. Without denying the diff erent sources of his classical training and the 

. Markus, Gregory the Great, , –.
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multiple infl uences of Christian literature the Bible and its interpretation 
are the undisputed centre of Gregory’s activities. Th e role of the Bible in the 
works of Gregory surmounts all other elements of his actions.

Research on Gregory the Great and in the fi eld of the history of exegesis 
in recent years has brought to view rather new insights. Despite the undeni-
ably great infl uence of Augustine’s thought on his writings, Gregory modifi es 
the exegetical practice of Late Antiquity by going back to the Origenist tradi-
tion. Th us the fi rst pope from a monastic background became the founder 
of a new and independent Bible-theology on the eve of the Middle Ages. 
By his exegetical work Gregory developed an independent theological and 
most of all pastoral access to the world of the Bible.

. Biographical Remarks

Although Gregory left  no autobiography, he is known quite well by bio-
graphical notes in his own writings, especially in his letters which came 
down to us. Gregory was born in Rome around . His family belonged to 
the leading elites of the city and was most probably of senatorial rank. His 
father Gordianus and his ancestors worked in the civil service and ecclesias-
tical administration whereas three aunts and also his mother Silvia aft er the 
death of her husband embraced the ascetic life. Th e family was handsomely 
rich with estates in Sicily in addition to the palace on the Caelian hill and 
properties in the neighbourhood of Rome. Gregory was born into a world in 
which peace and stability could not be taken for granted. Fighting of Gothic 
invaders and imperial-byzantine defenders, destruction, depopulation and, 
especially, famine must have been among Gregory’s earliest memories.

Due to the restoration of Byzantine power in parts of Italy under the 
reign of Justinian . (–) Gregory spent the important years of his 
formation in a time of relative peace. Th e Pragmatica sanctio () ended 

() –; G. Zevini, “La metodologia dell ‘Intelligenza spirituals’ della Sacra 
Scrittura come esegesi biblica secondo Gregorio Magno,” Parola e spirito (Studi in 
onore di S. Cipriani), C. Casale Marcheselli (ed.), Brescia , –.
. Margerie, Introduction () –; Mijller, Das Hohelied (); 
Fiedrowicz, Das Kirchenverständnis Gregors (); Reventlow, Epochen der 
Bibelauslegung () –; S. C. Kessler, Gregor der Große als Exeget (); 
Recchia, Gregorio Magno papa ed esegeta (); S. C. Kessler, “Gregory the Great: 
A fi gure of tradition and transition in Church Exegesis.” In Hebrew Bible/Old 
Testament. Th e History of its Interpretation, ., –. Edited by M. Saebo. 
Göttingen, .
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Aug  () –; Kessler, Gregor der Große als Exeget (): –.



 Twelve Sixth- and Seventh-Century Latin Christian Literature

the war against the Goths and decreed normality before the conquest of the 
greatest parts of Italy by the Lombards in . Gregory received the best 
education available in sixth century Rome with special emphasis on gram-
mar and rhetoric, and he probably had legal training as well which qualifi ed 
him for a career in public service and later as a theologian and bishop. In 
 Gregory reached the summit of his public career likely being Prefect of 
the City (praefectus urbi), the highest civil dignitary in Rome.

In / he resigned from public life, sold parts of the patrimony and 
changed his palace into a monastery dedicated to St. Andrew. He experienced 
his conversion (conversio) to monastic life and, as a simple monk, he spent 
his happiest years working on the exposition of biblical scriptures. From 
now the Bible stands at the very centre of Gregory’s activities and becomes 
a main source of inspiration for his acting and writing. But this contempla-
tive tranquillity of the monastic life was short-lived, for in / he was 
called by the Pope to serve the Church as a deacon and later as papal legate 
(apocrisarius) to the court of Constantinople, where he was accompanied 
by a group of fellow monks and must have learned at least some Greek. 
“Unwilling and resisting,” Gregory accepted the ecclesiastical assignment 
with “the burden of pastoral care” it brought him. He returned to Rome in 
the middle of the next decade and performed the duties of a deacon while 
living in his monastic community and working on biblical commentaries. But 
again he could stay only for a little while at the “tranquil shores of prayer,” 
because he was elected Pope in February .

Considering the breakdown of civil authorities during the sixth century 
the bishop of Rome became more and more responsible for the economic and 
political destiny of the city. Th erefore Gregory “was tossed about on the seas 
of secular aff airs,” and yet he found the time for the exposition of the Sacred 
Scriptures by popular sermons and series of homilies to Biblical books. Of 
great signifi cance for the development of Western Christianity was his mis-
sionary activity in the neglected rural parts of Italy and abroad. By sending 
missionaries to the Frankish and English Churches Gregory established a 
model of a European Church, no longer confi ned to the Mediterranean world 
as the natural milieu of Christendom. He held offi  ce until his death aft er long 
periods of illness on th March . In the person and work of Gregory 
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the ideal of ancient Roman traditions and of Christian loyalty became fused 
together: as the last Roman on Peter’s chair, his epitaph characterised him 
as Pastor and Consul Dei.

. Gregory’s Writings

Th e life of Gregory and particularly the years of his pontifi cate were over-
shadowed by the conquest of Italy through invaders, by hunger and de-
seases. Under diffi  cult conditions he reorganised by means of his capacities 
in the fi eld of administration and spirituality the clergy, the ecclesiastical 
possesions and the church’s charity. However, the high esteem of Gregory 
in history was not established by his ecclesiastical reform but in his work 
as a biblical theologian. Th e Holy Scriptures and their interpretation was 
the undisputed focus of Gregory’s life as monk and remained the well of 
inspiration for his activities as bishop: His exegetical works made Gregory 
“the fi rst pope- exegete in history—le premier pape exégète de l’histoire.” 
Gregory’s legacy in the interpretation of scripture comes down to posterity 
in diff erent exegetical works. But naturally, the place accorded by Gregory 
to the Bible and its interpretation cannot be limited to his exegetical works 
alone. In fact, he never ceases to invoke its authoritiy as can be shown clearly 
in the not expressly exegetical works of Gregory.

. Th e Non-Exegetical Works

Of originally  volumes of letters written during the time of Gregory’s 
pontifi cate survived a collection of more than  documents (Registrum 
Epistularum). Th ese letters allow deep insights into the way how the pope 
applied the Bible to the diff erent situations of his life. Th e large number 
of biblical quotations clearly shows how the literary works of Gregory are 
imbued with a profound biblical orchestration. Despite the more offi  cial 
character of the majority of these documents addressed to emperors, kings 
and bishops, to monks, deacons and simple citizens dealing with questions 
of church-administration, pastoral counselling and spiritual advice a great 
number of these letters are very personal testimonies which aff ord an insight 
into Gregory’s use of the Bible as practical guide for the every-day problems 

. Margerie, Introduction () .
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of his correspondents. In his typical empathic manner he gives advice even 
to read and meditate the Holy Scriptures. He recommends Barbara and 
Antonina to love to read the holy scriptures that they may know how to 
live and how to run their home (Ep , [CCL A, ]). Bishop Natalis 
of Salona did not fi nd enough time to read the Bible because he was too 
busy. Gregory admonishes the bishop that the word of God is written to 
console the distressed; therefore those under pressure should read regu-
larly the word of God (Ep , [CCL ,]). He wrote to Th eodore the 
Emperor’s physician to read and meditate the biblical scriptures because 
they are a “letter of the almighty God to his creature—epistula omnipoten-
tis Dei ad creaturam suam”: “What else are the Sacred Scriptures if not a 
letter of the omnipotent God to his creature?” If it were a letter from the 
Emperor—Gregory assumes—Th eodore would not rest until he understood 
its message. Th erefore he should read and muse each day on the letter written 
for his salvation by the Emperor of heaven (Ep , [CCL ,]). Since 
it is not enough just to read the Bible, Gregory admonishes that one also 
should conform his actions with the holy texts. He writes to a bishop that 
he shall always act in such a way that those who are illiterate should be able 
to read the Bible through his deeds (Ep , [CCL ,]). Th e collection 
of the letters is a proof that Gregory as a pastorally minded man does not 
look on the Bible from a theoretical point of view: From the scripture texts 
he goes immediately to ordinary life.

Th e importance of the Bible for Gregory is also shown in the Pastoral 
Rule (Regula Pastoralis). Published shortly aft er the beginning of his pon-
tifi cate the newly elected pope draws his ideal of men in power according to 
the Bible: He distinguishes between those with worldly duties and political 
power (rector) and those with a spiritual task (praedicator). Th e main as-
signment of both consists in ruling over the lives and souls of the faithful 
ones. In order to get acquainted with this political art (ars artium) of govern-
ing the souls it is their fi rst obligation to muse on the “divine laws” (Rpast I, 
l [SC , ]). Th erefore Gregory requires and emphasizes biblical studies 
as unalterable condition for all pastors. Th e rector or preacher has to make 
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“Gregory the Great’s ‘Rector’ and his Genesis,” Grégoire le Grand () –.



 Gregory the Great 

the Bible speak through his words and his life in all the ways it is designed 
to do, and to make himself a suitable interpreter of its message. Th erefore 
Gregory postulates interpreting the bars in the golden rings of the ark (Exod 
:–) that men in wordly or spiritual power should “meditate diligently 
and every day on the precepts of the sacred word” because the bars shall 
be put through the four golden rings, which are the four books of the holy 
Gospels; for it is evidently necessary that they who devote themselves to the 
offi  ce of preaching should never depart from the occupation of sacred read-
ing (Rpast , [SC , –]). Th e true pastor according to Gregory 
should always keep a balance between the inner life of meditating the truth 
of the Scriptures and the outward activities of life. Th e model of this equi-
librium according to the Pastoral Rule is the biblical fi gure of Moses: “Th us 
Moses frequently goes in and out of the Tabernacle; and while within he is 
caught up in contemplation, outside he devotes himself to the aff airs of the 
weak. Inwardly he considers the hidden things of God, outwardly he bears 
the burdens of the carnal men” (Rpast , [SC ,]).

Th e last non-exegetical work—in the strict sense of the word—are the 
four books of the Dialogues (Dialogorum libri quatuor de miraculis patrum 
italicorum), a hagiographical collection of miracle-stories, written by Gregory 
during the early years of his pontifi cate, most probably between /. At 
fi rst sight it seems that the scriptures of the Bible in this work on “the life 
and the miracles of the Italian fathers” do not play the same role which is 
granted to them in the other works of Gregory. From an exegetical point of 
view, the Dialogues seem so diff erent from the rest of the corpus of Gregorian 
texts that the authenticity of this work has been disputed. Th e conversation 
of the author with his dialogue-partner, the deacon Peter, gives the answer 
to the diff erent structure of this work: there are pedagogical and pastoral 
reasons which lead the author to a diff erent use of the Bible. Gregory states 
that there are some people more inspired by examples of holy lives than by 
preaching the Scriptures (Dial , prol.  [SC ,]). Instead of exposing 
biblical passages in his Dialogues Gregory interprets the life and deeds of 
contemporary holy men. He regards the miracles of his days as the continu-
ation of the history of salvation and applies the same exegetical method to 
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these miracle-stories as in his biblical works. Th e same God who spoke and 
acted in the two Testaments of the Bible is now at work in the lives of these 
Italian saints of the sixth century. Th erefore telling the life of a saint of this 
world means a more popular kind of pastoral exegesis for those Christians 
not able to read and meditate on the Bible.

Despite the non-biblical contents in the legendary work of the Dialogues 
again the Bible plays a determinate role. Biblical patterns are the key for the 
correct understanding of the structure of the miracle-stories. Gregory tells 
the remarkable stories of holy men performing miracles according to biblical 
concepts. Th e heroes of the Dialogues are shaped according to the prototypes 
of biblical personalities: Benedict, the central fi gure of the second book, acts 
like Moses, Elisha, Elijah and David (Dial ,, [SC ,–]). In the 
sight of Gregory the secular world has become an allegory which has to be 
interpreted like the Holy Scriptures. Th e Dialogues adapt in a narrative form 
the exegetical method known in the explicit biblical writings and therefore 
can be regarded as an authentic work of Gregory written for the edifi cation 
of a more popular audience.

. Th e Exegetical Works

Gregory’s earliest exegetical work in the proper sense of the word is the 
interpretation of the Song of Songs (Expositio in Canticis Canticorum). Th e 
commentary breathes exclusively the contemplative spirit of a monastic 
setting and it was most probably developed during his fi rst years as monk 
between – but defi nitively completed before his pontifi cate. Th e 
interpretation shows Gregory’s growing interest in the monastic world of 
contemplation since the text of the Song of Songs was regarded as a book 
on contemplation according to the exegetic tradition of the interpretation 
of the books attributed to Solomon. Aft er a lengthy introduction with ex-
egetical remarks he interprets only the fi rst eight verses of the biblical text 
but one gets the impression that this fragment is the complete text of this 
commentary because everything seems to be said. In Jewish exegesis, as 
well as in the interpretation of the Early Church, this biblical book of love-
songs is regarded as a text which has no signifi cance in its literal meaning 

. S. C. Kessler, “Das Rätsel der Dialoge Gregors des Grossen: Fälschung oder 
Bearbeitung?,” Th Ph  (): –: f.
. M. Mahler, “Evocations bibliques et hagiographiques dans la ‘Vie de Saint 
Benoit’ par Saint Grégoire,” RBen  (): –.
. Müller, Das Hohelied (): .
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but only an allegorical one: “In these bodily and external words one must 
look for what lies within, and talking about the body we must become as 
it were outside the body.” Th e objective of Gregory’s reading of the Song 
of Songs is an identifi cation which permits the reader of his commentary 
to enter into the role of the bride: what is understood there is an exhorta-
tion about the nuptial garment: “We must come to this holy wedding of 
bridegroom and bride with the interior knowledge of love, this means with 
the nuptial garment. Th is is necessary because if we do not dress with the 
nuptial garment which is the dignifi ed knowledge of love, we might be re-
pudiated from the wedding banquet into the external darkness which means 
into the blindness of ignorance” (in Cant  [CCL ,f.]). In the Song of 
Songs God descends to the language of human love in order to infl ame 
and to exalt man to the divine love (In Cant  [CCL ,). Th erefore 
allegorical interpretation is the appropriate and only way to explain these 
verses of the Bible. Gregory compares the technique of allegory to a fi tting 
mechanism or pulley (quandam machinam) which raises up the souls who 
are far from God through sin (In Cant  [CCL ,]). Th e love-relationship 
of the Song of Songs describes—according to Gregory who follows in this 
the patristic tradition, especially Origen—the love of Christ for his Church 
or for the single soul of a faithful Christian. Perfection of the Church and 
of the single soul is the aim of the exegesis of the Song of Songs. From this 
follows a twofold scheme of interpretation: general (generaliter) in regard 
to the church, special (specialiter) in regard to the individual soul (in Cant 
 [CCL ,]). Th e prevailing ecclesiological dimension of Gregory’s 
exegesis fi nds its expression in the interpretation of the passage where the 
king introduces the bride into his chamber. For Gregory this “cubiculum” 
signifi es the Church which is similar to a royal house where one enters 
through faith (in Cant  [CCL ,f.]).

In Constantinople during his years in diplomatic service (–) 
Gregory laid the fundament with exegetical lectures on the prophet Job to 
an audience of like-minded friends to his  books of the Moralia (Moralium 
Libri sive Expositio in Librum Beati Job). In the years aft er his return to Rome, 

. In Cant  [CCL ,]; K. S. Frank, “Hoheslied,” RAC  (): –; R. J. 
DeSimone, Th e Bride and the Bridegroom of the Fathers. An Anthology of Patristic 
Interpretations of the Song of Songs (Sussidi Patristici ), Roma: Istituto Patristico 
“Augustinianum” .
. Patristic exegesis of Job: E. Dassmann, “Hiob,” RAC  (): –; Le Livre 
de Job chez les Pères (Cahiers de Biblia Patristica ), Strasbourg: Centre d’Analyse 
et de Documentation Patristiques ; P. Cazier, “Lectures du Livre de Job chez 
Ambroise, Augustin et Grégoire le Grand,” Graphè  (): –.
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but before his election to the papacy, he was occupied to rearrange these 
oral talks as a verse-by verse commentary in book form. What interested 
Gregory in expounding the book of Job was what it says about the commit-
ted Christian life: Conversion, culminating in the wisdom of contemplation, 
is the objective of his understanding of Job and the Bible. Gregory explains 
the book of Job because in the life and teachings of this biblical fi gure he 
discovers an inspiring example of the ordo praedicatorum. In addition to 
this he feels a close relationship and a very personal identifi cation with the 
enduring righteous one of the Bible. Th rough his own suff erings Gregory 
believes he understands Job better than others: “Perhaps was it the plan of 
the divine providence, that as a beaten man I shall explain the beaten Job 
(percussum Job percussus exponerem)” (Mor, ep.dedic.  [CCL ,]). In his 
exegesis Job is stylized as the ideal man who found wisdom. He bears all the 
suff erings God sends and, despite the vicissitudes of life, is always calm and 
of steadfast in mind (constantia mentis). One should learn to suff er adversity 
and prosperity as Job did, both loving and fearing God in the ups and downs 
of life. Th e suff ering righteous one in the Moralia is interpreted at fi rst as a 
typos of Jesus Christ who also had to bear tribulations. Since Christ is head 
and body of the Church Job can also signify the community of the Church 
(Mor , ,  [CCL , ]). Th e main theological question of Gregory’s 
commentary on Job is given through the discussion of the ordeals suff ered 
by the righteous. Th e problem of evil and suff ering is conveyed at the literal 
level of the book of Job, and the pope—despite lengthy disgressions always 
returns to this crucial quest. Th e whole commentary on the biblical book of 
Job has the intention to give through the exegetical explanations a full com-
pendium of theology as Gregory conceived it. Th e Moralia is the attempt to 
be an encyclopedia of the Christian life. Th e perspective of this compendium 
is ascetic-monastic and its structure not logical but strictly biblical.

Th e  Homilies on the Gospels (Homiliae in Evangelia XL.) is a col-
lection of sermons on nt passages of the liturgical readings of the Roman 
Liturgy mainly delivered at eucharistic celebrations at the beginning of 
Gregory’s pontifi cate between Advent  and February . Th is collec-

. Ep , (CCL ,) indicates that the revision of the Moralia must have been 
basically completed at the beginning of Gregory’s pontifi cate at the latest by . 
Th e fi nal publication and transmission took place in  (Ep , [CCL , ]).
. S.E. Schreiner, “‘Where shall wisdom be found?’ Gregory’s interpretation of 
Job,” ABenR  (): –.
. C.E. Straw, “‘Adversitas’ et ‘Prosperitas’: une illustration du motif structural de la 
complémentarité,” Grégoire le Grand (): –.
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tion with homiletic interpretations of the liturgical Gospel readings is an 
attempt at a popular exegesis where examples play an important role: “Since 
examples more than words (plus exempla quam verba) rouse the hearts of 
the listeners to the love of God and the neighbor, ... one shall report to you 
a miracle story (narrare miraculum)” (HEv ,, [FontChr ., ]). 
Gregory reads the Bible in the light of the actual events of his days when 
he e.g. states that his experience of the political situtation of Rome signifi es 
the fulfi lment of the eschatological prophecies of the Gospel (Lk :–). 
Th e Langobard invasion of the Italian peninsula is a secure sign that the end 
of the world must be at hand: “But when many of the things foretold have 
already come to pass, there is no doubt but that even the few that remain 
will follow. Th e accomplishment of things past is a clear indication of the 
things to come.” (HEv [FontChr ., –] cf. , [–]). By means of 
the Bible Gregory interprets his present time, which becomes a confi rma-
tion and accomplishment of the divine words. As in the sight of Gregory 
both the ot and the nt refl ect the one mystery of the salvation in Christ 
and they elucidate each other (HEv I,l , [FontChr .,–]; , ,  
[FontChr ., –]). Th erefore words and examples, especially from 
the ot, enrich and deepen the understanding of the nt. Beyond the proof 
of the truth of the Gospel the allegorical interpretation of the ot passages 
leads to the spiritual understanding of the nt making it more meanigful for 
the individual (HEv I , – [FontChr ., –])

Th e twenty-two homilies on the visions of the prophet Ezekiel (Homiliae 
in Ezechielem Prophetam) are not a full commentary of the biblical book al-
though Gregory most probably intended to give a complete interpretation of 
the biblical text similar to his exegesis of the book of Job. But the political 
circumstances prevented a verse-by-verse exegesis. Th e fi rst twelve homi-
lies explain the call narrative of the prophet and his initial vision (Ezekiel 
, –, ). Th e state of siege of the city of Rome through the Langobards 
between / caused an interruption of these homiletic explanations. But 
the spiritually interested audience of clerics and monks encouraged Gregory 
to resume his exegesis of Ezekiel. Despite the political diffi  culites he started 
again with his homilies—most probably delivered at the matins-services 
in the Basilica of the Lateran. For the last decade of homilies delivered in 
a second book he chose the concluding vision of the new temple (Ezekiel 

. L. Giordano, “L’antico testamento nelle Omelie sui Vangeli di Gregorio Magno,” 
ASEs  (): –; idem, “La metaphora nelle Omelie sui Vangeli di Gregorio 
Magno,” ASEs  (): –.
. S. C. Kessler, “Die Exegese Gregors des Großen am Beispiel der ‘Homiliae in 
Ezechielem.’” StPatr  (): –.
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–). Th e fi gure of the prophet Ezekiel who lived in exile and witnessed 
the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple described for Gregory and his 
audience the actual political situation they had to go through. As the people 
of Israel was without hope of return from exile in the days of Ezekiel Gregory 
sees the condition of Rome and Italy as hopeless. Th e pope identifi es himself 
and his task with the situation and the role of prophet: As Ezekiel was the 
watchman for Israel (Ezekiel ,) Gregory sees himself now as the guardian 
(speculator) of Rome and of the Church (HEz I, I , [CCL , –]). 
Th is way of personal identifi cation with the biblical fi gures is the reason for 
his very personal approach in the exegetical writings on Holy Scripture. 
Gregory develops a special exegetical technique to identify with the biblical 
personalities, preferably taken from the ot, and to discover in them models 
for his ascetic ideal of a monastic and pastoral life, living and working in 
the world and at the same time striving for the heights of contemplation. 
It seems that the diffi  culties in understanding Ezekiel and the darkness of 
his visions were of special interest to Gregory. He describes the visions as 
“shut in deep obscurity—in magnis obscuritatibus clausum” (HEz , ,  [CCL 
, ]) and the architecture of the new temple in the fi nal vision as so 
complicated and covered by impenetrable fog that intellectual understanding 
can hardly recognize anything in the vision (HEz , praef. [CCL , ]). 
Th e “obscurity” of the Bible is a characteristic sign of Gregory’s theology of 
scripture. Gregory overcomes the hidden aspects of the Bible through per-
sonal identifi cation with the fi gures of the text and allegorical interpretation 
because scripture is divided in parts for literal and allegorical exegesis (HEz 
,, [CCL , ]). Th rough the technique of spiritual interpretation 
Gregory surmounts the diffi  culties of understanding the text.

Th e last exegetical work aft er long discussions handed down under the 
name of Gregory is a commentary on  chapters of I Samuel under the 
traditional lxx title On I Kings (in Primum Regum). Recent research led to 

. Refomatorisches Schrift prinzip in der säkularen Welt, ed. H. H. Schmid Mehl-
hausen, Gütersloh: Mohn , –.
. Biblical fi gures as examples of Christian life and models of a reconciled har-
mony between contemplation and action in the HEz: Joseph in Egypt (,, 
[CCL ,f.]); Rachel and Lea (,, [CCL ,f.]; Moses (,,– [CCL 
,s]); ,, [CCL ,–]); Aaron (,, [CCL ,); Samuel (,, 
[CCL ,); Elijah (,, [CCL ,f.]); David (,, [CCL ,]); Job 
(,,f. [CCL ,f.], ,, [CCL ,–]); Peter (,,– [CCL ,–
], ,, [CCL ,f .]); Paul (,,– [CCL ,–, ,, [CCL 
,]jl ,,– [CCL ,f.]); Stephan (,,– [CCL ,f.]).
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the assumption that this work by internal and external reasons seems to be 
Pseudo-Gregorian. on account of the length of the interpretation and of 
manuscript evidence Peter of Cava-Venosa a th-century abbot was pro-
posed as author. Yet, it seems that authentic material from Gregory was 
used because there are unmistakably authentic Gregorian traits. Similar 
to the Moralia and the other exegetical writings, in most cases a twofold 
spiritual interpretation to each passage is given: typological and moral or 
merely spiritual. In this biblical commentary the Church and its structure 
are more explicitly in focus, especially in its moral interpretation whereas 
Gregory in his authentic commentaries mainly dealt with themes like the 
announcement of the word of God (praedicatio) and the tension between 
action and contemplation (vita mixta). Other exegetical works of Gregory 
mentioned in the Registrum Epistularum as on the Heptateuch, the Proverbs 
and other biblical prophets seem to be lost (Ep ,  [CCL A,]).

. Theory and practice of Gregory’s biblical interpretation 
Theoretic fundament of Gregorian exegesis: 

littera and spiritus

Twice in his literary work, Gregory gives an explicit report on the theo-
retical foundations of his exegetical practice: in the long proemium to the 
Commentary on the Canticle; and in the programmatic work by which he 
dedicates the Moralia to Leander of Seville, his episcopal colleague and 

. A. de Vogüé, “L’auteur du Commentaire des Rois attribué à Grégoire: un moine 
de Cava?,” RBen  (): ; A. de Vogüé (ed.), Grégoire le Grand—(Pierre 
de Cava), Commentaire sur le Premier Livre des Rois (SC ), Paris: Cerf , 
–:f.
. A. de Vogüé (ed.), Grégoire le Grand—(Pierre de Cava), Commentaire sur le 
Premier Livre des Rois (SC ), Paris: Cerf , –.
. F. Clark, “Authorship of the commentary ‘In  Regum’: Implications of A. de 
Vogüé’s discovery,” RBen  () –:f.; cf. review article of A. de Vogüé’s 
edition of In I Rg (SC ): S. C. Kessler, ZKG  (): –.
. Tn Cant – (CCL ,–; SC ,–); Mor, Epistula ad Leandrum (= 
Mor, Ep. dedic.): CCL ,–; SC bis, –; S. C. Kessler, “Gregor des Große 
und seine Th eorie der Exegese: Die ‘Epistula ad Leandrom.”’ In L’ esegesi dei Padri 
Latini dalle origini a Gregorio Magno, –. SEA 68. Rome, .—Th e detailed 
presentation of the exegetical theories of Tn Cant comprises more than a quarter 
of the commentary ( of together  chapters). Th e text is regarded as a general 
introduction to Gregory’s exegesis (Müller, Das Hohelied [] ).
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friend. Both texts, serving as introductions, are carefully written out accord-
ing to classical criteria. Th e author presents the hermeneutical conception, 
the structure of exposition, and the purpose of his exegetical endeavor. A 
closer analysis perceives Gregory’s understanding of scripture, his implicit 
theory of exegesis, and his originality as an interpreter of scriptures near 
the end of the patristic age.

Th e preface of the commentary on the Canticle, as well as the dedicatory 
letter of Moralia start by linking their exegetical consideration with the topic 
of the attachment to the fallen world. Keeping human aspirations trapped 
in circumstantial situations, that world (praesens mundus) has reached old 
age (mundus senescens) in the view of this pope at the closing of Antiquity 
(H Ev I. . [FC ...]). Th e fascination of people with mundane real-
ity results in a blindness of the human heart. For that reason people no 
longer understand holy writ, nor follow its precepts which are spiritual by 
nature. Th ey have lost the indispensable spiritual insights (intelligentia spiri-
talis) required by the Bible: “If the divine voice would say to the blind heart 
‘Follow God’ or ‘Love God,’ as it is said to it by the law, once exiled and grown 
stiff  by insensibility, it does not catch on to what it hears” (in Cant  [CCL 
,]). Th e Moralia explains that the wrong attachment to mundane aff airs 
makes it diffi  cult for people to convert to a life of contemplation (conversionis 
gratia). With notions familiar to him, Gregory exposes the central themes 
of his spiritual anthropology, presupposed by his exegesis: since his exile 
from Paradise, due to the Fall, the human being has become blind to divine 
reality. hence, people miss the spiritual understanding of scripture (interior 
scripturae intelligentia coelestis) applying to it only their external senses. 
Th ey are deaf and unreachable for God’s call to follow him as transmitted by 
the biblical writings. However, people are still fi lled with a deep longing for 
the celestial homeland and its unsearchable mysteries. In Gregory’s view 

. In Cant  (CCL ,) . Gregory received the idea of the “blind heart—cor 
caecum” from Augustine (Tractatus in Joannis evangelium , [CCL ,]; , 
[CCL ,]; Sermo , [CCL ,]). Regarding the concept of the world in 
its old age and Gregory’s eschatological theory: P. Siniscalco, “L’ età del mondo in 
Gregorio Magno,” Grégoire le Grand (): –.
. Th e gregorian spiritual concept and terminology: C. Dagens, Saint Grégoire 
le Grand (): –; C. E. Straw, Perfection in Imperfection (); 
M. Schambeck, Contemplatio als Missio ().
. “Postquam a paradisi gaudiis expulsum” In Cant  [CCL ,]; “caelesti sum 
desiderio affl  atus” (Mor, Ep. dedic.  [CCL ,]); “patria caelestis” (Dial , [SC 
,); “mysteria tantae profunditatis aperirem” (Mor, Ep. dedic  [CCL ,]).
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such an alienation can only be overcome by a contemplative life dedicated to 
the study of divine scripture. In scripture God has given lost human beings 
the possibility to convert and to recuperate the awareness of their earliest 
blessedness. With a reference to Ps. ., the Bible is seen as a light in 
the darkness of that pilgrimage, a mirror of the soul (speculum animae) 
allowing again interior intelligence and self-awareness, a food and drink 
keeping people alive.

As sinners cannot appropriately understand God’s message, divine 
dispensation managed to let God meet people on their own level through 
sacred scripture. In speaking, God lowered himself (se loquendo humiliat), 
for instance, in the Canticle he addresses humans in the familiar terms of 
bodily love (amoris quasi corporei) in order to turn them toward divine 
love (ad amorem qui supra est). Hence, scripture addresses people on two 
diff erent levels: “Th e demand of his commandments is on one side high, on 
another low. What perfect people call spiritual, fi ts the weak ones literally, 
and what the small ones take according to the letter, those who are instructed 
turn it upwards in their spiritual understanding.” (H Ez I.. [CCL , ]). 
In consequence, Gregory states in general a double structural principle for 
biblical texts: each passage of scripture shows an inner and an outer aspect. 
Th e Bible as a whole is divided into letter and allegory (in littera dividitus et 
allegoria), as it off ers a literal-historical and an allegorical-spiritual way to 
be understood (H Ez , ,  [CCL , ]).

Gregory follows with this hermeneutical concept the classical Paul-
ine pattern of littera and spiritus ( Cor ,) and the decisive trait of 

. Mor ,, (CCL ,); F. Lieblang, Grundfragen der mystischen Th eologie 
nach Gregor des Großen Moralia und Ezechielhomilien (Freiburger theologische 
Studien ), Freiburg: Herder , –; M. Schambeck, Contemplatio als Missio 
() –.
. Mor ,, (CCL A,f); Rpast , (SC ,); HEz ,, (CCL 
,f).
. Mor ,, (CCL ,); gregorian continuation of an Augustinian metaphor: 
A.-M. LaBonnardière, “Le speculum quis ignorat,” Saint Augustin et la Bible (Bible 
de tous les temps ), Paris:Beauchesne , –.
. Mor ,, (CCL ,f.); cf. HEz ,, (CCL ,f.). Gregorian imagery 
of the Bible cf. Catry, Lire l’écriture ().
. In Cant  (CCL ,). Th e idea of God humiliating himself through his word 
in order to exalt the human spirit: In Cant  (CCL ,); similar in Mor , 
(,).
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Jewish-christian biblical interpretation over centuries. Every page of the 
Bible has according to Gregory two dimensions: on the one hand side, the 
literal and historical sense which is the beginning and fundament of all ex-
egetical investigation and, on the other hand, the spiritual meaning whose 
discovery is the proper aim of exegesis. Th is, indeed, is the fundamental 
dichotomy of the Bible, the distinction between literal and allegorical, carnal 
and spiritual, historical and typical sense and between outer and inner un-
derstanding. Gregory develops a powerful metaphor for the literal/historical 
dimension of scripture when commenting on the roll inscribed recto and 
verso, which the prophet Ezekiel is ordered by God to devour (Ezekiel ,, 
,): “Th e book of the Holy Scripture is written allegorically inside and al-
legorically outside. Inside for spiritual understanding, outside in the simple 
literal sense” (HEz ,, [CCL ,]).

Th e interpreter’s main task according to Gregory consists in creating an 
equilibrium while exposing the text between the outward “letter” and the 
“inner” spirit of the Bible. Th e plan for the commentary on Job perfectly 
comprises the idea of a correct balance between the inward and the outward 
in exegesis, as it is said about Job, Ezekiel or other biblical fi gures who in 
all their external ordeals are an example of a balanced and even tempered 
mood (constantio menus). Gregory recognizes the need to keep an equilib-
rium between straining for an inward and spiritual interpretation, on the 
one hand, and forcing a historical interpretation of the letter, on the other. 
Th ere is always a weighing of the reading of the biblical text between literal-
ness and allegorical mysticism.

. For Gregory’s use of  Cor ,: e.g. Mor ,, (CCL A, ); .. 
(CCL A, ); In Cant  (CCL ,); M. Simonetti, Lettera e/o allegoria. Un 
contributo alla storia dell’ esegesi patristica (SEAug ), Roma: Institutum Patristicum 
Augustinianum .
. According to Gregory the Jews merely understand the Bible in the letter (Mor 
,, [CCL A,]). Regarding the hermeneutical consequences cf. R. A. 
Markus, “Th e Jew as hermeneutic device: Th e inner life of a Gregorian topos,” 
Gregory the Great. A Symposium (): –; J. Stern, “Israel et l’Église dans 
l’exégèse de Saint Grégoire,” L’esegesi dei Padri Latini dalle origini a Gregorio Magno 
(SEAug ), Roma: Institutum Patristicum Augustinianum , –.
. Th e complementary concept of inward and outward understanding of the Bible 
is regarded as the core of the Gregorian exegesis: C. Dagens, Saint Grégoire le Grand 
(): –.; P. Aubin, “Intériorité et extériorité dans les Moralia in Job de 
Saint Grégoire le Grand,” RevSR  (): –; similar in: Hieronymus, In Ez. 
,,la (CCL ,).
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.. Th e technique of Gregorian exegesis: 
Th e steps from allegorical interpretation to moral action

On the basis of the two dimensions of the Holy Scriptures Gregory devel-
oped his three steps of exegesis. From the three dimensions of the classical 
anthropology (body-mind-soul) and from the tradition of Christian bibli-
cal interpretation Gregory inherited the threefold form of exegesis (literal-
spiritual-mystical). He adapted this system for his purposes. Every page of 
the Bible refl ects three senses which the exegete has to recognize and to 
explain (tripliciter indagamus) because “in one and the same sentence of 
Scripture at the same time all three senses can be found” (HEz ,, [CCL 
,]). According to this theoretical triad the fi rst step in dealing with 
the Scriptures is the literal understanding of the text as it is given (verba 
historiae). Th ereaft er the same passage should be interpreted in its allegori-
cal meaning (allegoriarum sensus), and then at a third level the text should 
be applied to the moral practice of a Christian ascetic life (Mor, ep. dedic. 
 [CCL ,]). In a programmatic passage Gregory compares this exegeti-
cal method metaphorically with the construction of a mental edifi ce as a 
spiritual stronghold:

One should know, that we shall run quickly through some passages 
with a historical exposition; some we shall examine by means of alle-
gory for their typical sense; others again we shall discuss by means of 
allegory only for their moral bearing; some, fi nally, we shall investigate 
thoroughly in all three ways. In the fi rst place we lay the foundations 
of the history; then we raise in spirit a mental edifi ce as a strong-
hold of faith by the typical meaning, and fi nally through the decor-
ation of the moral interpretation we put, as it were by paint, colour 
on the building (Mor, ep. dedic.  [CCL ,]).

Gregory makes a distinction between a literal or historical sense, and an 
spiritual or allegorical sense, which may be either typical, moral or mystical. 
Th e literal interpretation of the historical facts is the undisputed fundament 
of all exegesis: “In the words of the Holy Scriptures we must fi rst attend to 
the literal truth, and than seek to understand the spiritual allegory. Th e fruit 
of the allegory is easily plucked when it is rooted in the truth through the 
literal meaning” (HEv ,, [FontChr .,]). In the Moralia Gregory 
 repeatedly takes a special concern for the letter of Scripture and for history: 
“Who sometimes ignores accepting the words of the history according to 
the letter, hides himself from the light of truth” (Mor, ep. dedic.  [CCL 
,]). Upon the historical facts of the text the interpreter has to construct 

. Mor, praef. , (CCL ,); , (CCL A,); cf. P. Catry, “Epreuves 
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the spiritual edifi ce as a stronghold of faith by typological allegorisation. 
Th e allegory with its spiritual interpretation fi nally leads to the goal of all 
exegesis: Christian morality and contemplative ascent which is the colour 
on the building of Christian existence.

But this threefold order of exegesis (ordo exegeticus) with the historical, 
allegorical and moral-mystical interpretation exists mainly in the theory 
of the introductory parts of the Moralia and some rare examples in his 
biblical interpretations. Th e exegetical practice of Gregory looks quite dif-
ferent: beginning already with the fourth book of the Moralia the original 
triad of senses is no more recognizable. Only a few passages of his Bible 
commentaries show that the author applies the proposal in the theoretic 
forewords. Despite his emphasis on the literal understanding as basis in his 
exegesis Gregory normally passes rather quickly over the literal-historical 
sense and goes immediately to the allegorical and mystical interpretation. 
Exegesis for Gregory in practice turns out to be merely twofold, despite his 
strong emphasis of three senses. Th is, indeed, is the fundamental dichotomy 
and the distinction variously stated in Gregory’s exegetical works between 
carnal and spiritual, literal and allegorical, historical and typical, outer and 
inner understanding.

Allegorical interpretation of the biblical texts for Gregory becomes a 
synonym for spiritual exegesis under a dual aspect: biblical respectively 
christological typology and moral tropology for the active and contempla-
tive life. It is impossible to discern these two stages of Gregory’s spiritual 
interpretation. In his sight they melt into the one spiritual sense that should 
lead towards the morality of a Christian life and the heights of contemplation. 
Allegory in the view of Gregory as a pastorally minded churchman implicitly 
means a moral interpretation aiming at the practice of faith. Gregory de-
scribes the pastoral aim of his exegesis: . . . “that I do not interpret the wording 
of the narrative only according to the allegorical meaning (verba historiae 
per allegoriarum sensus excuterem), but also apply it to the moral conduct 

du juste et mystère de Dieu. Le commentaire littéral du Livre du Job par saint 
Grégoire le Grand,” ReAug  () – = idem, Paroles de Dieu, amour et 
Esprit-Saint chez saint Gregoire le Grand (Vie Monastique ), Bégrolles en Mauge: 
Abbaye de Bellefontaine , –.
. Th e last lines of Mor ,, (CCL ,) announce that the threefold exege-
sis is coming to an end. Starting with book fi ve Mor ,, (CCL ,) Gregory 
comments on the biblical text of Job in a solely allegorical and mystical way.
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(in exercitium moralitatis inclinarem) (Mor, Ep. dedic. I [CCL ,]). Th e 
perceptive focus of Gregorian exegesis and the scope of its interpretation of 
the Bible belong to the spiritual interpretation, bound to the ethical or moral 
praxis of the Christian way of life. For giving an impressive illustration of 
that concern, Gregory uses testimonies and examples. In the exegetical writ-
ings as the Moralia or his Homilies on Ezekiel these “exempla” are strictly 
taken from the Bible whereas in the more popular interpretations of biblical 
passages Gregory uses miracle stories from the lives of the saints, e.g. in his 
Gospel Homilies or in the Dialogues.

In regard to his exegetical procedure, Gregory formulates the methodol-
ogy of his interpretation: the exegesis of the sacred text proceeds “partly by 
serving the [literal] sense, partly through the higher perception of contempla-
tion, partly in a moral instruction,” and the author signals that he would freely 
shift  from one of these levels of interpretation to another in order to stress 
his own viewpoints (Mor. Ep. dedic. : [CCL ,]). He intends to emphasize 
certain elements of the classical threefold division (ordo expositionis: literal-
allegorical, moral), in order to occasionally reduce the literal explanation in 
favor of a more explicit presentation of the mystic and moral sense, which 
in fact will be more and more the case. In view of the spiritual edifi cation 
and the delectatio of the listeners or readers, Gregory considers it as the fi rst 
requirement of an exegete to communicate to them the rectus loquendi ordo. 
Th erefore the interpreter has the licence and the power to modify the ordo 
expositionis. Gregory projects the ideal image of the exegete by comparing 
him with running water. Th e good expositor of the Bible shall take turns 
like a meandering river: “He that treats the Sacred Scriptures should follow 
the way of a river, as it fl ows along its channel, meets with open valleys on 
its side, into these it immediately turns the course of its current, and when 
they are copiously supplied, presently it pours itself back into its bed. Th us 
unquestionably, thus should it be with everyone that treats the Divine Word, 
that if, in discussing any subject, he chance to fi nd at hand any occasion of 
seasonable edifi cation, he should, as it were, force the stream of discourse 
towards the adjacent valley, and when he has poured forth enough upon 
its level of instruction, fall back into the channel of disourse which he had 
prepared for himself” (Mor, Ep. dedic.  [CCL ,]). Th is kind of natural 
behavior of a river, Gregory notes, ought to serve as a model for the inter-
preter of Scripture. He shall take every reasonable opportunity to divert the 
course of his interpretation, as it were, and provide useful exegesis for his 
audience or readers. Th e technique Gregory uses most oft en for fi nding or 
inventing as he expounds the biblical text is word association which is to us a 
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rather annoying system. Gregory cites several other biblical passages all with 
the same term. He adduces these “testimonies” in accordance with the rule 
that one passage in Scripture can be interpreted by comparison with others. 
Th e spiritual interpretation of his text suggests another text containing the 
expression which has the same spiritual meaning as the fi rst. Th is second text 
is then interpreted according to its spiritual meaning; this suggests another; 
and so on, until the commentator falls “back into the channel of discourse 
which he had prepared for himself.”

Interpretative theory and praxis in Gregory’s exegetical work show a 
certain inner tension between them: the presumed threefold interpretation 
shrinks in the praxis of his exegesis to the classical duality of the literal and the 
spiritual interpretation. Origen’s triad of a fl eshly, moral, and spiritual under-
standing of scripture is transformed in Gregory into an explanation which is 
literal-historical, allegorical-typological, and fi nally, moral-contemplative. Th e 
threefold exegesis is reduced to a brief mention of literary-historical data, and 
on the level of allegory Gregory tries most explicitly to reach a practical-moral 
understanding. Gregory does not elaborate on the theoretical assessment 
nor on the systematic commitment of Augustine, who expounded his her-
meneutical principles in the De doctrina Christiana. Th ough familiar with 
the Augustinian legacy, Gregory ignored its analytical and systematic stance. 
he also dismisses Augustine’s fundamental distinction between res und signa. 
His aim to cross over from signa ignota et ambigua to the res signifi catae refers 
to the Origenian triad of scriptural senses, which he had probably learned 
through Evagrius Ponticus and John Cassian. Pope at the closing years of 
Antiquity, Gregory lived at a time which called for a new form of exegesis. 
Prior to any dogmatic concern, the biblical culture of Gregory was directed 
towards the moral and spiritual plane. Based on his own biographical ex-
periences in the domain of an interpretation of scripture at once active and 
contemplative, his exegesis reached its proper goal in the spirituality of the 
contemplative life. Gregory interprets scripture in order to achieve the trans-
parency of the past in regard to the future, of the visible reality in regard to 
the invisible, and the terrestrial data in regard to the heavenly.

. Mor ,, (CCL , ,, (); HEz ,, (CCL ,) ,, ().
. K. Pollmann, Doctrina Christiana. Untersuchungen zu den Anfängen der christ-
lichen Hermeneutik unter besonderer Berücksichtigung von Augustinus, ‘De doctrina 
Christiana’ (Paradosis ), Freiburg/Schweiz: Editions Universitaires , –. 
Th ree senses in Origen e.g.: Hom. in Gen. , (GCS .,). H. de Lubac described 
the relationship between Origen and Gregory as “peut-être connaturelle” (Exégèse 
médiévale. Les quatre sens de l’écriture / (Th eol(P) ), Paris: Aubier , .
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3.3. Th e Gregorian dynamic of exegesis: Growing Scripture 
(divina eloquia crescunt)

Gregory is witness for a dynamic understanding of the Bible. It is a living 
reality which reveals itself constantly through attentive reading (lectio divina). 
In his sight the biblical Scriptures have diff erent grades or levels according 
to the mental and spiritual capacity of the reader or hearer of the word. 
Gregory construes the Augustinian idea, that all knowledge useful to man 
is contained in Scripture, to mean that each text contains, or points towards, 
what is useful. Scripture resembles the wheels in the vision of Ezekiel. Th e 
wheels of God’s throne seen by the prophet are described as touching the 
ground and leading upwards at the same time. Correspondingly the Bible 
gives simple words to those on the ground of an active life and leads with 
the same words to the heights of contemplation those who are spiritually 
mature. Th is dynamic understanding of the word of God fi nds in Gregory 
its expression in the idea of a growing understanding of the Bible: “While 
being read the divine Scriptures grow—divina eloquia cum legente crescunt.” 
Reading the divine Scriptures leads into a process of spiritual growth even of 
the text of the divine revelation which is always appropriate to the situa tion 
of the reader. Th e Scripture feeds the life of the spirit at every level. It ac-
comodates itself to the capacitiy of the intellect seeking to understand it: “You 
have progressed to the active life, it walks with you. You have arrived to an 
unchanging constancy of spirit, it stands with you. You have come by God’s 
grace to the contemplative life, it fl ies with you” (HEz, , [CCL ,]). 
Th e Bible teaches both the perfect action and the beginning of the life of 
contemplation (HEz ,, [CCL ,f.]). Correspondingly Gregory ap-
plies the literal interpretation to the active life whereas the spiritual exegesis 
refers to the mystical path of contemplation. Th e Scriptures contain riches 
to exercise the learned and to encourage the weak; they are at the same time 

. HEz ,, (CCL ,); cf. Mor ,, (CCL A,) and John Cassian, 
Conlationes , (CSEL ,). One can fi nd a similar idea in Augustine’s 
Genesis-exegesis, Confessiones ,, (CCL ,); ,, (f.).
. P. C. Bori, “Circolarita e sviluppo nell’interpretazione spirituali: ‘Divina eloquia 
cum legente crescunt,’” ASEs  () –; idem, L’interpretazione infi nita. 
L’ermeneutica cristiana antica e le sue trasformazioni, Bologna: Il Mulino  
(french: L’interprétation infi nie, Paris ).
. B. McGinn, “Contemplation in Gregory the Great,” Gregory the Great. 
A Symposium () –.
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“a deep and a shallow river, where a lamb can walk and an elephant swim” 
(Mor, ep. dedic.  [CCL ,]).

Th e enigmatic texts of the Bible give to the author the chance to show 
that the literal meaning of the Bible exists only for the sake of a higher 
spiritual interpretation. Th e Scriptures for Gregory are dark and concealed, 
occult and mystic (liber involutus: HEz ,, [CCL ,]). Not all parts 
of Scripture have a literal meaning. Th e dimensions of the temple-building 
described in Ezekiel for example have according to Gregory’s homiletic inter-
pretation no lasting signifi cance. He determines that it is impossible that the 
architecture could have any durability according to a literal understanding: 
“iuxta litteram accipi nullatenus potest” (HEz ,, [CCL ,]). Th ere is, 
Gregory says, evidence for this in the biblical text itself: Ezekiel speaks of a 
“quasi aedifi cium.” Th e new temple is only described “as if ” it were a building 
and therefore the text must be interpreted in an allegorical sense. Since the 
origin of the Bible lies in God there can be no contradiction in the Bible 
and therefore this passage must be understood and interpreted in a spirit-
ual way. Apparent contradictions result in the wrong understanding of the 
Scriptures. It is the task of the exegete to discern the two sides of Scripture: 
inside and outside.

In the view of Gregory there is an inseparable unity between the two 
Testaments of the Bible. Th erefore according to the patristic concept of the 
concordantia testamentorum each passage of the ot can be interpreted in a nt 
sense. Th e idea of the inspiration of the whole Bible by the Holy Spirit gives 
one theological foundation, But despite their diff erences both Testaments 
announce concordantly Christ as the mediator between God and mankind 
(HEz ,, [CCL ,]). Gregory points out that under the letter of the ot 
the nt is hidden through allegory: “in Testamenti veteris littera Testamentum 
novum latuit per allegoriam” (HEz ,, [CCL ,]). Th e unity of the 
Bible as a whole provides the reason for the considerable ot orchestration 
of all the works of this monk and bishop of Rome. Gregory expounds his 
theory of the essential unity of the Bible in the exegesis of Ezekiel’s vision 
of the wheel in the wheel. Th e two wheels represent the two Testaments of 

. Regarding the idea of “obscuritas” of the Bible cf. Augustine, De doctrina 
Christiana , (CSEL ,f).
. Parallels to the unity of the two Testaments of the Bible: Augustine, Enarratio in 
Psalmum , (CCL ,); , (); Jerome, Commentariorum in Esaiam 
,,/ (CCL ,).
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the Bible. Th e ot is the “prophecy” of the nt and the nt is the “exposition” of 
the ot (HEz ,, [CCL ,]). Th e aim of the Bible as a whole rests on 
the proclamation of Christ. Th e ot announces Christ who is to be born as a 
man whereas the nt tells about Jesus who is to come at the end of time (HEz 
,, [CCL ,]) Besides the christological interpretation especially of 
ot passages Gregory develops a second branch of an ecclesiological reading 
in accordance with his theory that “Christ and the Church are one person.” 
Just as every person and every event of the Bible can be interpreted as a 
typos of Christ, in the same way the same things can be understood as a 
symbol of the Church. Th e Church is the predominant hermeneutical place 
for reading and interpreting the scriptures of the Bible.

Exegesis for Gregory always means an actualisation and an identifying 
lecture existentielle of the divine words. Interpreting the Bible for him is 
far more than a mere technical application of the theory of diff erent senses. 
Th e place to read and to interpret the Sacred Scriptures is the church. Th e 
raison-d’être of the church is the reading of the Bible and only there the 
word of God comes to its fulfi lment (HEz ,, [CCL ,]). Despite 
the fact that Gregory owed very much to the thinking of Augustine, in his 
exegesis he followed the Origenian pattern of interpretation and received 
practical information from Jerome, whereby in his pastoral perspective he 
was infl uenced by Ambrose and breathed over all the monastic spirituality 
from John Cassian and others—the Bible and its interpretation remained 
the undisputed centre of his thinking, writing and pastoral activities. With 
his particular way of interpreting the Bible Gregory opened a way to the 
coming centuries of Christian exegesis.

At the end of the age of Antiquity the fi rst pope coming from a monas-
tic background created an original way of interpreting the Bible. Gregory’s 
commentaries and homilies to single passages and to whole biblical books 
suited for the theological and spiritual necessities of the coming centuries. 
On the one hand side he summarized the exegetic traditions of the patristic 
era and opened on the other hand the way to the medieval understanding 

. M. Doucet, “‘Christus et ecclesia est una persona.’ Note sur un principe 
d’exégése spirituelle chez saint Grégoire le Grand,” in: CCist  () –.
. B. Studer, “Die patristische Exegese, eine Aktualisierung der Heiligen Schrift . 
Zur hermeneutischen Problematik der frühchristlichen Bibelauslegungen,” 
Mysterium Caritatis. Studien zur Exegese und Trinititstheologie in der Alten Kirche 
(StAns ), Roma: Pontifi cio Ateneo S. Anselmo , –.
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of the Scriptures. Gregory therefore can justly be called “one of the keys 
to the understanding of the medieval mentality” and his exegetical method 
was aptly characterized as “perhaps the most signifi cant single infl uence 
upon the detailed working out in the West of the system of interpretation.” 
Regarding the constant stream of infl uence exerted by the exegetical writings 
of Gregory on the biblical culture of the Middle Ages the expression of “the 
Gregorian Middle Ages—le moyen age Grégorien” was coined and one justly 
can refer to Gregory as “father of medieval Bible-exegesis.”

One of the fi rst witnesses for the particular interest taken in Gregory’s 
exegesis is the Liber testimoniorum of Paterius. As papal offi  cial he had free 
access to the notes of Gregory’s exegetic works preserved in the archives 
of the Lateran. Th ere he compiled an anthology of biblical interpretations 
arranged in order of the books of the Bible. He wanted to produce a com-
mentary on the whole Bible drawn from Gregory’s writings. Th e high es-
timation for Gregory’s writings and in particular for the Moralia is shown 
by the spanish bishop Taio of Zaragoza who was sent on purpose to Rome 
between  and  to obtain a copy of the book for Spain. From this 
work he published two compilations of passages arranged according to doc-
trinal issues and to biblical books not explainded by Gregory. About the 
same time the Irish monk Lathcen (Lathacen) made yet another  compilation 
of the Moralia, this one following the original order of the book but with 

. I. Backus (ed.), Th e reception of the Church Fathers in the West. From the Caro-
lingians to the Maurists ( vol.), Leiden: Brill ; G. Dahan, L’exégèse chrétienne de 
la Bible en Occident médiéval (XIIIe–XIe siècle), Paris: Cerf , –.
. R. Manselli, Gregorio (): ; G. R. Evans, Th e thought of Gregory the Great 
(Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Th ought .), Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press , .
. H. de Lubac, Exégèse médiévale. Les quatre sens de l’écriture / (Th eol(P) ), 
Paris: Aubier , ; –; H. Graf Reventlow, Epochen der Bibelauslegung 
(): .
. Th e fi rst volume (Genesis – Song of Songs) of originally three came down to 
us: Paterius, Liber de expositione Veteris ac Novi Testamenti de diversis libris Sancti 
Gregorii concinnatus (PL , –); R. Etaix, “Le ‘Liber testimoniorum’ de 
Paterius,” RevSR  (): –.
. R. Wasselynck, “Les ‘Moralia in Job’ dans les ouvrages de morale du Haut 
Moyen Age latin,” RTAM  (): –.
. Taio of Zaragoza, Sententiarum libri quinque (PL ,–; PLS ,–
); R. Wasselynck, “Les compilations des ‘Moralia in Job’ du VIIe au XIIe siècles,” 
RTAM  (): –.
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particular attention to Gregory’s allegorical interpretation. During the 
Middle Ages Gregory was generally considered as miraculous interpreter 
of the divine scriptures—scripturarum divinarum mirabilis interpretator and 
hailed as exegete who “opened nearly all the mysteries of the New and of the 
Old Testament—paene totius Novi ac Veteris Testamenti patefecit arcana.” 
Guibert of Nogent praises Gregory as the master of “spiritual exegesis,” in 
whose words “the keys to this art may best be found” and claims that nobody 
surpassed him in knowledge of the Bible (sacrae paginae scientiam). Th e 
strongest impression left  by Gregory and his interpretation of the Scriptures 
on medieval Bible study was described as the idea that “exegesis is teaching 
and preaching” and that “teaching and preaching is exegesis.”

Th e Reformation and the Age of Enlightenment with their new historical 
approach and critical exegesis regarded the exegesis of Gregory and especially 
his allegorical method as second-class interpretation of the Bible. His way 
of dealing with the Scriptures was unwarranted considered as pre-critical 
and unsystematic. Th e modern criticism failed to fathom the fecondity, and 
creativity of the theological, moral and spiritual realities of the gregorian 
reading of the Scriptures which enlarges the interpretative capacities of 
its reader. As Gregory prooved to be a fi gure of tradition and transition in 
exegesis between the Patristic Era and the Middle Ages his exegetical writ-
ings still are an appropriate way to understand the objective of the divine 
revelation through the words of Scripture “that we may learn the fervor of 
love—fervorem discamus amoris” (in Cant  [CCL ,]).

. Lathcen, Egloga quam scripsit Lathcen fi lius Baith de Moralibus quas Gregorius 
fecit, ed. M. Adriaen (CCL ); another anthology with topics concerning moral-
ity: Peter of Waldham, Remediarum Conversorum: A synthesis in latin of Moralia 
in Job by Gregory the Great, J. Gildea (ed.), Villanova. Pa. ; engl.: A synthesis of 
Moralia in Job by Gregory the Great: A translation of Peter Waldham’s ‘Remediarum 
Conversorum,’ J. Gildea (ed.), New York .
. Taio of Zaragoza, Epistula  (MGH.AA ,).
. Guibert of Nogent, De vita sua (ed. G. Bourgin, Paris , ) “... Gregoriana 
dicta, in quibus artis huius potissimum reperiuntur claves ...”; idem, Liber quo ordine 
sermo fi eri debeat (PL , B).
. B. Smalley, Th e study of the Bible in the Middle Ages, Oxford: Blackwell ,; 
R. Wasselynck, L’infl uence de l’exégèse (): –.
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XVI
GREGORY OF AGRIGENTUM D. 630

Bishop of Agrigentum in Sicily during the reign of Justinian (–), 
Gregory authored a continuous Commentary on Ecclesiastes in ten Books. In 
it priority is given to the literal meaning, but moralizing allegories are not 
entirely omitted. Th e author takes into account the interpretations of prede-
cessors. He shows expertise and fairness in his exegesis, with a remarkable 
openness to Greek classics, Aristotle, and Greek patristic authorities, such as 
Gregory of Nazianzus. He is at variance with lxx in many of his biblical ref-
erences. “Th is commentary has hardly been studied so far” (Aubert, ).

Editions

PG , –.

Studies
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XVII
ISID ORE OF SEVILLE CA. 560–636

Isidore was the youngest son of Hispano-roman parents. He replaced his 
brother, Leander, as archbishop of Seville, when he was approximately forty 
years of age, his exegetical activity belonging to the early stage of his epis-
copal career. Isidore’s encyclopedic retrieving of liberal arts in Etymologies 
(J. Fontaine, Isidore) called for a theological complement. “Nothing is purely 
secular; to give an account on the world means reaching out to the mysteries 
of creation engineered by God; to study vocabulary, grammar and rhetorics, 
signifi es to master the key of biblical interpretation” (P. Cazier, Isidore, ). 
Isidore’s achievement as an exegete consists in short handbooks, conceived 
as tools for the interpretation of biblical texts. He did not compose any 
proper commentary, but he came close to one in his Mysticorum expositiones 
sacramentorum seu Quaestiones in vetus testamentum PL , –; CPL, 
nd, ed., ), dealing with Genesis (col. –), Exodus (–), 
Leviticus (–), Numbers (–), Deuteronomy (–), Joshua 
(–), Judges (–), I–IV Kings (–), Esdras (–), 
Maccabees (–).

In the Preface of Quaestiones, Isidore fi rst states that all scripture is about 
the praefi gurationis mysterium, “mystery of prefi guration” (B), announc-
ing in advance what was to come. Isidore’s purpose is to explore quae in ea 
fi guratim dicta vel facta sunt, et sunt plena myticis sacramentis, “the fi gura-
tive sayings and deeds, fi lled with spiritual mysteries,” in collecting former 
statements made about them in the church, like well-chosen and pleasant 
fl owers on the fi elds. Isidore insists on the shortness of the testimonies col-
lected, fi t to interest even readers fastidiosis lectoribus, “quickly bored” . He 
noted: et quia iam pridem iuxta litteram a nobis sermo totus contextus est, 
necesse est ut, praecedente historiae fundamento, allegoricus sensus sequatur, 
“though our whole exposition remains bound to the letter (of scripture), it 
is necessary aft er having retraced the story as a starting point, to follow the 
allegorical sense,” adding, “for we perceive in them (the scriptures) some data 
as fi gurative, which means as prophetic notations anticipating what was to 
come” (B). Isidore refuses to specify the domain of allegory too narrowly: 
“Clearly, not all the writings of the Law and the Prophets are covered with 
riddles of mysteries, but those that have such a meaning are linked with 
those that do not.” One has but to touch the strings of a cithara, and the 
whole instrument vibrates; the same is true when someone interprets pro-
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phetic texts in which “either some elements resound in signifying the future 
or, if they do not resound, function in connecting the ones who resound” 
(C–A). Th e borrowings from former interpreters, condensed or com-
pleted, de multis breviter perstringentes, pleraque etiam adjicentes (B), will 
be compressed in a one volume summary, in which: quod enim ego loquor 
illi dicunt; et vox mea ipsorum est lingua, “the reader would not read us but 
read again ancient authors, for if I say something, they say it and my voice is 
their language.” As quoted authorities, Isadore enumerates Origen, Victorinus, 
Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, Fulgentius, Cassian, “and our highly eloquent 
contemporary, Gregory (the Great)” (A).

Th e learned archbishop of Seville could not have been clearer in present-
ing his work. Far from producing a simple catena of patristic interpretations, 
he organizes his commentary on the ot as a continuous text of his own, 
in giving it the form of an intricate lacework of tacit citations. Th e gigantic 
puzzle still waits for the modern expert who would study its many pieces 
and their multiple connections, building on the initial work of identifi cation 
by F. Arévalo, published in  and printed by Migne.

Allegoriae quaedam sacrae scripturae (= De nominibus legis et evangelii), 
(PL CHECK , –; CPL nd ed., ) seems an authentic work of 
Isidore (R. J. H. Collins, ). With an average of only one sentence, the al-
legorical signifi cance of  ot fi gures and  nt fi gures is clarifi ed in the 
light of the traditional christo-ecclesiological focus.

Diff erentiarum, sive de proprietate sermonum libri duo (PL , –; CPL 
nd ed., ) may well be Isidore’s earliest writing. In Book I, classical terms, 
from A to Z are defi ned by pairs of notions close to each other, from the pair. 
Inter ‘aptum’ et ‘utile’: aptum ad tempus, utile ad perpetuum (A), until the pair 
. Inter ‘zelum’ et ‘invidiam’ (B). As many times as needed, Isidore specifi es 
the use of scripture, thereby building a bridge from common to biblical Latin. 
Book II off ers a theological complement through a list of “diff erent realia”: 
God and Lord, Trinity and Unity; divine substance and essence, unigenitus 
and primogenitus, the diff erent titles of the Son, “Christ’s birth and ours”; the 
double Paradise, on earth and in heaven; angels and human beings, the list 
shift ing over to theological anthropology, hermeneutics, spirituality, ethics. 
More than one sentence is needed in Book II for characterizing each of these 
“diff erences.” Th ough scripture is rarely quoted, even hardly mentioned, in 
Book II, the analysis of each notion rests on a biblical foundation.

Prologus in librum sedicim prophetarum CPL, nd ed., ).
Praefatio in Psalterium (CPL, nd ed., ): Isidore starts by describing 

Origen’s Hexapla; then he goes on to focus on the Psalms, or at least on their 
inscriptions (PL , –).
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De ortu et obitu patrum, On the Birth and the Death of the Fathers (CPL, 
nd ed., ), of disputed authenticity, off ers a short outline to be learned 
by heart on sixty-four outstanding fi gures of the ot, from Adam to the 
Macabees, and twenty-two nt fi gures from Zechariah and Elizabeth to 
Titus. In the latter series, Mary is introduced with a litany of devotional 
titles (C), Judas Iscariot is completely ignored, and the evangelization of 
Spain is attributed to the Apostle James (A). Among the ot fi gures, some 
are mentioned with their typological relevance in regard to the nt, starting 
with Melchisedech (in typo viri sacrifi cii C), followed by Isaac who “in the 
fi gure (in fi guram) of Christ did not refuse death” (C); Aaron, who “by 
off ering victims and bloody sacrifi ces expressed the future passion of Christ” 
(A); David, buried in Bethlehem “where also Our Lord Jesus Christ was 
born in the fl esh” (A); Solomon, who “revealed the sacramenta of Christ 
and the Church” (B). Th e burial places are located according to biblical 
and apocryphal traditions, in particular for Noah “in Armenia on the top 
of Mount Ararat” (B).

In libros veteris ac novi testamenti prooemia (CPL, nd ed., ), a similar 
tool for memorized knowledge, starts by a careful listing of the seventy-
two canonical books of both Testaments, the last of them, the Johannine 
Apocalypse, Isidore strongly recommends as being divinely inspired like the 
other Books. In , the fourth national Council of Toledo, over which Isidore 
presided, had threatened excommunication by Canon  against those who 
refused to consider the Apocalypse as authentic scripture or excluded it 
from liturgical readings between Easter and Pentecost (A. Humbert, f.). 
“Prooemia” equals “summaries”; the essential content of each biblical book is 
very concisely retraced; diff erences between the “Hebrews,” which means the 
Jewish tradition of canonical books, and the “Latins” are noted according to 
Jerome, the most Latin of the “Latins,” the lxx being practically ignored by 
Isidore who probably knew no Greek. A few allegories and many prefi gura-
tions are mentioned. Describing the Book of Psalms, Isidore states: “For this 
Book is remarkable because of its allegorical and typological mysteries; in 
particular, about Christ’s birth, death and resurrection the instrument of 
almost all the psalms resounds,” Est autem hic liber allegoricis ac typicis sac-
ramentis signatus; specialiter autem, quod natus, quod passus, quod resurrexit 
Christus, pene hoc omnium psalmorum resonat organum (B).

Among the nt writings, the longest summary by far is dedicated to the 
Apocalypse (C–A).

PL , (col. –) counts and analyses, with a fervent interest for their 
symbolism, many of the numbers met in scripture. It announces elementary 
principles of numerology (chap. –) before investigating scriptural binaries 
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(chap. ), ternaries (chap. ), quaternaries (chap. ), etc.. Th e number seven 
possesses a very rich symbolism (chap. ).

A treatise De fi de catholica contra Judaeos originated from a collection 
of Testimonia.

Editions

Arévalo, F.: S. Isidori Hispalensis episcopi opera omnia,  vols., Rome –
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Anspach, A. E.: Taionis et Isidori nova fragmenta et opera, Madrid , 
–.
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centenario de su nacimiento, Leon. Centro de Estudios “San Isidoro,” .

Fontaine, J., Isidore de Séville et la culture classique dans l’Espagne wisigothique,  
vols. Paris, vol. –, , vol. , . “Th éorie et pratique du style chez Isidore 
de Seville”: VC  (): –. “Problèmes de méthode dans l’étude des 
sources isidoriennes”: Isidoriana, –.

Garcia de la Fuente, O., “San Isidoro de Sevilla intérprete de la Biblica”: CDios  
() –.

—. DSp  () –.
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Sentences d’Isidore de Séville”: REAug  (): –.

Dominguez del Val, U., “La uitilizaciòn de los padres por s. Isidoro”: Isidoriana, 
–.

Fontaine, J. et P. Cazier, “Grammaire sacrée et grammaire profane: Isidore de Séville 
devant l’exégèse biblique”: Los Visigodos, Historia y Civilizaciòn. Actas della 
semana internacional de Estudios Visgòticos (Madrid – Toledo – Alcal de 
Henares, – oct. ), Murcie, , –.
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Hillgarth, J. N., “Th e Position of Isidorian Studies: A Critical Review of the 

Literature Since ”: Isidoriana, –; “VI. c. Isidore and the Bible,” –.
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Ayuso Mazaruela, T., “Algunos problemas del texto biblico de Isidoro”: Isidoriana, 
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Châtillon, J., “Isidore et Origène. Recherches sur les sources et l’infl uence des 
Quaestiones in Vetus Testamentum d’Isidore de Seville”: Mélanges bibliques rédi-
gés en l’honneur d’ André Robert, Paris, , –.
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XVIII
ILDEFONSUS OF TOLED O CA. 610–667

Possibly of Visigothic stock, Ildefonsus received a good education before 
his ordination to the diaconate ca. . About  he became abbot of the 
monastery Agaliense in the outskirts of Toledo, and in  archbishop of the 
same city. Among his few writings fi gures a tractate De virginitate perpetua 
beatae Mariae, whose intricate rhetoric celebrates the virginity of Mary, as 
Diaz y Diaz suggests, at the time of the tenth synod of Toledo in . Another 
essay, Annotationes de cognitione baptismi, gives a pastoral explanation of 
baptism borrowed from Augustine, Isidore and Gregory the Great. Th e es-
say is completed with a second part, De progressu spiritalis deserti, which 
rests again on Augustine’s Enarrationes in Psalmos, Gregory’s Moralia, and 
on Isidore. In the fi rst essay, Ildefonsus adapted the biblical fi gure of Mary 
to Spanish devotion; in the second, he compared the spiritual progress of 
the baptised to the wanderings of Israel in the desert.

Editions
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Blanco García, V. and J. Campos, Madrid .

Translation

Blanco García, V., Madrid , Saragossa .
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Díaz y Díaz, M. C. DSp ,  (): –.
Muñoz Leon, D. “El uso de la Biblia en el tradado ‘De Virginitate perpetua Sanctae 
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mariana en torno al III Concilio de Toledo (a. ). Presentación de E. LLama. 
Salamanca: Sociedad Mariológica Española  = EMaria .

Robles, L. “Anotaciones a la obra de San Hildefonso ‘De cognitione baptismi’”: TE  
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I
A GENERAL SURVEY OF SYRIAC TRADITIONS

Syriac culture underwent a development which diff erentiated western Syriac 
and eastern Syriac traditions. However, through the foundations laid before 
the fi ft h century an eventual rapprochement was made possible between the 
two exegetical traditions of East and West. During the fi ft h to the seventh 
centuries, both types of Syriac traditions progressively tended to meet in 
fruitful interaction (L. Van Rompay , summarized here). Th e exegetical 
literature on nt in Syriac is surveyed by G.C. McCullough ; and on ot 
by L. Van Rompay .

Eastern Syriac exegesis was given a new impetus at Edessa in the early 
fi ft h century by the work of the Syriac translators of Th eodore of Mopsuestia’s 
legacy (L. Van Rompay ; Reinink ). Th e study of Th eodore’s com-
mentaries was so intense in that school that it tended to obliterate the earlier 
teaching which had been mainly based on Ephraem. Th e same interest in 
history and in the historical aspect of biblical narratives characterized the 
exegetical mind set in Antioch and Edessa. Hence in both schools, teachers 
had a kind of natural antipathy to the Alexandrian approach to scripture, 
whose paradigms had been fi xed by Philo and Origen.

Th e strict method of Th eodore combined historical exactness with philo-
logical accuracy. It resulted in a drastic reduction of theological typology: 
only a minimal number of ot passages were still recognised as prophecies 
referring to Christ and church. However, in the mid-fi ft h century, two gift ed 
poets of Edessa voiced opposition to Th eodore: both, Narsai belonging to 
the eastern Syriac tradition, who followed Ephraem in his metrical homilies, 
and Jacob of Sarug, of the western Syriac tradition, passionately opposed 
Th eodore in the name of Ephraem (Frishman , ; Alwan ; Sony 
–).

During the sixth century, the gap between both exegetical traditions wid-
ened. Th eodore’s disciples left  Edessa and established their school in Nisibis, 
from where the biblical scholarship of Antiochene “dyophysites” (stressing 
the duality of natures in Christ according to Nestorius) spread all over the 
Persian empire. An improved study of Th eodore led to the creation of a 
proper genre of biblical commentary in the eastern Syriac tradition. Th ough 
using Th eodore’s method as a basic frame, the teachers of Edessa still clung 
to certain features of Ephraem’s style; they also developed new tendencies of 
their own. Finally, a crisis occurred near the end of the sixth century around 
Henana of Adiaben, director of the school of Nisibis, when he decided to 
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integrate John Chrysostom’s legacy with that of Th eodore as a foundational 
model for his exegesis (Vööbus ; Macina –).

Ca. , in the western Syriac tradition, Daniel of Salah composed an 
important Commentary on the Psalms, the oldest known biblical commentary 
in that tradition (Cowe ). It shows affi  nities with the moderate line held 
by Th eodoret, half-way between Antiochene and Alexandrian hermeneutics. 
Th e author climbs from the historical level “to the height of the spiritual 
 vision” (kad . . . met ‘allinan lwot rawmo d-te’oriya) (Diettrich , , –). 
With a bold initiative, he added to these “two theories” (Diettrich , , 
) a third, more obviously allegorical.

Over a century later, under the ruling of Islam, Jacob of Edessa (d. ), 
who, like Daniel of Salah, belongs to the western Syriac tradition, held a 
leading position in the Christian community. His collections of scholies 
and his letters testify to his special interest in the literal transmission and 
interpretation of scripture. Together with the Syriac version of the Bible, 
the Peshitto, he used the Hebrew bible and the lxx, in line with Antiochene 
scholarship. His interpretation was historical (tas itonoyo), with a sporadic 
addition of “a spiritual theory” (te’oriya ruhonoyto) including symbolic and 
allegorical interpretations. He probably knew the writings of Eusebius of 
Emesa (Phillips ; Nau ; Buytaert ).

In the second half of the seventh century, Dadiso’ Qatraya, an ascetic and 
a monk of the eastern Syriac tradition, deals with exegesis in the Commentary 
of the Work of Abba Isaia (Macina , –; Bettiolo ; Draguet ). 
He distinguishes between three levels of exegesis: “historical,” “homiletic,” and 
“spiritual.” Th e fi rst level, conforming to the rules of Th eodore of Mopsuestia, 
is proper to the work of professional exegetes; the second level, exempli-
fi ed in the homelies of Basil of Caesarea and John Chrysostom, addresses 
lay people; and the third level is reserved to monastic circles. Infl uenced 
by a fervent reading of Evagrius’ writings (Bettiolo ), and possibly by 
Macarius (Th uren ), Dadiso Quatraya insistantly pleaded in favour of a 
monastic use of scripture. Isaac of Ninive, by birth close to Dadiso, is a wit-
ness to the same infl uence. Isaac was determined to maintain his allegiance 
to Th eodore of Mopsuestia “in accord with Evagrius, in a dual exegetical 
polarity which was to remain a proper mark of Mesopotamian monasticism” 
(Broek ).

During the eighth and ninth centuries both traditions practised an 
uneasy cohabitation: the exegetes of the eastern tradition persisted in their 
loyalty to the legacy of Th eodore of Mopsuestia; those of the western tradi-
tion admitted a more eclectic choice of authorities (Ephraem, Athanasius, 
Cyril of Alexandria, the Cappadocians, etc.). In the Eastern tradition, com-
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pilations of exegetical writings included a Commentary on Genesis-Exodus 
:, preserved ms. Diyarbakir , dating probably from the fi rst half of the 
eighth century (Van Rompay ); Th eodore bar Koni’s Book of Scholies 
from the late eighth century (Scher –; Draguet –); and Iso’bar 
Nun (d. ), Questions and Answers (Clarke ; Molenberg ). Th e 
latter was primarily interested in the “theoria” of the ot, thereby introducing 
spiritual and allegorical exegesis into the strict methodology inherited from 
Antioch, a clear sign of the widespread infl uence of Didiso’ among eastern 
Syriac scholars.

Th e supreme level attained in that same tradition dates from mid-ninth 
century with Iso‘dad of Merv’s highly learned Commentaries. Th is author 
consulted a great variety of sources, Th eodore of Mopsuestia and others; he 
also was in command of a rich oral tradition. However, he departed from 
Th eodore in fi nding more references to Christ in ot. Th ough admitting 
only four Psalms as directly messianic, he proposed a double application 
of other parts of Psalms, one on Israel, the other on Christ (Voste; Van den 
Eynde ). He claimed a messianic relevance for parts of the Twelve 
Prophets, privileged John Chrysostom as a source for interpreting the book 
of Job and called on Gregory of Nyssa and John Chrysostom, in addition 
to Th eodore, for commenting on the Canticle. He also introduced into his 
own tradition the Syro-Hexaplar text of the Bible, of western Syriac origin, 
established in the early seventh century by Bishop Paul of Tella (Braun ; 
Bidawid ). C. Van den Eynde () identifi ed Iso‘dad as representing 
“the authentic Nestorian exegesis of his time.” By his moderate synthesis he 
greatly contributed to the rapprochement between both Syriac traditions. 
His work was continued by Moses bar Kepha (d. ) (Reller , ); 
it excercised a major infl uence on the Western Syrian “Renaissance” in the 
twelft h and thirteenth centuries (Kaweran ), with Dionysius bar Salibi 
(d. ) (Baum ; Samir ; Strothmann ) and Barhebraeus 
(d. ) (Bundy ), who realized a complete synthesis of both Syriac 
traditions (Sprengling-Graham ; Fiey ; Gottsberger ; Wensinck 
).
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I I
APHRAATES FIRST HALF 4TH C.

It is thought that Aphraates was born from non-Christian parents in the early 
fourth century. Aft er his conversion, he became a monk and the superior 
of a community of ascetics, possibly a bishop. No precise dates are known, 
Aphraates may have lived in the region of Ninive (later confused Nisibis)-
Mossul, in the convent of Mar Mattai.

“Th e Persian Sage” is the oldest author in Syriac patristics whose work 
has been integrally preserved. He composed twenty-three Demonstrations 
which, with the exception of the last, build an acrostich presenting the letters 
of the Syriac alphabet in their natural order (d Dem starts again with alaf ). 
Th e Demonstrations found an Armenian translator in the second half of the 
fi ft h century, and were placed under the name of Jacob of Nisibis (d. ). 
Dem  and  were also translated into Ethiopian, and Dem  into Georgian. 
Fragments of fi ve Demonstrations are transmitted in Arabic.

Th e fi rst ten Demonstrations date from  /, twelve others from 
/. Th e last one was composed in , as a recapitulation of the whole 
salvation history.

Th e poet claims to be “a disciple of holy scripture,” not only in the 
content, but also in the literary disposition of his work. Th e twenty-two 
Demonstrations correspond to the twenty-two letters of biblical writing; they 
are delivered in two groups, fi rst ten, and then twelve others, as a reminder 
of the two Tables of the Law, the two Testaments, the two commandments 
of love, the new Law (“Jesus” = ) ruling all people (= ). Th e author’s 
purpose is not apologetic, nor is it directed by abstract metaphysics: “He 
is entirely traditional, which means he transmits a teaching which he has 
received, and presents the scriptural Testimonia for each topic, in order to 
persuade and reassure readers whose intelligence is regulated by that logic 
of faith” (Pierre , ).

Aphraates’ native familiarity with rabbinic traditions conditions his 
interpretation of scripture. He knew well “the principles and traditional 
procedures of text analysis.” He “re-centers and recapitulates the whole 
(biblical) legislation in the sole phrase ‘You shall love.’ Deliberately ignoring 
halakha, he analyzes scriptural texts according to the fl exible hermeneutics 
of haggada, seen by him as primal teaching; he compares similar passages, 
and shows their inner coherency, their “types” which serve as measure for 
the spiritual experience” (Pierre , ).

At least,  explicit ot quotations and endless ot allusions (Owens), 
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with over  nt quotations (Baarda), testify in the Demontrations to the 
Syriac version of the Bible used by Aphraates, and to his scriptural canon (the 
whole Hebrew Bible, with – Macc, possibly Tobit; the Gospels, according to 
the Diatessaron; Pauline letters, possibly James, surely  John). Th e titles given 
to the themes developed in the fi rst ten Demonstrations are: . Faith; . Love; 
. Fasting; . Prayer; . Wars; . Members of the Order (the monks, assimilated 
to the Jewish B’nai Q’yama: bibliography in Pierre , f.); . Converts; . 
On the Resurrection of the Dead; . Humility; . Pastors (without hierarchi-
cal order). Th e twelve Demonstrations of the second group comment on: . 
Circumcision; . Pascha; . Sabbat; . Synod; . Distribution of Food; 
. Th e Election of Nations; . Th e Messiah Son of God; . Virginity; . 
On the Fact that Jews will not be brought together again; . Th e Assistance 
of the poor; . Persecution; . Death and last times.

Editions
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II I
EPHRAEM THE EXEGETE 306–373

biblical commentary in the works of ephraem the syrian

a special contribution
by Sidney H. Griffi  th

I

Th e name of Ephraem the Syrian (c. –) was widely revered among 
Christians in Late Antiquity. Well within the patristic period itself his repu-
tation as a holy man, poet, exegete, and theologian of note was widely pro-
claimed well beyond the borders of his native Syria and the territories where 
Syriac was spoken. Within fi ft y years of his death, Palladius included a notice 
of Ephraem among the accounts of the ascetic saints whose memory he 
celebrated in the Lausiac History. Sozomen, the early fi ft h century historian, 
celebrated Ephraem’s memory as a popular ecclesiastical writer. He said of 
Ephraem’s works, “Th ey were translated into Greek during his lifetime, . . . and 
yet they preserve much of their original force and power, so that his works 
are not less admired when read in Greek than when read in Syriac.” Even 
Saint Jerome, a man not always ready with praise for the work of others, 
claimed to recognize Ephraem’s theological genius in a Greek translation he 
said he read of a book by Ephraem on the Holy Spirit. But surely the most 
striking testimony to the Syrian writer’s popularity in patristic and medieval 
times is the fact that in the Clavis Patrum Graecorum, the number of pages 
it takes to list the works in Greek attributed to Ephraem is second only to 
the number of pages devoted to listing the works of the ever popular John 
Chrysostom.

Actually, there is a problem with the numerous works attributed to 
Ephraem in Greek. Almost all of them have to do with spiritual growth and 

. See C. Butler, Th e Lausiac History of Palladius ( vols., Texts and Studies, ; Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, , ), vol. , –.
. J. Bidez and G. H. Hansen (eds.), Sozomenus, Kirchengeschichte (GCS, ; Berlin, 
), –.
. See E. C. Richardson (ed.), Hieronymus, Liber de Viris Inlustribus (TU, ; Leipzig, 
), .
. See M. Geerard, Clavis Patrum Graecorum (vol. II; Turnhout: Brepols, ), 
–.
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development, and many of them are straightforwardly monastic in character. 
Th at is why in Byzantine times, so important a monastic fi gure as Th eodore 
of Stoudios (–) held up the example of Ephraem for the inspiration 
of his monks. In a sermon he mentioned together the ascetical example of 
John Chrysostom and of “Ephraem, famous in song.” And in his Testament 
he listed Ephraem together with Barsanuphius and Antony as the exemplars 
par excellence of oriental monasticism. But in fact the Greek works attributed 
to Ephraem, while sometimes refl ecting his spiritual teaching, do not for the 
most part come from his pen. Th ey are the products of a Graeco-Syrian 
monastic establishment that grew up aft er Ephraem’s lifetime and which 
helped to produce an icon of Ephraem, the monastic paragon, that owed 
little to what we know of the biography of the Syrian teacher and biblical 
commentator.

In the Syriac tradition, Ephraem is remembered as a teacher, and as 

. See “S. Th eodori Studitae Parva Catechesis,” in A. Mai, Nova Patrum Bibliotheca 
(vol. IX; Rome, , .
. See “S. Th eodori Studitae Testamentum,” in PG, vol. , col. .
. Th e Greek works are listed, together with the bibliographical details of their 
publications and translations in Geerard, Clavis Patrum Graecorum, –. A 
re-printing of the Greek works, together with a translation into modern Greek, 
is available in Konstantinou G. Phrantzolas (ed. and trans.), Osiou Ephraim tou 
Surou Erga ( vols.; Th essaloniki: Ekdoseis ‘To Periboli tes Panagias’, ). For 
English translations of a selection of these works see the web site of Archiman-
drite Ephrem Lash, “Saint Ephrem the Syrian: Ascetical and Other Writings Extant 
Only in Greek,” http://www.orthodox.org.uk/Ephr-Int.htm. See also the pioneer-
ing studies of Democratie Hemmerdinger-Iliadou, “L’authenticité sporadique de 
l’Éphrem grec,” in Akten des XI. internationalen Byzantinisten-Kongresses (München, 
), –; “Les doublets de l’édition de l’Éphrem grec par Assemani,” OCP  
(), –; “Vers une nouvelle édition de l’Éphrem grec,” StPatr  (), cols. 
–; “Les citations évangéliques de l’Éphrem grec,” Byz(T)  (), –; 
“Éphrem: versions grecque, latine et slave: addenda et corrigenda,” Epeteris Hetaire-
sias Byzantinon Spoudon (–), –. See also J. Kirchmeyer and 
D. Hemmerdinger-Illiadou, “Saint Éphrem et le ‘Liber Scintillarum,’” RSR  (), 
–. Selected works of Ephraem Graecus, and their relationship to Syriac works 
of Ephraem, are the subject of a forthcoming Ph.D. dissertation at Princeton Th eo-
logical Seminary by Wonmo Suh.
. See Edward G. Mathews, Jr., “Th e Vita Tradition of Ephrem the Syrian, the 
Deacon of Edessa,” Diakonia  (–), –; Sidney H. Griffi  th, “Images 
of Ephraem; the Syrian Holy Man and his Church,” Tr (–), –; Joseph 
P. Amar, “Byzantine Ascetic Monachism and Greek Bias in the Vita Tradition of 
Ephrem the Syrian,” OCP  (), –.
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an interpreter of the scriptures. Jacob of Sarug (c. –), wrote a verse 
homily on “the holy man, Mar Ephraem, the teacher (malpånâ),” in which he 
presents Ephraem as a skilled speaker and composer of “teaching-songs” care-
fully wrought to commend right doctrine and refute error. Jacob celebrates 
Ephraem as: a marvelous rhetor, who surpassed the Greeks in declamation; 
who could include a thousand subjects in a single speech. A divine citharist; 
he set his phrases to verse, to make joyful sound in mighty wonder.

It is customary to reckon the year  as the year of Ephraem’s birth. 
When he reached his majority, he came into the service of bishop Jacob of 
Nisibis (ca. –), and he remained in the episcopal service of Nisibis 
through the tenure of the next three bishops, Babu (d. ), Vologeses 
(d. ), and Abraham (d. ). Ephraem’s diocesan service, therefore, lasted 
some forty years until the day in the reign of bishop Abraham, in the year 
, when he and other refugees left  Nisibis on the occasion of her surrender 
to the Persians as part of the agreement Emperor Jovian (–) made 
aft er his predecessor Julian had met his death deep in Persian territory. 
Aft er the surrender of Nisibis, and his fl ight from the city westward, Ephraem 
came eventually to Edessa; there he entered the service of bishop Barses 
(–), whom the Arianizing Emperor Valens (–) translated to 
the lesser see of Harran in . Two years later—on  June , according 
to the Chronicle of Edessa—Ephraem died.

Everything we know about Ephraem’s career in Nisibis and in Edessa, 
most of it from his own pen, suggests that he participated wholeheartedly 
in the pastoral work of the bishops whom he served. In his Hymns against 
Heresies he spoke of himself as a “herdsman” (‘allanâ), who by his writing 
helped the shepherd/bishop (ra’yâ) tend the fl ock. He was not so much a 

 . Joseph P. Amar, “A Metrical Homily on Holy Mar Ephrem by Mar Jacob of Sa-
rug; Critical Edition of the Syriac Text, Translation and Introduction,” Patrologia 
Orientalis (tome, , fasc. , no. ; Turnhout: Brepols, ), –.
. See Ephraem’s own refl ections on these events in his Julian hymns in E. Beck, 
Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen de Paradiso und Contra Julianum (CSCO, 
vols. , ; Louvain: Peeters, ). See also Sidney H. Griffi  th, “Ephraem the 
Syrian’s Hymns ‘Against Julian’: Meditations on History and Imperial Power,” Vig-
Chr  (), –.
. See Ephraem’s own refl ections on the bishops he served in E. Beck, Des heiligen 
Ephraem des Syrers Carmina Nisibena, erster Teil (CSCO, vols. , ; Louvain: 
Peeters, ).
. See I. Guidi, Chronica Minora (CSCO, vol. ; Paris, ), .
. See Edmund Beck, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen contra Haereses 
(CSCO, vols. , ; Louvain: Peeters, ), LVI:.
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cleric as he was a teacher. Jacob of Sarug, in the homily on Ephraem from 
which we quoted earlier, characterized him as “a godly Philosopher in his 
actions, who as he was acting would also be teaching whoever would listen 
to him.” He was not a “monk” in the modern sense of the term, although, 
as an unmarried man, he was probably a “single” person (ihîdayâ) dedicated 
to God’s service. It is possible that he was a deacon, but he was surely a 
catechist, biblical exegete, liturgical composer, and sometime polemicist 
in the employ of the Nicene bishops whom he served. Politically he sup-
ported the alignment of Syria with the Roman empire and its ecclesiastical 
orthodoxy.

II

Ephraem wrote in Syriac, a dialect of the Aramaic language which carried 
with it a family relationship to the Jewish world in which Christianity fi rst 
appeared in the synagogue communities of Mesopotamia and Syria/Palestine. 
Nevertheless he was intellectually very much attuned to the Greek-speaking 
culture of Asia Minor, and of the major ecclesiastical centers in Antioch and 
Constantinople. In ecclesiology he followed the line of Eusebius of Caesarea 
Maritima (ca. –ca. ); in theology he adhered to the teaching of the 
council of Nicea, strenuously combatting what he perceived to be the inquisi-
tive rationalism of those he called “Arians” and “Aetians”; in the east he was 
the relentless opponent of the teachings of Marcion, Bar Daysan, and Mani. 

. Amar, “A Metrical Homily on Holy Mar Ephrem,” –.
. On the signifi cance of this title see Sidney H. Griffi  th, “Asceticism in the Church 
of Syria: the Hermeneutics of Early Syrian Monasticism,” in Vincent L. Wimbush 
and Richard Valantasis (eds.), Asceticism (New York: Oxford University Press, ), 
–.
. See Sidney H. Griffi  th, “Ephraem, the Deacon of Edessa, and the Church of 
the Empire,” in Th omas Halton and Joseph P. Williman (eds.), Diakonia: Studies in 
Honor of Robert T. Meyer (Washngton, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 
), –.
. See Peter Bruns, “Arius Hellenizans? . . . Ephrem der Syrer und die neoari-
anischen Kontroversen seiner Zeit,” Zeitschrift  für Kirchengeschichte  (), –
; Sidney H. Griffi  th, “Faith Seeking Understanding in the Th ought of St. Ephrem 
the Syrian,” in George C. Berthold (ed.), Faith Seeking Understanding: Learning and 
the Catholic Tradition; Selected Papers from the Symposium and Convocation Cel-
ebrating the Saint Anselm College Centennial (Manchester, N.H.: Saint Anselm Col-
lege Press, ), –; idem, “Setting Right the Church of Syria: Saint Ephraem’s 
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Always he spoke and wrote from the perspective of his deep familiarity with 
the scriptures. As he put it, “Faith in the scriptures is the second soul.” As 
we shall see, Ephraem read the scriptures with close attention to the text 
in the Syriac versions of his day, in the manner that modern scholars have 
sometimes associated with the so-called ‘school of Antioch.’ But as Lucas 
Van Rompay has pointed out, Ephraem’s exegesis is in fact not so much 
“Antiochian” as it is “a Christian counterpart to Jewish exegesis.”

Although Ephraem wrote biblical commentaries, prose refutations of 
the teachings of those whose views he regarded as false, prose meditations, 
dialogue poems and metrical homilies (mêmrê), there can be no doubt that 
his preferred genre was the “teaching song” (madrashâ). Translators have 
oft en called these songs “hymns”, but since they are not primarily songs of 
praise, the term is not really apt. Rather, they are “teaching songs”, as Andrew 
Palmer has happily styled them; they were to be chanted to the accompani-
ment of the lyre (kennarâ), on the model of David the Psalmist. Perhaps 
their closest analogues are the Hebrew Piyyûtîm, synagogue songs which 
enjoyed great popularity in Palestine from the eighth century on, and which 
feature biblical themes and literary devices very similar to those regularly 

Hymns against Heresies,” to appear in William E. Klingshirn and Mark Vessey (eds), 
Th e Limits of Ancient Christianity: Essays on Late Antique Th ought and Culture in 
Honor of R. A. Markus (Ann Arbor, Mich.: University of Michigan Press, ); Paul 
S. Russel, St. Ephrem the Syrian and St. Gregory the Th eologian Confront the Arians 
(Kottayam, Kerala: St. Ephrem Ecumenical Research Institute, ).
. Beck, Hymnen contra Haereses, XLI:.
. Lucas Van Rompay, “Antiochene Biblical Interpretation: Greek and Syriac,” in 
Judith Frishman and Lucas Van Rompay (eds.), Th e Book of Genesis in Jewish and 
Oriental Christian Interpretation; a Collection of Essays (Traditio Exegetica Graeca, ; 
Louvain: Peeters, ), . See also L. Van Rompay, “La littérature exégétique syri-
aque et le rapprochement des traditions syrienne-occidentale et syrienne-orientale,” 
ParOr  (), –.
. See the convenient presentation of the titles of Ephraem’s Syriac works by 
genre, their editions, and notice of the available translations into English in Sebas-
tian P. Brock, “A Brief Guide to the Main Editions and Translations of the Works of 
Ephrem,” Th e Harp  (), –. See also Joseph Melki, “S. Ephrem le Syrien, un 
bilan de l’édition critique,” ParOr  (), –.
. See Michael Lattke, “Sind Ephraems Madrāšē Hymnen?” OrChr  (), 
–.
. See Andrew Palmer, “A Lyre without a Voice, the Poetics and the Politics of 
Ephrem the Syrian,” ARAM  (), –.
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used by Ephraem. Th ey are also comparable to the Byzantine Kontakion. 
In fact, a good case can be made for the suggestion that the most famous 
composer of Kontakia, Romanos the Melodist (d. aft er ), who was a native 
of Emesa in Syria, was actively infl uenced by Ephraem’s compositions.

Ephraem’s works became better known in the west in the eighteenth 
century, with the publication of the six-volume Roman edition of texts at-
tributed to him in Syriac, Greek, and Latin. While many of the Greek and 
Latin texts had long been known, the publication of Ephraem’s works in 
Syriac, the only language in which he is known to have written, brought the 
fi rst glimpse of his true genius to western Christians. Th e Syriac works, with 
Latin translations, were included in volumes IV to VI of the Editio Romana. 
In subsequent years, beginning in the nineteenth century, and reaching well 
into the twentieth century, scholars in England, Belgium, and other parts of 
Europe, making use of the numerous manuscripts recently acquired in the 
west, made major strides in publishing newer editions of the Syriac texts. 
T. J. Lamy’s edition of Ephraem’s Hymns and Homilies at the turn of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries brought Ephraem’s works in Syriac into 
the mainstream of religious discourse in Europe, and arguably led directly to 
Pope Benedict XV’s proclamation of Ephraem as a Doctor of the Universal 
Church on  October . But already it was becoming clear that the fi rst 

. See J. Schirmann, “Hebrew Liturgical Poetry and Christian Hymnology,” Th e 
Jewish Quarterly Review n.s.  (–), –; J. Yahalom, “Piyyût as Poetry,” 
in L. Il Levine (ed.), Th e Synagogue in Late Antiquity (Philadelphia, ), –; 
W. Jac. Bekkum, “Anti-Christian Polemics in Hebrew Liturgical Poetry (Piyyu†) of 
the Sixth and Seventh Centuries,” in J. Den Boeft  and A. Hilhorst (eds), Early Chris-
tian Poetry; a Collection of Essays (Supplements to VigChr, vol. ; Leiden: Brill, 
), –.
. William L. Petersen, “Th e Dependence of Romanos the Melodist upon the 
Syriac Ephrem; its Importance for the Origin of the Kontakion,” VigChr  (), 
–; idem, Th e Diatessaron and Ephrem Syrus as Sources of Romanos the Melodist 
(CSCO, vol. ; Louvain: Peeters, ); idem, “Th e Dependence of Romanos the 
Melodist upon the Syriac Ephrem,” in E. A. Livingstone (ed.), StPatr (vol. XVIII, ; 
Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications and Leuven: Peeters, ), –; S. P. 
Brock, “From Ephrem to Romanos,” in E. A. Livingstone (ed.), StPatr (vol. XX; Leu-
ven: Peeters, ), –.
. See J. S. Assemani (ed.), Sancti Patris Nostri Ephraem Syri Opera Omnia quae 
exstant Graece, Syriace, Latine ( vols.; Rome, –).
. See T. J. Lamy, Sancti Ephraem Syri Hymni et Sermones ( vols.; Malines, –
).
. See Benedict XV, “Principi Apostolorum Petro,” AAS  (), –.
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publications of Ephraem’s Syriac works left  much to be desired in terms of 
the quality of the editions of the texts; many of them were not based on 
the best available manuscripts, and the work of many of the editors did not 
satisfy the requirements of truly critical editions. To remedy this situation, 
Dom Edmund Beck, O.S.B. (–) began in , and continued for 
the next quarter century, to publish critical editions and German transla-
tions of the genuine, Syriac works of Ephraem in the Louvain series Corpus 
Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium. While Beck has not been alone 
in the task of editing and publishing Ephraem’s works in the twentieth 
century, the sheer volume of his output in this enterprise makes his name 
almost synonymous with the production as it were of the “complete works” 
of Ephraem the Syrian.

Th e modern publication of the Syriac works of Ephraem has been ac-
companied by a crescendo in the number of studies devoted to them, and 
to his life and thought more generally. Th e eff ect of all this attention has 
been gradually to bring Ephraem’s Syriac works into the mainstream of 
modern patristic scholarship, although one can even now consult the index 
of too many studies of early Christian thought in areas on which he wrote 
extensively and still not fi nd a mention of his name.

III

From the beginning Ephraem has been known as an exegete. In the Syriac 
Vita which circulated in the Greco-Syrian monastic milieu of the fi ft h and 
sixth centuries, in which Ephraem is portrayed as a paragon of the monas-
tic life, the text makes much of the fact that he is also remembered to have 
written a commentary on the Torah, full of theological insight and spiri-
tual perspicacity. In fact, for Ephraem, the scriptures, and particularly the 

. Beck published his last edition in  (CSCO, vols. , ). In the end, in 
addition to numerous studies, he produced  volumes of editions and translations 
of Syriac works attributed to Ephraem.
. Th e surest way bibliographically to oversee what is being published in Ephraem 
studies is to consult the ongoing classifi ed bibliography in Syriac studies compiled 
by Sebastian P. Brock in ParOr:  (), – [–];  (–), 
– [–];  (), – [–];  (), – [–
].
. See Joseph P. Amar, “Th e Syriac “Vita” Tradition of Ephrem the Syrian,” (Ph.D. 
thesis, Th e Catholic University of America, Washington, D.C., , no. ; 
Ann Arbor, Mich.: University Microfi lms International, ), –; –.
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Gospel, are the ultimate religious authority. In one of his “teaching songs” 
On Faith he wrote:

Th e scriptures are set up
 like a mirror;
one whose eye is clear
 sees there
the image of the truth.

Set up there
 is the image of the father;
depicted there
 is the image of the Son,
and of the Holy Spirit.

Truthfully one may say that all of Ephraem’s works are in some sense com-
mentaries on the scriptures. But for practical reasons one may consider them 
under two broad headings: the prose commentaries, which were written for 
purposes of Bible study; and the verse compositions, “homilies” (mêmrê) and 
“teaching songs” (madrashê), which for the most part had a liturgical setting. 
It will be useful to discuss the prose commentaries fi rst.

Th e Roman edition of Ephraem’s Opera Omnia contains commentaries 
attributed to him on most of the books of the ot Peshitta, and the searches of 
subsequent scholars have uncovered even more texts purporting to contain 
such commentaries. While much scholarly work remains to be done on 
these oft en fascinating compositions, it seems clear enough that few of them 
can be authentic. In fact, of the ot books, only the Syriac commentaries 

. Edmund Beck, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen de Fide (CSCO, vols. 
, ; Louvain: Peeters, ), LXVII:–.
. See the early survey by T.-J. Lamy, “L’exégèse en orient au IVe siècle ou les com-
mentaires de saint Éphrem,” RB  (), –, –, –. Severus of Edessa, 
a ninth-century monk who composed a catena of scholia on numerous biblical 
passages, attributed the ot commentaries mostly to Ephraem and Jacob of Edessa 
(c. –). See Anton Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur (Bonn, ), 
. See also D. Kruisheer, “Ephrem, Jacob of Edessa, and the Monk Severus; an 
Analysis of MS Vat. Syr. , ff . –,” in R. Lavenant (ed.), VII Symposium Syriacum, 
forthcoming volume in the series, OCA.
. See, e.g., Edward G. Mathews, Jr., “Th e Armenian Commentary on Genesis At-
tributed to Ephrem the Syrian,” in Frishman and Van Rompay, Th e Book of Genesis 
in Jewish and Oriental Christian Interpretation, –.
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on Genesis and Exodus are generally considered by modern scholars as 
likely to be in large part genuine works of Ephraem. It is not unlikely that a 
certain school tradition was the setting for the attribution of commentaries 
on the other books of the ot Peshitta to Ephraem.

A particular dimension of Ephraem’s ot commentary which most 
modern scholars seldom fail to mention is the Jewish connection. It is not 
only the fact that the Syriac versions of the ot he and his continuators and 
imitators knew have the Hebrew Bible rather than the lxx behind them, but 
that many aspects of the interpretation seem to have their closest analogues 
in the Jewish exegetical tradition rather than in other Christian traditions. 
Th is fact reminds the modern reader of Ephraem’s work that in the Christian 
world of the Semitic languages there was a certain continuity of thought 
and imagination with the Jewish world about the meaning of the biblical 
narratives that one does not always fi nd in Greek and Latin commentaries 
of the patristic period.

In his commentaries on Genesis and Exodus Ephraem does not discuss 
each verse. Rather, he concentrates on the passages of greatest importance, 
such as the creation narratives, where there is much at issue for his polem-
ics against adversaries like the Marcionites, the followers of Bar Daysan and 
Mani. He seems to be in a hurry, as if the commentaries are meant to serve 

. See R. M. Tonneau, Sancti Ephraem Syri in Genesim et in Exodum Commentarii 
(CSCO, vols. , ; Louvain: Peeters, ). See also the English translation by 
Edward G. Mathews, Jr. and Joseph P. Amar, St. Ephrem the Syrian: Selected Prose 
Works; Commentary on Genesis, Commentary on Exodus, Homily on our Lord, Letter 
to Publius (Kathleen McVey, ed., Th e Fathers of the Church, vol. ; Washington, 
D.C.: Th e Catholic University of America Press, ).
. Th ere are some dissenters. See Paul Féghali, “Infl uence des Targums sur la 
pensée exégétique d’Éphrem?” in H. J. W. Drijvers, et al. (eds.), IV Symposium Syri-
acum  (OCA, ; Rome, ), –; idem, “Notes sur l’exégèse de s. Ephrem; 
commentarie sur le deluge (Gen. , –, ),” ParOr  (–), –. See also 
 David Bundy, “Ephrem’s Exegesis of Isaiah,” in E. A. Livingstone (ed.), StPatr (vol. 
, ; Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications and Leuven: Peeters, ), –
, who includes the commentary among the dubia ascribed to Ephraem, but cites 
the impressive list of scholars who accept its authenticity, including Dom Edmund 
Beck (). Actually, Beck names only the commentary on Genesis in his list of 
Ephraem’s authentic works. See Edmund Beck, “Éphrem le Syrien (saint),” Diction-
naire de Spiritualité (vol. IV; Paris: Beauchesne, ), col. .
. See N. Sed, “Les hymnes sur le paradis de saint Éphrem et les traditions juives,” 
Le Muséon  (), –; Tryggve Kronholm, Motifs from Genesis – in 
the Genuine Hymns of Ephrem the Syrian; with Particular Reference to the Infl uence 
of Jewish Exegetical Tradition (Lund: CWK Gleerup, ); Féghali, “Infl uence des 
Targums;” Sebastian P. Brock, “Jewish Traditions in Syriac Sources,” JJS  (), 
–.
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only some immediate, academic purpose. In fact, at the beginning of the 
Commentary on Genesis he begins with the following remark:

I had not wanted to write a commentary on the fi rst book of Creation, 
lest we should now repeat what we had set down in the metrical 
homilies and “teaching songs.” Nevertheless, compelled by the love of 
friends, we have written briefl y of those things of which we wrote at 
length in the metrical homilies and in the “teaching songs.”

Th is remark indicates not only haste, but Ephraem’s conviction that the heart 
of his scriptural commentary is to be found in his liturgical compositions. 
Nevertheless, there is some valuable information in the prose text about his 
exegetical thought. For example, at the end of his discussion of a number of 
passages in Genesis, when he comes to the account of Jacob’s blessings for 
his sons (Gen :–), and aft er he has set out what, according to him, the 
text literally means, he says:

Now that we have spoken of the literal meaning (su’rana’ît) of the 
blessings of Jacob, let us go back and speak of their spiritual meaning 
(rûhana’ît) as well. We did not fi ttingly speak of their literal meaning 
nor will we write of their spiritual meaning as we ought, for we spoke 
too sparingly of their literal meaning and we will write of their spiri-
tual meaning much too briefl y.38

While it is clear that Ephraem’s feeling of haste is still evident in this para-
graph late in his discussion of Genesis, almost by the way he gives some 
information about his exegetical method. What he says allows one to see 
that he expressly recognizes two senses of the scriptural text, the literal sense 
and the spiritual sense. In the sequel it is evident that for him the spiritual 
sense consists in whatever there is in the terms of the blessings in Genesis 
that one might take to refer in a typological way to the ultimate economy of 
Salvation in Christ and in the church, the types and symbols of what is yet to 
come in the unfolding of the history of Salvation, as recorded in the Gospel. 
From this perspective, one might also associate Ephraem’s style of exegesis 
of the ot with the so-called “Antiochene” school of biblical interpretation 
and its exercise of theoria. Robert Murray has even written of Ephraem that 
his exegetical attitude probably expresses the most beautiful form of the 
Antiochene orientation (“doch stellt seine exegetische Haltung vielleicht die 

. Tonneau, Sancti Ephraem Syri in Genesim, . English translation from Mathews 
and Amar, St. Ephrem the Syrian; Selected Prose Works, .
. Tonneau, Sancti Ephraem Syri in Genesim, . English translation from 
Mathews and Amar, St. Ephrem the Syrian; Selected Prose Works, . See also Sten 
Hidal, Interpretatio Syriaca; die Kommentare des heiligen Ephräm des Syrers zu Gene-
sis und Exodus mit besonderer Berücksichtigung ihrer auslegungsgeschichtlichen Stel-
lung (Lund: Gleerup, ), –.
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schönste Ausprägung der antiochenischen Richtung dar”).39 But the matter 
is more complicated than this, as will soon become clear.40

As with the ot, so in the patristic tradition of Syria Ephraem is credited 
with prose commentaries on most of the nt books as well. Th ere are works 
attributed to him on the Acts of the Apostles and the Pauline epistles, which 
survive only in Armenian, and which have not been much studied. Th ere 
is also an Exposition of the Gospel, an anti-Marcionite work attributed to 
Ephraem and preserved only in Armenian, about the authenticity of which 
there have been some doubts. But the most important work on the nt is the 
well known and oft en quoted commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron. Although 
the text survives in only a single manuscript in the original Syriac, and in 

. R. Murray, “Der Dichter als Exeget: der hl. Ephräm und die heutige Exegese,” 
ZKTh   (), .
. For other studies of Ephraem’s methods of exegesis, see C. Bravo, Notas Intro-
ductorias a la Noematica de San Efren (Excerpta ex dissertatione ad Lauream in 
Facultate Th eologica Pontifi ciae Universitatis Gregorianae; Rome, ); L. Leloir, 
Doctrines et méthodes de s. Éphrem d’après son commentaire de l’évangile concordant 
(CSCO, vol. ; Louvain: Peeters, ); S. Hidal, Interpretatio Syriaca; P. Yousif, 
“Exegetical Principles of St Ephraem of Nisibis,” in E. A. Livingstone (ed.), StPatr 
(vol. XVII, ; Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications and Leuven: Peeters, ), 
–. Somewhat boldly, it seems, given the intricacies of the matter, one recent 
writer even develops four “laws” or principles to summarize Ephraem’s exegetical 
method. See Bertrand de Margerie, An Introduction to the History of Exegesis (vol. 
, “Th e Greek Fathers,” trans. L. Maluf; Petersham, Mass.: St. Bede’s Publications, 
), –. See especially Lucas Van Rompay, “Th e Christian Syriac Tradition of 
Interpretation,” in Magne Sæbø (ed.), Hebrew Bible/Old Testament; the History of Its 
Interpretation (vol. , “From the Beginnings to the Middle Ages,” part , Antiquity; 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, ), esp. –.
. See the Mechitarist Fathers, S. Ephrem Syri Commentarii in Epistolas D. Pauli 
nunc primum ex Armenio in Latinum sermonem a Patribus Mekhitaristis translati 
(Venice, ); N. W. Akinian, Des hl. Ephraem Erklärung der Apostelgeschichte 
 (Vienna, ).
. See George A. Egan, Saint Ephrem; an Exposition of the Gospel (CSCO, vols. 
–; Louvain: Peeters, ).
. See Louis Leloir, Saint Ephrem: Commentaire de l’évangile concordant; texte syri-
aque (MS Chester Beatty ) (Chester Beatty Monographs, ; Dublin, ); idem, 
Saint Ephrem: Commentaire de l’évangile concordant; texte syriaque (MS Chester Beatty 
), folios additionnels (Leuven: Peeters, ). An English translation of the text is 
available in Carmen McCarthy, Saint Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron; an 
English Translation of Chester Beatty MS  with Introduction and Notes (Journal of 
Semitic Studies Supplement, ; Oxford: Oxford University Press on Behalf of the Uni-
versity of Manchester, ). See also the French translation by Louis Leloir, Éphrem 
de Nisibe: Commentaire de l’évangile concordant ou Diatessaron, traduit du Syriaque et 
de l’Arménien (Sources Chrétiennes, no. ; Paris: Cerf, ).
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two manuscripts in Armenian translation, Louis Leloir pronounced it to 
be “the most important of Ephrem’s exegetical works.” However, in a series 
of articles, in which he subjects portions of the commentary to an intense 
literary scrutiny, based on comparisons with passages in Ephraem’s surely 
genuine homilies and “teaching songs”, Edmund Beck came to the conclusion 
that “Ephraem was not the author of the commentary. On the other hand, the 
many and large connections with Ephraem’s hymns and homilies allow the 
supposition that the work originates from his school.” And therefore one 
may conclude that the commentary does in fact preserve many of Ephraem’s 
exegetical insights.

Although the Diatessaron commentary does not cover the whole text, 
the commentator takes his time in discussing not only the literal meaning 
of the words in the verses he considers, but he also frequently enlarges on a 
theme which the text suggests, oft en in the process recalling the types and 
symbols from ot narratives which, from his perspective, fi nd their proper 
point of reference in the Gospel. His basic attitude is evident in the follow-
ing passage:

Many are the perspectives of his word, just as many are the perspec-
tives of those who study it. [God] has fashioned his word with many 
beautiful forms, so that each one who studies it may consider what 
he likes. He has hidden in his word all kinds of treasures so that each 
one of us, wherever we meditate, may be enriched by it. His utterance 
is a tree of life, which off ers you blessed fruit from every side. It is like 
that rock which burst forth in the desert, becoming spiritual drink to 

. Louis Leloir, Saint Ephrem: Commentaire de l’évangile concordant (version 
 arménienne) (CSCO, vol. ; Louvain, ); idem, Saint Ephrem: Commentaire de 
l’évangile concordant (traduction latine) (CSCO, vol. ; Louvain: Peeters, ).
. Leloir, Doctrines et méthodes, .
. Edmund Beck, “Ephräm und der Diatessaronkommentar im Abschnitt über die 
Wunder beim Tode Jesu am Kreuz,” OrChr  (), . Five earlier studies which 
led Beck to the same conclusion are: E. Beck, “Der syrische Diatessaronkommentar 
zu Jo. , –,” OrChr  (), –; idem, “Der syrische Diatessaronkommentar zu 
der unvergebbaren Sünde wider den Heiligen Geist übersetzt und erklärt,” OrChr 
 (), –; idem, “Der syrische Diatessaronkommentar zu der Perikope von 
der Samariterin am Brunnen,” OrChr  (), –; idem, “Der syrische Dia-
tessaronkommentar zu der Perikope von der Sünderin, Luc. , –,” OrChr  
(), –; idem, “Der syrische Diatessaronkommentar zur Perikope vom reichen 
Jüngling,” OrChr  (), –. See also William L. Petersen, “Some Remarks on 
the Integrity of Ephrem’s Commentary on the Diatessaron,” in E. A. Livingstone 
(ed.), StPatr (vol. ; Leuven: Peters, ), –.
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everyone from all places. [Th ey ate] spiritual food and drank spiritual 
drink. ( Cor :–)
 Th erefore, whoever encounters one of its riches must not think 
that that alone which he has found is all that is in it, but [rather] that 
it is this alone that he is capable of fi nding from the many things 
in it. Enriched by it, let him not think that he has impoverished it. 
But rather let him give thanks for its greatness, he that is unequal to 
it.Rejoice that you have been satiated, and do not be upset that it is 
richer than you. . . . Give thanks for what you have taken away, and do 
not murmur over what remains and is in excess. Th at which you have 
taken and gone away with is your portion and that which is left  over is 
also your heritage.47

IV

As Ephraem himself says, in the passage quoted above from the beginning 
of his commentary on the book of Genesis, biblical exegesis is “that of which 
we wrote at length in the metrical homilies and in the “teaching songs.” 
And the context of the homilies and “teaching songs” was oft en the divine 
liturgy. Specifi cally, as St. Jerome says of these compositions of Ephraem, 
“in some churches his writings were publicly recited aft er the reading of 
the scriptures.” Th is means that the proximate occasion for the composi-
tion of many of Ephraem’s mêmrê and madrashê was the reading of a set 
of passages from the scriptures chosen for their relevance to the liturgical 
celebration of the day or the season. Th erefore the commentary they elicited 
must have had about it the quality of applied exegesis, which fi t in with the 
general presentation of the truths of the faith, and not some more abstract, 
hermeneutical consideration. So, for example, the titles of the collections of 
“teaching songs” refl ect their practical character. Th ere are the more obviously 
liturgical titles, such as de Jejunio, de Azymis, de Crucifi xione, de Resurrectione, 
and de Nativitate; there are doctrinal titles, such as de Fide, contra Haereses, 
de Ecclesia, and de Paradiso; there are titles which elicit the memory of places 
or events, such as Carmina Nisibena, and contra Julianum, even the verse 

. Mc Carthy, Saint Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron, –.
. Mathews and Amar, St. Ephrem the Syrian; Selected Prose Works, .
. “Ephrem, Edessenae ecclesiae diaconus, multa Syro sermone conposuit, et ad 
tantam venit claritudinem, ut post lectionem Scripturarum publice in quibusdam 
ecclesiis eius scripta recitentur.” Richardson, Hieronymus, .
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homilies, On Nicomedia, for the most part, preserved only in Armenian. 
Th ese were all “occasional pieces,” in the sense that Ephraem wrote them for 
specifi c occasions or seasons, be they liturgical or topical.

Th e transmission of Ephraem’s madrashê, the “teaching songs”, in litur-
gical cycles arranged according to considerations both of prosody and 
melody, as well as subject matter, should not blind one to their essentially 
didactic character. As the name itself implies, madrashâ being cognate to the 
Hebrew midrash, biblical commentary, or interpretation, is the heart of the 
enterprise, and that from an instructional point of view. In fact, according 
to Jacob of Sarug, the singers of Ephraem’s madrashê were trained precisely 
to proclaim the Gospel, and could accordingly be called “teachers” in the 
churches. Th e instruction was meant to be both positive, in the sense of 
communicating a defi nite point of view in biblical faith, and defensive, in the 
sense of enabling the congregation to recognize and refute error. Ephraem 
himself highlights this character of the madrashê in the last of his “teaching 
songs” Against Heresies. He says,

O Lord, may the works of your herdsman
 not be cheated.
I will not then have troubled your sheep,
 but as far as I was able,

. Th ese Latin titles, which have become conventional in the scholarly literature, 
refl ect the Syriac notices of the contents of the collections of madråshê as they are 
found in the manuscript tradition. See the bibliography cited in the next note be-
low. For the homilies on Nicomedia see Charles Renoux, Éphrem de Nisibe Mēmrē  
sur Nicomédie (Patrologia Orientalis, t. , fasc. , , nos. –; Turnout: Brepols, 
).
. On these matters see André De Halleux, “Une clé pour les hymnes d’Éphrem 
dans le MS. Sinai Syr. ,” Muséon  (), –; idem, “La transmission des 
Hymnes d’Éphrem d’après le MS. Sinai Syr. , f. v–r,” in Symposium Syri-
acum  (OCA, ; Rome, ), –; B. Outtier, “Contribution à l’étude de la 
préhistoire des collections d’hymnes d’Éphrem,” ParOr ,  (–), –; S. P. 
Brock, “Th e Transmission of Ephrem’s madrashe in the Syriac Liturgical Tradition,” 
in Elizabeth A. Livingstone (ed.), StPatr (vol. ; Leuven: Peeters, ), –.
. On the role of midrash in the Jewish instructional tradition see the comments 
of James L. Kugel, “Two Introductions to Midrash,” in G. H. Hartman and S. Budick 
(eds.), Midrash and Literature (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, ), .
. Amar, J. P., “A Metrical Homily on Holy Mar Ephrem,” nos. –, pp. –. In 
context, Jacob is celebrating Ephraem’s role as the “second Moses for women,” (no. 
, p. ), having specially trained them to perform his madråshê in church.
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I will have kept the wolves away from them,
 and I will have built, as far as I was capable,
enclosures of “teaching songs” (madrashê)
 for the lambs of your fl ock.

I will have made a disciple
 of the simple and unlearned man.
And I will have given him a strong hold
 on the herdsmen’s staff ,
the healers’ medicine,
 and the disputants’ armor.

V

In the madrāshê Ephraem teaches not only the particular lessons of the 
scripture passages appointed to be read at a given liturgical celebration, or 
chosen because of their doctrinal relevance, but he also communicates a 
defi nite view of the role of the scriptures in general in the process of God’s 
revelation of himself and of the economy of salvation. He teaches that Nature 
and Scripture together are the twin sources of revelation. For example, in a 
“teaching song” in which he had been reviewing some ways in which Nature 
reveals its Creator he says,

Look and see how Nature and Scripture
 are yoked together for the Husbandman:
Nature abhors adulterers,
 practicers of magic and murderers;
 Scripture abhors them too.
Once Nature and Scripture had cleaned the land
 —they sowed in it new commandments
 in the land of the heart, so that it might bear fruit,
 praise for the Lord of Nature
 glory for the Lord of Scripture.

. Beck, Hymnen contra Haereses, LVI:, .
. Beck, Hymnen contra Haereses, XXVIII:. Th e English translation is from 
 Sebastian Brock, Saint Ephrem the Syrian; Hymns on Paradise (Crestwood, N.Y.: 
St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, ), .
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In another passage Ephraem likens Nature, and the two testaments of scrip-
ture, to three lyres, to the accompaniment of which the Word of God sings; 
the lyre of Nature then testifi es that it is Christ himself who sings to the lyre 
of Moses and the lyre of the Gospel. Ephraem says,

Th e Word of the Most High came down
 and clothed himself in
a weak body with two hands.
He took up and balanced two lyres,
one in his right hand and one in his left .
A third he put in front of him,
to be a witness for the other two;
for it was the middle lyre corroborating
that their Lord was singing to their accompaniment.

For Ephraem, scripture is the rule of faith which even Nature confi rms. And 
he means the integral scripture, the Old and New Testaments together—the 
Christian Bible, which has Christ as its focal point. He says,

In the Torah Moses trod
the Way of the “types and symbols” before that People
who used to wander every which way.
But our Lord, in his testaments,
defi nitively established the path of Truth
for the Peoples who came to the Way of Life.

All the “types and symbols” thus travelled
on that Way which Moses trod
and were brought to fulfi llment in the Way of the Son.

. Edmund Beck, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen de Virginitate (CSCO, 
vols. , ; Louvain: Peeters, ), XXIX:. See Kathleen E. McVey, Ephrem the 
Syrian; Hymns (Th e Classics of Western Spirituality; New York: Paulist Press, ), 
.
. Th e Syriac term behind this expression is râzê (sing., râzâ), which will be dis-
cussed below. Suffi  ce it now to say that it includes the senses of the Greek terms 
“type” and “mystery” in similar contexts, but extends well beyond their reach in 
Syriac usage, oft en having the sense of “mystery symbol.”
. On the People/Peoples, or Nation/Nations (·ammâ/·ammê) motif in early Syriac 
literature, i.e., Jews/Gentiles, see Robert Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom; 
a Study in Early Syriac Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ), 
–.
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Let our mind then become
cleared land for that Way.
Instead of on the ground, my brothers,
let us, in our souls, tread the Way of Life.

For Ephraem, only the integral scriptures can be the measure of truth. He 
says in one of the “teaching songs” Against Heresies,

Like the body of the alphabet,
which is complete in its members,
neither subtracting a letter,
nor adding an extra one,
so is the Truth which is written
in the Holy Gospel,
in the letters of the alphabet,
the perfect measure which does not accept
less or more.

Th e problem of the heretics, according to Ephraem, was precisely their 
penchant for mutilating the canon of the scriptures, which he envisioned 
as a living body. In another one of his “teaching songs” Against Heresies, he 
put it this way:

Th e Sons of Error say
 the two testaments,
that they were combined and put together,
 and had become a true body.
Th ey cut off  and took away [parts] of them,
 and pasted them up to make books.
Th ey cut off  and took away narratives
 that were opportune.
Th is is the disgrace,
 that they wanted to put together
a sound body
 from the mutilation of members.

. Beck, Hymnen contra Haereses, XXV:.
. Beck, Hymnen contra Haereses, XXII:.
. Beck, Hymnen contra Haereses, II:.
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Ephraem’s judgment of such people is that:

Th ey have indicted themselves;
 they have cut up, mangled the books,
and they have made strangers of phrases
 whose intention is one and the same.

In Ephraem’s parlance, the Prophets and the Apostles, that is to say the record 
of their sayings in the Bible, are the milestones and the inns respectively, 
on the Way of Life, and they all lead to Christ, who alone reveals his Father. 
According to Ephraem, as Sebastian Brock has put it, “what is ‘hidden’ in the 
symbols of Nature and of Scripture is revealed in Christ at the Incarnation.” 
Furthermore, according to Ephraem, the lines of writing in the scriptures 
form a bridge over the ontological chasm that separates creatures from their 
Creator, bringing the human mind, by way of the incarnate Son of God, to 
the Godhead itself. For just as in the Son, God clothed himself in fl esh, 
in the scriptures, one might say, God clothed himself in human words. 
Ephraem put it this way:

. Beck, Hymnen contra Haereses, II:.
. See Edmund Beck, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen de Fide (CSCO, 
vols. , ; Louvain: Peeters, ), LXV:. See also Beck, Hymnen contra Haere-
ses, XXV: and XXVII:. Ephraem develops the image of the Way quite extensively 
at a number of places in his works. See Edmund Beck, “Das Bild vom Weg mit Mei-
lensteinen und Herbergen bei Ephräm,” OrChr  (), –.
. Sebastian Brock, Th e Luminous Eye; the Spiritual World Vision of Saint Ephrem 
the Syrian (Cistercian Studies Series, ; Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publica-
tions, ), –.
. On the signifi cance of Ephraem’s conception of the ontological chasm that sep-
arates human beings from God, which only love, but not knowledge, can cross, see 
Th omas Koonammakkkal, “Th e Th eology of Divine Names in the Genuine Works 
of Ephraem,” (D. Phil. thesis presented to the University of Oxford, Oxford, ); 
idem, “Divine Names and Th eological Language in Ephrem,” in E. A. Livingstone 
(ed.), StPatr (vol. XXV; Leuven: Peeters, ), –; idem, “Th e Self-Revealing 
God and Man in Ephrem,” Th e Harp  (), –. On Ephraem’s “bridge” imag-
ery in this context, see Edmund Beck, “Zwei ephrämische Bilder,” OrChr  (), 
–.
. On the importance of clothing imagery in Ephraem and other Syriac writers 
see Sebastian P. Brock, “Clothing Metaphors as a Means of Th eological Expression 
in Syriac Tradition,” in M. Schmidt (ed.), Typus, Symbol, Allegorie bei den östlichen 
Vätern und ihren Parallelen im Mittelalter (Eichstätter Beiträge, ; Eichstatt, ), 
–.
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Let us give thanks to God who clothed Himself in the names of the
 body’s various parts:
Scripture refers to His ‘ears’, to teach us that He listens to us;
it speaks of his ‘eyes’, to show that He sees us.
It was just the names of such things that He put on,
and, although in His true Being there is not wrath or regret,
yet He put on these names too because of our weakness.
We should realize that, had He not put on the names
of such things, it would not have been possible for Him
to speak with us humans. By means of what belongs
 to us did He draw close to us:
He clothed Himself in our language, so that He might
 clothe us
in His way of life.

Th ere is an extended passage in one of Ephraem’s “teaching songs” On 
Paradise that beautifully expresses his conception of the faithful Christian’s 
encounter with the scriptures, probably outside of the liturgical setting, in 
the context of lectio divina, praying with the text in hand. Th e setting evokes 
the scene of the poet’s reading in the book of Genesis. He says,

In his book Moses
 described the creation of the natural world,
so that both Nature and Scripture
 might bear witness to the Creator:
Nature, through man’s use of it,
 Scripture, through his reading of it.
Th ese are the witnesses
 which reach everywhere;
they are to be found at all times
 present at every hour,
confuting the unbeliever
 who defames the Creator.

I read the opening of this book
 and was fi lled with joy,

. Beck, Hymnen de Fide, XXXI:–. Th e English translation is from Brock, Th e 
Luminous Eye, .
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for its verses and lines
 spread out their arms to welcome me;
the fi rst rushed out and kissed me,
 and led me on to its companion;
and when I reached that verse
 wherein is written
the story of Paradise,
 it lift ed me up and transported me
from the bosom of the book
 to the very bosom of Paradise.

Th e eye and the mind
 traveled over the lines
as over a bridge, and entered together
 the story of Paradise.
Th e eye as it read
 transported the mind;
in return the mind, too,
 gave the eye rest
from its reading,
 for when the book had been read
they eye had rest
 but the mind was engaged.

Both the bridge and the gate
 of Paradise
did I fi nd in this book.
 I crossed over and entered;
my eye remained outside,
 but my mind entered within.
I began to wander
 amid things indescribable.
Th is is a luminous height,
 clear, loft y and fair:
Scritpure named it Eden,
 the summit of all blessings.

. Beck, Hymnen de Paradiso, V:–. Th e English translation is from Brock, 
St. Ephrem the Syrian; Hymns on Paradise, –.
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Here Ephraem teaches that when one reads the scriptures the eye remains 
outside, but the mind enters within and wanders among “things indescribable 
(dlâ ktîb).” Th ese “things indescribable” then off er the mind the opportunity 
to contemplate God’s beauty, as Ephraem explains in another place. In the 
Prose Refutations he says,

Moses testifi es that while it was granted to him to do
everything like God, at last he abandoned everything
and prayed to see the Lord of all. For if the creatures
of the Creator are so pleasant to look upon, how much
more pleasant is their Creator to look upon; but because
we have not an eye which is able to look upon his
splendour, a mind (tar’îtâ) was given us which is able
to contemplate his beauty.

Beauty (shuprâ) then, according to Ephraem, provides the perceptible ho-
rizon against which the power and presence, indeed the love of the Creator 
God is revealed to the created human being. In another one of the “teaching 
songs” On Paradise Ephraem specifi es further his view of the mind’s role in 
the human encounter with God. He says,

Far more glorious than the body
 is the soul,
and more glorious still than the soul
 is the mind (spirit),
but more hidden than the mind
 is the Godhead.
At the end
 the body will put on
the beauty of the soul,
 the soul will put on that of the mind,
while the mind shall put on
 the very likeness of God’s majesty.

. J. Overbeck, S. Ephraemi Syri Rabulae Episcopi Edesseni Balaei Aliorumque Opera 
Selecta (Oxford, ), . English translation slightly adapted from C. W. Mitchell, 
S. Ephraim’s Prose Refutations of Mani, Marcion, and Bardaisan ( vols.; London 
and Oxford: Williams and Norgate, , ), vol. I, p. iv. See also Edmund Beck, 
“Ephraems Brief an Hypatios; übersetzt und erklärt,” OrChr  (), , n.  and 
, n. , for a discussion of tar’îtâ in Ephraem’s works.
. Beck, Hymnen de Paradiso, IX:. Th e English translation is adapted from 
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God’s majesty is surely the source of the beauty that the human soul and 
mind perceives. For Ephraem, the mind can be likened to a mirror (mahzîtâ) 
in which one sees the types and symbols from Nature and Scripture, which 
themselves in turn function like a mirror in which one sees the hidden 
things of God. Th erefore, Ephraem says the scriptures too are like a mirror 
which God has set up for the mind’s eye, in which one sees the images of 
the truth. He says,

Th e scriptures are set up
 like a mirror;
one whose eye is clear
 sees there
the image of the truth.
Set up there
 is the image of the Father;
depicted there
 is the image of the Son,
and of the Holy Spirit.

VI

According to Ephraem, what one fi nds in scripture, as in Nature, are the 
types and symbols, the names and titles, in terms of which the invisible God 
reveals himself to the eyes and minds of persons of good faith. Th ese types 
and symbols then prepare one to recognize the incarnate Word of God in 
Jesus of Nazareth. Ephraem says,

In every place, if you look, his symbol is there,
and wherever you read, you will fi nd his types.
For in him all creatures were created

Brock, St. Ephrem the Syrian; Hymns on Paradise, . Brock here translates tar’îtâ as 
“spirit.” I have chosen to use the word “mind” as more communicative of the sense 
of the passage in the context of the present discussion. In Ephraem’s psychology, 
“mind” is an aspect of “spirit.” See the discussion in Edmund Beck, Ephräms des 
Syrers Psychologie und Erkenntnislehre (CSCO, vol. ; Louvain: Peeters, ), esp. 
–, , , –.
. See Edmund Beck, “Das Bild vom Spiegel bei Ephräm,” OCP  (), –, 
esp. –.
. Beck, Hymnen de Fide, LXVII:–.
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and he traced his symbols on his property.
When he was creating the world,
he looked to adorn it with icons of himself.
Th e springs of his symbols were opened up to run down
and pour forth his symbols into his members.

In another “teaching song” Ephraem speaks similarly of the symbols and 
types of God’s Son and Messiah to be found in the scriptures. He says,

See, the Law carries
 all the likenesses of him.
See, the Prophets, like deacons,
 carry
the icons of the Messiah.
Nature and the scriptures
 together carry
the symbols of his humanity
 and of his divinity.

In divine revelation, according to Ephraem, what one looks for are the types 
and symbols God has put there to focus the searching minds of creatures 
attracted by their beauty. He most oft en calls them râzê (sing. râzâ) in Syriac, 
manifest symbols, which in turn, by God’s grace, disclose to the human mind 
those aspects of the hidden reality or truth (shrarâ, qushtâ) which are within 
the range of the capacities of human intelligence. To pry further than this 
into the essence of God, for example, is to fall into the chasm that separates 
the creature from the Creator, and to wander in error. Religious thought 
or “theology” then rightfully consists in the contemplation of the râzê, the 
“mystery symbols” in which God reveals the truth about himself and the 
world to human beings.

. Beck, Hymnen de Virginitate, XX:. See also the English translation in McVey, 
Ephrem the Syrian: Hymns, –.
. Edmund Beck, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Pachahymnen; (de Azymis, de 
Crucifi xione, de Resurrectione) (CSCO, vols. , ; Louvain: Peeters, ), De 
Azymis, IV:–.
. See Griffi  th, “Faith Seeking Understanding in the Th ought of St. Ephraem the 
Syrian.” For more on the theological context of Ephraem’s exegesis see the remarks 
of Frances Young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, ), –.
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Th e term râzâ came to Syriac via ancient Persian and old Aramaic, 
where it basically meant “secret,” and in this sense it appears in the book of 
Daniel (e.g., Dan. :). Ephraem and other Syriac writers use the word 
more in the sense of a “mystery symbol”, which is not so much mysterious 
in its function as it is indicative, disclosing to human minds according to 
their capacities what is hidden from human knowledge in its essence, such 
as the being of God and the course of the economy of salvation. While râzâ 
is oft en synonymous with “type” (typos, tupsâ) in Ephraem’s works, his use 
of the term goes well beyond what one normally thinks of as the typologi-
cal sense of the scriptures, i.e., words, actions, facts, and narratives in the ot 
that foreshadow their models in the nt. For Ephraem, biblical typologies 
are indeed râzê, but so are many things in nature, and also in the apostolic 
kerygma and the life of the church, like sacraments. For him, the râzê all 
point to the incarnate Christ, who is “the Lord of the râzê, who fulfi lls all râzê 
in his crucifi xion.” So they may point forward from Nature and Scripture 
to Christ, who in turn reveals his Father to the eye of Faith, or they point 
from the church’s life and liturgy back to Christ, who in turn reveals to the 
faithful believer the events of the eschaton, the ultimate fulfi llment of all 
creation in the economy of salvation.

As was mentioned above, in Ephraem’s thought “beauty” (shuprâ) pro-
vides the perceptible horizon against the background of which one achieves 
an awareness of the power and presence of God. And it is in the context of 
such “beauty” that in the scriptures the revealed râzê disclose the mysteries 
of salvation. Perhaps it is for this reason that Ephraem oft en portrays the 
God who reveals himself in Nature and Scripture as an artist. As a matter 
of fact, the image of the image maker, or artist, is one of Ephraem’s favorite 
fi gures of speech. He uses it to advantage in two stanzas of the “teaching 

. See R. Payne Smith, Th esaurus Syriacus ( vols.: Oxford: Clarendon Press, , 
), vol. II, cols. –. See also Michael Sokoloff , A Dictionary of Jewish Pales-
tinian Aramaic (Ramat-Gan, Israel: Bar Ilan University Press, ), .
. Beck, Paschahymnen, De Azymis, III:, ·unîtâ.
. On this aspect of Ephraem’s thought, see in particular Tanios Bou Mansour, La 
pensée symbolique de saint Ephrem le Syrien (Bibliothèque de l’Université Saint-Es-
prit, ; Kaslik, ). See also Edmund Beck, “Symbolum-Mysterium bei Aphraat 
und Ephräm,” OrChr  (), –; idem, “Zur Terminologie von Ephräms 
Bildtheologie,” in Schmidt (ed.), Typus, Symbol, Allegorie, –; Robert Murray, 
“Th e Th eory of Symbolism in St. Ephrem’s Th eology,” ParOr ,  (–), –; 
idem, “Der Dichter als Exeget.”
. See S. H. Griffi  th, “Th e Image of the Image Maker in the Poetry of St. Ephraem 
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songs” On Virginity to give a good summary of the functioning of the râzê 
in his thought. In these stanzas, Ephraem addresses himself to Christ, “the 
painter of his own râzê.” He says,

You have gathered up scattered râzê
 from the Torah, that are pertinent to your comeliness.
You have published the models (tapenkê)
 which are in your Gospel,
 along with the prodigies and signs of Nature.
You have mixed them together as the paints for
 your portrait; you have looked at yourself,
 and painted your own portrait.
Here is the painter, who in himself has painted
 his Father’s portrait;
 two portrayed, the one in the other.
Th e prophets, the kings, and the priests,
 who were creatures, all of them painted
 your portrait, but they themselves bore no resemblance.
Created beings are not capable;
 you alone are capable of painting the portrait.
Th ey indeed drew the lines of your portrait; 
 you in your coming brought it to completion.
Th e lines then disappeared due to the strength of the paints,
 the most brilliant of all colors.

VII

Ephraem the Exegete canvassed the scriptures in search of the râzê which 
in the ensemble of them would disclose the whole economy of salvation, 
as it found its focus in the passion, death and resurrection of Christ. In 
the metrical homilies and “teaching songs” he composed he invited those 
who would hear them in the context of the liturgy to consider the revealed 
mysteries of the scriptures as they gave focus to their Christian faith. In the 

the Syrian,” in E. A. Livingstone (ed.), StPatr (vol. XXV; Leuven: Peeters, ), 
–.
. Beck, Paschahymnen, de Crucifi xione, II:.
. Beck, Hymnen de Virginitate, XXVIII:–. See McVey, Ephrem the Syrian; 
Hymns, .
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prose commentaries on the scriptures that have come down to us from his 
pen, Ephraem paid most attention to the literal sense of the text, clarifying 
obscure words and phrases, and explaining what at fi rst sight might seem 
to be historical or logical conundrums, or giving what he considered to be 
the correct interpretation of passages that were used in a contrary sense by 
adversaries such as the Marcionites, the followers of Bar Daysan, or of Mani, 
and even of those whom he identifi ed as “Arians” or “Aetians.” In all of this 
Ephraem was writing from within a community of biblical interpretation 
that was fi rmly “Nicene” in its theological convictions, giving voice to the 
orthodoxy of the “Church of the Empire.” But unlike other well-known fi g-
ures of the fourth century, particularly those who wrote in Greek, Ephraem 
had little taste for abstract, or philosophical theology. Rather, the Bible, 
and particularly the Gospel, was the one true expression of the faith for 
him. He interpreted the Bible literally, but also typologically, in terms of 
the virtually sacramental râzê he saw strewn everywhere in the text. His 
posture was not that of the biblical fundamentalist, in the modern sense of 
the word, but he did say,

Between God and man,
 faith is what is required.
If you put faith in Him, you honor him;
 if you investigate him, you belittle him.
Between man and God then,
 there is but faith and prayer.

For Ephraem, the Bible, when it is accurately read and interpreted, elicits both 
faith and prayer through the almost kaleidoscopic interplay of the râzê in a 
narrative of verbal icons designed by God to display to the human mind the 

. See, Griffi  th, “Setting Right the Church of Syria.”
. For this reason some scholars have used the expression “symbolic theology” to 
characterize Ephrem’s approach to religious discourse, and they oft en contrast it to 
Greek or Latin modes of thought, not to mention modern systematic theology. Se-
bastian Brock, for example, says, “If a label is required, ‘symbolic theology’ would be 
the least inappropriate designation of Ephrem’s approach. Th e freedom of this kind 
of theology from Greek modes of thought is striking.” Sebastian Brock, “Th e Poet as 
Th eologian,” Sobornost  (), –.
. Edmund Beck, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Sermones de Fide (CSCO, fols. 
, ; Louvain: Peeters, ), II:–. See also E. Beck, “Glaube und Gebet bei 
Ephräm,” OrChr  (), –.
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drama of salvation history from the focal point of the cross. Everything in 
Ephraem’s exegesis then served to sharpen the believer’s vision of the drama 
as seen from the vantage point of scripture. He did every thing he could to 
enable the eye and the mind of the believer to travel over the lines of the 
text, as over a bridge, and so, as he would put it, to enter Paradise.
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IV
MAR ABA LATE 4TH C.

Mar Aba was a disciple of Ephraem. His legacy includes a Commentary on 
the Diatessaron, some homilies and explanations of the psalms.

Editions

Harris, J. R., Fragments of the Commentary of Ephraem Syrus upon the 
Diadessaron. London , –.
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V
RABBULA D. 435

Born near Alep from a non-Christian priest and a Christian mother, Rabbula 
received a Greek education before converting. From Syriac country, he came 
to Jerusalem and was baptized in the Jordan. Back home, he distributed all 
his belongings to the poor and entered a monastic community. Ca. , he 
was consecrated bishop of Edessa, at a time when Ibas, the head of the School 
of Edessa, propagated the teachings of his friend Th eodore of Mopsuestia. 
Rabbula was soon involved in the Christological debate. Having signed in 
Ephesus () documents hostile to Cyril of Alexandria, he changed his 
mind when back in Edessa, reconciled with Cyril, and ordered the books 
of Th eodore to be burned. For that reason, he entered into a severe confl ict 
with Ibas. He died on August , . Rabbula decided to replace Diatessaron 
with a new Syriac translation of the nt. He also translated the treatise De 
recta fi de of Cyril.
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VI
ISAAC OF ANTIO CH 5TH C.

Under the name of “Isaac of Antioch” the writings of several authors, 
dating from  until aft er , reached posterity. Some of these authors 
call on Chalcedon against Nestorius and Eutyches, others witness to their 
Monophysite persuasion.
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VII
NARSAI OF EDESSA CA. 399–502

Born ca.  in the village of Ain Dulbe on the river Tigris, at the age of six-
teen, Narsai entered the monastery of Kefar-Mari, where his uncle Emmanuel 
was the superior. However, he soon left  for Edessa, where he remained for 
ten years as a student. Back in his monastery as a teacher, he was overcome 
by nostalgia, and returned to Edessa for another decade. Recalled by his 
 dying uncle, he could not avoid being chosen for his replacement, but in 
 he traveled to Mopsuestia, eager to learn from Th eodoulos, the succes-
sor of Th eodore.

In  he became the head of the School of Edessa, a tenure which he 
held for two decades. He promoted the teaching of Th eodore of Mopsuestia 
and was befriended with the local bishop Ibas who was opposed to the deci-
sions of Chalcedon . Aft er , the replacement of Ibas, Bishop Nonnus, 
deposed Narsai as a Nestorian. Narsai found shelter in Nisibis. He moved 
the School of Edessa to his new residence and thereby became the founder 
of the School of Nisibis, which he presided for another four decades, except 
for fi ve years when he served as superior of the monastic community of 
Kefar-Mari. A man whose life spanned three centuries, Narsai died at the 
age of .

Editions

See I. Ortiz de Urbina, f.
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VIII
PHILOXENUS OF MABBUG  CA. 450CA. 522

A student at the School of Edessa, aft er  Philoxenus became deeply com-
mitted to the Monophysite doctrine. He became bishop of Mabbug in  
and governed his diocese in peace until , when the pro-Chalcedonian 
Flavian, newly elected to the see of Antioch, began to harass him. On a visit 
to Constantinople, he was excommunicated by Patriarch Macedonius, but 
he was astute enough to achieve the deposition of Macedonius and the 
expulsion of Flavian, who was then replaced by Severus of Antioch. He 
also engineered the deposition of Elias, the pro-Chalcedonian patriarch 
of Jerusalem. Soon aft er the death of Emperor Anastasius in , he had 
to face the repressive measures of Emperor Justin II by whom he was sent 
into exile, where he died.

Philoxenus wrote commentaries on the Gospels of Matthew, Luke and 
John, of which only fragments survive. In addition he produced dogmatic 
treatises, ascetical homilies, and letters. He also supervised a revision of the 
Syriac nt and composed a treatise (memra) On the Tree of Life, quoted by 
Moses bar Kepha.

Editions

Fox, D. J., Th e Matthew-Luke Commentary of Philoxenus (Brit. Nums. Ms. Add. 
, ). Text and Translation. Missoula, Mt. .

Halleux, A. de, Commentaire du Prologue Johannique. CSCO –. 
.

Watt, J.W., Fragments of the Commentary on Matthew and Luke. CSCO 
–. .

Translations

Fox, D. J.: above.
Kruger, P., “Der Sermo des Philoxenus of Mabbug de Annuntiatione Dei 

Genitricis Mariae”: OCP  (): – (German).
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Studies

Bergsträsser, E., Monophysitismus und Paulustradition bei Philoxenus von Mabbug. 
Diss. Erlangen .

Graffi  n, F., “Note sur l’exégèse de Philoxène de Mabboug à l’occasion du discours de 
St. Paul aux Athéniens (Acts :)”: PO  (–): –.

—. DSp  (): –.
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IX
JACOB OF SARUG 451–521

Born on the shore of the Euphrates, in Curtam, the son of a priest, and 
himself a monk from his youth on, Jacob fi nally became bishop of Batnam 
in /, known as Sarug in Arabic. In his abundant literary legacy, in 
particular one fi nds homilies with extensive biblical commentary, such as 
the Discourses on the Passion in , verses. Th rough his Christological 
doctrine, Jacob positioned himself at equal distance between Nestorianism 
and Eutychianism, stressing the unity of person in Christ, and the integrality 
of his two natures, the human and the divine.

(Bibliography: P. Bruns, in Dictionary of Early Christian Literature, S. Döpp and 
W. Geerlings, eds., Crossroad, New York, N.Y. , –). In particular, 
note:

Translations

Albert, M., PO /.
—, “Sur la synagogue”: OrSyr  (): –.
Graffi  n, F., “Vision de Jacob à Béthel: OrSyr  (): –.
Jansma,  T., L’hexaémeron de Jacob de Sarug: OrSyr  (): –, –, 

–.
Rilliet, F., PO /.
Strathmann, W., Jacob of Sarug, Der Prophet Hosea. Göttingen, 1976.
Wurmbrand, M., “La mort d’Aaron”: OrSyr  (): –.

Studies

Sony, B.M.B., “Méthode exégétique de Jacob de Sarug: ParOr  (/): –.
Th ekeparampil, J., “Malkizedeq”: OCA  (): –.
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X
SYMEON OF MESOPOTAMIA

Studies

Staats, R., “Die törichten Jungfrauen von Mt  in gnostischer und antignostischer 
Literatur”: BZNW  (): –.

Stapelmann, W., “Die Heilige Schrift  bei Symeon von Mesopotamien”: Th G(R)  
(): –.
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XI
JOHANNES BAR APHTONAJA D. 537

Th e Archimandrite John, son of Aphtonius, founded several monasteries, 
in particular the one in Qennesrin, where the young Jacob of Edessa had 
studied scripture under the direction of Severus Sebokt.

Studies

Krüger, P. “Johannes bar Aphtonaja und die syrische Übersetzung seines Kommen-
tars zum Hohen Lied”: OrChr  (): –.
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XII
DANIEL OF SALAH FL. MID 6TH C.

Th e Monophysite Daniel of Salah in Mesopotamia claims to have authored 
a Commentary on the Psalms in three books in –. His commentaries 
on Ecclesiastes and on the plagues of Egypt are lost.

Editions and Translations

Cowe, S. P., “Daniel of Salah as Commentator on the Psalter.” StPatr  
(): –.

Diettrich, G. Eine jacobitische Einleitung in den Psalter in Verbindung mit zwei 
Homilien aus dem grossen Psalmenkommentar des Daniel of Salah zum 
ersten Mal herausgegeben. Giessen  (German translation).
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XIII
SIMEON OF EDESSA 6TH C.

Simeon was the administrator of a hospice (nosocomus xenodochii) in Edessa. 
He wrote a Commentary on Genesis (British Museum Add. , ) and 
another one on Daniel (British Museum Add. , ).

Translation and Studies

Fenz, A. K., Daniel-Memra des Simeon. Heiligenkreuz  (German).
Kobert, R., “Zur Daniel-Abhandlung des Simeon von Edessa”: Bib  (): –.
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XIV
MART YRIOS SAHD ONA  7TH C.

A student at Nisibis, then a monk, Martyrios became bishop of Mahoze in 
Beth Garmai. Considered as a heretic inside the Nestorian church, he was 
deposed under the Catholikos Maremmeh (–) and found refuge in the 
West. Soon back in Persia, he was once more banished by the Catholikos 
Iso’jahb III. He spent the rest of his life as a monk in Edessa. He authored 
ascetical writings and letters.

Edition and Studies

Bedjan, P., S. Martyri, qui et Sahdona, quae supersunt, omnia. Paris .
Wehbe, L. “Textes bibliques dans les écrits de Martyrios-Sahdona”: Melto  (): 

–.
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XV
ISAAC OF NINIVEH SECOND HALF 7TH C.

A Nestorian monk and spiritual writer, Isaac of Niniveh was born near the 
Persian Gulf. Consecrated Bishop of Niniveh between –, he remained 
only fi ve months in offi  ce, before retiring among the hermits of Mount 
Bet-Huzaye, and later into the monastery of Rabban Shabbour. Th ere he is 
said to have studied scripture with such intensity that he became blind. He 
continued dictating to his disciples who surnamed him “Didymus because 
of his suavity, docility, humility, and sweetness of speech.” He died in old 
age and was buried at Rabban Shabbour. His writings on monastic life and 
mystical experiences, in most part yet unpublished, rested on the legacy of 
Evagrius Ponticus but foremost on John of Apamea. He quotes Diodore of 
Tarsus and Th eodore of Mopsuestia as exegetes.

Editions and Studies

For the editions, see I. Ortiz de Urbina, , .
Hansbury, M. T., “Evidence of Jewish infl uence in the writings of Isaac of Nineveh, text 

and commentary.” Diss., Temple University, .
Khalife-Hachem, E., “Isaac de Ninive”: DSp  (): – (bibliography).
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XVI
JACOB OF EDESSA 633–708

Jacob was born in the proximity of Antioch ca. . During his studies, 
he learned Greek and Hebrew. In Alexandria, he became a pupil of John 
Philoponos, who initiated him in Aristotelism. Aft er his return to Edessa 
he became its Monophysite bishop. Aft er four years, he resigned and found 
refuge with a few disciples in a monastery near Samosata. Soon he joined 
another monastic community in Eusebona, near Antioch, where for eleven 
years he taught biblical exegesis based on the Greek text. Th en he spent nine 
other years in the monastary of Teleda (Djebel-Berakat), where he revised 
parts of the Syriac ot (the Peshitta), until his death in  except for four 
months, when he was obliged to occupy again his see in Edessa.

“Jacob of Edessa is the most outstanding representative of Christian 
Hellenism in the Syriac speaking world” (Drijvers, ). Fluent in Greek, 
Hebrew, and Syriac, Jacob wrote short commentaries on at least eight books 
of scripture, of which only fragments are known through catenae. His atten-
tion was directed to the literal content of the passages interpreted, checking it 
in the Peshitto and in the Hebrew original. His interpretation itself remained 
historical in the Antiochene style, but with occasionally adding to it some 
“spiritual theory” (te’oriya ruhonoyto) with symbolic and allegorical elements. 
He knew in particular the commentaries of Eusebius of Emesa. Of his ot 
scholarship not less than  scholia entered the catena of Severus in the 
ninth century (Philips). In his later years, he wrote a Hexaemeron in seven 
Books, covering all scientifi c areas of his time. He promoted Syriac grammar 
and orthography, when Arabic started to become the spoken language in the 
region. He collected canonical documents and prescribed his own rules for 
liturgy, clergy, and monks. He actively popularized liturgical texts and songs 
deriving from Severus of Antioch. His Chronicle, depending on Eusebius 
of Caesarea, reached the year –. It was continued by a disciple un-
til – and became one of the main sources of Micheal the Syrian’s 
Chronicum Syriacum. In addition to philosophical treatises, he reworked the 
 Homiliae cathedrales of Severus of Antioch in their Syriac translation of 
the sixth century. A series of seventeen letters to John of Litharb the Stylite 
deal mainly with biblical questions, but he could just as well write to the 
presbyter Abraham a letter entirely dedicated to vineyards and wine.
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Editions

CSCO, Script. Syri, ser. II, .

Studies

Bravo, C., “Un Comentario de Jacob de Edesa al Gen :– atribuido a S. Efren.”: 
Bib  (): –.

Bruns, P.: LACL nd ed. , –.
Drijvers, H. J. W.: TRE  (): –, bibliography.
Graffi  n, F.: DSp  (): –, bibliography.
Philips, G., Scholia on Passages of the ot by Mar Jacob Bishop of Edessa, London 

.

 Jacob of Edessa 
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XVII
ISO‘BAR NUN D. 828

A Nestorian monk, Iso‘bar Nun was ordained Catholikos of Seleucia in . 
He died in . Th e Book of Questions of Iso’bar Nun is transmitted in an 
abbreviated by a unique manuscript, Cambr Add. .

Studies

Clarke, E. G., “Th e Selected Questions of Iso‘bar Nun on the Pentateuch”: OLZ  
(): ff .

Molenberg, C., Th e Interpreter Interpreted: Iso‘bar Nun’s Selected Questions on the ot. 
Diss. Groningen .

Rompay, L. van, “Iso‘bar  Nun and Iso‘dad of Merw: New data for the study of the 
interdependence of their exegetical works” OLoP  (): –.
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XVIII
ISHO‘DAD OF MERW FL. CA. 850

Born in northeastern Persia, Bishop of Hedhatha on the Tigris, the Nestorian 
exegete Isho‘dad fl ourished around the middle of the ninth century. In his 
works he continues a great reform movement initiated in Persian Christianity 
during the sixth century. His exegesis joins the allegorism of the Monophysites 
(Jacobite tradition) with Th eodore of Mopsuestia’s historical-grammatical 
method, followed by the Nestorians. Th erefore his legacy was well preserved 
by medieval Monophysites. He composed all his commentaries on ot-nt in 
the form of questions and answers.

Studies

Diettrich, G., Iso‘dahs Stellung in der Auslegungsgeschichte des Alten Testaments (Beih 
ATW ), .

Isodad de Merv. “La creation de la Femme”: BVC  (): –.
Rompay, L. van. “Iso‘bar Nun and Iso‘dad of Merw: new data for the study of the 

interdependence of their exegetical works.” OLoP  (): –.
Schall, A. “Der nestorianische Bibelexeget Išo‘dad von Merw: (. Jh. n. Chr.) in 

seiner Bedeutung fur die orientalische Philologie.” Fs. R. Macuch, Hokmot 
(): –.

Voste, J. M. “Mar Išo‘dad de Merw sur les Psaumes.” Bib  (): –.
—. “Les citations syro-hexaplaires d’Išo‘dad de Merw aux livres de l’AT.” Bib  

(): –.
—. “L’introduction de Mar Išo‘dad de Merw aux livres de l’AT.” Bib  (): 

–.
—. “La table ethnographique de Den X d’apres Mar Išo‘dad de Merw.” Mus  

(): –.
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XIX
MOSES BAR KEPHA D. 903

A ninth-century versatile Monophysite theologian, Moses bar Kepha wrote 
commentaries on scripture and the liturgy, as well as on Aristotle. In a com-
mentary on the baptismal service, he gives priority to nt over ot as the 
normative source for the rite of the consecration of the chrism (W. Stroht-
mann, “Patriarch Johannes I”: Symposium Syriacum , OCA . Rome 
, ).
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I
ARMENIAN

Armenia (Hayastan) was visited by Christian missionaries coming from 
Edessa as early as the third century or the late second century, but it was more 
decisively exposed to the infl uence of Cappadocian Christianity during the 
third and the fourth centuries, with the eff ect that Gregory the Illuminator, 
educated in Caesarea of Cappadocia and fi rst bishop of Greater Armenia, 
converted King Tiridat and his court in , and with them the whole 
Armenian nation. Consecrated by the Metropolitan of Caesarea, Gregory 
instituted a priestly family dynasty, modeled on the political establishment 
in Armenia and favourable to exchanges with Greek Christianity. Another 
priestly dynasty, close to Syriac traditions and opposed to Roman infl uence, 
rivaled Gregory’s hierarchy. In the late fourth century, Nerses I (the Great), 
like Gregory educated in Caesarea, adopted the ideals of the Caesarean 
Bishop Basil, in creating a structured Armenian monasticism with welfare 
institutions of all sorts. Consecrated by the Metropolitan of Caesarea, he 
favoured one-sidedly Greek infl uence to the point of provoking a reaction 
aft er , which led to the foundation of an autocephalic Church headed 
by a “Catholikos.” Th at hierarchical structure subsisted during the next 
century, with an increasing number of bishops, throughout the turmoil of 
invasions and partitions, and beyond the extinction of a national kingship 
in the late fourth century, when Armenia was integrated in  into the 
Persian empire.

Th e Armenian alphabet of thirty-six letters, borrowed from Greek and 
Syriac, was the work of the chorepiscopus Mashtots around . An imme-
diate and intensive activity of translators secured Armenian versions of the 
Bible from the Syriac, infl uenced by Tatian’s Diatessaron (Vööbus ), and 
from Greek sources (Alexanian ). Translations of Patristic commentaries 
and secular literature soon followed.

One of Gregory’s sons, Aristakes was present at Nicaea in . Th e deci-
sions of Ephesus  were quickly ratifi ed by the Armenian Catholikos at a 
local synod; but Chalcedon  was unnoticed because of war conditions, so 
that the Armenian church found itself positioned in the anti-Chalcedonian 
camp until it became involved in the inner struggle of Monophysite factions 
(Hage ).

Biblical and patristic scholarship kept its prominent position in Arme-
nian literary activities throughout the centuries. “Armenian biblical manu-
scripts number well over , including approximately ninety complete 
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Bibles and  Gospels” (Alexanian , ). In regard to patristics, 
Armenian translations are numerous, occasionally priceless. Th eir alpha-
betic lists speaks for itself: 
Andreas of Creta, Commentary on John (translated )
Athanasius of Alexandria, Life of Antony (tr. ); Orations (tr. th c.)
Basil, Homilies on the Hexaemeron, and others; Rules, etc. (tr. th c.)
Cyril of Alexandria, Orations, Commentaries, and Letters
Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Instructions.
Dionysius Areopagita (tr. th and th c.)
Epiphanius: apocryphal writings.
Evagrius, Centuries, etc.
Gregory of Naziance, Homilies.
Gregory of Nyssa: almost all works.
Gregory Th aumaturgos, Orations.
Hesychius, Commentary on Job.
Hippolytus of Bostra, Commentary on Canticle, etc.
Ignatius of Antioch, Letters.
Irenaeus, Apostolic Predication, Against Heresies.
John Climacus, Life, Scale.
John of Damascus, diff erent writings
John Chrysostom, Commentary on Genesis, Isaiah, Psalms, Matthew, Luke, 

John, Job, Pauline Epistles, Homilies.
Origen: only fragments.
Proclus: about ten homilies.
Severian of Gabala: Homilies

All these translations were made from the Greek. From the Syriac, Ephraem, 
Jacob of Sarug and Philoxenus were also translated into Armenian.

Original work was executed mainly in form of homilies for liturgical 
feasts, in the fi ft h century by David Anyat (“the Invincible”), Eznik of Kolb, 
John Mandakouni, Bishop Eghiehe, Moses of Khoren; in the seventh cen-
tury, by Moses Siounetsi and the Catholikos Isaac III; in the eighth century 
by John Odsenietsi and Stephen of Siouni; in the ninth century by the 
Catholikos Zacharias, who wrote commentaries on the four gospels and on 
Canticle (lost); and Hamam Areveletsi (“the Oriental”), who commented on 
Job  and Proverbs (lost). In the twelth century Nerses IV Snorhali (“the 
Gracious,” –), whose biography is summarized by I. Kechichian in 
the Introduction to Sources Chrétiennes , , including one of Nerses’ 
most beautiful poems, Jesus, Only Begotten Son of the Father. In this poem of 
 strophes, followed by a “Memorial” of forty other strophes, Nerses con-
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templates many ot and nt fi gures, from Adam, Noah, Abraham, etc., to the 
Apostles of Jesus, with historical concreteness and an intense personal aware-
ness: “I laid down its foundations, I built and structured it,/I furnished and 
decorated it,/I brought together and accumulated./Elevated it and presented 
it;/I produced as a magnifi cent homogeneous work,/the various compositions 
of that fruitful writing,/me, Gregory, a religious and a priest,/the last of the 
poets/and the least of the doctors.” Th e ninety-fi ve Prayers, followed by the 
Memorial About the Composition of this Book, from which come the verses 
cited above, puts their author in line with the greatest Christian poets of all 
times. It would be a highly rewarding task to analyze the biblical texture, 
constantly apparent, of Gregory’s literary legacy.

Th anks to the successful diplomacy of Ashod the Great, an Armenia 
recovering its independence was recognized by the two rival Empires of the 
Byzantines and the Arabs, deciding about the fate of the Armenian nation. 
In the remarkable fl ourishing of cultural and spiritual values that followed, 
the monastery of Narek on the south shore of Lake Van played a central role 
with Gregory of Narek, son of Chosroes the Great (ca. –), as its most 
eloquent poet. His work includes twenty Hymns for religious festivities, a 
Commentary on the Canticle of Canticles, inspired by Gregory of Nyssa, as an 
allegory of the union between Yahweh and Israel in ot, of the Logos and the 
church in nt (Th omson ); a Panegyric on the Holy Cross, in which the 
paragraphs start with the letters of the Armenian alphabet in their natural 
order; a superb Panegyric on Holy Virgin, close to the Byzantine Acathist 
hymn, a master piece anticipating Bernard of Clairvaux; Panegyric on the 
Apostles and the Seventy-Two Disciples; fi nally, Book of Prayers (completed 
in ), Gregory’s last and greatest work.

Editions

Mathew, E. G., Th e Armenian Commentary on Genesis. Attributed to Ephrem 
the Syrian. CSCO –. Leuven .

Translations

Blanchard, M. J. and R. D. Young, A Treatise on God written in Armenian 
by Eznik of Kolb (Floruit ca. –ca. ) An English Translation, with 
Introduction and Notes (Eastern Christian Texts in Translation ). 
Leuven .

Kichichian, Nerses Snorhali. Jesus Fils unique du Pere, SC . Paris .
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Studies

Ajamian, A. and M. E. Stone, eds. Text and Context. Studies in the Armenian New 
Testament (UPATS ),.

Alexanian, J. M., “Th e Armenian Gospel Text from the Fift h Th rough the 
Fourteenth Centuries”: T. J. Samuelian and M. E. Stone, eds. Medieval Armenian 
Culture (UPATS ), , –.

—. “Armenian Versions” Anchor Bible Dictionary  () –.
Bardenhewer, O.,“Die altarmenische Literatur.” Geschichte der altkirchlichen 

Literatur, V () –.
Birchard, C., Armenia and the Bible (UPATS ), .
Cowe, S. P., “A Typology of Armenian Biblical Manuscripts”: REArm, n.s.,  () 

–.
—. “Tendentious Translation and the Evangelical Imperative. Religious Polemic in 

the Early Armenian Church”: REArm  (–) –.
—. Th e Armenian Version of Daniel (UPATS ), .
—. “Armenian Biblical Interpretation”: J. H. Hayes, ed., Dictionary of Biblical 

Interpretation I () –.
Grousset, R., Histoire de l’Arménie, des Origines à . Paris .
Hage, W., “Arménien. I Alte Kirche und Mittelalter”: TRE  () –.
Hausherr, I., “Arménienne (Spiritualité)”: DSp  () –.
Lafontaine, G., “La tradition manuscripte de la version Arménienne des Discours de 

Grégoire de Nazianze. Prolegomènes à l’édition”: Mus  () –.
Mahé, J. P. “Traduction et exégèse. Refl ections sur l’exemple Arménien”: R. Coquin, 

ed., Mélanges A.Guillaumont (Cor ). Paris , –.
Th omson, R. W., A Bibliography of Classical Armenian Literature to a.d.  (CC). 

, –.

Supplementary Bibliography

Alexanian, J. M. “Th e Armenian Version of the New Testament.” In Th e Text of the 
New Testament in Contemporary Research. Essays on the Status Quaestionis. A 
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Patrologia Orientalis. Tome —Fasicule —No . Vol. XII, La Chaîne Arménienne 
sur les épîtres catholiques. . La chaîne sur l’épître de Jacques. Edited by C. 
Renoux,  pp. Löwen: Peeters, .



 Armenian 

La chaîne arménienne sur les Épîtres catholiques. III. La chaîne sur la première épître 
de Jean. Edited by C. Renoux (PO /–). Turnhout: Brepols, .

Der Nersessian, S. “A Homily on the Raising of Lazarus and the Harrowing of Hell.” 
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II
GEORGIAN

Th e word “Georgia” is “identical in root with the Persian Gurgistan”; its 
Russian form is Gruziya. Pliny (st c. c.e.) called its inhabitants Georgi. “An 
older name Iberia, which is linked with the Armenian and Parthian desig-
nations for the region: the inhabitants were called Iberi or Iveri, from which 
the formerly Georgian monastery on Mount Athos, the Iviron, derives its 
name” (Birdsall , ). Th e synonymy with “Iberia” = Spain is purely 
accidental. Th e oldest documents in Georgian, all Christian, date from the 
fi ft h century. Ancient Georgian literature was essentially the work of transla-
tors from Greek and Armenian, Syriac and Arabic. Georgia diverged from 
Armenia in the early seventh century by adopting the Chalcedonian form 
of orthodoxy. Closely linked with Byzance, it experienced a “golden age” 
in its literary development from the end of the tenth to the middle of the 
thirteenth century, thanks in the main to the foundation of the Iviron on 
Mount Athos. Georgian literature served as the primary spiritual nourish-
ment for monks.

Th e Georgian language is totally unrelated to any language which fi g-
ures in the account of the early translation of the scriptures in ancient 
and medieval Christendom. Th e language is almost sui generis, since 
its only relatives are three languages spoken in the same area, namely 
Laz, Mingreli, and Suran. Th ese together form the South-Caucasian or 
K’artvelian languages (from K’artvelebi, ‘Georgians’) (Birdsall, ).

A complete list of patristic writings surviving in Georgian translations is 
presented by Garitte , –. Many of these writings are lost in the 
original Greek.

Editions

CSCO: Subsidia  (),  (). Scriptures Iberici  (),  (), – 
(), --- (–). Series I, vol. , Text. Versio ().

Studies

Amphoux, C.-B., and B. Outtier. “Les leçons des versions géorgiennes de l’épître de 
Jacques.” Bib  (): –.

Birdsall, J. N. “Th e Euthalian material and its Georgian version.” OrChr  (): 
–.
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—. “Th e Georgian Version of the New Testament.” Pages – in Th e Text of the 

New Testament in Contemporary Research: Essays on the Status Quaestionis. A 
Volume in Honor of B. M. Metzger. Edited by B. D. Ehrman and M. W. Holmes. 
StD . Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, .

Childers, J. W. “Th e Old Georgian Acts of the Apostles: a Progress Report.” NTS  
(): –.

Esbroeck, M. van, “L’homélie de Pierre de Jérusalem et la fi n de l’origénisme palesti-
nien en  (traduite du géorgien).” OCP  (): –.

Garitte, G., “Georgienne (Litterature spirituelle)”: DSp  () –.
Old Georgian Literature. Vol. , Old (Simeon) Metaphrases Collection (September 

Lectures). Edited by N. Goguadze. Tbilisi: Mec’niereba, .
Outtier, B. “Les lectionnaires géorgiens.” In La Lecture Liturgique des Épîtres 

Catholiques dans l’Église ancienne, –. Edited by C.-B. Amphoux and J.-P. 
Bouhot. Lausanne: Éditions du Zèbre, .

Van Esbroeck, M. “La question  du ‘Ad Th alassium’ géorgien.” In Philohistôr: mis-
cellanea in honorem Caroli Laga septuagenarii, –. Edited by A. Schoors 
and P. Van Deun. Leuven: Peeters, .
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II I
COPTIC

i. General Survey

Th e script of the Coptic language was borrowed in the fi rst century c.e. 
from the Greek uncial script, to which seven letters from demotic writing 
(the fi nal form of ancient Egyptian writing) were added for the purpose of 
designating certain sounds that were foreign to Greek” (P. Bellet, ). Th ere 
are fi ve distinct dialects: Sahidic, spoken in Upper Egypt, the general literary 
language of the classical period; Bohairic, at home in Nitria and in the Delta, 
used in particular in the monastery of St. Macarius, since the tenth century 
the liturgical idiom of the Coptic Church up to the present day; Fayumic, 
Akhmimic, and Sub-Akhmimic, respectively predominant in the oasis of El 
Fayum, in the region of Akhmim, and around Asyut.

For the translation of the Bible into Coptic, “the date cannot be later than 
the third century c.e. Th e conversion of St. Antony through the hearing of 
scripture around  c.e. indicated the existence of a Coptic version, since 
he knew no Greek, and about fi ft y years later, Pachomius in writing a rule 
for monks in Egypt, demanded the capacity to read scripture, or to recite it, 
from postulants” (J. Neville Birdsall ).

Th e lack of a speculative dimension in Coptic thinking excluded theo-
retical initiatives in the reception of scripture. Even the biblical exegesis of 
Greek patristic authors, from whom Coptic translators adapted some edi-
fying homilies, remained unknown to the Copts. But the Apostolic Fathers 
with Gnostic works, in particular those discovered at Nag Hammadi, and 
Manichean literature, were translated. Th e sub-Akhmimic dialect was the 
most frequently used for versions of Gnostic and Manichean writings, but 
it was superseded by Sahidic with the eventual triumph of orthodoxy.

Old Testament and nt apocryphals represented the most popular 
Christian literature, originally written in Greek, for a Coptic readership. 
Th ey were followed by acts of martyrs and legends about angels. In the mo-
nastic tradition inaugurated by Antony and Pachomius, the Coptic language 
was the only in use, at least in the case of Antony dictating his letters, or of 
Pachomius writing his rule. Th e Apophtegmata of the Desert Fathers were 
originally transmitted in Coptic. Shenoute of Atripe Abbot of the White 
Monastery in Upper Egypt (died ca. ) has left  an important legacy of 
letters, sermons, and reglementations in Sahidic. Among his homilies trans-
lated into Greek, many unauthentic pieces circulated under the names of 
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Athanasius, Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa, John Chrysostom, 
Basil, Cyril of Alexandria and Ephraem.

Studies

Bacht, H., Die Rolle der Heiligen Schrift  bei Horsiesius. Bacht, Das Vermächtnis des 
Ursprungs, Studien zum frühen Mönchtum . Wü: Echter, .

Bellet, P., “Fragmentos desconocidos de Hipólito de Roma en la tradición copta 
(sobre Mateo :–).” Sef  (): –.

Boud’hors, A., Catalogue des fragments coptes de la Bibliotheque Nationale et 
Universitaire deStrasbourg, I Fragments biblique. CSCO . Leuven .

Butler, A. J., Th e Ancient Coptic Churches of Egypt,  vols. Oxford –.
Carroll, S. T., Th e Melitian schism; Coptic Christianity and the Egyptian church. Diss., 

Miami (Ohio), .
Chitty, D. J., Th e desert a city; an introduction to the study of Egyptian and Palestinian 

monasticism under the Christian empire. Crestwood, N.J.: St. Vladimir, .
Cramer, M., Das christlich-koptische Ägypten einst und heute. Wiesbaden .
Cuming, G. J., “Th muis Revisited: Another Look at the Prayers of Bishop Sarapion.” 

TS  (): –.
Ghattas, M., “Jesus Christus in den Hymnen und im liturgischen Beten der kop-

tischen Kirche.” UnSa  (): –.
Goehring, J. E., Th e letter of Ammon and Pachomian monasticism. PatrSt . Berlin: 

De Gruyter, .
Graf, G., Geschichte der christich-arabischen Literatur,  vols. (St. T. , , , , 

), –.
Gribomont, J., “Monachisme: II. Naissance et dévelopements du monachisme chré-

tien, bibliographie”: DSp  (): .
Guillaumont, A., “Copte (Literature spirituelle”: DSp  (): –.
Hardy, E. R., Christian Egypt. Church and People. New York .
Homiletica from the Pierpont Morgan Library; seven Coptic homilies attributed 

to Basil the Great, John Chrysostom, and Evodius of Rome. In CSCOr s, 
Coptici s. Edited by D. Brakke. Louvain: Peeters, .

Joest, C., “Proverbia , und die Bruderliebe bei den Pachomianern.” VigChr  
(): –.

Klakowicz. B. E., “‘I sangui di coloro che vennero uccisi fanno apello presso Dio in 
ogni momento’ (Giustizia e misericordia divina in una lettera di Scenute).” In 
Sangue e antropologia, riti e culto; Atti della V Settimana, vol. , –. Centr. 
Studi Sanguis Christi . Rome: Dia Unione Dr. Sangue, .

Kurek, R., “La meditazione della Bibbia presso i monaci pacomiani.” RVS  (): 
–.
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Maspuro, J., Histoire des Patriarches d’Alexandrie: Depuis la mort de l’Emperor 
Anastase jusqu’à la réconciliation des Eglises Jacobites (–). Paris .

McCollough, C. T., “Th eodoret of Cyrus as biblical interpreter and the presence of 
Judaism in the later Roman Empire.” StPatr / (–): –.

Meinardus, O. F. A., Christian Egypt Ancient and Modern. Cairo d ed. .
Müller, C. D. G., “Charakteristika koptischer Exegese an ausgewählten Beispielen.” 

In Stimuli. Exegese und ihre Hermeneutik in Antike und Christentum. Festschrift  
für Ernst Dassmann. Edited by G. Schöllgen and C. Scholten (JACE B. ), 
–. Münster: Aschendorff , .

—. “Aufb au und Entwicklung der koptischen Kirche nach Chalkedon ()”: Kyrios 
 (): –.

Orlandi, T., “Th e future of Studies in Coptic biblical and ecclesiastical literature.” 
Pages – in Future of Coptic studies. Edited by R. Wilson. .

—. “Coptic Literature”: B. A. Pearson and J. E. Goehring, eds., Th e Roots of Egyptian 
Christianity. Philadelphia , –.

—. “Koptische Kirche”: TRE  (): –.
—. “Letteratura copta e chistianesimo nazionale egiziano”: A. Camplani, ed., L’egitto 

cristian: aspetti e problemi in eta tardo-antica. Rome , –.
Quecke, H., Die Briefe Pachoms. Griechischer Text der Handschrift  W.  der Chester 

Beatty Library eingeleitet und herausgegeben; koptische Fragmente und Zitate. 
TextPatrLit . Regensburg: Pustet, .

Richter, S., Exegetisch-literarkritische Untersuchungen von Herakleidespsalmen des 
koptisch-manichäischen Psalmenbuches. Arbeiten z. spätantiken u. koptischen 
Ägypten . Altenberge: Oros, .

Rousseau, P., Pachomius; the making of a community in fourth-century Egypt. Trans-
formation of the classical heritage . Berkeley: University of California, .

Stander, H., “Th e Patristic Exegesis of Moses Striking the Rock.” CCR  (): 
–.

Timm, S., Christliche Stätten in Agypten,  vols. (Beiheft e zum TAVOB ). Wies-
baden .

—. “Der heilige Mose bei den Christen in Ägypten. Eine Skizze zur Nachgeschichte 
alttestamentlicher Texte.” In Religion im Erbe Ägyptens. Beiträge zur spätatiken 
Religionsgeschichte zu Ehren von Alexander Böhlig. Hrg. von Manfred Gorg (Ägypten 
und Altes Testament ), vol. XX, –. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, .

Urbaniak-Walczak, K., “Zwei verschiedene Rezensionen der (koptischen) Homilie 
über die Auferstehung der Jungfrau Maria von Th eophilus von Alexandrien.” 
GöMisz  (): f.

Veilleux, A., “Holy Scripture in the Pachomian Koinonia.” MonS  (): –.
—. Pachomian Koinonia III. Instructions, letters and other writings of St. Pacho-

mius and his disciples. Cistercian Studies. Kalamazoo: Cistercian, .
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Viaud, G., “Les  presbytres de l’Apocalypse dans la tradition copte.” BSAC  
(): –.

Vollenweider, S., Neuplatonische und christliche Th eologie bei Synesios von Kyrene. 
FKDG . Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, .

Wisse, F., “Th e Coptic Versions of the New Testament.” Pages – in Th e Text of 
the New Testament in Contemporary Research. Essays on the Status Quaestionis. 
A Volume in Honor of B. M. Metzger. Edited by B. D. Ehrman and M. W. 
Holmes. StD . Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, .

Zandee, J., “De descensus ad inferos bij de Kopten.” NedTh T  (–): –.
Zanetti, U., “Les lectionnaires coptes,” In La Lecture Liturgique des Épîtres 

Catholiques dans l’Église ancienne. –. Edited by C.-B. Amphoux and J.-P. 
Bouhot. Lausanne: Édition du Zèbre, .

ii. Antony the Hermit (–)

Th e recent rediscovery of seven authentic Letters attributed to Antony the 
Hermit is one of the many happy improvements in the fi eld of patristic 
studies during the second half of the twentieth century. As in other cases, for 
example the Book of Rules by Tyconius, (the very oldest preserved essay on 
Christian hermeneutics), what was needed for presenting Antony’s Letters 
in a new light was a thorough reading and translating of known sources. 
Th e critical breakthrough for the Letters was due to the pioneering research 
of D. J. Chitty (–) and the more recent exploration of Samuel 
Rubenson.

Th e Letters are addressed to fellow monks in the deserts of Egypt, the 
sixth and longest being explicitly destined to “the dear brethren who are at 
Arsinoe and in its neighbourhood” (Chitty, ). Dating most probably from 
around , they are repetitive in style, but with signifi cant variations from 
letter to letter. Th ey present a cosmo-theology of an Origenian type, applied 
to the actual experience of monasticism. Th e Letters represent a highly sig-
nifi cant initiative for the later development of monastic spirituality.

Numerous thematic parallels between Origen and Antony, diffi  cult to 
trace as they may be on a strictly literary basis, seem verifi able for J. Roldanus, 
Origène. P. Bright, Th e Combat, concludes her comparative analysis of Peri 
Archon and the Letters by noting: “As in Books I and II, the treatment of the 
demonic powers in Book III of Peri Archon fi nds constant echoes in theme 
and logic with Letter  of Antony. . . . Antony’s Letters are representative of a 
pastoral, or rather an applied theology, secured by an overarching system-
atic theology as an unquestioned reference. He is a practitioner within the 
Origenian schema” (Bright). For Antony, the actualized mystery of salva-
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tion is entirely embodied in the ascetic experiment of which he stresses the 
universal and ecclesial dimensions. In the context of urban Christianity, a 
similar actualization, possibly inspired by Antony’s spirituality, was attempted 
by Athanasius of Alexandria when composing his essay On the Incarnation 
(Kannengiesser).

Antony made the decision to actualize the ideals of the Gospel in a soli-
tary lifestyle, by listening to the liturgical readings of scripture (Athanasius, 
Life of Antony, ). In his Letters, “scriptural quotations are such as we should 
expect from one who owed all his knowledge of scripture to the attentive 
ear–many echoes, a certain number of isolated quotations, but chiefl y a few 
chosen verses or passages repeated again and again, notably Is :, Rom 
:–, and , and Phil :–. Quotations from the Gospels are actually 
rare. Th ere appears no evidence of apocalyptic or other apocryphal writings 
such as is found in the Letters of Antony’s disciple and successor, Ammonas” 
(Chitty, Th e Letters, x).

In Letters  and , Moses, who received the written Law, is presented as 
the founder of the “House of Truth” in which the “choir of saints” (the proph-
ets) prays for the coming of the “True Physician.” Indeed, Antony’s favoured 
texts for mentioning divine incarnation in this context are Philippians  and 
Isaiah . In Letter , a teaching about “intellectual substances” is linked with 
Prv :, “Give occasion to a wise man, and he will be yet wiser”; it focuses 
on the Pauline image of Christ’s Body (Col :–), which prevails more 
generally in Antony’s ecclesiology.

A scriptural index for Antony’s Letters must be considered as provisional, 
even hazardous, due to the unavoidable lack of a direct access to most of 
their original text. Th e following is a list of references suggested by Chitty’s 
translation of the Coptic. Other translations would show more affi  nities 
with biblical writings, as for instance the French translation of Letter IV by 
the Monks of Mont des Cats, Introduction A. Louf, Saint Antoine. Lettres 
(Spiritualité Orientale, ), Abbaye de Bellefontaine, , quoting Rv :. 
A fair guess would be to perceive Antony’s oral or written communication 
fully permeated by its scriptural foundation.

Th e prevalence of psalmic quotations or allusions is hardly surprising 
in Antony’s monastic setting. Th e scarcity of references to Genesis and the 
Pentateuch in general is more puzzling, given the importance of Creation 
themes in the Letters. Th e regular recurrence of verses like Prv : and Is 
:, not only signals privileged aspects of Antony’s thought, but it betrays 
also something like a structural awareness in the composition of the Letters. 
Among nt references, Pauline literature occupies almost the whole space 
available, without any mention of other apostolic letter writers, except in I, 
: “Th e Apostle James testifi es to us and says. . . .”
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Genesis : I, 
  :– III, 
 Samuel : IV
 Kings  :– VI, 
 Psalms : I, 
  : V, 
  :  VI, 
  (): lxx III, 
  : I, 
  : VII, 
  : V, ; VII, , 
  : I, 
  : V, ; VI, , 
  : I, 
Proverbs : I, 
 : II, ; III, ; VI, ; VII, , 
  :  I, 
Wisdom : VI, 
Isaiah : VI, 
  :– VII, 
  :  II, ; III, ; V, ; VI, , ; VII, , 
Jeremiah : II, ; V, 
 :  VII, 
 :  II, ; V, 
Ezekiel : lxx V,  (cp. Jer :)
Joel : II, ; VII, 

nt
Matthew : VII, 
  :  III, 
   III, 
  :–  III, 
  :  VI, 
Luke  : II, 
  : IV, 
  : III, 
  : VII, 
    I, 
John  : VII, 
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  VI, 
  :– IV, 
 – VI, 
  : II, ; III, ; IV
   VII, 
  : VII, 
Romans : IV
   VII, 
 : VII, 
 : II, ; IV
   II, ; IV
   VII, 
   II, ; III, ; V, ; VII, 
 Corinthians :– VII, 
   : VII, 
  : I, 
   I, 
  :  I, 
   :– VI, 
 Corinthians : VI, 
  : II, 
  : II, 
   – VII, 
   : VII, , 
Galatians  : II, ; VII, 
   :–  VII, 
   : VII, 
Ephesians  : IV
   : V, :VI, ; VII, , 
   : I, 
Philippians :– II, 
   IV, ; VI, 
   – VI, ; VII, 
    III, ; VII, 
  V, 
Colossians :– VI, 
   : I, 
 Timothy  :  V, ; VII, 
   VII, 
Hebrews : VII, 
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  : VII, 
  : II, ; VII, 
  : II, 
James : I, 
  : I, 

Editions

Apophtegmata: PG , , –. Quecke, H.: Regensburg .
Ep.: Garitte, G.: CSCO f., , Georgian text and Coptic fragments.
Nau, F., “La version syriaque de la première lattre de saint Antoine”: ROC 

 (): –.

Translations

English
Chitty, D., Th e Letters of St. Antony the Great. Oxford .
French
El-Maskîne, Matta, Saint Antoine ascète selon l’Évangile. Abbaye de Bellefon-

taine .
Lefort, above.
Louf., A., Saint Antoine. Lettres. Abbaye de Bellefontaine .
Veilleux, A.: Kalamazoo, Mich. –, –; , –.
German
Miller, B. (apophtegmata): Trier, rd ed. .
Quecke, H. (epistulae): Fs. E. de Strycker. Antwerp-Utrecht , –.

Studies

Bacht, H., Das Vermächtnis des Ursprungs,  vols., Würzburg .
Bright, P., “Th e Combat with the Demons: Th e Letters of Antony and the Origenian 

Heritage”: Bienert, W. A. and U. Kühneweg, eds., Origeniana Septima. Origenes 
in den Auseinandersetzungen des . Jahrhunderts. Leuven .

Burton-Christie, D., Th e Word in the Desert—Scripture and the Quest for Holiness in 
Early Christian Monasticism. New York .

Chadwick, H., “Th e Ascetic Ideal in the Early Church”: W. J. Sheils, ed. Monks, 
Hermits and the Ascetic Tradition. Oxford , ff .

Chitty, D., Th e Desert a City. An Introduction to the Study of Egyptian and 
Palestinian Monasticism under the Christian Empire. Oxford  (French 
transl.: Bellefontaine ).
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Garitte, G., “Un fragment grec attribué à S, Antoine l’Ermite”: BIHBR Fasc. XX 
(): –.

—. “À propos des lettres de S. Antoine l’Ermite”: Muséon  (): –.
Ghedini, G., Lettere cristiane dei papiri greci del III et IV secolo. Suppl. Aegyptus, sez. 

grec.-rom. . Milan , –.
Holze, H., “Schrift erfahrung und Christuserkenntnis”: Th Z  (): –.
Kannengiesser, C., “Antony, Athanasius, Evagrius. Th e Egyptian Fate of Origenism”: 

CCR  (): –.
Rubenson, S., Th e Letters of St. Antony: Origenist Th eology, Monastic Tradition and 

the Making of a Saint. Lund .
—. Th e letters of St. Antony. Th e Monasticism and the Making of a Saint. 

Minneapolis: Fortress, .
—. “Origen in the Egyptian Monastic Tradition of the Fourth Century”: Origeniana 

Septima; W. A. Bienert – U. Kühneweg, eds., Peeters: Leuven , –.

iii. Pachomius (/–)

Born in the city of Snêh (Latopolis), south of Th ebes, Pachomius received 
little education in his rural family. Enrolled by force into the imperial army, 
he met by chance compassionate Christians. Aft er his release, he opted for 
a solitary life in Chenoboskeion (Senesît). He dedicated himself to works of 
charity and was baptized. Aft er  he started to create monastic communi-
ties, the fi rst of their kind in Christian tradition. He called them the Koinonia. 
His foundation in Tabenessi dates from –. In , Pachomius and his 
monks greeted Athanasius, the newly elected bishop of Alexandria, in Syènè 
(Assouan), on one of his pastoral visitations. On that occasion Pachomius 
avoided to be ordained priest. Before he died in , he founded nine mon-
asteries for men and two for women, all in the same region of Upper-Egypt 
between Panopolis in the north and Latopolis in the south. Aft er his death, 
Bishop Th eophilus of Alexandria (–) created the only Pachomian 
monastery outside of the Th ebaid, at Canope, east of Alexandria.

In the founding intuition of Pachomius, monasticism was a practical 
way of life true to the ideals of scripture. Th e “traditions of the apostles 
and prophets” were for him the essential norm for establishing such a new 
institution in the church. “It is in scripture that Pachomius searches for his 
inspiration, even for his most down-to-earth prescriptions about dress, food, 
etc.” (Guy , ). “Even if, in the mind of the fi rst disciples, the divine 
mission and assistance given to Pachomius substantiated the formulation 
of the Rule, the latter in no way claimed to replace or to reduce the teach-
ing of scripture, it rather ‘actualized’ it. Th at intention is obvious in Basil’s 
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Asceticon as shown at once by its many biblical quotations; the same is true 
for Pachomius and his disciples” (Bacht , ).

Studies

Bacht, H., Das Vermächtnis des Ursprungs. Würtzburg .
—. DSp  (): –.
Festugière, A. J., La première Vie grecque de S. Pachôme: Introduction critique et tra-

duction (Moines d’Orient, /). Paris . English transl.: A. N. Athanakassis, 
Missoula, .

Gindele, C., “Die Schrift lesung im Pachomiuskloster.” EA / (): –.
—. “Les moines de saint Pachôme et l’Ecriture Sainte.” BVC  (): –.
Guy, J.-C., “Écriture sainte et vie spirituelle. /: Le cénobitisme pachômien”: DSp  

(): –.
Halkin, F. S., Pachomii vitae graecae (Subsidia hagiographica ). Brussels .
Lefort, L.-T., Les vies coptes de Saint Pachôme et ses premiers successeurs. Louvain 

.
Lorenz, R., “Zur Chronologie des Pachomius.” ZNW  (): –.
Tamburrino, P. “Les saints de l’Ancien Testament dans la ère catéchèse de saint 

Pachôme.” Melto  (): –.
Van Cranenburgh, H., “Les noms de Dieu dans la prière de Pachôme et de ses dis-
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IV
ETHIOPIAN

A vast territory south of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, bordered in the 
west by modern Sudan, in the south by Kenya, was populated fi ve or six 
centuries before the common era by immigrants coming from southern 
Arabia. Th e original culture of Ethiopia was of a Semitic type as was its writ-
ten language, “the fi rst Semitic language written with vocalization” (Heyer, 
). Christianity penetrated Ethiopia in the early fourth century, thanks to 
a merchant called Frumentius and his companion Aedesius, both originating 
from Tyre, Syria (Gaza). Aft er a certain time Frumentius was ordained priest 
in Alexandria by the recently consecrated bishop Athanasius (ca. /). 
In the sixth century, a second foundation in Ethiopia was the work of the 
so-called “Seven Saints,” Monophysite monks exiled from Syria.

Christian literature in Ethiopia started with the translation of the Bible 
from the lxx into Geez, then the vernacular language, during the fi ft h and 
sixth centuries. Th e nt was translated on the basis of the Lucianic version 
of Antioch. Later, numerous revisions of the nt in Geez occurred based on 
Arabic versions provided by the Coptic patriarchate of Alexandria. “Th e 
church teaches that its canonical scriptures are eighty-one” (Haile , 
).

Versions of ancient apocyrphals, such as the Book of Enoch, the Book of 
Jubilees, the Shepherd of Hermas, the Ascension of Isaiah, IV Esdras, and the 
Physiologos, oft en reproduced the oldest form known of the original text. 
Th e Qerillos, translated from Greek, was a collection of christological docu-
ments and citations starting with On the Right Faith, by Cyril, hence its title. 
Th e collection referred to Ephesus  with a distinctively Monophysite 
fl avour. Other apocryphals, with apocalyptic overtones, were Th e Testament 
of Our Lord, the Apocalpyse of Peter, the Qalementos (“Clement”), and others 
(Velat, ).

Monastic sources, such as the Rule of St. Pachomius, the Rule of St. Antony, 
the Apophtegmata, or the Filkesyus (“Philoxenos” of Mabbug, d. ), were 
also translated in the older, or Axiumite period, and so was the Didascalia. 
A special devotion for Mary found its expression in hymns and in other po-
etic forms of a remarkable quality, the oldest of them, the Weddase Maryam 
(“Praises of Mary”), dating from the fourth or the sixth century.

Among translated patristic works fi gure, in particular, some homilies of 
John Chrysostom, such as his commentary on Hebrews, on the Gospels of 
Mark, Luke, John and on the Ten Commandments, all in their Geez  versions. 



 Fourteen Patristic Exegesis

Other patristic works are only partially tranmitted in catenae. Th ough de-
clared “heretics” by the “Monophysite” church of Ethiopia, Isaac of Nineveh 
and Iso’dad of Merw became part of the Ethiopian tradition thanks to their 
monastic and exegetical writings.

For a description of the current practice of biblical studies in Ethiopia, 
see the report of a practicioner and insider, G. Haile .
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 Th e Venerable Bede’s Use of Scripture 

Th e “end” of the patristic era as an historical phenomenon was marked by 
extreme fl uidity, covering several centuries and many diff erent developments. 
Patristic voices were silenced by the destruction of the church institutions 
through which they had delivered their message. Augustine of Hippo, 
agonizing on his deathbed during the summer of  in a city surrounded 
by the Vandals, serves here as an eloquent example. Aft er his death, Hippo no 
longer existed on the map of patristic exegesis. By the middle of the eighth 
century, at the other end of the Mediterranean, John Mansûr, noble citizen 
of Damascus and author of the Πηγὴ γνώσεως, Th e Fount of Knowledge, 
died at the age of , with his ancient metropolis already transformed into 
a predominantly Islamic city.

Th roughout this long period—the protracted “ending” of the patristic 
period from  until —the interpretation of scripture underwent 
dramatic changes inside the ongoing pastoral and scholastic activities of the 
Christian communities. Th e explanation of the Bible had already imposed 
on generations of Christian intellectuals tremendous challenges, and the 
relentless response to these challenges given by community leaders resulted 
in the inculturation of the Bible among the churches established inside the 
Roman Empire and along its borders. Once such a result had been secured, 
biblical exegesis tended to retreat from a creative invention of commentaries 
to an exegesis of the commentaries themselves. In the Greek-speaking world, 
thematic collections of extracts started circulating for an easier distribution 
of what was henceforth perceived as the classical message of the Fathers. Th e 
Latin West produced its own recapitulative forms of scholarship, imposed 
by the ravages of barbarian invasions, culminating in the encyclopedic work 
of Isidore of Seville, who died in .

What happened to the legacy of patristic exegesis beyond the cultural 
and political shift s marking the end of Antiquity? In the recent past a number 
of fi ne scholars have faced the complexity of the shift s to be considered, but 
so far their eff orts have been punctual at best, and the results give a blurred 
overall impression of the earliest reception of patristic exegesis by the fi rst 
wave of medieval commentators. For this new generation of scholars a fi rst 
requirement was to gain control over the original languages in which the 
Bible itself was transmitted since the beginning of the Christian era—Greek, 
Latin, and Hebrew. Again, a degree of text criticism was indispensable when 
newly converted barbarian groups acquired diff erent copies of biblical 
texts. Readings of copies from patristic commentaries was oft en a source of 
amazement for these new scholars, as the Fathers had sometimes based their 
explanations on versions of the Bible unknown to their readers in the early 
medieval period. Th en began the needed confrontation with the thought of 
the ancient commentators and the cultural background shimmering through 
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that thought, in other words, their confrontation with a world gone forever 
in which the early Christian traditions had sacralized their innermost self-
affi  rm ations. A fresh inculturation of the Bible in new forms of language 
and society became the basic imperative, even if, at fi rst glance, the earliest 
medieval generations of exegetes seemed singularly ill-prepared for such a 
task.

In the living organism of Christian traditions, the same challenge resur-
faces each time when a new generation of believers fi nds itself alienated from 
its own religious past, or when Christians attempt to redefi ne themselves and 
to deliver their spiritual message in a new culture. From the northernmost 
territories of the newly converted Anglo-Saxon tribes, the eighth century 
English monk, Bede invites us to a modest case-study set in this winding 
road marked by new beginnings in the history of Christian hermeneutics.

Th e Venerable Bede and the Reception of Patristic Exegesis

At the age of seven, Bede (–) entered a Northumbrian community 
of monks, established in the region of Durham, at Wearmouth and Jarrow, 
hardly two miles away from Hadrian’s Wall. Until his death at the age of 
, he never left  that remote spot but he developed within its comparative 
isolation, the universal vision of a great scholar and the fervent enthusiasm 
of a spiritual teacher. For almost half a century, as he states about himself at 
the end of his Ecclesiastical History of the English People, “amid the observance 
of the discipline of the Rule and the daily task of singing in the church, it 
has always been my delight to learn or to teach or to write” (V, ; transl. 
B. Ward, Th e Venerable Bede, Kalamazoo, Michigan, , ). His written legacy 
(PL –) provided an important foundation for the interpretation of the 
Bible in the Latin Middle Ages by transmitting the riches of spiritual exegesis 
as taught by the third century Alexandrian Origen and by Pope Gregory the 
Great, just a few generations before the time of Bede. Completely neglected 
by the historians of Christian exegesis during the fi rst half of the twentieth 
century because of their bias against allegorism, the exegetical works of Bede 
made a spectacular entry into the Corpus Christianorum from  on, 
thanks to the editorial achievement of the Benedictine Daniel Hurst.

In their chronological order, over twenty of Bede’s exegetical writings deserve 
here a special mention:

Ca.  Expositio Actuum Apostolorum: CCL , M. L. W. Laistner, 
 = ; English transl. L. T. Martin, Kalamazoo, . Th e Expositio was 
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completed by a list of Nomina regionum atque locorum de Actibus Apostolorum: 
CCL , M. L. W. Laistner : a toponymy inspired by Jerome, based on 
Pliny, Natural History, Orosius, History, and Isidore, Etymologies.

Between  and  Expositio evangelii Lucae: CCL , D. Hurst, 
. In Epistolas evangelii Lucae: CCL , D. Hurst, . In Epistolas septem 
catholicas: CCL , D. Hurst, .

Between  and  Apocalypsin: PL , –.
Ca.  In primam partem Samuhelis libri IV: CCL , D. Hurst . 

De mansionibus fi liorum Israel.
 In Genesim.
– De tabernaculo: CCL A, D. Hurst, . De eo quod ait 

Isaias ‘Et claudentur’.
– In Tobiam, In Proverbia Salomonis, and In Cantica Canticorum: 

CCL B, D. Hurst, .
Ca.  In Regum librum XXX Quaestiones: CCL , D. Hurst, .
 De temporum ratione, in which Bede reworks an earlier essay De 

temporibus: CCL B, C. W. Jones, .
– Expositio evangelii Marci: CCL , D. Hurst, .
– In Ezram et Neemiam.
– De templo: CCL A, D. Hurst, .
Before  Expositio in canticum Habacuc prophetae: CCL B, J. E. 

Hudson, .
– Homeliarum evangelii libri II, including fi ft y homilies of Bede, 

selected and edited by himself: CCL , D. Hurst, .
Aft er  Retractationes in Acta: CCL , M. L. W. Laistner,  = 

.
, Nov , Letter to Egbert of York
At a very early stage of his teaching career, Bede wrote a number 

of didactic essays for student monks, such as a treatise De orthographia 
(CCL A, C. W. Jones,  = ), and so he began as a writer, where 
Cassiodorus had ended, with “a notebook, with words grouped under letters 
of the alphabet, with brief warnings about diffi  culties in spelling, a few 
grammatical rules about certain forms, sometimes alternative meanings” 
(B. Ward, Th e Venerable, ); a De arte metrica, a De natura rerum, and a De 
schematibus et tropis, with examples of the forms of speech most oft en used 
in scripture and Christian poetry.

Bede’s own familiarity with classical Latin enabled him to express himself 
in a serene and communicative prose, characterized by a fi rm grasp of syntax. 
Th e words of the bridegroom in Canticle could have been spoken by Bede 
himself: “I would always secure a limpid appearance for my conversation and 
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a clear and graceful voice for what I have to say”, faciem meae conversationis 
limpidam ac vocem meae locutionis puram semper off eram et gratam.

Th e poetic meter of Bede’s De die iudicii, On the Day of Judgment, 
translated into Old English, was a source of inspiration for the later 
Carolingian poets. Other hymns and prayers versifi ed by Bede were edited 
by J. Fraipont in CCL  () –; these paraphrases of biblical 
psalms continued a tradition inaugurated by Paulinus of Nola in the fourth 
century.

Commentary on Revelation (PL , –)

Th e Commentary on Revelation begins with a summary of Tyconius’ Book 
of Rules as quoted in Augustine’s De doctrina christiana. Th e Book of Rules 
had already been summarized by Augustine in his De doctrina christiana, 
but Bede’s summary, unlike Augustine’s, includes appropriate references to 
the Book of Revelation and thus enriches the presentation of almost all the 
seven Rules of Tyconius. In a sober paraphrase Bede rewrites the whole 
sacred text, verse by verse, occasionally calling on nine patristic authorities 
enumerated here in their chronological order:

Ignatius of Antioch B; Cyprian B; Tyconius D, A, A, 
C, B, A, D, C, A and A; Dionysius of Alexandria 
A, Jerome C, C; Augustine A, D, D; Arator A; 
Gregory the Great A, B, D; Fortunatus A. In addition, Bede calls 
on an “old saying” vetus dictum (A): “Consider how the earth is divided 
in four parts, for stating that faith prevails everywhere”, Respice distinctis 
quadratum partibus orbem, ut regnum fi dei cuncta tenere probes (A). Th is 
focus on the “universality” of the church will be a constant refrain in Bede’s 
commentaries of scripture.

Bede’s remarks in the Commentary of Revelation are well described 
by Benedicta Ward: “Bede was not fanciful at the expense of teaching; he 
used allegory only as a servant of his main purpose of edifi cation” (Th e 
Venerable, ).

Commentary on Acts

Bede’s Commentary on Acts, possibly his earliest exegetical work, is also 
the fi rst extensive explanation of Acts written by a Latin author. As Greek 
models like the Homilies on Acts by John Chrysostom were unknown to 
him, the Northumbrian monk could freely invest his own genuine resources 
in this interpretive task. Indeed throughout On Acts he displays a variety 
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of methods and a broad range of information, which may well refl ect the 
more personal aspects of his attitude towards scripture. An instance of an 
original initiative running throughout the Commentary highlights the way 
in which Bede was applying the principle of intertextuality which he had 
inherited from the patristic tradition. He constantly refers the verses of Acts 
to the text of the Gospels as the only key capable of opening the correct 
understanding of Luke’s historical narrative. Th us he starts by clarifying the 
meaning of “all the things which Jesus did” in Acts : by quoting John : 
about Jesus’ “signs which are not written”. Th e same recourse to the Gospels 
occurs ten other times in Bede’s remarks on the twenty-six verses of Acts , 
and this continues to be prevalent all through the following chapters of the 
Commentary. When Bede cites Ambrose on the famous vision of Peter in 
the house of Cornelius (Acts ), he mentions “those living things shown in 
the evangelical vessel” (:A; Martin, ), namely the vessel of Acts :, 
which he calls “evangelical” precisley in calling on them in the light of Mt 
:. Indeed the “evangelical” focus of Bede’s intertextual reading of Acts 
gives a valuable introduction to his self-invented reception of the biblical 
story “according to the faith of the Gospels” (on Acts :b).

Th e historical narrative of Acts is treated by Bede in a sound and down-
to-earth paraphrase, allowing here and there an amplifi cation refl ecting the 
author’s geographical interests (on Acts :b, “according to the historical 
sense”; Martin ), or to arithmology (on Acts :; :; :), or again 
asking for historical remarks concerning ancient Rome (on Acts :). 
Once at least, in the explanation of Acts :–, the interpreter deliberately 
chooses to allegorize: “We can speak allegorically here, for the upper room 
is the loft iness of spiritual gift s; night is the obscurity of the scriptures; the 
abundance of lamps is the explanation of the more enigmatic sayings; the 
Lord’s day is the remembrance of either the Lord’s resurrection or our own” 
(Martin, ). In this case allegorism serves to articulate a spiritual lesson 
fi tting for Bede’s contemporaries, arising out of Luke’s anecdote concerning 
the young Eutychus, sitting at the window and overcome by sleep, falling 
down from the third fl oor. Th e same procedure is applied in the comment on 
Acts : where Bede notices “a most beautiful allegorical sense” (Martin, 
) with a call for the practice of virtues, similar to the one added to the 
comment on Acts :–.

Th e concern about the universal relevance of Acts is another feature of 
Bede’s originality in his interpretation of Acts. From the start he explains that 
the addressee is called Th eophilus, because it means “lover of God, or beloved 
of God”, as Jerome already had observed in De nominibus Hebraeorum (CCL 
, , ). Th is prompts Bede’s comment: “Th erefore, anyone who is a 
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lover of God may believe that this (work) was written for him” (Martin 
). In Acts :, he subsumes a prophecy of the “Kingdom of God” to be 
spread “fi nally throughout the farthest borders of the world” (Martin, ). 
Commenting on Acts :a (the “tongues of fi re” at Pentecost), he concludes 
“that the holy church, when it had spread to the ends of the earth, was 
to speak in the languages of all nations” (Martin, ); “every soul” in Acts 
: becomes in Bede’s comment “all the nations” (Martin, ). In Acts :
b, “the queen of the South came from the end of the earth” (Martin, ), 
just as Bede positions himself on another “end” of the earth.

In Acts :, the two servants and the soldier sent by Cornelius to Peter 
personify in Bede’s view “the gentile world, which was to believe in the 
faith of the apostles” and which “had subjugated Europe, Asia and Africa” 
(Martin, ). In Acts :b, “the four corners by which the linen sheet hangs 
down designate the four regions of the world to which the church extends” 
(Martin, ). Commenting on Acts :, Bede insists that “the splendour of 
faith fi rst sprang to life in the cold heart of the gentile world” (Martin, ). 
In Acts : , he sees the lame Lycaonian imploring Peter and John “cured 
in the midst of the new joy of the converted gentile world” (Martin, ). 
Th us Bede’s constant awareness of being engaged in a world-wide process 
of evangelization fi nds a fi rst expression in his Commentary on Acts before 
becoming increasingly vocal in his later writings.

Commentary on the Seven Catholic Epistles

The Commentary on the Seven Catholic Epistles is one of the earliest 
commentaries put into writing by Bede. By their diversity and their well 
focused content Bede’s explanations on the seven Catholic Epistles may well 
refl ect the normal range of his teaching, versatile to a certain degree, but 
always kept in a practical adjustment to his immediate readership. First of 
all, the seven commentaries witness to the author’s intimate familiarity with 
scripture. A massive quoting of biblical references characterizes the texture 
of the seven essays, On James, First Peter, Second Peter, First John, Second John, 
Th ird John, and On Jude, in a stark contrast to the very few patristic sources 
mentioned by their author. Th e Greek and Latin languages are treated as 
belonging to the distant past and obviously unknown by Bede’s audience. 
Th ey need special and detailed explanations (On James : ; Hurst, –; 
: –, “the ambiguity of the Greek”, Hurst, ). Th e monastic setting of the 
commentary is refered to through Ps.  ():, “that salvation is certainly of 
which we sing, ‘the Lord is my light and my salvation’” (On James :; Hurst, 
), or by a reminder on “the frequent sweetness of psalm-singing” capable of 
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driving “away the harmful disease of sadness” (On James :; Hurst, ).
Just as in the Commentary on Acts, the reference to the Gospels themselves 

as a hermeneutic key is crucial in On  Peter (, . ; , ; , . . ), 
the longest of the seven exegetical essays, Bede does not produce in it any 
allegories of his own, not even in the amplifi ed paraphrase of “living stones” 
( Peter :; Hurst, –). With a constant paraphrasing of biblical texts 
in support of his own statements, he closely follows the composition of 
the epistle—“Up to this point blessed Paul has been instructing the church 
in general... From this point on he skillfully urges...” ( Peter :; Hurst, 
). Th e straight logic of Bede’s statements keeps the fl avour of a peaceful 
conversation among monastic partners in consentual unanimity. If his 
biblical culture derives from the Fathers, Bede’s piety places him already 
inside the medieval confi nes of a monastic world.

On  Peter starts by claiming that the apostle “wrote that letter ( Peter) 
for beginners, this one ( Peter) for the more perfect” (on :; Hurst ). On 
the matter of the authenticity of  Peter, Bede states that “if there are certain 
persons who say that this letter was not written by the blessed apostle Peter”, 
such an opinion is to be rejected “according to the faith of the Gospels” (on 
:; Hurst, ), consistently using the Gospel references as his interpretative 
key. Hence his comments on the “thousand years” included in the eschatology 
of  Peter remain edifying and realistic, without any trace of symbolism 
(on :–; Hurst –), and he ends them by stressing once more the 
universality of the sacred message: “What the same Paul wrote particularly 
to certain churches he is proven to have written generally to all the churches 
which are throughout the world and which make up the one catholic church” 
(on :; Hurst, ).

On  John presents a short dissertation based on a continuous paraphrase 
of  John, a sort of companion text to Augustine’s exegesis of  John which 
Bede quotes at least forty times, next to a few lines borrowed here and there 
from Gregory the Great. Th e abundance of explicit citations, produced as 
such by the author with a didactic purpose is unusual in Bede’s exegetical 
writings. His commentary On  John is a learned and concise piece of anti-
heretical polemics, entirely resting on patristic information concerning 
Papias, Marcion and Cerinthus. On  John, exercises Bede’s historical wit 
about the Gaius to whom the epistle was addressed, and the “proud and 
arrogant heresiarch” Diotrephes mentioned in verse . Th e paraphrase 
remains sober, without a trace of spiritual exegesis, and with only one 
patristic citation calling on Gregory the Great.

Th e comments on Jude are more elaborate, with some anti-Arian and anti- 
Pelagian overtones. Bede’s comments are clearly presented in his own right, 
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without any call on predecessors. Th ey are rich of biblical substance and 
they highlight the literal sense of Jude’s epistle according to the interpreter’s 
historical and theological focus.

Homilies on the Gospels

A Preface by Benedicta Ward and an Introduction by Lawrence T. Martin 
present the English translation of the Homilies on the Gospels by L. T. Martin 
and D. Hurst as specially opportune today because of “a precipitous decline 
in knowledge of Latin even among the clergy and religious” (xxiii). Th e 
translation reads the more easily as style and vocabulary in the homilies seem 
to have been deliberately kept by Bede on a level of crystal clear simplicity. 
Fift y short compositions, all written by Bede himself, follow the sequence 
of seasons and feasts all through the liturgical calendar of the year. Each of 
them explains a passage from the Gospels, supposedly read on given days. 
Despite an occasional direct address to the “brotherhood” of a monastic 
audience and the regular doxologies by which they are closed, one may doubt 
that these homilies were actually preached as we read them. Martin notes 
“a striking lack of overlap between Gregory (the Great)’s forty Homilies on 
the Gospels and Bede’s fi ft y Homilies”, and he concludes “that Bede perhaps 
deliberately chose to compose his Homilies only on texts that Gregory had 
not treated” (xvi). Th us the Northumbrian teacher would not only have 
adopted the homiletic paradigm of his preferred patristic role model, he 
would also have re-enacted Gregory’s ministry as a preacher in producing 
a complementary series of homilies.

In such a perspective, Bede’s use of scripture as a homelist becomes 
indicative of his basic attitude toward the patristic legacy. As Martin well 
observes, “Bede does not generally use direct quotations from the Fathers 
in his Homilies on the Gospels” (xvii); “he does not use the Fathers primarily 
as authorities to strengthen his own position in matters of interpretation” 
(xxii). Familiar as he is with patristic sources, Bede contents himself with 
deriving from them very freely chosen images and “motifs to enrich and 
ornament his own words” (xxii). Th e legacy of the Fathers contributes to the 
literary aesthetics of the learned monk, the substance of their teaching having 
become like a second nature for him; but the unique focus of his preaching in 
these Homilies of the Gospels are the Gospels themselves, which he quotes and 
paraphrases on his own initiative. And here Bede has a remarkable reaction: 
the more his quoting of the Gospels is directly applied to the daily experience 
of his supposed monastic audience, the more does he call on technical terms 
of patristic hermeneutics, with an insistence absent in his other exegetical 
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writings. It looks as if the codifi ed structure of exegesis fi xed since the fourth 
century secured for the eighth century monk, out of the cultural frame of 
Antiquity, a solid ground for his own reading of the Gospels.

In Homily I, , Bede distinguished between “a more profound level in 
relation to the sacraments of the Lord’s incarnation” () and “the historical 
sense” (); in I,  he checks “the whole course of the Old Testament (veteris 
instrumenti)” () about angels; “mystically however”, on another level of 
reading, he states his fi ndings; in I, , “we are taught typologically” (); in I, . 
aft er the apocryphal narrative concerning the death of the apostle John, one 
needs to shift  again, with the words “However mystically speaking . . .” (), 
from one level of reading to another. Th e double-levelled reading is clearly 
required in I, , “fi guratively speaking” and “according to the literal sense” 
(ff .); in I, , with “typologically speaking” (); and in I, , again with 
“fi guratively speaking” (). In I, , which is a more elaborate homily on 
the miracle of Cana, Bede states that “fi gural meanings regarding heavenly 
sacraments aside, even according to the literal sense this (miracle) confi rms 
the faith of right believers” (), and he goes on, “typologically speaking”, 
with the story’s “mystical meaning” in view (), or by “looking at the literal 
sense” (). He opens Homily I,  with a hermeneutical ruling which 
announces the medieval practice of centuries to come: “Th e sublimity of 
divine scripture is so great and of such a sort that not only words reported 
as having been said by holy people or by our Lord himself are full of spiritual 
mysteries, but so are even the circumstantial details which seem to be set 
down simply” (). In I,  and , the “mystical meaning” (, ) is 
again pointed out; in I, , “the Lord also shows us something typologically” 
() by operating a miracle on the Sabbath, and “mystically this instructs 
us . . .” (). In I, , the white garments of the transfi gured Lord “represent 
typologically the church of his saints” (), and in I, , when Jesus writes 
with his fi nger on the ground, “typologically this teaches us” () something 
else, which one may only perceive “fi guratively speaking” ().

It would be awkward to enumerate the constant repetition of that same 
distinction between the literal and the spiritual approach to the Gospels as 
it runs uninterruptedly through the second set of twenty-fi ve Homilies in 
the edition of L. T. Martin and D. Hurst. However a few remarks made by 
Bede in order to render his spiritual approach more appealing may highlight 
his proper reception of patristic hermeneutics: Th e monastic teacher of 
Northumbria seems to understand as “typological” the symbolic meaning of 
a biblical person or object in so far as it allows a “mystical” reception of that 
person or object in the actual awareness of his audience. First Bede claims: 
“Th ose who read or listen to the signs and miracles of our Lord and Saviour 
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properly do not receive them in such a way that they pay attention to what 
in them produces outward astonishment, but instead they consider what 
they themselves ought to be doing inwardly” (). In other words, he calls 
for the inner space of a subjectivity modeled and motivated by scripture. His 
“typological” reading of the Gospels is directly connected with that “mystical” 
space proper to the understanding of believers by which the “mystical sense” 
can be assimilated to the actual life experience. Typology no longer resonates 
primarily with its christo-ecclesiological focus of patristic times. Actually, 
this focus always being presupposed by Bede, it directly pours its “mystical” 
meaning into the actual spirituality of the monastic community.

In II, , Bede starts by discussing “the old explanation of the Fathers” 
() concerning questions of the apostles unanswered by God, but in 
examining the lack of a spiritual reception by the disciples of what Jesus 
announced to them, he adds: “Th ese words of the Lord are mystical, and, 
as he himself bore witness, spoken as parables, but the disciples to whom 
they were spoken were still so fl eshly-minded that they did not grasp their 
deeper meaning. Not only did they not understand the hidden mysteries of 
his words, but they did not even understand their own ignorance...; they 
were not yet able to grasp the mysteries underlying his words” (). Now 
the “words of the Lord are mystical”, because “we understand all these things 
spiritually” (II, ; ). Now, “according to the typological understanding, 
bread signifi es love” (II, ; ); “the symbolic event agrees point by point 
with its fulfi llment” (II, ; ); the Book of Psalms displays “so many 
recitations of hidden spiritual mysteries” (II, ; ), and “the type and fi gure 
of the feast of the law is in agreement with our festivity” (II, ; ); for, 
“if we understand all these things spiritually, they denote true sincerity” (II, 
; ). Th e Homilies on the Gospels are entirely pervaded by Bede’s eager-
ness to educate and confi rm the self-understanding of the “brotherhood” 
as gift ed, like “the venerable father Tobit... with mystical voice” (II, ; ), 
and “stirred up to a mystical understanding” (II, ; ), thanks to which 
all “types” are now perceived with “mystical meaning” (II, ; ) or 
“mystically” ().

Th e Commentary on the Song of Songs

Th e imposing commentary In Cantica canticorum fi lls six Books (CCL B, 
–) with a literary investment and a richness of thought which was 
to be highly appreciated by generations of medieval scholars. Here Bede 
takes his place beside Origen of Alexandria and Gregory the Great, the best 
patristic commentators of the Song of Songs, and for modern readers he 
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already announces the most original interpreter of that book in the middle 
ages, Bernard of Clairvaux (–).

A detailed study of Bede’s Commentary on Canticles would exceed the 
limits of the present Epilogue. But, briefl y noting the most obvious features 
of its content, a clear picture should emerge showing how the patristic legacy 
framed and inspired the Northumbrian commentator’s mind in this task. 
In the light of the preceding analysis of others of his exegetical writings, 
Bede’s independent and consistent creativity as an interpreter should also 
be confi rmed.

Th e Canticle is a work in which “Solomon, the most wise among kings, 
described the mysteries of Christ and the church, which means of the eternal 
king and his city, under the fi gure of a bridegroom and his bride” (, 
–). Bede’s introductory sentence announces the symbolic interpretation 
popularized by Origen and continuously repeated by Christian interpreters 
throughout the patristic period. By taking over the traditional ideas and 
images linked with that interpretation, the eighth century commentator 
at once pays a tribute to his predecessors and at the same time expresses 
his own understanding of their legacy. Whereas it is possible that Bede 
was primarily concerned with his own way of conforming to the patristic 
canon of interpretation, a contemporary critic would incline to focus on 
the traces of Bede’s originality in that submission to the tradition. At least, 
one must note one striking initiative which conditions his whole writing on 
Canticle from the very start: he explicitly bases his statements on biblical 
intertextuality, with quotations from scripture apparent on all the pages of 
his text, but he very rarely mentions patristic authorities (Apponius: , 
; , . Jerome: , ). Rather, he identifi es with such authories, 
not by plagiarizing them, but by creating a literary expression of his own 
thought under the mantle of their past discourse. Far from simply making 
collections of the patristic sources as did contemporary authors of fl orilegia, 
Bede brings to new life the intuitions of Origen or the lyrical eff usion of 
Gregory the Great by letting these authorities resonate through his own 
prose. Th e mirror eff ect resulting from such a double-levelled composition 
demonstrates the symbolic value not only of fi gures and events reported 
from Canticle, but of Bede’s understanding of himself as an exegete: by their 
implicit presence in speaking with his voice, these former interpreters gave 
warrant to his own task as a teacher. His own diction was in his view only 
the living symbol of a substantial message delivered by the “holy doctors” 
of the past, as he calls them.

Bede’s Commentary on Canticle is written for a “learned readership” 
(studioso lectori, , ). Verse by verse each element of the biblical poem 
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requires a continuous explanation, claiming to discern a semantic continuity 
from one verse to another, or coordinating the alleged meaning of chosen 
elements in these verses with images and phrases found in neighbouring 
verses. Th us the interpreter’s thematic agenda decides the symbolic content to 
be attributed to each line of Canticle according to the typology Christ-church. 
Th e notion of “Christ” seems the less problematic for Bede: a central focus 
in his symbolic interpretation, it hardly attracts any polemical apologetics 
against heretics or unbelievers (Fotiniani and Manichei are mentioned , 
), whereas the notion of “church” requires a fundamental clarifi cation. 
Using the term in its etymological signifi cance as the “community of those 
who are called” by God to become part of his chosen people, Bede starts by 
insisting that it includes the synagogue of biblical times as well as Christian 
people (, –). In short, “church” means the spiritual identity of any 
believer within the Judeo-Christian tradition (as in Augustine, City of God 
Book XII), though the commentary privileges the “souls reborn in Christ” 
(, f.), considered together or individually. As we already noticed in 
other essays of Bede’s, of that mystical reality he emphasizes in particular, 
the “catholicity”, which means its actual extension in the known world of 
his day. Conscious as he was of living on a small island on the edge of the 
vast ocean which marks the western “end” of the world (“because Britain 
lies almost under the North Pole”, prope sub ipso septentrionali vertice iacet: 
Ecclesiastical History of the English People, ed. B. Colgate and R. A. B. Mynors, 
Oxford , –), he must have perceived his belonging to a world-wide 
community of believers as a special privilege, a practical sign of the salvation 
granted by Christ. Church Fathers like Ambrose and John Chrysostom had 
emphasized the baptismal entry into global salvation-history as a personal 
experience of God’s universal gift  of redemption; Bede, whose special interest 
for geography is well known, transferred that apologetical theme into spatial 
universality.

Bede’s insistence on the inner cohesion of the universal church is very 
clear: the Bridegroom, in the fi gure of Christ, says in Canticle: “‘for our 
vineyard blossomed’, once again calling his many vineyards one vineyard, 
as he wanted the many churches in the world to be for him one church”, 
nam vinea nostra fl oruit (Ct :), ita enim multas vineas unam appellat 
vineam sicut per orbem ecclesias unam sibi ecclesiam voluit (, ff .). Bede 
combines universality with unity in the sancta universalis ecclesia (, ), 
based on the Pauline metaphor of the church as the Body of Christ (Col 
:), and, in reference to baptism and eucharist (, –), he concludes 
that doctrinal unity in the church fl ows from the church’s intrinsic unity 
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due to the gift  of the Holy Spirit (, –), that church being called 
in Canticle “spouse, or sister, or beloved, or in similar fashion in order to 
signify that she remains one and undivided thoughout the world”, ob id vero 
sponsa vel soror vel amica vel aliquid huiusmodi vocatur ut una esse nec divisa 
quamvis longe lateque per orbem difusa signetur (, –). Even with 
a part of it already in heaven, there exists only “one and the same church of 
Christ”, una eademque ecclesia Christi (, ). Finally Bede stresses a last 
characteristic in his notion of the universal church: it is the church of the 
gentiles, de gentibus ecclesia (, ), of which the Lord takes no less care 
than of the church assembled by the Jews of old (, f.).

With the apostles, whom he calls “the very fi rst doctors of the church”, 
ipsi primi doctores ecclesiae, id est apostoli (, ), primi ecclesiae doctores, 
id est apostoli duodecim (, f.), and among whom Paul is declared 
praedicator egregius, “outstanding preacher” (, ), Bede mentions no 
other teaching authority of an ecclesiastical rank, nor does he refer in his 
Commentary on Canticle a single time to any hierarchical power inside the 
church, except in three passages where he comments on the “guardians of 
the walls” in Ct :: “the guardians of the walls are in a similar way the 
supreme doctors, as those who are in charge of governing and defending 
the church”, custodes murorum idem summi doctores sunt cum eos quoque qui 
ecclesiam gubernare ac munire suffi  ciant instruere satagunt (, ff .; see also 
, – and , –). Indeed the doctores sancti (, ; , 
; , ; , ), the praedicatores (, ; , ; , ; , 
), the ecclesiae doctores (, ; , ), or simply doctores (in about 
thirty other occurrences), without any clerical attributions, but masters of 
spiritual progress and dispensors of sacramental benefi ts, are constantly on 
Bede’s mind when projecting his vision of the church over his Commentary 
on Canticle. It leads him to distinguish between simple believers and others 
whom he calls “perfect” (, ff .; compare , f.), but contrary to 
Origen he never applied that distinction to his biblical hermeneutics by 
suggesting that the deeper meaning of scripture is only available to the 
more advanced.

Th us Bede succeeded in delivering a message that spoke to his con-
temporaries and to future generations. His reception of the patristic legacy 
concerning the literal and the spiritual meaning of scripture could not have 
functioned in a simpler way. He dispenses from any critical elaboration on 
the senses of scripture; he does not diff erentiate between specifi c schools 
of thought concerning biblical interpretation. His preconceived symbolic 
approach to the Song of Songs enables him to reach directly beneath the 
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“surface of the letter”—“For the meaning of this verse beneath the surface of 
the letter is as following”, Et quidem huius versiculi iuxta superfi cium litterae 
hic sensus est (, )—and to search for the allegorical signifi cance,—“as 
we catch only little from the surface of the letter, let us turn our inquiry 
right now to the allegorical meaning”—quia de superfi cio litterae pauca 
perstrinximus iam nunc ad exinterandus allegoriae sensus stilum vertamus (, 
). What Bede is looking for is the “type” signifi ed by the literal content 
of the verse, meaning by “type” the symbolic prefi guration in Canticle of 
something relevant for Christian life. “For by way of a type” (typice autem, 
, ) ‘wine’ stays for “the grace of the Holy Spirit” because of what Jesus 
says of the old and new vessels in Mt : (, –, ); “myrrh” refers 
to the bitter wine handed to the crucifi ed Jesus according to Mk : (, 
) or it symbolizes Christian asceticism (, ); Mary of Magdala is a 
type of the church (, –; , ; also , ), and so is Esebon, 
if one accepts Jerome’s etymology (, ). Th e aromatic (turis. . . .?) is 
another type of the virtuous life whose scent fi lls the realm of the church 
(, ). Th e pool of Probatica refers typice to Christian baptism (, 
). As always, “types” are identifi ed by Bede as specifi c objects or persons 
mentioned in Canticle.

Oft en these types are authorized by a reference to the Gospels. Th e 
network of “typical” realities is woven into the bare littera of the biblical 
poem, the intricate texture of the spiritual interpretation being consistently 
threaded from one line to the other, thanks to a set of alternating phrases 
like ac si patenter diceret, “as if he would openly say” (, ); quod est aperte 
dicere, “which openly states” (ten times); ac si aperte dicat, “as if he openly 
said” (, ; , ); or ac si patenter dicat (, ; , ; , ); 
hoc est enim aperte dicere, “for this openly states” (, ); ac si dicat, “like 
saying” (, ). By their variety and their frequency such phrases in Bede’s 
explanation create the eff ect of a delicate lacework marking the texture of 
his symbolic analysis.

Th at delicate network is constantly signalled by a discreet id est, “which 
means” (almost a hundred times). Nothing in Canticle escapes the strict 
control of Bede’s id est, whereby the interpreter never misses the needed 
attention required by the literal disposition of the text. Occasionally he 
observes: Mirandus sane ordo verborum, “Th e sequence of words is quite 
amazing” (, ), or he furnishes historical and geographical information 
whenever appropriate. But because in his view the whole story of Canticle 
is metaphorical, it must be “assimilated”, assimilatur (, ), to the very 
experience of faith in the present reality of the church.
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Expositio in Lucae evangelium

A great deal more needs to be analyzed in other exegetical writings of Bede, 
should one claim to give a full report on his reception of the patristic legacy 
in regard to biblical hermeneutics. What follows is only by way of a few 
complementary notes.

Th e Expositio in Lucae evangelium presents another facet of Bede’s learned 
dedication to the exegesis of the Fathers. A continuous commentary on Luke’s 
Gospel, it has the appearance of a mosaic, the author’s own commentary 
yielding space to extended patristic quotations whose beginnings and ends 
are signalled in the margins by initials such as “A . . . M” for Ambrose of Milan, 
“A . . . V” for Augustine, “G . . . R” for Gregory the Great, “H . . . R” for Jerome 
(Hieronymus). Composed very early in Bede’s teaching career (– 
according to D. Hurst), this Commentary on Luke takes on the shape of a 
deliberately didactic piece of literature. It would be interesting to examine 
more closely the choices which decided the quoted extracts, among which 
those borrowed from Gregory the Great are by far the most extensive.

Expositio in Marci evangelium

As the Commentary on the Gospel of Mark displays the identical disposition 
of the text, with inserted citations signalled in the margins, one may wonder 
if this Commentary which dates from – and the Commentary on 
Luke, at least two decades older, have not been edited by Bede himself with 
a same pattern in mind. In that case Bede’s decision would have been to give 
a literary form strictly homogeneous to his commentaries on the Gospels. 
Should both commentaries have received the mosaic shape independently 
from each other, presumably the reason would have something to do with 
a pattern imposed on him by patristic authorities themselves. As such a 
pattern is absent from his other exegetical essays, On Tobit, On Proverbs, 
On the Prayer of Habacuc, and On Canticle, it may be argued that, in Bede’s 
mind, this form was proper to interpretations of the Gospels.
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Ray, R., “What do we know about Bede’s Commentaries?”: RecTh   () –.
—, “Augustine’s De consensus evangelistarum and the Historical Education of the 

Venerable Bede”: StPatr  () –.
—, “Bede and Cicero”: AngloSaxon England  () –.
Roera Sans, J., San Beda, exegeta del Nuovo Testamento. Diss. Pamplona .
Simonetti, M., “La tecnica esegetica di Beda nel Commento a  Samuele”: RomBarb  

(–) –.
Simonetti Abbolito, G., Venerabile Beda. Omelie sul Vangelo (Testi Patristici ). 

Rome .
Steinhauser, K. B., “Th e Structure of Tyconius’ Apocalypse Commentary. A 

Correction”. VC  () –.
Viarre, S., “Cosmologie antique et commentaire de la création du monde. Le chaos 
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et les quatre éléments chez quelques auteurs du haut moyen-âge”: La cultura 
antica nell Occidente latino, II (Spoleto, ) –.

Vogüé, A. de, “Les plus anciens exégètes du Premier livre des Rois. Origène, 
Augustin et leurs épigones”: SEJG  () –.

Ward, B., Th e Venerable Bede. London .
—, “Bede and the Psalter”: Bede and His World, II () –.
—, “Bede the Th eologian”: G. R. Evans, ed., Th e Medieval Th eologicans. An 

Introduction to Th eology in the Medieval Period. Oxford, , –.
Willmer, A., “Bedas Bibelauslegung”: Archiv für Kulturgechichte  () –.
Wilmart, C. A., “La collection de Bède le Vénérable sur l’apôtre”: RB  () 

–.
Wright, D. H., “Th e Date of the Leningrad Bede”: RB  () –.

A few additional remarks to the bibliography:
M. Bévenot dated the Leningrad Bede from –, whereas D. H. Wright, 
more cautiously, opted for . B. Clausi stated that allegory was for Bede the 
biblical trope par excellence. P. Kitson observed that Bede relied mainly on 
Jerome’s In Esaiam :–, but on Epiphanius when writing in Explanatio 
Apocalypsis  on the jewels which built up the foundation of the Holy 
City. R. Ray () emphasized how Bede’s commentaries help to appreciate 
his History of the English Nation; Ray () concluded that in his biblical 
commentaries Bede had access to Cicero’s De inventione. M. Simonetti 
noticed that in his Commentary on  Kings Bede was rather independent of 
Gregory the Great, hence one reaches a more distinctive picture of Bede’s 
own exegetical procedures, giving real value to historical facts and strssing 
their christological relevance. According to Steinhauser, Bede, in PL , A, 
speaks about his own commentary on the Apocalypse, not about Tyconius. 
At least, Weiss states that Ps.-Salonius adapted Bede for schools, possibly in 
Germany aft er .

* * *

In sum, Bede, “the greatest scholar of his age and the fi nest theologian 
between the early Church and the Carolingian age” (Ward, , ) presents 
a clear picture of the process by which the legacy of patristic hermeneutics 
would shift  over into the monastic culture of the Middle Ages. In a Latin 
style of his own, Bede succeeded in keeping alive the biblical vision of the 
Fathers in the burgeoning Christianity of his homeland. He assimilated their 
notion of salvation in his own geographical terms, and he measured their 
distance from him in the past by a careful re-counting of time, only to fi nd 
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himself, lost as he was in the woods of Northumbria, and his contemporaries 
in the British Isles included in the universal unity of the church. As a learned 
interpreter of the Bible, Bede applied the principles of patristic exegesis 
in a narrative form of commentary, which was no longer patristic, but a 
limpid and eloquent testimony to the spiritual culture of his own monastic 
environment.
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