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PUBLISHER’S NOTE REGARDING
THIS DIGITAL EDITION

Due to limitations regarding digital rights, the RSV Scripture text is linked to but does not appear in this digital edition of this Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture volume as it does in the print edition. Page numbering has been maintained, however, to match the print edition. We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause.





GENERAL INTRODUCTION


The Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (hereafter ACCS) is a twenty-eight volume patristic commentary on Scripture. The patristic period, the time of the fathers of the church, spans the era from Clement of Rome (fl. c. 95) to John of Damascus (c. 645-c. 749). The commentary thus covers seven centuries of biblical interpretation, from the end of the New Testament to the mid-eighth century, including the Venerable Bede.

Since the method of inquiry for the ACCS has been developed in close coordination with computer technology, it serves as a potential model of an evolving, promising, technologically pragmatic, theologically integrated method for doing research in the history of exegesis. The purpose of this general introduction to the series is to present this approach and account for its methodological premises.

This is a long-delayed assignment in biblical and historical scholarship: reintroducing in a convenient form key texts of early Christian commentary on the whole of Scripture. To that end, historians, translators, digital technicians, and biblical and patristic scholars have collaborated in the task of presenting for the first time in many centuries these texts from the early history of Christian exegesis. Here the interpretive glosses, penetrating reflections, debates, contemplations and deliberations of early Christians are ordered verse by verse from Genesis to Revelation. Also included are patristic comments on the deuterocanonical writings (sometimes called the Apocrypha) that were considered Scripture by the Fathers. This is a full-scale classic commentary on Scripture consisting of selections in modern translation from the ancient Christian writers.

The Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture has three goals: the renewal of Christian preaching based on classical Christian exegesis, the intensified study of Scripture by lay persons who wish to think with the early church about the canonical text, and the stimulation of Christian historical, biblical, theological and pastoral scholarship toward further inquiry into the scriptural interpretations of the ancient Christian writers.

On each page the Scripture text is accompanied by the most noteworthy remarks of key consensual exegetes of the early Christian centuries. This formal arrangement follows approximately the traditional pattern of the published texts of the Talmud after the invention of printing and of the glossa ordinaria that preceded printing.1



Retrieval of Neglected Christian Texts

There is an emerging felt need among diverse Christian communities that these texts be accurately recovered and studied. Recent biblical scholarship has so focused attention on post-Enlightenment historical and literary methods that it has left this longing largely unattended and unserviced.

After years of quiet gestation and reflection on the bare idea of a patristic commentary, a feasibility consultation was drawn together at the invitation of Drew University in November 1993 in Washington, D.C. This series emerged from that consultation and its ensuing discussions. Extensive further consultations were undertaken during 1994 and thereafter in Rome, Tübingen, Oxford, Cambridge, Athens, Alexandria and Istanbul, seeking the advice of the most competent international scholars in the history of exegesis. Among distinguished scholars who contributed to the early layers of the consultative process were leading writers on early church history, hermeneutics, homiletics, history of exegesis, systematic theology and pastoral theology. Among leading international authorities consulted early on in the project design were Sir Henry Chadwick of Oxford; Bishops Kallistos Ware of Oxford, Rowan Williams of Monmouth and Stephen Sykes of Ely (all former patristics professors at Oxford or Cambridge); Professors Angelo Di Berardino and Basil Studer of the Patristic Institute of Rome; and Professors Karlfried Froehlich and Bruce M. Metzger of Princeton. They were exceptionally helpful in shaping our list of volume editors. We are especially indebted to the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople Bartholomew and Edward Idris Cardinal Cassidy of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, the Vatican, for their blessing, steady support, and wise counsel in developing and advancing the Drew University Patristic Commentary Project.

The outcome of these feasibility consultations was general agreement that the project was profoundly needed, accompanied by an unusual eagerness to set out upon the project, validated by a willingness on the part of many to commit valuable time to accomplish it. At the pace of three or four volumes per year, the commentary is targeted for completion within the first decade of the millennium.

This series stands unapologetically as a practical homiletic and devotional guide to the earliest layers of classic Christian readings of biblical texts. It intends to be a brief compendium of reflections on particular Septuagint, Old Latin and New Testament texts by their earliest Christian interpreters. Hence it is not a commentary by modern standards, but it is a commentary by the standards of those who anteceded and formed the basis of the modern commentary.

Many useful contemporary scholarly efforts are underway and are contributing significantly to the recovery of classic Christian texts. Notable in English among these are the Fathers of the Church series (Catholic University of America Press), Ancient Christian Writers (Paulist), Cistercian Studies (Cistercian Publications), The Church’s Bible (Eerdmans), Message of the Fathers of the Church (Michael Glazier, Liturgical Press) and Texts and Studies (Cambridge). In other languages similar efforts are conspicuously found in Sources Chrétiennes, Corpus Christianorum (Series Graeca and Latina), Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium, Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum, Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur, Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller, Patrologia Orientalis, Patrologia Syriaca, Biblioteca patristica, Les P�ères dans la foi, Collana di Testi Patristici, Letture cristiane delle origini, Letture cristiane del primo millennio, Cultura cristiana antica, Thesaurus Linguae Latinae, Thesaurus Linguae Graecae and the Cetedoc series, which offers in digital form the volumes of Corpus Christianorum. The Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture builds on the splendid work of all these studies, but focuses primarily and modestly on the recovery of patristic biblical wisdom for contemporary preaching and lay spiritual formation.




Digital Research Tools and Results

The volume editors have been supported by a digital research team at Drew University which has identified these classic comments by performing global searches of the Greek and Latin patristic corpus. They have searched for these texts in the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG) digitalized Greek database, the Cetedoc edition of the Latin texts of Corpus Christianorum from the Centre de traitement électronique des documents (Université catholique de Louvain), the Chadwyck-Healey Patrologia Latina Database (Migne) and the Packard Humanities Institute Latin databases. We have also utilized the CD-ROM searchable version of the Early Church Fathers, of which the Drew University project was an early cosponsor along with the Electronic Bible Society.

This has resulted in a plethora of raw Greek and Latin textual materials from which the volume editors have made discriminating choices.2 In this way the project office has already supplied to each volume editor3 a substantial read-out of Greek and Latin glosses, explanations, observations and comments on each verse or pericope of Scripture text.4 Only a small percentage of this raw material has in fact made the grade of our selection criteria. But such is the poignant work of the catenist, or of any compiler of a compendium for general use. The intent of the exercise is to achieve brevity and economy of expression by exclusion of extraneous material, not to go into critical explanatory detail.

Through the use of Boolean key word and phrase searches in these databases, the research team identified the Greek and Latin texts from early Christian writers that refer to specific biblical passages. Where textual variants occur among the Old Latin texts or disputed Greek texts, they executed key word searches with appropriate or expected variables, including allusions and analogies. At this time of writing, the Drew University ACCS research staff has already completed most of these intricate and prodigious computer searches, which would have been unthinkable before computer technology.

The employment of these digital resources has yielded unexpected advantages: a huge residual database, a means of identifying comments on texts not previously considered for catena usage, an efficient and cost-effective deployment of human resources, and an abundance of potential material for future studies in the history of exegesis. Most of this was accomplished by a highly talented group of graduate students under the direction of Joel Scandrett, Michael Glerup and Joel Elowsky. Prior to the technology of digital search and storage techniques, this series could hardly have been produced, short of a vast army of researchers working by laborious hand and paper searches in scattered libraries around the world.

Future readers of Scripture will increasingly be working with emerging forms of computer technology and interactive hypertext formats that will enable readers to search out quickly in more detail ideas, texts, themes and terms found in the ancient Christian writers. The ACCS provides an embryonic paradigm for how that can be done. Drew University offers the ACCS to serve both as a potential research model and as an outcome of research. We hope that this printed series in traditional book form will in time be supplemented with a larger searchable, digitized version in some stored-memory hypertext format. We continue to work with an astute consortium of computer and research organizations to serve the future needs of both historical scholarship and theological study.




The Surfeit of Materials Brought to Light

We now know that there is virtually no portion of Scripture about which the ancient Christian writers had little or nothing useful or meaningful to say. Many of them studied the Bible thoroughly with deep contemplative discernment, comparing text with text, often memorizing large portions of it. All chapters of all sixty-six books of the traditional Protestant canonical corpus have received deliberate or occasional patristic exegetical or homiletic treatment. This series also includes patristic commentary on texts not found in the Jewish canon (often designated the Apocrypha or deuterocanonical writings) but that were included in ancient Greek Bibles (the Septuagint). These texts, although not precisely the same texts in each tradition, remain part of the recognized canons of the Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions.

While some books of the Bible are rich in verse-by-verse patristic commentaries (notably Genesis, Psalms, Song of Solomon, Isaiah, Matthew, John and Romans), there are many others that are lacking in intensive commentaries from this early period. Hence we have not limited our searches to these formal commentaries, but sought allusions, analogies, cross-connections and references to biblical texts in all sorts of patristic literary sources. There are many perceptive insights that have come to us from homilies, letters, poetry, hymns, essays and treatises, that need not be arbitrarily excluded from a catena. We have searched for succinct, discerning and moving passages both from line-by-line commentaries (from authors such as Origen, Cyril of Alexandria, Theodoret of Cyr, John Chrysostom, Jerome, Augustine and Bede) and from other literary genres. Out of a surfeit of resulting raw materials, the volume editors have been invited to select the best, wisest and most representative reflections of ancient Christian writers on a given biblical passage.




For Whom Is This Compendium Designed?

We have chosen and ordered these selections primarily for a general lay reading audience of nonprofessionals who study the Bible regularly and who earnestly wish to have classic Christian observations on the text readily available to them. In vastly differing cultural settings, contemporary lay readers are asking how they might grasp the meaning of sacred texts under the instruction of the great minds of the ancient church.

Yet in so focusing our attention, we are determined not to neglect the rigorous requirements and needs of academic readers who up to now have had starkly limited resources and compendia in the history of exegesis. The series, which is being translated into the languages of half the world’s population, is designed to serve public libraries, universities, crosscultural studies and historical interests worldwide. It unapologetically claims and asserts its due and rightful place as a staple source book for the history of Western literature.

Our varied audiences (lay, pastoral and academic) are much broader than the highly technical and specialized scholarly field of patristic studies. They are not limited to university scholars concentrating on the study of the history of the transmission of the text or to those with highly focused interests in textual morphology or historical-critical issues and speculations. Though these remain crucial concerns for specialists, they are not the paramount interest of the editors of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture. Our work is largely targeted straightaway for a pastoral audience and more generally to a larger audience of laity who want to reflect and meditate with the early church about the plain sense, theological wisdom, and moral and spiritual meaning of particular Scripture texts.

There are various legitimate competing visions of how such a patristic commentary should be developed, each of which were carefully pondered in our feasibility study and its follow-up. With high respect to alternative conceptions, there are compelling reasons why the Drew University project has been conceived as a practically usable commentary addressed first of all to informed lay readers and more broadly to pastors of Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox traditions. Only in an ancillary way do we have in mind as our particular audience the guild of patristic academics, although we welcome their critical assessment of our methods. If we succeed in serving lay and pastoral readers practically and well, we expect these texts will also be advantageously used by college and seminary courses in Bible, hermeneutics, church history, historical theology and homiletics, since they are not easily accessible otherwise.

The series seeks to offer to Christian laity what the Talmud and Midrashim have long offered to Jewish readers. These foundational sources are finding their way into many public school libraries and into the obligatory book collections of many churches, pastors, teachers and lay persons. It is our intent and the publishers’ commitment to keep the whole series in print for many years to come and to make it available on an economically viable subscription basis.

There is an emerging awareness among Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox laity that vital biblical preaching and teaching stand in urgent need of some deeper grounding beyond the scope of the historical-critical orientations that have dominated and at times eclipsed biblical studies in our time.

Renewing religious communities of prayer and service (crisis ministries, urban and campus ministries, counseling ministries, retreat ministries, monasteries, grief ministries, ministries of compassion, etc.) are being drawn steadily and emphatically toward these biblical and patristic sources for meditation and spiritual formation. These communities are asking for primary source texts of spiritual formation presented in accessible form, well-grounded in reliable scholarship and dedicated to practical use.




The Premature Discrediting of the Catena Tradition

We gratefully acknowledge our affinity and indebtedness to the spirit and literary form of the early traditions of the catena and glossa ordinaria that sought authoritatively to collect salient classic interpretations of ancient exegetes on each biblical text. Our editorial work has benefited by utilizing and adapting those traditions for today’s readers.

It is regrettable that this distinctive classic approach has been not only shelved but peculiarly misplaced for several centuries. It has been a long time since any attempt has been made to produce this sort of commentary. Under fire from modern critics, the catena approach dwindled to almost nothing by the nineteenth century and has not until now been revitalized in this postcritical situation. Ironically, it is within our own so-called progressive and broad-minded century that these texts have been more systematically hidden away and ignored than in any previous century of Christian scholarship. With all our historical and publishing competencies, these texts have been regrettably denied to hearers of Christian preaching in our time, thus revealing the dogmatic biases of modernity (modern chauvinism, naturalism and autonomous individualism).

Nineteenth- and twentieth-century exegesis has frequently displayed a philosophical bias toward naturalistic reductionism. Most of the participants in the ACCS project have lived through dozens of iterations of these cycles of literary and historical criticism, seeking earnestly to expound and interpret the text out of ever-narrowing empiricist premises. For decades Scripture teachers and pastors have sailed the troubled waters of assorted layers and trends within academic criticism. Preachers have attempted to digest and utilize these approaches, yet have often found the outcomes disappointing. There is an increasing awareness of the speculative excesses and the spiritual and homiletic limitations of much post-Enlightenment criticism.

Meanwhile the motifs, methods and approaches of ancient exegetes have remained shockingly unfamiliar not only to ordained clergy but to otherwise highly literate biblical scholars, trained exhaustively in the methods of scientific criticism. Amid the vast exegetical labors of the last two centuries, the ancient Christian exegetes have seldom been revisited, and then only marginally and often tendentiously. We have clear and indisputable evidence of the prevailing modern contempt for classic exegesis, namely that the extensive and once authoritative classic commentaries on Scripture still remain untranslated into modern languages. Even in China this has not happened to classic Buddhist and Confucian commentaries.

This systematic modern scholarly neglect is seen not only among Protestants, but also is widespread among Catholics and even Orthodox, where ironically the Fathers are sometimes piously venerated while not being energetically read.

So two powerful complementary contemporary forces are at work to draw our lay audience once again toward these texts and to free them from previous limited premises: First, this series is a response to the deep hunger for classical Christian exegesis and for the history of exegesis, partly because it has been so long neglected. Second, there is a growing demoralization in relation to actual useful exegetical outcomes of post-Enlightenment historicist and naturalistic-reductionist criticism. Both of these animating energies are found among lay readers of Roman, Eastern and Protestant traditions.

Through the use of the chronological lists and biographical sketches at the back of each volume, readers can locate in time and place the voices displayed in the exegesis of a particular pericope. The chains (catenae) of interpretation of a particular biblical passage thus provide glimpses into the history of the interpretation of a given text. This pattern has venerable antecedents in patristic and medieval exegesis of both Eastern and Western traditions, as well as important expressions in the Reformation tradition.




The Ecumenical Range and Intent

Recognition of need for the Fathers’ wisdom ranges over many diverse forms of Christianity. This has necessitated the cooperation of scholars of widely diverse Christian communities to accomplish the task fairly and in a balanced way. It has been a major ecumenical undertaking.

Under this classic textual umbrella, this series brings together in common spirit Christians who have long distanced themselves from each other through separate and often competing church memories. Under this welcoming umbrella are gathering conservative Protestants with Eastern Orthodox, Baptists with Roman Catholics, Reformed with Arminians and charismatics, Anglicans with Pentecostals, high with low church adherents, and premodern traditionalists with postmodern classicists.

How is it that such varied Christians are able to find inspiration and common faith in these texts? Why are these texts and studies so intrinsically ecumenical, so catholic in their cultural range? Because all of these traditions have an equal right to appeal to the early history of Christian exegesis. All of these traditions can, without a sacrifice of intellect, come together to study texts common to them all. These classic texts have decisively shaped the entire subsequent history of exegesis. Protestants have a right to the Fathers. Athanasius is not owned by Copts, nor is Augustine owned by North Africans. These minds are the common possession of the whole church. The Orthodox do not have exclusive rights over Basil, nor do the Romans over Gregory the Great. Christians everywhere have equal claim to these riches and are discovering them and glimpsing their unity in the body of Christ.

From many varied Christian traditions this project has enlisted as volume editors a team of leading international scholars in ancient Christian writings and the history of exegesis. Among Eastern Orthodox contributors are Professors Andrew Louth of Durham University in England and George Dragas of Holy Cross (Greek Orthodox) School of Theology in Brookline, Massachusetts. Among Roman Catholic scholars are Benedictine scholar Mark Sheridan of the San Anselmo University of Rome, Jesuit Joseph Lienhard of Fordham University in New York, Cistercian Father Francis Martin of the Catholic University of America, Alberto Ferreiro of Seattle Pacific University, and Sever Voicu of the Eastern European (Romanian) Uniate Catholic tradition, who teaches at the Augustinian Patristic Institute of Rome. The New Testament series is inaugurated with the volume on Matthew offered by the renowned Catholic authority in the history of exegesis, Manlio Simonetti of the University of Rome. Among Anglican communion contributors are Mark Edwards (Oxford), Bishop Kenneth Stevenson (Fareham, Hampshire, in England), J. Robert Wright (New York), Anders Bergquist (St. Albans), Peter Gorday (Atlanta) and Gerald Bray (Cambridge, England, and Birmingham, Alabama). Among Lutheran contributors are Quentin Wesselschmidt (St. Louis), Philip Krey and Eric Heen (Philadelphia), and Arthur Just, William Weinrich and Dean O. Wenthe (all of Ft. Wayne, Indiana). Among distinguished Protestant Reformed, Baptist and other evangelical scholars are John Sailhamer and Steven McKinion (Wake Forest, North Carolina), Craig Blaising and Carmen Hardin (Louisville, Kentucky), Christopher Hall (St. Davids, Pennsylvania), J. Ligon Duncan III (Jackson, Mississippi), Thomas McCullough (Danville, Kentucky), John R. Franke (Hatfield, Pennsylvania) and Mark Elliott (Hope University Liverpool).

The international team of editors was selected in part to reflect this ecumenical range. They were chosen on the premise not only that they were competent to select fairly those passages that best convey the consensual tradition of early Christian exegesis, but also that they would not omit significant voices within it. They have searched insofar as possible for those comments that self-evidently would be most widely received generally by the whole church of all generations, East and West.

This is not to suggest or imply that all patristic writers agree. One will immediately see upon reading these selections that within the boundaries of orthodoxy, that is, excluding outright denials of ecumenically received teaching, there are many views possible about a given text or idea and that these different views may be strongly affected by wide varieties of social environments and contexts.

The Drew University project has been meticulous about commissioning volume editors. We have sought out world-class scholars, preeminent in international biblical and patristic scholarship, and wise in the history of exegesis. We have not been disappointed. We have enlisted a diverse team of editors, fitting for a global audience that bridges the major communions of Christianity.

The project editors have striven for a high level of consistency and literary quality over the course of this series. As with most projects of this sort, the editorial vision and procedures are progressively being refined and sharpened and fed back into the editorial process.




Honoring Theological Reasoning

Since it stands in the service of the worshiping community, the ACCS unabashedly embraces crucial ecumenical premises as the foundation for its method of editorial selections: revelation in history, trinitarian coherence, divine providence in history, the Christian kerygma, regula fidei et caritatis (“the rule of faith and love”), the converting work of the Holy Spirit. These are common assumptions of the living communities of worship that are served by the commentary.

It is common in this transgenerational community of faith to assume that the early consensual ecumenical teachers were led by the Spirit in their interpretive efforts and in their transmitting of Christian truth amid the hazards of history. These texts assume some level of unity and continuity of ecumenical consensus in the mind of the believing church, a consensus more clearly grasped in the patristic period than later. We would be less than true to the sacred text if we allowed modern assumptions to overrun these premises.

An extended project such as this requires a well-defined objective that serves constantly as the organizing principle and determines which approaches take priority in what sort of balance. This objective informs the way in which tensions inherent in its complexity are managed. This objective has already been summarized in the three goals mentioned at the beginning of this introduction. To alter any one of these goals would significantly alter the character of the whole task. We view our work not only as an academic exercise with legitimate peer review in the academic community, but also as a vocation, a task primarily undertaken coram Deo (“before God”) and not only coram hominibus (“before humanity”). We have been astonished that we have been led far beyond our original intention into a Chinese translation and other translations into major world languages.

This effort is grounded in a deep respect for a distinctively theological reading of Scripture that cannot be reduced to historical, philosophical, scientific or sociological insights or methods. It takes seriously the venerable tradition of ecumenical reflection concerning the premises of revelation, apostolicity, canon and consensuality. A high priority is granted here, contrary to modern assumptions, to theological, christological and triune reasoning as the distinguishing premises of classic Christian thought. This approach does not pit theology against critical theory; instead, it incorporates critical methods and brings them into coordinate accountability within its overarching homiletic-theological-pastoral purposes. Such an endeavor does not cater to any cadre of modern ide-ological advocacy.




Why Evangelicals Are Increasingly Drawn Toward Patristic Exegesis

Surprising to some, the most extensive new emergent audience for patristic exegesis is found among the expanding worldwide audience of evangelical readers who are now burgeoning from a history of revivalism that has often been thought to be historically unaware. This is a tradition that has often been caricatured as critically backward and hermeneutically challenged. Now Baptist and Pentecostal laity are rediscovering the history of the Holy Spirit. This itself is arguably a work of the Holy Spirit. As those in these traditions continue to mature, they recognize their need for biblical resources that go far beyond those that have been made available to them in both the pietistic and historical-critical traditions.

Both pietism and the Enlightenment were largely agreed in expressing disdain for patristic and classic forms of exegesis. Vital preaching and exegesis must now venture beyond the constrictions of historical-critical work of the century following Schweitzer and beyond the personal existential story-telling of pietism.

During the time I have served as senior editor and executive editor of Christianity Today, I have been privileged to surf in these volatile and exciting waves. It has been for me (as a theologian of a liberal mainline communion) like an ongoing seminar in learning to empathize with the tensions, necessities and hungers of the vast heterogeneous evangelical audience.

But why just now is this need for patristic wisdom felt particularly by evangelical leaders and laity? Why are worldwide evangelicals increasingly drawn toward ancient exegesis? What accounts for this rapid and basic reversal of mood among the inheritors of the traditions of Protestant revivalism? It is partly because the evangelical tradition has been long deprived of any vital contact with these patristic sources since the days of Luther, Calvin and Wesley, who knew them well.

This commentary is dedicated to allowing ancient Christian exegetes to speak for themselves. It will not become fixated unilaterally on contemporary criticism. It will provide new textual resources for the lay reader, teacher and pastor that have lain inaccessible during the last two centuries. Without avoiding historical-critical issues that have already received extensive exploration in our time, it will seek to make available to our present-day audience the multicultural, transgenerational, multilingual resources of the ancient ecumenical Christian tradition. It is an awakening, growing, hungry and robust audience.

Such an endeavor is especially poignant and timely now because increasing numbers of evangelical Protestants are newly discovering rich dimensions of dialogue and widening areas of consensus with Orthodox and Catholics on divisive issues long thought irreparable. The study of the Fathers on Scripture promises to further significant interactions between Protestants and Catholics on issues that have plagued them for centuries: justification, authority, Christology, sanctification and eschatology. Why? Because they can find in pre-Reformation texts a common faith to which Christians can appeal. And this is an arena in which Protestants distinctively feel at home: biblical authority and interpretation. A profound yearning broods within the heart of evangelicals for the recovery of the history of exegesis as a basis for the renewal of preaching. This series offers resources for that renewal.




Steps Toward Selections

In moving from raw data to making selections, the volume editors have been encouraged to move judiciously through three steps:

Step 1: Reviewing extant Greek and Latin commentaries. The volume editors have been responsible for examining the line-by-line commentaries and homilies on the texts their volume covers. Much of this material remains untranslated into English and some of it into any modern language.

Step 2: Reviewing digital searches. The volume editors have been responsible for examining the results of digital searches into the Greek and Latin databases. To get the gist of the context of the passage, ordinarily about ten lines above the raw digital reference and ten lines after the reference have been downloaded for printed output. Biblia Patristica has been consulted as needed, especially in cases where the results of the digital searches have been thin. Then the volume editors have determined from these potential digital hits and from published texts those that should be regarded as more serious possibilities for inclusion.

Step 3. Making selections. Having assembled verse-by-verse comments from the Greek and Latin digital databases, from extant commentaries, and from already translated English sources, either on disk or in paper printouts, the volume editors have then selected the best comments and reflections of ancient Christian writers on a given biblical text, following agreed upon criteria. The intent is to set apart those few sentences or paragraphs of patristic comment that best reflect the mind of the believing church on that pericope.





The Method of Making Selections

It is useful to provide an explicit account of precisely how we made these selections. We invite others to attempt similar procedures and compare outcomes on particular passages.5 We welcome the counsel of others who might review our choices and suggest how they might have been better made. We have sought to avoid unconsciously biasing our selections, and we have solicited counsel to help us achieve this end.

In order that the whole project might remain cohesive, the protocols for making commentary selections have been jointly agreed upon and stated clearly in advance by the editors, publishers, translators and research teams of the ACCS. What follows is our checklist in assembling these extracts.

The following principles of selection have been mutually agreed upon to guide the editors in making spare, wise, meaningful catena selections from the vast patristic corpus:

1. From our huge database with its profuse array of possible comments, we have preferred those passages that have enduring relevance, penetrating significance, crosscultural applicability and practical applicability.

2. The volume editors have sought to identify patristic selections that display trenchant rhetorical strength and self-evident persuasive power, so as not to require extensive secondary explanation. The editorial challenge has been to identify the most vivid comments and bring them to accurate translation.

We hope that in most cases selections will be pungent, memorable, quotable, aphoristic and short (often a few sentences or a single paragraph) rather than extensive technical homilies or detailed expositions, and that many will have some narrative interest and illuminative power. This criterion follows in the train of much Talmudic, Midrashic and rabbinic exegesis. In some cases, however, detailed comments and longer sections of homilies have been considered worthy of inclusion.

3. We seek the most representative comments that best reflect the mind of the believing church (of all times and cultures). Selections focus more on the attempt to identify consensual strains of exegesis than sheer speculative brilliance or erratic innovation. The thought or interpretation can emerge out of individual creativity, but it must not be inconsistent with what the apostolic tradition teaches and what the church believes. What the consensual tradition trusts least is individualistic innovation that has not yet subtly learned what the worshiping community already knows.

Hence we are less interested in idiosyncratic interpretations of a given text than we are in those texts that fairly represent the central flow of ecumenical consensual exegesis. Just what is central is left for the fair professional judgment of our ecumenically distinguished Orthodox, Protestant and Catholic volume editors to discern. We have included, for example, many selections from among the best comments of Origen and Tertullian, but not those authors’ peculiar eccentricities that have been widely distrusted by the ancient ecumenical tradition.

4. We have especially sought out for inclusion those consensus-bearing authors who have been relatively disregarded, often due to their social location or language or nationality, insofar as their work is resonant with the mainstream of ancient consensual exegesis. This is why we have sought out special consultants in Syriac, Coptic and Armenian.

5. We have sought to cull out annoying, coarse, graceless, absurdly allegorical6 or racially offensive interpretations. But where our selections may have some of those edges, we have supplied footnotes to assist readers better to understand the context and intent of the text.

6. We have constantly sought an appropriate balance of Eastern, Western and African traditions. We have intentionally attempted to include Alexandrian, Antiochene, Roman, Syriac, Coptic and Armenian traditions of interpretation. Above all, we want to provide sound, stimulating, reliable exegesis and illuminating exposition of the text by the whole spectrum of classic Christian writers.

7. We have made a special effort where possible to include the voices of women7 such as Macrina,8 Eudoxia, Egeria, Faltonia Betitia Proba, the Sayings of the Desert Mothers and others who report the biblical interpretations of women of the ancient Christian tradition.

8. In order to anchor the commentary solidly in primary sources so as to allow the ancient Christian writers to address us on their own terms, the focus is on the texts of the ancient Christian writers themselves, not on modern commentators’ views or opinions of the ancient writers. We have looked for those comments on Scripture that will assist the contemporary reader to encounter the deepest level of penetration of the text that has been reached by is best interpreters living amid highly divergent early Christian social settings.

Our purpose is not to engage in critical speculations on textual variants or stemma of the text, or extensive deliberations on its cultural context or social location, however useful those exercises may be, but to present the most discerning comments of the ancient Christian writers with a minimum of distraction. This project would be entirely misconceived if thought of as a modern commentary on patristic commentaries.

9. We have intentionally sought out and gathered comments that will aid effective preaching, comments that give us a firmer grasp of the plain sense of the text, its authorial intent, and its spiritual meaning for the worshiping community. We want to help Bible readers and teachers gain ready access to the deepest reflection of the ancient Christian community of faith on any particular text of Scripture.

It would have inordinately increased the word count and cost if our intention had been to amass exhaustively all that had ever been said about a Scripture text by every ancient Christian writer. Rather we have deliberately selected out of this immense data stream the strongest patristic interpretive reflections on the text and sought to deliver them in accurate English translation.

To refine and develop these guidelines, we have sought to select as volume editors either patristics scholars who understand the nature of preaching and the history of exegesis, or biblical scholars who are at ease working with classical Greek and Latin sources. We have preferred editors who are sympathetic to the needs of lay persons and pastors alike, who are generally familiar with the patristic corpus in its full range, and who intuitively understand the dilemma of preaching today. The international and ecclesiastically diverse character of this team of editors corresponds with the global range of our task and audience, which bridge all major communions of Christianity.




Is the ACCS a Commentary?

We have chosen to call our work a commentary, and with good reason. A commentary, in its plain sense definition, is “a series of illustrative or explanatory notes on any important work, as on the Scriptures.”9 Commentary is an Anglicized form of the Latin commentarius (an “annotation” or “memoranda” on a subject or text or series of events). In its theological meaning it is a work that explains, analyzes or expounds a portion of Scripture. In antiquity it was a book of notes explaining some earlier work such as Julius Hyginus’s commentaries on Virgil in the first century. Jerome mentions many commentators on secular texts before his time.

The commentary is typically preceded by a proem in which the questions are asked: who wrote it? why? when? to whom? etc. Comments may deal with grammatical or lexical problems in the text. An attempt is made to provide the gist of the author’s thought or motivation, and perhaps to deal with sociocultural influences at work in the text or philological nuances. A commentary usually takes a section of a classical text and seeks to make its meaning clear to readers today, or proximately clearer, in line with the intent of the author.

The Western literary genre of commentary is definitively shaped by the history of early Christian commentaries on Scripture, from Origen and Hilary through John Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria to Thomas Aquinas and Nicolas of Lyra. It leaves too much unsaid simply to assume that the Christian biblical commentary took a previously extant literary genre and reshaped it for Christian texts. Rather it is more accurate to say that the Western literary genre of the commentary (and especially the biblical commentary) has patristic commentaries as its decisive pattern and prototype, and those commentaries have strongly influenced the whole Western conception of the genre of commentary. Only in the last two centuries, since the development of modern historicist methods of criticism, have some scholars sought to delimit the definition of a commentary more strictly so as to include only historicist interests—philological and grammatical insights, inquiries into author, date and setting, or into sociopolitical or economic circumstances, or literary analyses of genre, structure and function of the text, or questions of textual criticism and reliability. The ACCS editors do not feel apologetic about calling this work a commentary in its classic sense.

Many astute readers of modern commentaries are acutely aware of one of their most persistent habits of mind: control of the text by the interpreter, whereby the ancient text comes under the power (values, assumptions, predispositions, ideological biases) of the modern interpreter. This habit is based upon a larger pattern of modern chauvinism that views later critical sources as more worthy than earlier. This prejudice tends to view the biblical text primarily or sometimes exclusively through historical-critical lenses accommodative to modernity.

Although we respect these views and our volume editors are thoroughly familiar with contemporary biblical criticism, the ACCS editors freely take the assumption that the Christian canon is to be respected as the church’s sacred text. The text’s assumptions about itself cannot be made less important than modern assumptions about it. The reading and preaching of Scripture are vital to the church’s life. The central hope of the ACCS endeavor is that it might contribute in some small way to the revitalization of that life through a renewed discovery of the earliest readings of the church’s Scriptures.




A Gentle Caveat for Those Who Expect Ancient Writers to Conform to Modern Assumptions

If one begins by assuming as normative for a commentary the typical modern expression of what a commentary is and the preemptive truthfulness of modern critical methods, the classic Christian exegetes are by definition always going to appear as dated, quaint, premodern, hence inadequate, and in some instances comic or even mean-spirited, prejudiced, unjust and oppressive. So in the interest of hermeneutic fairness, it is recommended that the modern reader not impose on ancient Christian exegetes lately achieved modern assumptions about the valid reading of Scripture. The ancient Christian writers constantly challenge what were later to become these unspoken, hidden and often indeed camouflaged modern assumptions.

This series does not seek to resolve the debate between the merits of ancient and modern exegesis in each text examined. Rather it seeks merely to present the excerpted comments of the ancient interpreters with as few distractions as possible. We will leave it to others to discuss the merits of ancient versus modern methods of exegesis. But even this cannot be done adequately without extensively examining the texts of ancient exegesis. And until now biblical scholars have not had easy access to many of these texts. This is what this series is for.

The purpose of exegesis in the patristic period was humbly to seek the revealed truth the Scriptures convey. Often it was not even offered to those who were as yet unready to put it into practice. In these respects much modern exegesis is entirely different: It does not assume the truth of Scripture as revelation, nor does it submit personally to the categorical moral requirement of the revealed text: that it be taken seriously as divine address. Yet we are here dealing with patristic writers who assumed that readers would not even approach an elementary discernment of the meaning of the text if they were not ready to live in terms of its revelation, i.e., to practice it in order to hear it, as was recommended so often in the classic tradition.

The patristic models of exegesis often do not conform to modern commentary assumptions that tend to resist or rule out chains of scriptural reference. These are often demeaned as deplorable proof-texting. But among the ancient Christian writers such chains of biblical reference were very important in thinking about the text in relation to the whole testimony of sacred Scripture by the analogy of faith, comparing text with text, on the premise that scripturam ex scriptura explicandam esse (“Scripture is best explained from Scripture”).

We beg readers not to force the assumptions of twentieth-century fundamentalism on the ancient Christian writers, who themselves knew nothing of what we now call fundamentalism. It is uncritical to conclude that they were simple fundamentalists in the modern sense. Patristic exegesis was not fundamentalist, because the Fathers were not reacting against modern naturalistic reductionism. They were constantly protesting a merely literal or plain-sense view of the text, always looking for its spiritual and moral and typological nuances. Modern fundamentalism oppositely is a defensive response branching out and away from modern historicism, which looks far more like modern historicism than ancient typological reasoning. Ironically, this makes both liberal and fundamentalist exegesis much more like each other than either are like the ancient Christian exegesis, because they both tend to appeal to rationalistic and historicist assumptions raised to the forefront by the Enlightenment.

Since the principle prevails in ancient Christian exegesis that each text is illumined by other texts and by the whole of the history of revelation, we find in patristic comments on a given text many other subtexts interwoven in order to illumine that text. When ancient exegesis weaves many Scriptures together, it does not limit its focus to a single text as much modern exegesis prefers, but constantly relates it to other texts by analogy, intensively using typological reasoning as did the rabbinic tradition.

The attempt to read the New Testament while ruling out all theological and moral, to say nothing of ecclesiastical, sacramental and dogmatic assumptions that have prevailed generally in the community of faith that wrote it, seems to many who participate in that community today a very thin enterprise indeed. When we try to make sense of the New Testament while ruling out the plausibility of the incarnation and resurrection, the effort appears arrogant and distorted. One who tendentiously reads one page of patristic exegesis, gasps and tosses it away because it does not conform adequately to the canons of modern exegesis and historicist commentary is surely no model of critical effort.




On Misogyny and Anti-Semitism

The questions of anti-Semitism and misogyny require circumspect comment. The patristic writers are perceived by some to be incurably anti-Semitic or misogynous or both. I would like to briefly attempt a cautious apologia for the ancient Christian writers, leaving details to others more deliberate efforts. I know how hazardous this is, especially when done briefly. But it has become such a stumbling block to some of our readers that it prevents them even from listening to the ancient ecumenical teachers. The issue deserves some reframing and careful argumentation.

Although these are challengeable assumptions and highly controverted, it is my view that modern racial anti-Semitism was not in the minds of the ancient Christian writers. Their arguments were not framed in regard to the hatred of a race, but rather the place of the elect people of God, the Jews, in the history of the divine-human covenant that is fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Patristic arguments may have had the unintended effect of being unfair to women according to modern standards, but their intention was to understand the role of women according to apostolic teaching.

This does not solve all of the tangled moral questions regarding the roles of Christians in the histories of anti-Semitism and misogyny, which require continuing fair-minded study and clarification. Whether John Chrysostom or Justin Martyr were anti-Semitic depends on whether the term anti-Semitic has a racial or religious-typological definition. In my view, the patristic texts that appear to modern readers to be anti-Semitic in most cases have a typological reference and are based on a specific approach to the interpretation of Scripture—the analogy of faith—which assesses each particular text in relation to the whole trend of the history of revelation and which views the difference between Jew and Gentile under christological assumptions and not merely as a matter of genetics or race.

Even in their harshest strictures against Judaizing threats to the gospel, they did not consider Jews as racially or genetically inferior people, as modern anti-Semites are prone to do. Even in their comments on Paul’s strictures against women teaching, they showed little or no animus against the female gender as such, but rather exalted women as “the glory of man.”

Compare the writings of Rosemary Radford Ruether and David C. Ford10 on these perplexing issues. Ruether steadily applies modern criteria of justice to judge the inadequacies of the ancient Christian writers. Ford seeks to understand the ancient Christian writers empathically from within their own historical assumptions, limitations, scriptural interpretations and deeper intentions. While both treatments are illuminating, Ford’s treatment comes closer to a fair-minded assessment of patristic intent.




A Note on Pelagius

The selection criteria do not rule out passages from Pelagius’s commentaries at those points at which they provide good exegesis. This requires special explanation, if we are to hold fast to our criterion of consensuality.

The literary corpus of Pelagius remains highly controverted. Though Pelagius was by general consent the arch-heretic of the early fifth century, Pelagius’s edited commentaries, as we now have them highly worked over by later orthodox writers, were widely read and preserved for future generations under other names. So Pelagius presents us with a textual dilemma.

Until 1934 all we had was a corrupted text of his Pauline commentary and fragments quoted by Augustine. Since then his works have been much studied and debated, and we now know that the Pelagian corpus has been so warped by a history of later redactors that we might be tempted not to quote it at all. But it does remain a significant source of fifth-century comment on Paul. So we cannot simply ignore it. My suggestion is that the reader is well advised not to equate the fifth-century Pelagius too easily with later standard stereotypes of the arch-heresy of Pelagianism.11

It has to be remembered that the text of Pelagius on Paul as we now have it was preserved in the corpus of Jerome and probably reworked in the sixth century by either Primasius or Cassiodorus or both. These commentaries were repeatedly recycled and redacted, so what we have today may be regarded as consonant with much standard later patristic thought and exegesis, excluding, of course, that which is ecumenically censured as “Pelagianism.”

Pelagius’s original text was in specific ways presumably explicitly heretical, but what we have now is largely unexceptional, even if it is still possible to detect points of disagreement with Augustine. We may have been ill-advised to quote this material as “Pelagius” and perhaps might have quoted it as “Pseudo-Pelagius” or “Anonymous,” but here we follow contemporary reference practice.




What to Expect from the Introductions, Overviews and the Design of the Commentary

In writing the introduction for a particular volume, the volume editor typically discusses the opinion of the Fathers regarding authorship of the text, the importance of the biblical book for patristic interpreters, the availability or paucity of patristic comment, any salient points of debate between the Fathers, and any particular challenges involved in editing that particular volume. The introduction affords the opportunity to frame the entire commentary in a manner that will help the general reader understand the nature and significance of patristic comment on the biblical texts under consideration, and to help readers find their bearings and use the commentary in an informed way.

The purpose of the overview is to give readers a brief glimpse into the cumulative argument of the pericope, identifying its major patristic contributors. This is a task of summarizing. We here seek to render a service to readers by stating the gist of patristic argument on a series of verses. Ideally the overview should track a reasonably cohesive thread of argument among patristic comments on the pericope, even though they are derived from diverse sources and times. The design of the overview may vary somewhat from volume to volume of this series, depending on the requirements of the specific book of Scripture.

The purpose of the selection heading is to introduce readers quickly into the subject matter of that selection. In this way readers can quickly grasp what is coming by glancing over the headings and overview. Usually it is evident upon examination that some phrase in the selection naturally defines the subject of the heading. Several verses may be linked together for comment.

Since biographical information on each ancient Christian writer is in abundant supply in various general reference works, dictionaries and encyclopedias, the ACCS has no reason to duplicate these efforts. But we have provided in each volume a simple chronological list of those quoted in that volume, and an alphabetical set of biographical sketches with minimal ecclesiastical, jurisdictional and place identifications.

Each passage of Scripture presents its own distinct set of problems concerning both selection and translation. The sheer quantity of textual materials that has been searched out, assessed and reviewed varies widely from book to book. There are also wide variations in the depth of patristic insight into texts, the complexity of culturally shaped allusions and the modern relevance of the materials examined. It has been a challenge to each volume editor to draw together and develop a reasonably cohesive sequence of textual interpretations from all of this diversity.

The footnotes intend to assist readers with obscurities and potential confusions. In the annotations we have identified many of the Scripture allusions and historical references embedded within the texts.

The aim of our editing is to help readers move easily from text to text through a deliberate editorial linking process that is seen in the overviews, headings and annotations. We have limited the footnotes to roughly less than a one in ten ratio to the patristic texts themselves. Abbreviations are used in the footnotes, and a list of abbreviations is included in each volume. We found that the task of editorial linkage need not be forced into a single pattern for all biblical books but must be molded by that particular book.




The Complementarity of Interdisciplinary Research Methods in This Investigation

The ACCS is intrinsically an interdisciplinary research endeavor. It conjointly employs several diverse but interrelated methods of research, each of which is a distinct field of inquiry in its own right. Principal among these methods are the following:

Textual criticism. No literature is ever transmitted by handwritten manuscripts without the risk of some variations in the text creeping in. Because we are working with ancient texts, frequently recopied, we are obliged to employ all methods of inquiry appropriate to the study of ancient texts. To that end, we have depended heavily on the most reliable text-critical scholarship employed in both biblical and patristic studies. The work of textual critics in these fields has been invaluable in providing us with the most authoritative and reliable versions of ancient texts currently available. We have gratefully employed the extensive critical analyses used in creating the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae and Cetedoc databases.

In respect to the biblical texts, our database researchers and volume editors have often been faced with the challenge of considering which variants within the biblical text itself are assumed in a particular selection. It is not always self-evident which translation or stemma of the biblical text is being employed by the ancient commentator. We have supplied explanatory footnotes in some cases where these various textual challenges may raise potential concerns for readers.

Social-historical contextualization. Our volume editors have sought to understand the historical, social, economic and political contexts of the selections taken from these ancient texts. This understanding is often vital to the process of discerning what a given comment means or intends and which comments are most appropriate to the biblical passage at hand. However, our mission is not primarily to discuss these contexts extensively or to display them in the references. We are not primarily interested in the social location of the text or the philological history of particular words or in the societal consequences of the text, however interesting or evocative these may be. Some of these questions, however, can be treated briefly in the footnotes wherever the volume editors deem necessary.

Though some modest contextualization of patristic texts is at times useful and required, our purpose is not to provide a detailed social-historical placement of each patristic text. That would require volumes ten times this size. We know there are certain texts that need only slight contextualization, others that require a great deal more. Meanwhile, other texts stand on their own easily and brilliantly, in some cases aphoristically, without the need of extensive contextualization. These are the texts we have most sought to identify and include. We are least interested in those texts that obviously require a lot of convoluted explanation for a modern audience. We are particularly inclined to rule out those blatantly offensive texts (apparently anti-Semitic, morally repugnant, glaringly chauvinistic) and those that are intrinsically ambiguous or those that would simply be self-evidently alienating to the modern audience.

Exegesis. If the practice of social-historical contextualization is secondary to the purpose of the ACCS, the emphasis on thoughtful patristic exegesis of the biblical text is primary. The intention of our volume editors is to search for selections that define, discuss and explain the meanings that patristic commentators have discovered in the biblical text. Our purpose is not to provide an inoffensive or extensively demythologized, aseptic modern interpretation of the ancient commentators on each Scripture text but to allow their comments to speak for themselves from within their own worldview.

In this series the term exegesis is used more often in its classic than in its modern sense. In its classic sense, exegesis includes efforts to explain, interpret and comment on a text, its meaning, its sources, its connections with other texts. It implies a close reading of the text, using whatever linguistic, historical, literary or theological resources are available to explain the text. It is contrasted with eisegesis, which implies that the interpreter has imposed his or her own personal opinions or assumptions on the text.

The patristic writers actively practiced intratextual exegesis, which seeks to define and identify the exact wording of the text, its grammatical structure and the interconnectedness of its parts. They also practiced extratextual exegesis, seeking to discern the geographical, historical or cultural context in which the text was written. Most important, they were also very well-practiced in intertextual exegesis, seeking to discern the meaning of a text by comparing it with other texts.

Hermeneutics. We are especially attentive to the ways in which the ancient Christian writers described their own interpreting processes. This hermeneutic self-analysis is especially rich in the reflections of Origen, Tertullian, Jerome, Augustine and Vincent of Lérins.12 Although most of our volume editors are thoroughly familiar with contemporary critical discussions of hermeneutical and literary methods, it is not the purpose of ACCS to engage these issues directly. Instead, we are concerned to display and reveal the various hermeneutic assumptions that inform the patristic reading of Scripture, chiefly by letting the writers speak in their own terms.

Homiletics. One of the practical goals of the ACCS is the renewal of contemporary preaching in the light of the wisdom of ancient Christian preaching. With this goal in mind, many of the most trenchant and illuminating comments included are selected not from formal commentaries but from the homilies of the ancient Christian writers. It comes as no surprise that the most renowned among these early preachers were also those most actively engaged in the task of preaching. The prototypical Fathers who are most astute at describing their own homiletic assumptions and methods are Gregory the Great, Leo the Great, Augustine, Cyril of Jerusalem, John Chrysostom, Peter Chrysologus and Caesarius of Arles.

Pastoral care. Another intensely practical goal of the ACCS is to renew our readers’ awareness of the ancient tradition of pastoral care and ministry to persons. Among the leading Fathers who excel in pastoral wisdom and in application of the Bible to the work of ministry are Gregory of Nazianzus, John Chrysostom, Augustine, and Gregory the Great. Our editors have presented this monumental pastoral wisdom in a guileless way that is not inundated by the premises of contemporary psychotherapy, sociology and naturalistic reductionism.

Translation theory. Each volume is composed of direct quotations in dynamic equivalent English translation of ancient Christian writers, translated from the original language in its best received text. The adequacy of a given attempt at translation is always challengeable. The task of translation is intrinsically debatable. We have sought dynamic equivalency13 without lapsing into paraphrase, and a literary translation without lapsing into wooden literalism. We have tried consistently to make accessible to contemporary readers the vital nuances and energies of the languages of antiq-uity. Whenever possible we have opted for metaphors and terms that are normally used by communicators today.




What Have We Achieved?

We have designed the first full-scale early Christian commentary on Scripture in the last five hundred years. Any future attempts at a Christian Talmud or patristic commentary on Scripture will either follow much of our design or stand in some significant response to it.

We have successfully brought together a distinguished international network of Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox scholars, editors and translators of the highest quality and reputation to accomplish this design.

This brilliant network of scholars, editors, publishers, technicians and translators, which constitutes an amazing novum and a distinct new ecumenical reality in itself, has jointly brought into formulation the basic pattern and direction of the project, gradually amending and correcting it as needed. We have provided an interdisciplinary experimental research model for the integration of digital search techniques with the study of the history of exegesis.

At this time of writing, we are approximately halfway through the actual production of the series and about halfway through the time frame of the project, having developed the design to a point where it is not likely to change significantly. We have made time-dated contracts with all volume editors for the remainder of the volumes. We are thus well on our way toward bringing the English ACCS to completion. We have extended and enhanced our international network to a point where we are now poised to proceed into modern non-English language versions of ACCS. We already have inaugurated editions in Spanish, Chinese, Arabic, Russian and Italian, and are preparing for editions in Arabic and German, with several more languages under consideration.

We have received the full cooperation and support of Drew University as academic sponsor of the project—a distinguished university that has a remarkable record of supporting major international publication projects that have remained in print for long periods of time, in many cases over one-hundred years. The most widely used Bible concordance and biblical word-reference system in the world today was composed by Drew professor James Strong. It was the very room once occupied by Professor Strong, where the concordance research was done in the 1880s, that for many years was my office at Drew and coincidentally the place where this series was conceived. Today Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible rests on the shelves of most pastoral libraries in the English-speaking world over a hundred years after its first publication. Similarly the New York Times’s Arno Press has kept in print the major multivolume Drew University work of John M’Clintock and James Strong, Theological and Exegetical Encyclopedia. The major edition of Christian classics in Chinese was done at Drew University fifty years ago and is still in print. Drew University has supplied much of the leadership, space, library, work-study assistance and services that have enabled these durable international scholarly projects to be undertaken.

Our selfless benefactors have preferred to remain anonymous. They have been well-informed, active partners in its conceptualization and development, and unflagging advocates and counselors in the support of this lengthy and costly effort. The series has been blessed by steady and generous support, and accompanied by innumerable gifts of providence.



Thomas C. Oden
Henry Anson Buttz Professor of Theology, Drew University
General Editor, ACCS






A GUIDE TO USING THIS COMMENTARY


Several features have been incorporated into the design of this commentary. The following comments are intended to assist readers in making full use of this volume.


Pericopes of Scripture

The scriptural text has been divided into pericopes, or passages, usually several verses in length. Each of these pericopes is given a heading, which appears at the beginning of the pericope. For example, the first pericope in the commentary on John is “The Word in the Beginning John 1:1.”




Overviews

Following each pericope of text is an overview of the patristic comments on that pericope. The format of this overview varies within the volumes of this series, depending on the requirements of the specific book of Scripture. The function of the overview is to provide a brief summary of all the comments to follow. It tracks a reasonably cohesive thread of argument among patristic comments, even though they are derived from diverse sources and generations. Thus the summaries do not proceed chronologically or by verse sequence. Rather they seek to rehearse the overall course of the patristic comment on that pericope.

We do not assume that the commentators themselves anticipated or expressed a formally received cohesive argument but rather that the various arguments tend to flow in a plausible, recognizable pattern. Modern readers can thus glimpse aspects of continuity in the flow of diverse exegetical traditions representing various generations and geographical locations.




Topical Headings

An abundance of varied patristic comment is available for each pericope of these letters. For this reason we have broken the pericopes into two levels. First is the verse with its topical heading. The patristic comments are then focused on aspects of each verse, with topical headings summarizing the essence of the patristic comment by evoking a key phrase, metaphor or idea. This feature provides a bridge by which modern readers can enter into the heart of the patristic comment.




Identifying the Patristic Texts

Following the topical heading of each section of comment, the name of the patristic commentator is given. An English translation of the patristic comment is then provided. This is immediately followed by the title of the patristic work and the textual reference—either by book, section and subsection or by book-and-verse references.




The Footnotes

Readers who wish to pursue a deeper investigation of the patristic works cited in this commentary will find the footnotes especially valuable. A footnote number directs the reader to the notes at the bottom of the right-hand column, where in addition to other notations (clarifications or biblical cross references) one will find information on English translations (where available) and standard original-language editions of the work cited. An abbreviated citation (normally citing the book, volume and page number) of the work is provided. A key to the abbreviations is provided on page xv. Where there is any serious ambiguity or textual problem in the selection, we have tried to reflect the best available textual tradition.

Where original language texts have remained untranslated into English, we provide new translations. Wherever current English translations are already well rendered, they are utilized, but where necessary they are stylistically updated. A single asterisk (*) indicates that a previous English translation has been updated to modern English or amended for easier reading. The double asterisk (**) indicates either that a new translation has been provided or that some extant translation has been significantly amended. We have standardized spellings and made grammatical variables uniform so that our English references will not reflect the odd spelling variables of the older English translations. For ease of reading we have in some cases edited out superfluous conjunctions.

For the convenience of computer database users the digital database references are provided to either the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (Greek texts) or to the Cetedoc (Latin texts) in the appendix found on pages 367-73.
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INTRODUCTION TO JOHN


Among the four living creatures of the Apocalypse, the Gospel according to John has most often been identified with the eagle.1 Augustine likens John to “an eagle hovering among Christ’s sayings of the more sublime order and in no way descending to earth but on rare occasions.”2 The eagle symbolizes a Gospel so sublime that, as John Chrysostom says, “if people actually had the capacity to receive and retain these words, they could no longer exist as mere mortals or remain on the earth.”3 The very nature of this Gospel in particular brings out the best in the ancient Christian tradition of interpretation. A purely historical-grammatical, let alone historical-critical, approach to the text would lend a helpful but impoverished interpretation at best—one out of sync with this most “spiritual Gospel,” as Clement of Alexandria termed it. Early Christian interpreters have what Maurice Wiles calls “a certain intuitive sympathy of understanding,”4 providing a much fuller insight into the meaning of the Gospel. Chief among these interpreters are the ancient Christian writers contained in this volume of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture. This introduction will serve to orient the reader into the milieu of the early church’s commentary on John.

There was a keen interest among ancient Christian writers in comparing John’s Gospel with the other three Gospels. Such comparisons inevitably led to speculation on John’s purpose for writing yet another Gospel, and one that is so different from the others.5 John’s purpose and even method of composition also provided further speculation impinging on the date and place of writing as well as the authorship of the Gospel. This, in turn, directly influenced the Gospel’s reception in the commentary, homiletic and liturgical traditions of those early centuries. This introduction is limited to exploring these issues, since these are among the primary introductory matters that concerned the ancient Christian writers’ approach to the text.



John’s Purpose in Relation to Other Gospels

When the early Christian writers speak of John’s purpose in writing the Gospel, it is always in relation to the other Gospels. This is evident, for instance, in the following fragment from the second-century Muratorian Canon, one of the earliest accounts of the Fourth Gospel’s composition:

The Fourth Gospel is that of John, one of the disciples. When his fellow-disciples and bishops entreated him, he said, “Fast now with me for the space of three days, and let us recount to each other whatever may be revealed to us.” On the same night it was revealed to Andrew, one of the apostles, that John should narrate all things in his own name as they called them to mind. And so, although different points are taught to us in the several books of the Gospels, there is no difference as regards the faith of believers, since in all of them everything is related under one imperial Spirit…. John professes himself to be not only the eye-witness, but also the hearer; and besides that, the historian of all the wondrous facts concerning the Lord in their order.6


This fragment represents one part of a tradition passed down and expanded on by Christian interpreters throughout the early centuries of the church, which held that the Gospel of John was composed for two main reasons. The first of these reasons concerns the historical character of John. As early as Papias, it was noted that the writers of the other Gospels, such as Mark, wrote accurately, “though not in order, of the things either said or done by Christ.”7 John, however, was viewed according to this fragment as the “eyewitness” and “historian” among the four Gospel writers. The Fourth Gospel provided the historical framework for the narrative of Jesus’ life in which the accounts of Matthew, Mark and Luke, the Synoptic Gospels, were fitted.8 Most ancient Christian writers assume that John had the other three Gospels in his possession as he composed his Gospel, filling in information they had left out or including similar narratives but bringing out their theological significance, as in the case of John 6, for instance, and the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand that is coupled with the later discourse about the bread of life.9 These early commentators were not unaware, however, of the difficulties raised in comparing John with the Synoptic Gospels.

An early heretical sect called the Alogoi based their rejection of the Fourth Gospel on the difficulties inherent in reconciling John’s chronology with that of the other three.10 But others, such as Irenaeus, viewed this discrepancy as an asset. Irenaeus noticed early on that it is John’s Gospel, for instance, with his three, or maybe even four, references to Jesus going up to the Passover feast11 that enable us to comprehend a two or three-year ministry for Jesus instead of the one year seemingly indicated by the Synoptic Gospels.12 Many, although not all, of the signs that John includes in proving Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of God, are not included in the other Gospels. The miracle at the wedding of Cana,13 the healing of the man born blind14 and the raising of Lazarus are found only in John.15 But John also leaves out other central events such as the transfiguration and the account of the institution of the Lord’s Supper, or perhaps includes them in a more indirect but theologically significant way.16 There are other memorable discourses such as the good shepherd,17 the vine and the branches,18 Jesus’ high-priestly prayer,19 the account of Jesus washing the disciples’ feet20 and Mary’s encounter with Jesus at the tomb,21 for which our understanding of the Savior would be impoverished had they not been included by John. And, of course, John himself says that he has only scratched the surface in what he has included.22

These general areas of comparison were easy to reconcile, attributing them to the larger purpose of the author in composing his account of the Gospel. The more minute differences in detail, where discrepancies between the different writers became more apparent, were more difficult to reconcile. Tatian’s late-second-century Diatessaron was an early attempt to bring the four accounts into a narrative whole, but it is largely the later work of Eusebius of Caesarea, Epiphanius of Salamis and Augustine that provides more substantive, if not always satisfactory, resolutions to the apparent areas of conflict.23 Often the solution given to a difficulty posits two different occurrences of the event; or, in the case of Jesus’ discourse, the solution posits a repetition on more than one occasion of the same phrase or discourse but slightly altered. Eusebius even allows the possibility of a copyist’s error, although this is usually a solution of last resort in a list of alternatives.24

As one of the most representative interpreters of Alexandrian exegesis, Origen freely admits and even highlights in his commentary extensive disagreements between John and the Synoptics on the historical literal level of the text, a level that he takes more seriously than he is given credit for. He believed the factual differences were designed by the divine author, however, to highlight certain higher spiritual truths. He also felt that the inspired authors were free to rearrange chronological sequences in order to convey the deeper spiritual truth intended.25 He goes so far as to say spiritual truth was often preserved in seemingly material falsehood,26 always with the view toward leading one to the higher spiritual sense.27 The fact that historical disagreements could not always be harmonized necessitated, in his mind, the use of allegory to arrive at the deeper spiritual truths intended. These disagreements served as divine sign posts to the reader that there must be more to the text than meets the eye.

Theodore of Mopsuestia represents the Antiochene exegetical tradition, which is no less concerned with these perceived problems but whose answer lies not in an allegorical solution but with a closer historical-grammatical analysis. He posits, for instance, that the events of John 1— 3 must have happened before the accounts of Jesus’ ministry contained in the other three Gospels.28 He also notes that the exact dating of the wedding of Cana that John provides only goes to prove that the temptation could not have followed immediately on Jesus’ baptism, historically speaking.29 Also, the cleansing of the temple John records must be a different one than that recorded in the Synoptics.30 Theodore attributes other factual discrepancies to the fact that Matthew and John were eyewitnesses, whereas Mark and Luke relied on the testimony of others. This is especially true of the passion account, where John remained when the others fled. If there are points of disagreement in details, Theodore asserts, this establishes the veracity of the accounts since it shows that there was no collusion between the various writers.

In general, patristic writers understood everything narrated under the Gospels as “related under one imperial Spirit.”31 Since the Gospel accounts were divinely inspired by the one divine Author, they could not be in contradiction with each other. It is doubtful that the Johannine account of Jesus’ life would have survived and flourished as it did had it not been found in agreement with the other three. The Fourth Gospel’s historical accuracy, its attention to detail and its inclusion of narratives and discourse not found in other accounts commended itself to the church even if it was not always able to find a satisfactory resolution by today’s standards. But this was not the church’s primary focus when considering John’s purpose for writing his Gospel. Cyril of Alexandria, for example, spends precious little time on harmonizing, and largely ignores issues of chronology. And yet, where he does notice differences in details he goes to great lengths to resolve them because if the Evangelists agree with one another on issues of importance they would most assuredly agree on insignificant matters.32 As Wiles notes, “Cyril’s strength as a commentator lies, therefore, not so much in the way in which he meets the detailed problem of the relation between John and the Synoptics but rather in his comparative readiness to ignore it.”33 Cyril’s focus was on something else that was much deeper.




The Divinity of Christ in John

An earlier commentator from Alexandria, Clement, catches the true allure of the Fourth Gospel when he writes of the second purpose for John’s composition, “But last of all, John, perceiving that the external facts had been made plain in the Gospel, being urged by his friends, and inspired by the Spirit, composed a spiritual Gospel.”34 A “spiritual Gospel” could mean any number of things in our day—also true in the Alexandrian tradition of Clement’s day. The Gospel of John was very popular among the Gnostics there and elsewhere who found numerous opportunities via allegorizing for utilizing John in their cosmological speculations. Clement and his pupil Origen were not averse to this allegorizing either since it allowed their own cosmological speculations. However, it was John’s emphasis on the divinity of Christ that moved Origen to call the Fourth Gospel the “first-fruits”35 of all the apostolic Gospel accounts. He noted that it was left to the one who lay on Jesus’ breast to provide the greatest and most complete discourses about Jesus, “For none of these other Gospels plainly declared his divinity as John does.”36 This agrees in part with what John himself says in John 20: “These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in his name.”37 Patristic discussion on John’s purpose focused primarily on the first phrase of John’s stated purpose, the belief stated as fact that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.38 In fact, they assume that John was already engaged in battling heretical notions about Christ in his own time at the end of the first century.

Irenaeus relates a tradition preserved by John’s disciple, Polycarp of Smyrna, that tells how John once fled from the public baths in Ephesus when he heard that the Gnostic Cerinthus had entered. John left because he was afraid “the bath-house would fall down since Cerinthus, the enemy of truth, was within.”39 Jerome too reflects this animosity between John and Cerinthus, saying that John was asked by the bishops of Asia to write a Gospel “against Cerinthus and other heretics and especially against the then growing dogma of the Ebionites, who assert that Christ did not exist before Mary. On this account [John] was compelled to maintain [Christ’s] divine nativity.”40 Irenaeus believed that John wrote his Gospel anticipating Irenaeus’s conflicts in the late second century with the Valentinian Gnostics and their “blasphemous systems that divide the Lord” into two different beings, one human and the other divine.41

The divinity of Jesus was of paramount importance, not only in the second and third centuries of the church but even more so later when the church was struggling with the trinitarian and christological controversies of the fourth and fifth centuries. Theodore avers that the Christians of Asia asked John to write because certain miracles and discourses were missing in the other Gospels that might lead future generations to lose sight of Christ’s divinity.42 Cyril’s account is similar, although for him the danger of false teaching concerning the eternal generation of the Son and the preexistence of the Logos that John combats is a clear and present danger for John at the end of the first century.43 Cyril reports that John left the genealogy of the legal and natural birth according to the flesh to the other Evangelists to tell at fuller length, while he focused on Christ’s divinity to correct present and future heresies.44 Chrysostom too believed that John was “loftier than the rest.”45 And yet, it is Chrysostom’s Homilies on John that, more than any other commentary, emphasizes Christ’s humanity and condescension toward the human race.46

This distinction between the human and divine elements in the one person of Jesus Christ became a key hermeneutical tool in the christological interpretation of John that the orthodox used to answer the challenges of varying heretical sects. It took some time before this distinction was enunciated clearly. But it ultimately became standardized in the orthodox confessions of the church, as the Nicene Creed and subsequent ecumenical councils demonstrate. Those passages that seemed to speak of Christ’s inferiority to the Father were applied to his humanity in its incarnate status, and those more exalted passages that spoke of his glory and power were applied to his divinity, keeping in mind that when you speak of either, you are speaking of the one person of Jesus Christ who is both human and divine which they saw epitomized in Jesus’ statement, “I and the Father are one.”47

The ancient church was agreed, then, that the primary purpose of the Gospel according to John was to remove any doubt about the doctrinal truth of Christ’s divinity, which the other Gospels had not emphasized. John’s Gospel thus occupied a central role in the trinitarian and christological debates. This made it all the more important that the Gospel itself could be trusted.




Date, Provenance and Authorship

Date and Provenance. For reasons that will become clear below, the Gospel of John was not as widely quoted as Matthew in the early years of the church.48 It nonetheless has some of the earliest attestation in the papyri of the New Testament. The oldest manuscript of any portion of the New Testament known to exist, [image: image]52, dates from the early second century and contains John 18:31-33, 37-38.49 This textual “footprint in the sand” attests to John’s usage far from Ephesus already in Egypt perhaps as early as A.D. 130, clearly contradicting the assumptions of such nineteenth-century critics as Ferdinand Christian Baur who placed John’s composition as late as A.D. 160.50 Allowing some time for copying and circulation this would place the composition of the Gospel sometime close to the end of the first century A.D., where the consensus of ancient Christian writers and historians place it. Jerome refines the timetable a bit further in his Lives of Illustrious Men 9:

After Domitian had been put to death and his acts, on account of his excessive cruelty, were annulled by the senate, John returned to Ephesus under Nerva51 and continuing there until the time of the emperor Trajan, founded and built churches throughout all Asia. Worn out by old age, he died in the sixty-eighth year after our Lord’s passion and was buried near the same city.52


This would place John’s death right around A.D. 100, the latest possible date for the writing of the Gospel if we accept the apostle John as the author.53

The earliest possible date for the Gospel’s composition is not as easily answered, since both the internal and external evidence can be interpreted in a number of ways. The witness of the ancient church attests that the Gospel of John was written after the other three Gospels, implying a later date, depending on how one dates the other Gospels.54 However, we can be more precise if we consider Jerome’s account above to be accurate. He notes that John wrote the Apocalypse on the island of Patmos and then returned to Ephesus during the reign of Nerva. We know that Nerva ruled as emperor of Rome from A.D. 96 to 98. Further, we learn from Ireneaus that “John, the disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon his breast, did himself publish a Gospel during his residence at Ephesus in Asia.”55 Therefore, at least according to the witness of Irenaeus and Jerome,56 we can place the writing of the Gospel at Ephesus sometime within the last half of the final decade of the first century (A.D. 96-100). Apart from the dissenting view of Ephrem the Syrian, who records a tradition that John wrote his Gospel at Antioch, where he lived until the end of Trajan’s reign,57 the patristic consensus was that John wrote the Gospel from Ephesus.

But this also has implications for the Gospel’s relation to the Revelation, which we also assume was written by John.58 Clement of Alexandria says that John, who was exiled to Patmos, returned to Ephesus “after the death of the tyrant.”59 If the Revelation, then, was written on the island of Patmos and the Gospel was written in Ephesus, it would mean either that John wrote the Gospel in Ephesus before he was exiled to Patmos, which is highly unlikely given the earlier evidence discussed, or the Gospel was composed when John returned to Ephesus after his exile. Therefore, John composed the Fourth Gospel after he wrote the Revelation on the island of Patmos.

This would help explain a number of hermeneutical questions, including the profound prologue of the first eighteen verses in terms that go beyond a simple Hellenistic or Jewish influence, although these no doubt are there and are important influences. The prologue’s cosmological glimpse into the eternity of the Word and the heavenly realms as John entered through that open door into heaven seems much more prescient when reading the first eighteen verses of John with the Revelation as the backdrop. It also lends a renewed appreciation for the certainty and conviction, evident throughout the rest of the Gospel, that Jesus Christ was truly God and man. We have an eyewitness who had seen his glory not only on earth but perhaps also in heaven.60

Authorship. The text of the Gospel never identifies the author explicitly by name,61 allowing for speculation concerning his identity, although little such speculation occurred in the early church. In the Gospel itself there are enigmatic references to the “other disciple”62 who was a friend of the high priest and “the beloved disciple”63 who was an eyewitness.64 This disciple was obviously a close companion of Jesus, being present at the crucifixion to witness the piercing of Christ’s side.65 This convinced most ancient commentators (if not all modern ones)66 that these references identified the author as John, the disciple of Jesus. In fact, the identity of John the disciple is simply assumed in the commentaries without further discussion on the matter except to highlight John’s modesty in not naming himself.67

Whether he was the same John who wrote the book of Revelation or Second John and Third John was not as unanimous an assertion, however, although the early majority, including Justin,68 Irenaeus,69 Tertullian,70 Hippolytus71 and Origen72 seemed to think so, as did the later consensus of interpreters on the Revelation.73 Papias of Hierapolis was considered by many to be a disciple of John whom later tradition believed may have been John’s scribe.74 Much has thus been made of Eusebius’s assertion that Papias identified two Johns at Ephesus: John the apostle, who wrote the Gospel, and John the elder, who is referred to in Second John and Third John and who Eusebius said must have written the Revelation.75 However, there is also nothing to prevent one from seeing these two Johns listed in Papias as the same person, especially considering the antipathy of Eusebius toward the Revelation being included in the canon.76

Other early patristic writers such as Theophilus of Antioch identify the author of the Prologue as John, one of the “spirit-bearing [inspired] men,”77 although he too does not explicitly identify him as John the disciple of the Lord. The Valentinian Ptolemaeus, as quoted by Irenaeus, is more explicit, identifying “John, the disciple of the Lord” as the author of the prologue,78 as does the Valentinian Heracleon, as quoted by Origen.79 Both Irenaeus and Clement of Alexandria are quoted by Eusebius as favoring John the disciple of Jesus as the author.80 Tertullian, the father of Latin Christian theology, supplies a similar witness to that of Irenaeus and Clement.81 Bishop Polycrates of Ephesus82 confirms that the apostle John is the beloved disciple who “was both a witness and a teacher, who reclined on the bosom of the Lord.” He further attests to John’s occupying the priestly office, having worn “the sacerdotal plate.”83 And finally, two other accounts in this early period are that of the anti-Marcionite prologue and the Muratorian Canon. The anti-Marcionite prologue speaks of the Gospel as dictated by John to his disciple Papias “while still in the body,” implying something akin to a last will and testament by an aged disciple.84 The Muratorian Canon, already noted, refers to the author as “John, one of the disciples” who was encouraged by his fellow disciples to write down his recollections.85 The commentaries of the fourth and fifth centuries continued this consensual understanding among the ancient exegetes that John the apostle and disciple of Jesus was the author of the Gospel.




The Reception of John in the Ancient Christian Community in the Second Century

Considering the attestation in the manuscript tradition and the overwhelming consensus that John the apostle and disciple was the author of the Gospel, we are nonetheless confronted with a conundrum in its early usage. The Gospel of John is barely quoted or cited until well into the second half of the second century among the apostolic fathers. Ignatius of Antioch (d. 107 or 112), for instance, who wrote a letter to the Ephesians, where the Gospel of John would have been composed, makes no reference or overt allusions to the Gospel in that letter.86 Justin Martyr, with his concept of the Logos,87 nonetheless has only one complete citation from John, quoting John 3:5 in his First Apology 61, although again there are any number of allusions.88 Another citation of the Gospel does not occur until Theophilus of Antioch quotes John 1:1-3 in his To Autolycus 2.22 (c. A.D. 170).89 Whereas there are copious references and quotes of texts from the other three Gospels in these texts, the witness to John is almost silent until the time of Irenaeus. What explains this apparent tardiness of regard for the Fourth Gospel among early postapostolic writings?

One factor could be the late composition of the Gospel, having been written at the very end of the first century, which means it would have taken more time to circulate. Arguing against this, however, is the manuscript evidence that shows the Gospel had an early and wide circulation from as far away as Egypt.90 Perhaps its later composition caused some delay in accepting its authority until it proved itself. Its link to Ephesus and to an apostle such as John would seem to militate against this as well, however. Perhaps we have a clue in an enigmatic statement of Epiphanius of Salamis, who mentions, in his Panarion 51.3-4, the second-century sect known as the Alogoi,91 who rejected the book of John early on because they believed that neither the Gospel of John nor the Apocalypse was

John’s composition but Cerinthus’, and have no right to a place in the church…. Cerinthus says that Christ is of recent origin and a mere man…. [The Alogoi] appear to believe what we do; but… they do not hold to the certainties of the message God has revealed to us through St. John…. For they say… that John’s books do not agree with the other apostles.92


Epiphanius says that the Alogoi appear to believe the same things the orthodox do, except concerning John, giving us a glimpse into the early-second-century reception of John at least in some parts of the ancient world. Some of the reticence to utilize John resulted from the notable differences in content between the Fourth Gospel and the other three. But the association with Cerinthus was perhaps a bigger stumbling block. We do know from Irenaeus that Cerinthus was considered to be a Gnostic who taught a “‘knowledge’ falsely so called.”93 According to Irenaeus, as we saw earlier, John appears to have engaged in spiritual warfare with Cerinthus specifically. We may perhaps conjecture that Cerinthus was using John’s Gospel as if it were his own but distorting its message.94 This would explain John’s focused animosity toward him as one who was distorting the truth. We also know that the Gospel according to John enjoyed popularity among Gnostic and Montanist circles that it did not have among the orthodox of the same period.95 The Nag Hammadi Library, known for its collection of second- and third-century Gnostic96 texts such as the Gospel of Truth, Apocryphon of John, Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Philip and Tripartite Tractate contains copious allusions, references and quotes from the Gospel of John, unlike its orthodox counterparts in the same time period.97

The first known commentary on any New Testament text is, in fact, a commentary on John written by Heracleon, a pupil of the Gnostic Valentinus, around A.D. 160 to 180. The subsequent popularity of this Gnostic commentary can be inferred from Ambrose, a converted Valentinian Gnostic,98 who commissioned his most talented scholar, Origen of Alexandria, to write a commentary exposing and refuting Heracleon’s error.99 Origen quotes Heracleon’s commentary extensively, and therefore some partial reconstruction of it has been possible.100 Nevertheless it is not certain that Heracleon had written a complete commentary. What is significant in this case is that Heracleon’s knowledge of John must be traced back to his teacher Valentinus, who was a contemporary of Polycarp. The same applies to other fellow Valentinians, beside Heracleon, most notably to Ptolemaeus and his followers, who are quoted on this point by Irenaeus.101 Ultimately, we must admit we don’t know why John was underutilized by the postapostolic ancient Christian writers. It is more likely a combination of its late composition coupled with its popularity among the more dominant Gnostic sects of the time. The paucity of early usage among the orthodox, however, would not remain so for long.

Irenaeus, who wrote Against Heresies most likely sometime between A.D. 175 and 185, is the one who sought to reappropriate the Gospel of John, bringing it firmly back within the orthodox fold. He affirms its apostolic authorship on numerous occasions in this work and cites it more than sixty times in his polemical arguments against the very Gnostics who so widely used John.102 He tells us that John wrote the Gospel to put an end to such Gnostic doctrines as Cerinthus and Valentinus held, affirming the divinity of Christ and establishing “the rule of truth in the church.”103 Thus, with Irenaeus we see the beginning of the Fourth Gospel’s reappropriation that only strengthened as the ancient church discovered the treasures contained in it.




The Commentaries of the Third Century

Two commentaries on John are known to have been written in the third century: the above-mentioned commentary of Origen and another written by Hippolytus no longer extant.104 Both commentaries were written to refute heretical distortions of the Gospel and to expound orthodoxy. Hippolytus fought the heresy of the Alogoi while Origen dealt with Gnosticism and, more specifically, its undermining of the integrity of the incarnation that was basic to the church’s understanding of Christ.

Origen of Alexandria. Origen completed the first five books of his commentary in Alexandria, performing the rest of the work in Caesarea, where he transferred his activities in A.D. 231 due to conflicts with his bishop, Demetrios. The text that has come down to us is not complete: not only are there large gaps within the text itself, due to the fragmentary nature of the surviving text, but also the commentary we do have ends with book 32, bringing us only as far as John 13.105 Origen most likely never did complete what he called the “first fruits” of his exegetical works. Nevertheless, what we have is sufficient to demonstrate how important the Gospel of John had become at the time for the church, especially in Alexandria, one of the great ecclesiastical and philosophical centers at that time. His commentary also helps explain the subsequent emphasis placed on this Gospel in the church’s lectionary, liturgy and dogmatic formulations.

Origen’s commentary, unlike for instance Chrysostom’s or Augustine’s sermons on John, has a kind of freedom often found in the academy in general that leaves behind exhortation and sermonic exposition in order to pursue a specific subject or text—sometimes almost to the point of exhaustion. One gets the impression with Origen that there are so many questions he had, and so much Scripture to connect with the Gospel of John, that there is neither time nor space enough to get it all in the thirty-two books written by him that cover barely half of the Gospel. That is why the quotes contained in this commentary are often elided or condensed to bring out his main points, which themselves often are quite insightful but would otherwise be lost in the details. He provides a wealth of knowledge concerning issues of textual criticism, and his commentary exhibits one of the most careful treatments of the text of any of the interpreters. He often notices textual or factual issues others gloss over, as noted earlier. Historical facts were obviously important to Origen, but they are not the chief concern of scriptural narrative or its interpretation; to his mind, it is the spiritual meaning underneath the text that the interpreter is to unlock.106 This “spiritual Gospel” affords ample opportunity for such spiritual exegesis, but it is exegesis that Origen ultimately employs in service to the church at the urging and through the generosity of his friend Ambrose. As the first orthodox commentary on John, Origen’s tomes set the tone for much of the subsequent commentary tradition.




The Commentaries of the Fourth Century

Four commentaries appear to have been written in the fourth century, but only one of them has survived in full form. These are the commentaries of Asterius the Sophist, Theodore of Heraclea, Didymus the Blind, of the catechetical school of Alexandria, and John Chrysostom, representing the Antiochene stream of interpretation.

Asterius the Sophist was an Arian, a fact that most probably contributed to the disappearance of his commentary, given the practice of the early church to destroy the works of those condemned as heretics. Theodore of Mopsuestia, a fifth-century biblical commentator, tells us in his introduction to his own commentary on the Fourth Gospel that he was not

envious of the sophist Asterius and that he [Theodore] would not imitate him; for indeed, through the work that he wrote on this Gospel, it seems that he looked more for self-glorification than edification. This volume, which he spread among people, only caused the reader to miss anything that was really useful for the comprehension of the Gospel, because he only lingers on those questions that are evident and fraudulently strives to expose his useless arguments with many words.107


Theodore of Heraclea (died c. 351-355), a semi-Arian who opposed Athanasius and was condemned as an opponent at the synod of Sardica,108 is also reputed to have written a commentary on the Fourth Gospel, also no longer extant. Jerome, who reports on this commentary, praises him for his “polished and clear style and for showing an excellent historical [literal] sense.”109 Theodoret of Cyr calls him “a man of great erudition as an expositor of the Scriptures.”110 Fragments of the commentary of Theodore have survived in the catenae of the Greek fathers.111

Jerome also tells us that Didymus the Blind (b. 310/313; d. 398), head of the catechetical school of Alexandria, wrote “admirable works,” which include a commentary on the Gospel according to John.112 This commentary is no longer extant either, but several extracts from it too have survived in the same Catenae.113 Palladius of Helenopolis, one of our important sources for Didymus’s life and work, says that Didymus “interpreted the Old and the New Testaments word for word and took care for the dogmas [of the church], expounding their rationale in a refined and most powerful way so that he excelled in knowledge among the ancients.”114

The catenae that recall these fourth-century commentaries also include a commentary on the Fourth Gospel by Apollinaris of Laodicaea,115 a defender of Nicaea and one-time friend of Basil of Caesarea. Apollinaris, however, was judged to be heretical for his attempts to resolve christological issues by substituting the Logos for Christ’s soul in an attempt to speak of the human and the divine coexisting in the one person. A number of texts from each of these lost commentaries will appear in translation in this volume for the first time.

John Chrysostom. The last commentary on the Gospel according to John to be written in the fourth century is that of John Chrysostom.116 It is not so much a commentary as a series of eighty-eight homilies delivered to a select, biblically well-informed audience in a church in Antioch twice a week early in the morning. These homilies cover the entire Gospel with the exception of the incident with the adulterous woman described in John 7:53—8:11, which was not included in Chrysostom’s Gospel text. In these homilies (A.D. 387-394),117 Chrysostom’s primary concern is to refute the Anomoeans (extreme Arians), who denied the true Godhead of Christ. But these were also homilies delivered to instruct his audience about the Christian life that would make them equal to the angels if they would only follow his exhortation.118 His homilies bring the reader of the twenty-first century into the life of late-fourth-century Antioch with their frequent references to the theater, music and athletic spectacles that are in competition for the attention of his hearers. His Christology is very much in the tradition of Antioch in emphasizing the distinction of the two natures. Within that distinction Chrysostom often focuses on the condescension of Christ in his encounters with others and his servanthood in ministering to the world by his life, death and resurrection. Chrysostom often comes across as the most pastoral of the commentators with his exhortations to his readers to not only hear the word but do what it says in their daily lives.




Fifth-Century Commentaries

Four commentaries on the Gospel according to John are reported in the fifth century: Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350-428); Augustine of Hippo (354-430), written in the first decade of the fifth century; Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444), composed during the first period of his literary activity, that is, the period preceding the outbreak of the Nestorian controversy (428); and Ammonius Alexandrinus (fifth to sixth century), written in the second half of the fifth century. By this time the value of the Gospel of John in the trinitarian and christological issues of the day has become more pronounced as reflected in the commentary and homiletic traditions as well as the doctrinal and dogmatic works. Both Hilary’s and Augustine’s treatises on the Trinity draw heavily on John and therefore have been included in this commentary since their dogmatic arguments were basically exegetical arguments. Earlier interpreters such as Athanasius, Ambrose, Basil and Didymus, among others, also have treatises on the Holy Spirit that focus heavily on Johannine texts and have been included as well at those points where they occur. In this introduction, however, we will focus on the commentary and homiletic tradition.

Theodore of Mopsuestia. Theodore tells us in the introduction to his Commentary on the Gospel of John the Apostle119 that he dedicated this work to a certain Porphyrius, “admirable and most glorious among the bishops,” who had “ordered him,” as he says, “to explain the sense of the blessed Evangelist John, because the comprehension of his thought was more useful than that of others.” This elevated description of Porphyrius, coupled with Theodore’s characterization of his work as an act of obedience to him, implies that the one who commissioned the work was probably the Porphyrius of Antioch (404-408) who had been formerly his fellow student in the Asketerion of Diodore of Tarsus. This would specify the date of this work, placing it in that period of Porphyrius’s term of office as bishop of Antioch.120

Theodore’s introduction situates his commentary within a certain type of approach or “intention.” The focus of his comments, he says, are on those points that appear more difficult for readers to understand while “not lingering on those questions which offer a single interpretation” that is beyond dispute.121 And so, at various points Theodore’s commentary is quite sparse with only a sentence or two of comment on a given passage, while at other points the discussion is much more extensive, such as his extended discussion of the Logos in the opening prologue. Some have seen in Theodore’s Christology in general an early tendency toward Nestorianism, where the human and divine natures of Christ are sharply distinguished.122 However, this commentary, as well as Cyril’s, was composed before that controversy erupted. In fact, this separation is absent in most of the Greek fragments of Theodore’s commentary that have survived.123 We have included a few of those Greek fragments where they were considered reliable, although the vast majority of texts included here have come from the Syriac text. The Syriac editor Vosté explains Theodore’s Christology as an attempt to highlight the unbelieving Jews perception of only Christ’s humanity while those of faith clearly see the greatness of Jesus’ divinity.124

We have already discussed Theodore’s historical-grammatical approach in his harmonization of John’s account with that of the Synoptic Gospels. His precision in this regard is also extended to what today might be called form criticism in his terse note that John 21:25-26 was not written by John. On the whole, Theodore’s commentary comes across as much more concise, almost surgical at points, in comparison with Cyril.

Cyril of Alexandria. Cyril of Alexandria’s Commentary on the Gospel according to St. John is one of his earliest works and belongs to the first period of his literary activity, which precedes the outbreak of the Nestorian controversy. It can most likely be dated between the years 425 to 428.125 The commentary, divided into twelve books, is what might be termed a dogmatic interpretation126 that presents a doctrinal and theological interpretation of John in order to refute the heresies of Arius, Eunomius, Aetius and their followers who are in error regarding the nature of the second and third persons of the Trinity. His research for two previously published works, his Dialogues on the Holy Trinity and his Thesaurus, thus served him well in the writing of this commentary since he had made a systematic study of their opinions in these works.127 His looming conflict with Nestorius, which erupted in 428/429 and came to a head at the Council of Ephesus in 431, is not really in evidence in the commentary, although writing this commentary would have surely prepared him for that christological controversy involving the two natures in the one person of Christ. But there are minimal traces of that controversy here; in fact, there are any number of points where his commentary seems to be in concert with Theodore, Nestorius’s teacher.128

Cyril’s “dogmatic exegesis” might give readers a first impression that he is not writing for the layperson but for the scholar. However, nothing could be farther from the truth. His commentary is scholarly, but his concerns are pastoral as they focus on the salvation of his hearers. In Cyril’s mind, the incarnation of Christ is at the heart and core of the Gospel of John and thus of his own commentary and theology. In the incarnation, Christ united himself with human nature, restoring and recalling it to immortality so that “when the flesh had become his own flesh it should partake of his own immortality.”129 The incarnation is a “deep mystery” where the “common element of humanity is summed up” in the person of Jesus Christ, who heals what he has assumed. The Spirit is the one who ensures that humanity receives these benefits of the incarnation.130 In this regard, Cyril follows very much in the train of Athanasius. But Cyril also goes on to consider those aspects of Christ’s humanity that seem to imply an inferiority to the Father, arguing that such things as emotions and suffering, the Spirit’s work in him and the glory he receives from the Father do not detract from his divinity but were an accommodation to life lived as a true human being because of his interaction with creation. Cyril’s commentary provides the reader with a deeply theological reflection on this most deeply theological Gospel of John.

Augustine of Hippo. Like Chrysostom, Augustine’s Tractates on the Gospel of John131 is not so much a commentary as a series of 124 homilies, or tractates, on the Gospel of John delivered to his congregation in Hippo sometime after 416. Scholars have debated their precise dating and character, whether they were all delivered at the same time or in groups or whether extemporaneously or dictated.132 Augustine called them tractates rather than homilies in keeping with earlier Latin usage where tractate (tractatus) denotes a certain type of sermon that included not only the original intention of the text but also an interpretation that brought out the wider implications of this meaning for various life situations—something Augustine often explored through his use of allegory. These tractates on John also address theological and polemical issues of the day in their refutation of such heretical opinions as the Manichaeans, Donatists, Arians and Pelagians as these affected the flock entrusted to his care. Concerning that flock, John Rettig paints the scene for the delivery of these tractates:

Seated upon his cathedra in his church at Hippo, with the Bible spread open upon a lectern at his side, Augustine spoke vigorously, with the full dramatic force of ancient oratorical style, directly and immediately to the motley audience standing before him. These volatile and fiery Africans responded to the bishop’s words with enthusiastic shouts of approval, or with questions or tears or groans. The sermon was a lively exchange between the pastor and his people; he was ever sensitive and responsive to their reactions and they were quickly influenced by his preaching. Sensibility, impetuosity, a considerable knowledge of doctrine that enabled them to follow complex theological argumentation, and a desire for a firm and unshakeable faith, marked these crowds of people.133


It was an eclectic group of rich and poor, young and old, slave and free, politicians and ordinary citizens, educated and uneducated. The exchange between Augustine and his congregation has often necessitated omitting some material in a given quote due to such interruptions but also to the lengthy exposition that sometimes results from a preacher caught in the midst of oratory. Augustine was obviously a trained rhetorician, but he never sacrificed substance for style. As one will see from the excerpts in this volume, his tractates were deeply theological even as they were delivered, for the most part, extemporaneously, recorded by gifted shorthand experts as they were delivered.134 They serve as a prime example of the richness of doctrinal exegesis and the use of allegory in the West.135

We do not know as much about the Presbyter Ammonius of Alexandria136 and his commentary on John. The fragments of his commentary that have survived and been authenticated—which are greater in number than any of the other Greek fragments—are found in Joseph Reuss’s Johannes-Kommentare aus der Griechischen Kirche along with the other Greek fragments listed earlier.137 Reuss tells us that certain fragments provide clues as to his identity. His comments on John 3:6 in fragments 75 and 76 utilize terminology of the Council of Chalcedon on the two natures in the one person of Christ,138 and comments on John 4:3 in fragment 111 refer to the condemnation of Eutyches at the second Synod of Ephesus in 449.139 There is also a strong dogmatic emphasis on the doctrine of the Trinity, and his dogmatic interest continues in his opposition to heretics such as Paul of Samosata, Marcion, the Sabellians, the Arians, Messalians and Manichaeans. There are numerous christological statements throughout the fragments that reflect his opposition to Monophysitism, which may identify him with the Ammonius referred to by Anastasius the Sinaite (d. eighth century), who reports on his literary work. It is also evident that Ammonius knew the commentaries of Theodore of Heraclea, Apollinaris, Didymus, Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsuestia and Cyril of Alexandria. From this and other information gleaned from the fragments, we can conclude that he most likely was born in the second half of the fifth century and lived well into the first half of the sixth century. As an interpreter of Scripture, he follows an Antiochene emphasis on discussing historical details and terms and other material that deals with the literal sense of the text and attempts harmonizing the Synoptics with John. He does not, however, leave out entirely the allegorical tendencies of Alexandria either.140 His familiarity with previous commentators means many of his comments are already found there, but we have tried to include a representative sampling of his comments.




Homiletical and Other Material Selected

The five major commentaries and serial homilies of Origen, Chrysostom, Theodore, Cyril and Augustine form the skeleton of this ACCS volume. They are supplemented by individual homilies, the fragmentary commentaries found in the catenae, key doctrinal works and liturgical texts. It should also be noted that Aquinas’s Catena Aurea, which is heavily dominated by Augustine and Chrysostom, proved helpful at points in sifting through some of the major commentary material for inclusion. Aquinas had a way of condensing patristic argument and focusing on the meat of commentary, a practice we have tried to emulate where possible.141 Further sermonic material from Augustine as well as Bede supplements these commentary and homiletic materials. In the case of Bede, his comments in his homilies were often more original than his commentary, which more or less repeats Augustine or other patristic comment almost verbatim and so finds minimal representation here. We have also included homiletic material from Gregory the Great, Leo the Great, Peter Chrysologus, Fulgentius, Chromatius, Caesarius, Gaudentius, Amphilochius, Severus of Antioch, Severian of Gabala, Andrew of Crete, Basil the Great, Basil of Seleucia and others.142 The Gospel of John in the liturgy and hymnody of the ancient church is exemplified in selections from the hymns of Ephrem the Syrian, Ambrose and others. A number of selections have been included from Romanus Melodus, whose poetic sermons sung during the service chronicled the life of Christ and found their way into the later liturgical life of the church. The frequent quoting of John in the trinitarian, christological and pneumatological controversies necessitated inclusion of these sources found in Athanasius, the Cappadocians, Hilary and Ambrose, among others. The corpus is too vast to be able to include little more than a sampling of some of the key texts, however. The overall goal was to present the broad range of consensual exegesis in the ancient church using primarily the commentary and homiletic tradition without, however, ignoring the palette of genres that make up the early church’s commentary on this most spiritual Gospel of John.
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  THE GOSPEL


    ACCORDING TO JOHN




  


  THE WORD IN THE BEGINNING
JOHN 1:1


  

    OVERVIEW: With the wisdom of an enlightened fisherman (CHRYSOSTOM), John brings us the firstfruits of the gospel (ORIGEN). He begins his gospel with the eternal generation of the Son (CHRYSOSTOM, AUGUSTINE), leaving his human birth from Mary to be understood in the context of this first birth (HILARY). He speaks of the Son as the Word “in the beginning,” which, by its very definition, means there can be nothing prior (CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA). Scripture uses “beginning” in a number of different senses, but here the apostle speaks of the eternal beginning, linking the Word’s generation with the creative wisdom present at the beginning, which, according to Proverbs 8:22, brought about the creation of the world (ORIGEN). He is the light before the world came into being, the intellectual and essential Wisdom existing before the ages (EUSEBIUS), the living Word that was in the beginning with the Father and who was himself God and the voice of God (COSMAS).


    Thus, John cannot be dealing strictly with time (CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA) or ordered sequence, except in the sense of indicating by “beginning” what is before everything else, as Moses wrote at the beginning of his account of creation. In this sense, he contrasts Moses’ account of the beginning of created things with his own account of the beginning when their Creator was already in existence as the author of existence (THEODORE). John points to the Father as the archē, that is, the source of the Son (CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA), who himself as the Son and agent of creation is the source and cause, or “beginning,” of all that exists (AUGUSTINE).


    John’s paradoxical combination of “was” with “in the beginning” leaves us contemplating nothing short of eternity and infinity (CHRYSOSTOM, HILARY). In the case of human beings, the word was signifies the past; with God it declares eternity (CHRYSOSTOM). The Word of God always was in the beginning and always was (AMBROSE) even as he always is (HILARY). The same verb is predicated of the Word when he “was in the beginning” and when he “was with God” (ORIGEN).


    The word Logos, which John chooses to use, can signify both “reason” and “word,” but here the better translation is “word” because of the power it connotes. A word already exists in our minds even before it is spoken or conceived. But we should not think that the Word of which John speaks is like our human word. In a sense, it is incomprehensible because it is speaking of that which is before form, shape or conception of the mind (AUGUSTINE). And yet, just as our words declare what is on our minds (BASIL), so also the Word declares to us the mind of God (TERTULLIAN) and those things that were hidden (EPHREM). We forget the power that words have, let alone that the Word has (AUGUSTINE). The eternal, creative, divine Word of the Father accomplishes whatever it says, while human words disappear as soon as they are spoken (ATHANASIUS), which is why this Word is set apart from human words that did not even exist in the beginning (BASIL).


    The Son has always been with the Father (GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS), but is also shown here to be distinct from the Father even as he is of one substance with the Father (CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA). We should, however, realize that the name “Father” is not yet used here in the prologue, nor is that of the “Son,” because John is concerned that someone might unwittingly try to humanize the Godhead (GREGORY OF NYSSA). John also guards against anyone who may think that the Word was unbegotten, telling us that the Word was not “in God” but “with God” and thus declaring his eternity as a person with the Father (CHRYSOSTOM). And so, the Father and Son remain at the same time distinct (CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA) but also one (AMBROSE). In this sense, then, the Son can be understood as present in the beginning as Wisdom at the side of the Father (METHODIUS).


    The Word itself is more than just the utterance of sound or the hidden thought of God; it is a substance, a Being, it is God. Others have been called God; however, this verse reveals that the Son is God and not merely called God (HILARY). The third repetition of “was” in the final clause of John 1:1 confirms by number that what he “was” (i.e., God), he laid aside (GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS). Those who would point to the lack of article as making the Word “a God,” that is, a subordinate deity and not fully God, would also have to make the same observation concerning the Father, since there are instances in Scripture where the article is also lacking in designating the Father—and besides, adding the article here would be superfluous since the article already had been affixed previously to the Word (CHRYSOSTOM). John anticipated those who would deny the deity of the Son, and so he ensured the establishment of the Son’s divinity by confessing him as God (CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA). This Word was in the beginning and was the one who told Moses, “He who is has sent me” (AMBROSE).


     


    THE WISDOM OF A FISHERMAN. CHRYSOSTOM: As might be expected of one who speaks from the very treasures of the Spirit, John the Divine has arrived bringing to us sublime doctrines and the best way of life and wisdom, as though he had just arrived from the very heavens. In fact, it is likely that not even everyone there in heaven should know them. Do these things belong to a fisherman? Tell me. Do they at all belong to a rhetorician? To a sophist or philosopher? To anyone trained in the wisdom of the Gentiles? By no means. The human soul is simply unable to engage in philosophical speculation on that pure and blessed nature; on the powers that come next to it; on immortality and endless life; on the nature of mortal bodies that shall hereafter be immortal; on punishment and the judgment to come; on the inquiries that shall concern deeds and words, thoughts and imaginations. HOMILIES ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 2.2.1


     


    THE FIRSTFRUITS OF THE GOSPELS. ORIGEN: I think that John’s Gospel, which you have enjoined us to examine to the best of our ability, is the firstfruits of the Gospels. It speaks of him whose descent is traced and begins from him who is without a genealogy…. The greater and more perfect expressions concerning Jesus are reserved for the one who leaned on Jesus’ breast. For none of the other Gospels manifested his divinity as fully as John when he presented him saying, “I am the light of the world,”2 “I am the way and the truth and the life,”3 “I am the resurrection,”4 “I am the door,”5 “I am the good shepherd.”6… We might dare say then that the Gospels are the firstfruits of all Scripture but that the firstfruits of the Gospels is that according to John whose meaning no one can understand who has not leaned on Jesus’ breast or received Mary from Jesus to be his mother also. COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 1.21-23.7


    

      1:1a In the Beginning



      THE ETERNAL GENERATION OF THE SON. CHRYSOSTOM: While all the other Evangelists begin with the incarnation… John, passing by everything else—his conception, his birth, his education, and his growth— speaks immediately of his eternal generation. HOMILIES ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 4.1.8


       


      THE FIRST BIRTH OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST. AUGUSTINE: There are two births of our Lord Jesus Christ, the one divine, the other human…. Consider that first begetting: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” Whose Word? The Father’s own. Which Word? The Son himself. The Father has never been without the Son; and yet the one who has never been without the Son begot the Son. He both begot and yet did not begin to do so. There is no beginning for one begotten without beginning. And yet he is the Son, and yet he is begotten. A mere human is going to say, “How is it that he is begotten, and yet he does not have a beginning? If he does not have a beginning, how was he begotten?” How, I do not know. Are you asking a mere human how God was begotten? I am overwhelmed by your questioning, but I appeal to the prophet: “His begetting who can tell the tale of?”9 SERMON 196.1.10


       


      CHRIST’S BIRTH FROM MARY. HILARY OF POITIERS: I will not endure to hear that Christ was born of Mary unless I also hear, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was God.” ON THE COUNCILS 27.70.11


       


      NOTHING IS PRIOR TO THE BEGINNING. CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA: There is nothing older than “the beginning” if we stay with the definition of beginning (for there cannot be a beginning of a beginning), or else it would diverge from being in truth a beginning if there is something else one can imagine before it or that arises before it. Otherwise, if anything can precede what is truly “beginning,” our language respecting it will go on into infinity with beginnings continually cropping up and making the one we are looking at a “second.”… And since its ever-backward flight has no termination, reaching up to the limit of the ages, the Son will be found to have been not made in time but rather invisibly existing with the Father. For “in the beginning was” the Son. But if he “was in the beginning,” what mind, tell me, can leap over the force of that word was? When will the “was” stay within a boundary, seeing that it always runs before… whatever conception follows it? COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 1.1.12


       


      DIFFERENT WAYS TO UNDERSTAND “BEGINNING” IN SCRIPTURE. ORIGEN: One will discover many different meanings of the expression [“beginning”] even in the Word of God. One meaning involves change that has to do with a way or a length, as revealed in Scripture, “The beginning of the right path is to do justice.”13… There is also a “beginning” of creation… in the statement “In the beginning God made heaven and earth.”14 But I think what is meant is more clearly stated in Job, “This is the beginning of the Lord’s creation.”15… We can also understand what is meant by the beginning of creation in Proverbs: “For God,” [Wisdom] says, “created me the beginning of his ways for his works.”16…


      But someone will say with good reason that the God of all things is clearly a beginning too, proposing that the Father is the beginning of the Son, and the Creator is the beginning of the things created and, in general, God is the beginning of the things that exist…. And third, that from which something comes, as the underlying matter is thought to be a “beginning” by those who understand matter to be uncreated…. In addition to these definitions, that “according to which” something is made, as according to its form, is also a “beginning.”… Christ, for instance, is the beginning of those made according to the image of God….


      There is also a beginning that pertains to doctrine… where the apostle says, “Although, because of the time, you should be teachers, you need for someone to teach you again the rudiments of the beginning of the oracles of God.”17 Now there are two kinds of beginning pertaining to doctrine. One involves its nature, and the other its relation to us…. We say that in nature Christ is the beginning of doctrine insofar as he is “the wisdom” and “power of God.”18 But in his relation to us the beginning of doctrine is “the Word became flesh,” that he might dwell among us who are able to receive him only in this way at first. COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 1.90-91, 95, 101-4, 106-7.19


       


      CHRIST AS WISDOM AT THE BEGINNING. ORIGEN: Although so many meanings of “beginning” have occurred to us at the present time, we are investigating how we ought to take the statement “In the beginning was the Word.” It is clear that we are not to understand it in its meaning related to change or a way and length. And we should certainly not take it in its meaning related to creation.


      But it is possible that he is the “by which,” which is effective, since “God commanded and they were created.”20 For Christ is perhaps the creator to whom the Father says, “Let there be light” and “Let there be a firmament.”21


      But it is as the beginning that Christ is Creator, according to which he is wisdom. Therefore as wisdom he is called the beginning. For wisdom says in Solomon, “God created me in the beginning of his ways for his works,”22 that “the Word might be in the beginning,” in wisdom. It is wisdom that is understood, on the one hand, taken in relation to the structure of contemplation and the thoughts of all things, but it is the Word that is received, taken in relation to the communication of the things that have been contemplated to spiritual beings….


      Since, then, our purpose is to perceive clearly the statement, “In the beginning was the Word,” and wisdom, with the aid of testimonies from the Proverbs, has been explained to be called “beginning,”23 and wisdom has been conceived as preceding the Word that announces it, we must understand that the Word is always in the beginning, that is, in wisdom. Being in wisdom, however, which is called “beginning,” does not prevent the Word from being “with God,” and himself being God and not merely being “with God,” but since he is “in the beginning,” that is in wisdom, that Word is “with God.” COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 1.109-11, 289.24


       


      PREEXISTENCE AND DIVINITY OF JESUS CHRIST. EUSEBIUS OF CAESAREA: Who beside the Father could clearly understand the Light that was before the world, the intellectual and essential Wisdom that existed before the ages, the living Word that was in the beginning with the Father and that was God, the first and only begotten of God that was before every creature and creation visible and invisible, the commander-in-chief of the rational and immortal host of heaven, the messenger of the great counsel, the executor of the Father’s unspoken will, the creator, with the Father, of all things, the second cause of the universe after the Father, the true and only begotten Son of God, the Lord and God and King of all created things, the one who has received dominion and power, with divinity itself, and with might and honor from the Father. ECCLESIASTICAL HISTORY 1.2.2-3.25


       


      THE VOICE OF THE NATURE ASSUMED. COSMAS OF MAIUMA:


      

        The Father begot me, creative Wisdom, before the ages;


        He established me as the beginning of his ways


        For the works now mystically accomplished26


        For though I am the uncreated Word by nature,


        I make my own the voice


        Of the nature I have now assumed.


         


        As I am a man


        In reality, not a mirage,


        So divinized is the nature which,


        By the manner of the exchange,


        Is united to me.


        Wherefore know that I am one Christ


         Who saves that of which and in which I am.


      
  

      KANON FOR THE FIFTH DAY OF GREAT WEEK, NINTH ODE.27


       


      “BEGINNING” CANNOT BE REFERENCING TIME. CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA: It is not possible to take “beginning” (archē) of the Only Begotten as being understood in any way dealing with time, seeing that the Son is before all time and has his being before the ages, and, what is even more, that the divine nature shuns such a boundary…. For no beginning will ever be conceived of by itself that does not look to its own end, since beginning is called this in reference to an end, and end again in reference to a beginning. But the beginning we are pointing to in this instance is that relating to time and dimension. And so, since the Son is older than the ages themselves, he will be free of any generation in time, and he always was in the Father as in a source. The Father then being considered as the Source, the Logos was in him being his wisdom, power, express image, radiance and likeness. If there was no time when the Father was without Logos, wisdom, image, radiance and likeness, it is necessary to confess also that the Son, who is all these to the eternal Father, is eternal. COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 1.1.28


       


      MOSES ACCOUNTS FOR CREATED THINGS. THEODORE OF MOPSUESTIA: In a word, they29 have shown in their use of terms and exposition of their doctrines that they call “beginning” that which is before everything. Indeed, you will not find that the divine Scriptures say anything different. Even among common people the name “beginning” is used in a similar sense. Let me now give a suitable example: the blessed Moses, intending to instruct the Jewish nation both about God and created things—how God alone was the one who existed, while they were made—and wishing to explain to us the order of the creation of those things, said, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”30 He did not say “they were in the beginning,” because he believed that expression was not suitable for things that did not exist by themselves and were created. This is because he knew that the Creator, God, existed before them. Nor was he content only to say “in the beginning.” Rather, he said, “In the beginning God created,” thinking that it would be better to mention their creator first and then add what had been created in the beginning. He first mentioned God their creator in order to raise the mind of his audience toward him, and then he related the things that were made. COMMENTARY ON JOHN 1.1.1.31


       


      JOHN ACCOUNTS FOR THEIR CREATOR’S PREEXISTENCE. THEODORE OF MOPSUESTIA: Since he thought it necessary to speak about the divinity of the Only Begotten and to teach both who he is and the nature of his existence, the blessed John emulates this use of language, saying, “In the beginning was the Word.” You see, since Moses described the beginning of the things that were made—showing clearly in the account of creation that their maker preexisted—John judged it to be superfluous for himself also to recount the beginning of what was made and declares that the Son was the beginning of the things that exist; that is, he was in the beginning because he always was. So then, when making inquiry into issues of existence, one concerned with creation should not say that created things existed in the beginning, for they did not exist before they were made, because if they existed, they were not made. Rather, going beyond these—on the ground that at some time they did not exist—since we find something transcending them, we should say that it was this that was in the beginning.


      Therefore, if indeed the Word did not exist—as the crazed Arians say—but received his existence at a later time, then he was not the one who was in the beginning, and [the title would belong to] the one who was when he was not. I shall not pass over the first and refer to the second as “the beginning.”32 This is, then, the meaning of the Word found in the Gospel of John, since he is the first terminus of the things that exist. If he is the first terminus, however, it was never when he was not, because he always was.33 Therefore, nothing will ever preexist him—inasmuch as the Father may be regarded as preceding any cause, for he himself exists in himself, so also the Son exists. For this reason he certainly did not mean for the phrase “he was in the beginning” to be taken in the same sense as the phrase “in the beginning God created.” Indeed, there34 the addition of the word created defined the beginning in regard to the created things, so as to signify only their beginning, whereas here he said simply and absolutely, “He was in the beginning.” And so it is apparent that the Word discussed here is the Word that is the first and principal beginning, to which nothing of what exists can be regarded as prior. And he added the word was to the phrase “in the beginning” to show that he was indicating without any qualification the “beginning” of the things that exist, which indeed is the “first being” and the “ever-being” and the “never not being.” COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN, FRAGMENT 2.1, 1-2.35


       


      THE SON IS IN THE BEGINNING. CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA: The blessed Evangelist, then, seems here to name the Father Archē,36 that is, the power over all, that the divine nature that is over all may be shown, having under its feet everything that is originate and borne above those things that are called by it into being. In this Archē, then, that is above all and over all, was the Word. The Word was not with all things under its feet, but [it was] apart from all things. It was in the Archē by nature as its co-eternal fruit, having the nature of him who begot him (as it were) the most ancient place of all. So then, he who is begotten free of a Father, who is also himself free, will with him possess the sovereignty over all…. The blessed Evangelist shows that the Son is of the essence that is free and sovereign over all and declares that he is in the Father by nature saying, “In the beginning was the Word.” COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 1.1.37


       


      GENESIS AGREES WITH JOHN. AUGUSTINE: Moses, they tell us, says, “In the beginning God made heaven and earth,” and does not even mention the Son through whom all things were made; whereas John says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. This was in the beginning with God, all things were made through him, and without him was made nothing.” Is this contradictory, or are they not rather contradicting themselves when they prefer blindly to find fault with what they do not understand instead of earnestly seeking to understand?… For the Lord says to the unbelieving Jews, “If you believed Moses, you would believe me too; for he wrote about me.”38 So why shouldn’t I understand the Lord himself as the beginning in which God the Father made heaven and earth? For Moses certainly wrote, “In the beginning God made heaven and earth,” and it is the Lord’s words that confirm that he wrote about the Lord. Or perhaps he himself is not also the beginning? But there need be no doubt about that either, with the Gospel telling us, when the Jews asked the Lord who he was, that he replied, “The beginning, because I am also speaking to you.”39 There you have the beginning in which God made heaven and earth. So God made heaven and earth in the Son, through whom all things were made and without whom was made nothing. And so, since the Gospel is in agreement with Genesis, we may retain our inheritance in line with the consensus of both Testaments and leave fault-finding quibbles to the disinherited heretics. SERMON 1.2.40


    


    

    

      1:1b Was



      THE INFINITE BEGINNING WHEN COUPLED WITH WAS. CHRYSOSTOM: As when our ship is near shore and cities and ports pass in view before us that on the open sea vanish and leave nothing to fix the eye on, so the Evangelist here takes us with him in his flight above the created world leaving the eye to gaze upon emptiness and an unlimited expanse….


      For the intellect, having ascended to “the beginning,” enquires, “What beginning?” Finding then that the “was” in the text exceeds its imagination, [the intellect] has no point on which to focus its thought. Looking intently onward but being unable to fix its gaze, it becomes wearied and turns back to things below. Indeed, this expression, “was in the beginning,” is expressive of eternal and infinite being. HOMILIES ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 2.9.41


       


      JOHN TAKES US BEYOND “BEGINNING.” HILARY OF POITIERS: Consider and decide whether it were the greater feat to raise the dead or impart to an untrained mind the knowledge of mysteries so deep as he reveals by saying, “In the beginning was the Word.” What does this “in the beginning was” mean? He ranges backward over the spaces of time, centuries are left behind, and ages are cancelled. Fix in your mind what date you will for this “beginning”; you miss the mark, for even then he of whom we are speaking “was.” Survey the universe; note well what is written of it: “In the beginning God made the heaven and the earth.”42 This word beginning fixes the moment of creation; you can assign its date to an event that is definitely stated to have happened “in the beginning.” But this fisherman of mine, unlettered and unread, is untrammeled by time, undaunted by its immensity; he pierces beyond the beginning. For his “was” has no limit of time and no commencement; the uncreated Word “was in the beginning.” ON THE TRINITY 2.13.43


       


      “WAS” AND “MADE” MUST BE DISTINGUISHED. CHRYSOSTOM: [Heretics] say that the words “in the beginning was the Word” do not denote eternity absolutely, for this same expression was also used concerning heaven and earth….


      However, let us see the proofs that they give to us. “In the beginning,” it is said, “God made the heavens and the earth, and the earth was invisible and unformed.”44 And, “There ‘was’ a certain man of Ramathaim-zophim.”45 These are what they think are strong arguments, and they are strong—in proving the correctness of the doctrines asserted by us. Meanwhile, they are utterly powerless to establish their blasphemy. For tell me, what has the word was in common with the word made? What does God have in common with human beings? Why do you mix what may not be mixed? Why confound things that are distinct, why bring low what is above? In this text it is not only the expression “was” that denotes eternity, but also the expressions “was in the beginning” and “the Word was.” For even as the word being distinguishes present time when used in regard to human beings but denotes eternity when used in regard to God, so “was” signifies to us past time—limited at that—when used in regard to our nature but declares eternity when used in regard to God. HOMILIES ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 3.2.46


       


      THE WORD OF GOD ALWAYS WAS. AMBROSE: “In the beginning,” we are told, “God created heaven and earth.”47 And the world was therefore created and that which was not began to exist. And the word of God was in the beginning and always was. SIX DAYS OF CREATION 1.5.19.48


       


      CHRIST WAS AND IS, JUST AS THE FATHER ALWAYS IS. HILARY OF POITIERS: He “was,” and he “is,” since he is from him who always is what he is…. Now since it is the special characteristic of his being that his Father always exists and that he is always his Son, and since eternity is expressed in the name “he that is,” therefore, since he possesses absolute being, he possesses also eternal being…. There can be no doubt that no one who already was in existence could be born. For no cause of birth can accrue to him who of himself continues eternal. But God Only Begotten… bears witness to the Father as the source of his being. ON THE TRINITY 12.25.49


       


      THE WORD DOES NOT COME TO BE. ORIGEN: The same verb, “was,” is predicated of the Word when he “was in the beginning” and when he “was with God.” He is neither separated from the beginning, nor does he depart from the Father. And again, he does not “come to be” “in the beginning” from not being “in the beginning,” nor does he pass from not being “with God” to coming to be “with God,” for before all time and eternity “the Word was in the beginning,” and “the Word was with God.”… Perhaps John, seeing some such order in the argument, did not place “the Word was God” before “the Word was with God,” so that we might not be hindered in seeing the individual meaning of each proposition in the affirmation of the series. COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 2.9, 11.50


    


    

    

      1:1c The Word



      “LOGOS” CAN MEAN BOTH “REASON” AND “WORD.” AUGUSTINE: The Greek word logos signifies in Latin both “reason”51 and “word.”52 However, in this verse the better translation is “word,” so that not only the relation to the Father is indicated but also the efficacious power with respect to those things that are made by the Word. Reason, however, is correctly called reason even if nothing is made by it. ON EIGHTY-THREE VARIED QUESTIONS 63.53


       


      WORD OCCURS BEFORE SOUND OR THOUGHT. AUGUSTINE: Whoever, then, is able to understand a word, not only before it is uttered in sound but also before the images of its sounds are considered in thought… may see enigmatically, and as it were in a glass, some similarity with that Word of which it is said, “In the beginning was the Word.”… For when we give expression to something that we know, the word used is necessarily derived from the knowledge thus retained in the memory and must be of the same quality with that knowledge. For a word is a thought formed from a thing that we know. This word is spoken in the heart, being neither Greek nor Latin nor any other language, although, when we want to communicate it to others, some sign is assumed by which to express it….


      Accordingly, the word that sounds externally is a sign of the word that lies hidden within, having the greater claim to be called a “word.” For what is uttered by the mouth of our flesh is the voice of the word and is in fact called “word” with reference to that from which it is taken as it then makes externally apparent. ON THE TRINITY 15.10.19-11.20.54


       


      THE HUMAN WORD IS A HELPFUL, IF IMPERFECT, ANALOGY. AUGUSTINE: Just as our knowledge is not like God’s knowledge, so also is our word, born from our knowledge, unlike that Word of God which is born from the essence of the Father—we might even say, born from the Father’s knowledge, from the Father’s wisdom, or still more exactly, from the Father who is knowledge, from the Father who is wisdom….


      The Word of God, then, the only begotten Son of the Father—in all things like and equal to the Father, God of God, Light of Light, Wisdom of Wisdom, Essence of Essence—is altogether what the Father is. And yet, he is not the Father because the one is Son, the other is Father. Therefore he knows all that the Father knows; but his knowledge is from the Father. For knowing and being are one in him. And therefore, as the Father’s being is not from the Son, so neither is his knowing. Accordingly, the Father begat the Word equal to himself in all things as though uttering forth himself. For he would not have uttered himself wholly and perfectly if there were in his Word anything more or less than in himself….
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