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GENERAL INTRODUCTION


Ancient Christian Texts (hereafter ACT) presents the full text of ancient Christian commentaries on Scripture that have remained so unnoticed that they have not yet been translated into English.

The patristic period (AD 95–750) is the time of the fathers of the church, when the exegesis of Scripture texts was in its primitive formation. This period spans from Clement of Rome to John of Damascus, embracing seven centuries of biblical interpretation, from the end of the New Testament to the mid-eighth century, including the Venerable Bede.

This series extends but does not reduplicate texts of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (ACCS). It presents full-length translations of texts that appear only as brief extracts in the ACCS. The ACCS began years ago authorizing full-length translations of key patristic texts on Scripture in order to provide fresh sources of valuable commentary that previously were not available in English. It is from these translations that the ACT series has emerged.

A multiyear project such as this requires a well-defined objective. The task is straightforward: to introduce full-length translations of key texts of early Christian teaching, homilies and commentaries on a particular book of Scripture. These are seminal documents that have decisively shaped the entire subsequent history of biblical exegesis, but in our time have been largely ignored.

To carry out this mission each volume of the Ancient Christian Texts series has four aspirations:


1. To show the approach of one of the early Christian writers in dealing with the problems of understanding, reading and conveying the meaning of a particular book of Scripture.

2. To make more fully available the whole argument of the ancient Christian interpreter of Scripture to all who wish to think with the early church about a particular canonical text.

3. To broaden the base of the biblical studies, Christian teaching and preaching to include classical Christian exegesis.

4. To stimulate Christian historical, biblical, theological and pastoral scholarship toward deeper inquiry into early classic practitioners of scriptural interpretation.




For Whom Is This Series Designed? 

We have selected and translated these texts primarily for general and nonprofessional use by an audience of persons who study the Bible regularly.

In varied cultural settings around the world, contemporary readers are asking how they might grasp the meaning of sacred texts under the instruction of the great minds of the ancient church. They often study books of the Bible verse by verse, book by book, in groups and workshops, sometimes with a modern commentary in hand. But many who study the Bible intensively hunger to have available as well the thoughts of a reliable classic Christian commentator on this same text. This series will give the modern commentators a classical text for comparison and amplification. Readers will judge for themselves as to how valuable or complementary are their insights and guidance.

The classic texts we are translating were originally written for anyone (lay or clergy, believers or seekers) who wished to reflect and meditate with the great minds of the early church. They sought to illuminate the plain sense, theological wisdom, and moral and spiritual meaning of an individual book of Scripture. They were not written for an academic audience, but for a community of faith shaped by the sacred text.

Yet in serving this general audience, the editors remain determined not to neglect the rigorous requirements and needs of academic readers who until recently have had few full translations available to them in the history of exegesis. So this series is designed also to serve public libraries, universities, academic classes, homiletic preparation and historical interests worldwide in Christian scholarship and interpretation.

Hence our expected audience is not limited to the highly technical and specialized scholarly field of patristic studies, with its strong bent toward detailed word studies and explorations of cultural contexts. Though all of our editors and translators are patristic and linguistic scholars, they also are scholars who search for the meanings and implications of the texts. The audience is not primarily the university scholar concentrating on the study of the history of the transmission of the text or those with highly focused interests in textual morphology or historical-critical issues. If we succeed in serving our wider readers practically and well, we hope to serve as well college and seminary courses in Bible, church history, historical theology, hermeneutics and homiletics. These texts have not until now been available to these classes.




Readiness for Classic Spiritual Formation

Today global Christians are being steadily drawn toward these biblical and patristic sources for daily meditation and spiritual formation. They are on the outlook for primary classic sources of spiritual formation and biblical interpretation, presented in accessible form and grounded in reliable scholarship.

These crucial texts have had an extended epoch of sustained influence on Scripture interpretation, but virtually no influence in the modern period. They also deserve a hearing among modern readers and scholars. There is a growing awareness of the speculative excesses and spiritual and homiletic limitations of much post-Enlightenment criticism. Meanwhile the motifs, methods and approaches of ancient exegetes have remained unfamiliar not only to historians but to otherwise highly literate biblical scholars, trained exhaustively in the methods of historical and scientific criticism.

It is ironic that our times, which claim to be so fully furnished with historical insight and research methods, have neglected these texts more than scholars in previous centuries who could read them in their original languages.

This series provides indisputable evidence of the modern neglect of classic Christian exegesis: it remains a fact that extensive and once authoritative classic commentaries on Scripture still remain untranslated into any modern language. Even in China such a high level of neglect has not befallen classic Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian commentaries.




Ecumenical Scholarship 

This series, like its two companion series, the ACCS and Ancient Christian Doctrine (ACD), is an expression of unceasing ecumenical efforts that have enjoyed the wide cooperation of distinguished scholars of many differing academic communities. Under this classic textual umbrella, it has brought together in common spirit Christians who have long distanced themselves from each other by competing church memories. But 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 principle or intellect, come together to study texts common to them all. This is its ecumenical significance.

 This series of translations is respectful of a distinctively theological reading of Scripture that cannot be reduced to historical, philosophical, scientific or sociological insights or methods alone. It takes seriously the venerable tradition of ecumenical reflection concerning the premises of revelation, providence, apostolicity, canon and consensuality. A high respect is here granted, despite modern assumptions, to uniquely Christian theological forms of reasoning, such as classical consensual christological and triune reasoning, as distinguishing premises of classic Christian textual interpretation. These cannot be acquired by empirical methods alone. This approach does not pit theology against critical theory; instead, it incorporates critical historical methods and brings them into coordinate accountability within its larger purpose of listening to Scripture.

The internationally diverse character of our editors and translators corresponds with the global range of our audience, which bridges many major communions of Christianity. We have sought to bring together a distinguished international network of Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox scholars, editors and translators of the highest quality and reputation to accomplish this design.

But why just now at this historical moment is this need for patristic wisdom felt particularly by so many readers of Scripture? Part of the reason is that these readers have been longer deprived of significant contact with many of these vital sources of classic Christian exegesis.




The Ancient Commentary Tradition

This series focuses on texts that comment on Scripture and teach its meaning. We define a commentary in its plain-sense definition as a series of illustrative or explanatory notes on any work of enduring significance. The word commentary is an Anglicized form of the Latin commentarius (or “annotation” or “memoranda” on a subject, text or series of events). In its theological meaning it is a work that explains, analyzes or expounds a biblical book or portion of Scripture. Tertullian, Origen, John Chrysostom, Jerome, Augustine and Clement of Alexandria all revealed their familiarity with both the secular and religious commentators available to them as they unpacked the meanings of the sacred text at hand.

The commentary in ancient times typically began with a general introduction covering such questions as authorship, date, purpose and audience. It commented as needed on grammatical or lexical problems in the text and provided explanations of difficulties in the text. It typically moved verse by verse through a Scripture text, seeking to make its meaning clear and its import understood.

The general Western literary genre of commentary has been definitively shaped by the history of early Christian commentaries on Scripture. It is from Origen, Hilary, the Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum, John Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria that we learn what a commentary is—far more so than in the case of classic medical, philosophical or poetic commentaries. 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. 

It is only in the last two centuries, since the development of modern historicist methods of criticism, that modern writers have sought more strictly to delimit the definition of a commentary so as to include only certain limited interests focusing largely on historical-critical method, philological and grammatical observations, literary analysis, and socio-political or economic circumstances impinging on the text. While respecting all these approaches, the ACT editors do not hesitate to use the classic word commentary to define more broadly the genre of this series. These are commentaries in their classic sense.

The ACT editors freely take the assumption that the Christian canon is to be respected as the church’s sacred text. The reading and preaching of Scripture are vital to religious life. The central hope of this endeavor is that it might contribute in some small way to the revitalization of religious faith and community through a renewed discovery of the earliest readings of the church’s Scriptures.




An Appeal to Allow the Text to Speak for Itself 

This prompts two appeals:

1. For those who begin by assuming as normative for a commentary only the norms considered typical for modern expressions of what a commentary is, we ask: please allow the ancient commentators to define commentarius according to their own lights. Those who assume the preemptive authority and truthfulness of modern critical methods alone will always tend to view the classic Christian exegetes as dated, quaint, premodern, hence inadequate, and in some instances comic or even mean-spirited, prejudiced, unjust and oppressive. So in the interest of hermeneutical fairness, it is recommended that the modern reader not impose upon ancient Christian exegetes modern assumptions about valid readings of Scripture. The ancient Christian writers constantly challenge these unspoken, hidden and indeed often camouflaged assumptions that have become commonplace in our time.

We leave it to others to discuss the merits of ancient versus modern methods of exegesis. But even this cannot be done honestly without a serious examination of the texts of ancient exegesis. Ancient commentaries may be disqualified as commentaries by modern standards. But they remain commentaries by the standards of those who anteceded and formed the basis of the modern commentary.

The attempt to read a Scripture text while ruling out all theological and moral assumptions—as well as ecclesial, sacramental and dogmatic assumptions that have prevailed generally in the community of faith out of which it emerged—is a very thin enterprise indeed. Those who tendentiously may read a single page of patristic exegesis, gasp and toss it away because it does not conform adequately to the canons of modern exegesis and historicist commentary are surely not exhibiting a valid model for critical inquiry today.

2. In ancient Christian exegesis, chains of biblical references were often 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. When ancient exegesis weaves many Scripture texts together, it does not limit its focus to a single text as much modern exegesis prefers, but constantly relates them to other texts, by analogy, intensively using typological reasoning, as did the rabbinic tradition.

Since the principle prevails in ancient Christian exegesis that each text is illumined by other texts and by the whole narrative of the history of revelation, we find in patristic comments on a given text many other subtexts interwoven in order to illumine that text. In these ways the models of exegesis often do not correspond with modern commentary assumptions, which tend to resist or rule out chains of scriptural reference. We implore the reader not to force the assumptions of twentieth-century hermeneutics upon the ancient Christian writers, who themselves knew nothing of what we now call hermeneutics.




The Complementarity of Research Methods in This Series 

The Ancient Christian Texts series will employ several interrelated methods of research, which the editors and translators seek to bring together in a working integration. Principal among these methods are the following:

1. The editors, translators and annotators will bring to bear the best resources of textual criticism in preparation for their volumes. This series is not intended to produce a new critical edition of the original-language text. The best urtext in the original language will be used. Significant variants in the earliest manuscript sources of the text may be commented upon as needed in the annotations. But it will be assumed that the editors and translators will be familiar with the textual ambiguities of a particular text and be able to state their conclusions about significant differences among scholars. Since we are working with ancient texts that have, in some cases, problematic or ambiguous passages, we are obliged to employ all methods of historical, philological and textual inquiry appropriate to the study of ancient texts. To that end, we will appeal to the most reliable text-critical scholarship of both biblical and patristic studies. We will assume that our editors and translators have reviewed the international literature of textual critics regarding their text so as to provide the reader with a translation of the most authoritative and reliable form of the ancient text. We will leave it to the volume editors and translators, under the supervision of the general editors, to make these assessments. This will include the challenge of considering which variants within the biblical text itself might impinge upon the patristic text, and which forms or stemma of the biblical text the patristic writer was employing. The annotator will supply explanatory footnotes where these textual challenges may raise potential confusions for the reader.

2. Our editors and translators will seek to understand the historical context (including socioeconomic, political and psychological aspects as needed) of the text. These understandings are often vital to right discernment of the writer’s intention. Yet we do not see our primary mission as that of discussing in detail these contexts. They are to be factored into the translation and commented on as needed in the annotations, but are not to become the primary focus of this series. Our central interest is less in the social location of the text or the philological history of particular words than in authorial intent and accurate translation. Assuming a proper social-historical contextualization of the text, the main focus of this series will be upon a dispassionate and fair translation and analysis of the text itself.

3. The main task is to set forth the meaning of the biblical text itself as understood by the patristic writer. The intention of our volume editors and translators is to help the reader see clearly into the meanings that patristic commentators have discovered in the biblical text. Exegesis in its classic sense implies an effort to explain, interpret and comment upon a text, its meaning, its sources and 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 interpreters have imposed their own personal opinions or assumptions upon 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. Our editors and annotators will also be attentive as needed to the ways in which the ancient Christian writer described his own interpreting process or hermeneutic assumptions.

4. The underlying philosophy of translation that we employ in this series is, like the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, termed dynamic equivalency. We wish to avoid the pitfalls of either too loose a paraphrase or too rigid a literal translation. We seek language that is literary but not purely literal. Whenever possible we have opted for the metaphors and terms that are normally in use in everyday English-speaking culture. Our purpose is to allow the ancient Christian writers to speak for themselves to ordinary readers in the present generation. We want to make it easier for the Bible reader to gain ready access to the deepest reflection of the ancient Christian community of faith on a particular book of Scripture. We seek a thought-for-thought translation rather than a formal equivalence or word-for-word style. This requires the words to be first translated accurately and then rendered in understandable idiom. We seek to present the same thoughts, feelings, connotations and effects of the original text in everyday English language. We have used vocabulary and language structures commonly used by the average person. We do not leave the quality of translation only to the primary translator, but pass it through several levels of editorial review before confirming it.




The Function of the ACT Introductions, Annotations and Translations

In writing the introduction for a particular volume of the ACT series, the translator or volume editor will discuss, where possible, the opinion of the writer regarding authorship of the text, the importance of the biblical book for other patristic interpreters, the availability or paucity of patristic comment, any salient points of debate between the Fathers, and any special challenges involved in translating and editing the 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 text under consideration and to help readers find their critical bearings so as to read and use the commentary in an informed way.

The footnotes will assist the reader with obscurities and potential confusions. In the annotations the volume editors have identified Scripture allusions and historical references embedded within the texts. Their purpose is to help the reader move easily from passage to passage without losing a sense of the whole.

The ACT general editors seek to be circumspect and meticulous in commissioning volume editors and translators. We strive for a high level of consistency and literary quality throughout the course of this series. We have sought out as volume editors and translators those patristic and biblical scholars who are thoroughly familiar with their original language sources, who are informed historically, and who are sympathetic to the needs of ordinary nonprofessional readers who may not have professional language skills.

 

Thomas C. Oden and Gerald L. Bray, Series Editors









VOLUME EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION



Jerome’s Exegetical Method

A leading Jerome scholar assesses Jerome’s most important contribution to biblical studies as follows:

Jerome’s major achievement as an expositor of scripture is his set of commentaries on the Old Testament Prophets. He wrote on all sixteen of them, the twelve Minor and the four Major Prophets. The project occupied him for the last thirty years of his life, from around 392 until his death. He would later refer to it as his opus prophetale (Comm. Ezech., preface). He clearly had a sense of its tremendous scope, for, in the prefaces to the commentaries on Isaiah, Ezekiel and Jeremiah, he enumerates the number of books he has completed, as though tracking his own progress. He also knew that it was his last project, and felt a great need to complete it before his death (Comm. Isa. 14, preface; Comm. Ezech. 14, preface). He fell just short.1


It is good to see scholars recognizing Jerome’s underappreciated commentaries on Scripture as the great scholarly achievement of his lifetime. I believe that with the publication of this volume all of Jerome’s commentaries on the Prophets will be available in English translation and accessible for research and study.

Jerome understood the purpose of a commentary as to elucidate what is unclear. This is the reason he gives for reporting the views of many exegetes and indicating how they have understood the text. The reader will then be able to choose which interpretation is preferable. Jerome does not always feel compelled to weigh in on the truth or reliability of the interpretations provided. For him that is the task of the reader. Robert C. Hill has observed that Didymus the Blind similarly shows considerable flexibility in allowing his readers to choose from the smorgasbord of interpretations he has provided: “His only norm for selection is guidance from a trusty mentor.”2 This seems close to Jerome’s approach to exegesis, and in fact Didymus might be an important source for Jerome’s method. Hill criticizes Didymus for his failure to provide precise hermeneutical principles. I suppose the same criticism could be leveled at Jerome, though I think that for both Jerome and Didymus the most important hermeneutical principle is Jesus Christ and reading all texts in the light of the Paschal mystery.

At the beginning of this second volume of Jerome’s Commentaries on the Twelve Prophets, I wish to remind the reader of an important text from Jerome’s work On Famous Men, section 75, where he says that he was in possession of Origen’s twenty-five-book Commentary on the Twelve [Minor] Prophets, transcribed by the hand of the martyr Pamphilus himself, “which I hug and guard with such joy, that I deem myself to have the wealth of Croesus.” Croesus was the famous sixth-century BC king of Lydia described by Herodotus whose wealth was fabulous and proverbial. Jerome felt that he was the wealthiest man on earth due to his possession of Origen’s exposition of the Twelve Prophets in a manuscript copied by a martyr. In many passages in Jerome’s commentaries, he states that his general aim as a commentary writer is to render into Latin the Jewish and Greek-Christian interpretations that had preceded him. Obviously the Hebrew interpretations would apply only to the Old Testament books, since Jews would not be writing commentaries on the New Testament. Origen was one of the most important of these sources on the Christian side. In the previous volume, I called attention to Jerome’s important words in the preface to book two of his Commentary on Micah, where he says that it is not only not reproachful but actually praiseworthy to blend Origen’s interpretations into his Latin works, since this is what the best of his illustrious Christian predecessors had done, such as Ambrose and Hilary of Poitiers; and moreover this method follows in the footsteps of the great founding figures of Latin literary culture, Ennius, Virgil, Cicero, Terence, Plautus and others, who drew extremely heavily on the Greek tradition in their Latin writings.

Often Jerome’s method follows this pattern. After supplying his own new Latin translation of the Hebrew lemma, followed by the Old Latin version of the Septuagint, Jerome records the contemporary Jewish interpretation of the text. He views this as applicable mainly to the historical or literal sense of the passage. At the same time he provides Christian historical interpretations, especially if they differ from what the Jews say. Then, based primarily on the Old Latin version of the Septuagint, he provides a spiritual interpretation of the passage based chiefly on Greek-Christian sources, but he also mentions Jewish spiritual and messianic applications of the text. To describe this spiritual interpretation in its Christian exemplification, Jerome uses the terms tropology, anagogy and allegory. These terms do not bear the systematic distinctions in meaning that they acquired during the Scholastic period but are demonstrably interchangeable for Jerome.3

One observes that Jerome does not cleanly and rigidly distinguish either the two versions of Scripture he has provided in the lemma or the two basic senses of interpretation. He blends the language of both versions into both interpretations. Moreover, when the Septuagint reading differs from the Hebrew, Jerome nevertheless still offers a historical interpretation of it. For example, he clarifies both readings of Zechariah 5:1, “flying scroll” (Hebrew) and “flying sickle” (Septuagint). Jerome was writing his commentaries for an audience for whom the Old Latin version was sacrosanct, since it was a translation of the Greek Septuagint, the Bible used by the apostles and early Greek-speaking church. On the other hand, if he is firmly convinced that the Septuagint reading is incorrect, he advises his readers not to be persuaded by the various attempts of Christian commentators to explain the erroneous reading (cf. Zech 7:2). Thus Jerome can be both deferent to and critical of the LXX. In a very learned treatment, Adam Kamesar depicts Jerome’s stance as follows:

It must be remembered that despite his belief in the centrality and priority of the Hebrew text, Jerome was a member of a Church in which the LXX was the accepted version. That he was quite aware of this fact is clear from his own statements. Since all theological and exegetical discussion took place on the basis of that translation, he was not about to burn his LXX and cut himself off from the rest of the Christian world. In fact, there is an abundance of evidence to show that it was not his policy to pretend that the LXX did not exist. For example, he appears to have normally employed it in his sermons. In writings from all periods of his career he often cites the Bible according the LXX/VL.4 Therefore, his statement to Rufinus that he could not forget what he learned in his youth (Ruf. 2.24) is an accurate reflection of the situation.5


In the previous volume’s introduction, I endeavored to clarify a problem with Jerome’s theory of Hebrew textual criticism, namely his tendency to undervalue the Septuagint as a witness to the original Hebrew readings. He was a pioneering scholar who lived before the science of Hebrew textual criticism had been discovered, and he might have made some of the kinds of mistakes that pioneers inevitably make. This does not tarnish his achievement as a Christian with expertise in the Hebrew language.

To illustrate Jerome’s general method of exegesis as it is found in these commentaries, consider what he says under the lemma to Hosea 7:5-7. Jerome provides an historical interpretation of the verses and then writes: “We have said these things more boldly than knowledgeably according to the tradition of the Hebrews, leaving the question of the reliability of the statements to the authors.” Jerome admits that he is transcribing Judaic interpretations and does not always approve of them. Using very similar wording, in the preface to book 3 of the Hosea commentary, Jerome says, “I am hammering out a most difficult little work of the Twelve Prophets, at least that it is overlooked by the Latins, and it may prove our boldness rather than show forth our knowledge.” It seems that his boldness is shown by his endeavor to make an abundance of Greek and Hebrew exegesis available to Latin readers. Knowledge would be claimed if the interpretations were written entirely in his own name and with his unequivocal dogmatic endorsement. Similarly, in his Commentary on Zephaniah 1:2-3 one can again notice the lack of will to offer dogmatic exegesis or to unqualifiedly endorse the interpretations he is making available. After providing a spiritual exegesis of the passage, Jerome concludes: “These things have been said according to tropology. For we ought to record the interpretation of our forefathers. It will now be left to the reader’s choice and will to sound out with severity or clemency in response to the things that have been said.” Jerome does not set himself up as the judge of all the views he provides. The result of this effort is that Jerome’s commentaries provide a deep and broad reservoir of Hebrew and Greek-Christian interpretation of Scripture that in many cases is decades, even centuries, older than Jerome. By and large he presents the exegesis because he agrees with it, finds that it stands in harmony with Scripture and ecclesiastical tradition, and does not want it to perish and be consigned to oblivion.

The method can be criticized for not being dogmatic enough. Julian, bishop of Eclanum, severely criticized Jerome’s commentaries in the preface to his own Commentary on Hosea, Joel and Amos.6 Julian claims that Jerome was not careful enough in pursuing the overall coherence (consequentia) of the texts; his exegesis was simply a compilation of the allegorical interpretations of Origen and the “mythical traditions” of the Jews. Jerome’s commentaries provide erudition, said Julian, but not insight. There might be a measure of validity in Julian’s criticism, which Jerome himself might have recognized. The reverse side of this critique, however, is that Jerome’s work selflessly has preserved for posterity a witness to Jewish and Greek-Christian interpretation of Scripture. At the end of this introduction I will explore an even more scathing critique of Jerome’s scriptural exegesis that stemmed from Augustine of Hippo.

In his exegesis of Zechariah 4:11-14 Jerome writes: “We have said these things as we are able, and as our men of genius were able to report, briefly making mention of the various opinions both of the Hebrews and of our people. If anyone speaks better, or rather, truer, we too shall willingly assent to what is better.” Jerome is by intention tentative and exploratory, not dogmatic. Of the Jewish reservoir of interpretation, under the lemma of Zechariah 6:9-15, Jerome declares:

Once for all I have resolved to reveal to Latin ears the secrets of Hebrew scholarship and the recondite instruction of the teachers of the synagogue, at least that which agrees with Holy Scripture. For this reason in the most obscure passages I need to trace an outline of the history and then to make public what I have received from men of the church. I leave it to the reader’s choice what he ought to follow.


The evidence found in Jerome’s Commentaries on the Twelve Prophets (and much more could be cited) corresponds very well with his self-defense against Rufinus’s criticisms, where Jerome said (Ruf. 1.16):

What is the function of a Commentary? It is to interpret another man’s words, to put into plain language what he has expressed obscurely. Consequently, it enumerates the opinions of many persons, and says, Some interpret the passage in this sense, some in that; the one try to support their opinion and understanding of it by such and such evidence or reasons: so that the wise reader, after reading these different explanations, and having many brought before his mind for acceptance or rejection, may judge which is the truest, and, like a good banker, may reject the money of spurious mintage. Is the commentator to be held responsible for all these different interpretations, and all these mutually contradicting opinions because he puts down the expositions given by many in the single work on which he is commenting?7


The implied answer is “No.” Jerome’s method in the Commentaries on the Twelve Prophets seems quite similar to what he later articulated in his attack on Rufinus. I have not rehearsed these passages in Jerome in order to invalidate all of Rufinus’s criticisms of Jerome. On the contrary, it appears to me that Rufinus convincingly demonstrates a number of glaring inconsistencies in Jerome’s application of his exegetical method, especially the way he completely reversed his course in connection with his earlier irenic reception and transmission of some of Origen’s interpretive speculations. In this brief introduction, I have only wanted to display Jerome’s enterprise of making Jewish and Greek-Christian interpretation accessible to his readers. His commentaries were not aimed at being absolutely definitive and dogmatic on all points of interpretation, as, for example, one finds to be frequently the case in the Scripture commentaries of Thomas Aquinas; but Jerome’s follow a classical model and are therefore wide-ranging and fertile in their scope.8 It seems to me that Jerome’s exegetical works greatly enriched the Latin Middle Ages and beyond, at least insofar as they were consulted, in view of the sources he used.




Didymus the Blind and Jerome’s Commentary on Zechariah


The first commentary in this second volume is the longest of Jerome’s Minor Prophets commentaries. It provides the reader with a golden opportunity to observe firsthand the extent of Jerome’s indebtedness to the Greek exegetical tradition, since in this case his exemplar’s commentary happily survives (unlike the majority of Origen’s writings). Didymus the Blind (313–398) was a monk and the head of the catechetical school of Alexandria.9 When only four or five years old he lost his sight from disease. As a result he was never taught the usual elements of learning, but through an intense thirst for knowledge he overcame this disability. In addition to praying for interior illumination, he studied, learning the alphabet by touch from engraved wooden tablets and learning words and syllables by attentive listening. By this means he mastered various disciplines of knowledge and attained an extraordinary familiarity with the Scriptures. St. Athanasius (296–373) made the blind scholar head of the catechetical school, in spite of his lack of ordination. In his earlier manhood, Didymus was visited by St. Anthony (251–356) in Alexandria and enlisted to support the Catholic cause against the Arians.10 Didymus became an important pro-Nicene theologian of the fourth century. A hundred years ago, J. Chapman observed that Didymus was perfectly orthodox in his trinitarian and christological doctrine; “one might even say that he is more explicit than St. Athanasius as to the Unity in Trinity and the Divinity of the Holy Ghost.”11 In our day I. Ramelli essentially concurs on this point, writing: “It is meaningful that Athanasius, the anti-Arian who admired Origen surely also because of Origen’s anti-subordinationism, appointed Didymus the head of the catechetical school, the Alexandrian Didaskaleion, in a time in which it fell under the bishop’s control. Didymus, who opposed Arianism himself, directed the school for half a century.”12 I believe that Didymus’s trinitarian orthodoxy would have been a leading reason for Jerome’s admiration of him.

Rufinus of Aquileia (345–411) was for six years a pupil of Didymus and greatly admired him. Palladius visited him four times. Sozomen says that in arguing for the Nicene faith, Didymus was successful by his extreme persuasiveness. Isidore of Pelusium and Libanius also speak of his great ability. Jerome stayed for a month at Alexandria in 386, mainly to see Didymus and have Scripture difficulties explained by him. Jerome writes affectionately of him: “In many points, I give him thanks. I learned from him things which I had not known; what I did know, his teaching has helped me to retain.”13 Jerome frequently refers to Didymus as his old teacher and affectionately describes him as “my seer,” an allusion to the contrast between his physical blindness and his keenness of spiritual and intellectual perception. So great was his esteem for Didymus that Jerome translated into Latin Didymus’s treatise On the Holy Spirit and prefixed a prologue, in which he spoke of the author as having “eyes like the spouse in the Song of Songs,” as “unskilled in speech but not in knowledge, exhibiting in his very speech the character of an apostolic man, as well by luminous thought as by simplicity of words.” In the majority of passages Jerome seems to have highly regarded Didymus’s sanctity and orthodoxy.14

Didymus himself admired and was deeply indebted to Origen’s writings, since Origen had been his catechetical predecessor in Alexandria.15 Centuries after his death this association with Origen had the unfortunate result of posthumously damaging Didymus’s own reputation when Origenism fell under the church’s condemnation. When in the sixth century Origenism was condemned at the fifth general council, in AD 553, Didymus was not named in the Acts. However, the condemnation of Origen’s theory about the preexistence of souls and the future restoration of all rational creatures (apokatastasis), in that synod’s eleventh anathema, was somewhat largely construed as carrying with it, by implication, the condemnation of other writers more or less identified with Origen’s school of thought, and Didymus was one of these. Apparently the result of this was that Didymus’s extant Greek writings were largely destroyed.16 This seems ironic when we compare such treatment with the way his contemporaries viewed him and used and even translated his writings. Didymus’s posthumous fate was similar to Origen’s.

In 392 Jerome wrote the following entry on Didymus in his work De viris illustribus:

Didymus, of Alexandria, becoming blind while very young, and therefore ignorant of the rudiments of learning, displayed such a miracle of intelligence as to learn perfectly dialectics and even geometry, sciences which especially require sight. He wrote many admirable works: Commentaries on all the Psalms, Commentaries on the Gospels of Matthew and John, On the Doctrines, also two books Against the Arians, and one book On the Holy Spirit, which I translated in Latin, eighteen volumes On Isaiah, three books of commentaries On Hosea, addressed to me, and five books On Zechariah, written at my request, also commentaries On Job, and many other things, to give an account of which would be a work of itself. He is still living, and has already passed his eighty-third year.17


It is Didymus’s Commentary on Zechariah that interests us here. Not only did Jerome apparently inspire its composition, but also he used it extensively when writing his own Latin commentary on this same prophet. Didymus’s commentaries were thought to be lost. However, in 1941 his Greek commentaries on Genesis, Job and Zechariah were discovered among papyri at Tura near Cairo. Attribution to Didymus was confirmed by its exegetical correspondence with Jerome’s Latin Commentary on Zechariah. Didymus’s Commentary on Zechariah was translated into French by L. Doutreleau in the Sources Chrétiennes series in the 1960s, and Robert C. Hill has recently made Didymus’s Commentary on Zechariah available in English translation in the Fathers of the Church series. The reader of the present volume is well advised to obtain Hill’s translation (or Doutreleau’s French edition) and compare it carefully with Jerome’s commentary. The exegetical agreement between these two texts is unbelievable and in modern times would probably be described as plagiarism. I was greatly aided in following the train of Jerome’s thought and translating it by first simply reading the interpretation Didymus had offered. I have provided the reader only with hints of Jerome’s use of Didymus in the notes. I suspect that Origen’s nonextant exegesis of Zechariah lies underneath both Didymus and Jerome, especially the concordance-like compilations of biblical references that are invoked to explain Zechariah’s text. In any case Jerome’s massive use of Didymus now presents a great opportunity for future study and comparison.18 Jerome has kept his word about assimilating and transposing the thoughts of the Greek exegetes for his Latin readers. Yet I do not report this in order to disparage Jerome or to minimize his own contribution to the Christian exegesis of the prophet Zechariah. Jerome has added an abundance of original material, supplementing his Greek sources with the addition of Hebrew traditions and with his own exegetical insights. The resulting commentary far surpasses that of his predecessors.




Jerome’s Commentaries on Malachi, Hosea, Joel and Amos

Jerome’s interpretation of Malachi is noteworthy for the way he endorses the Jewish interpretive tradition that identifies the prophet Malachi with the person of Ezra (see 3:7b-12). In the preface he explicitly rejects Origen’s view that the book is an allegory about the fall of souls from heaven. This is one of the few passages where explicit polemic against Origen’s heterodoxy can be found in Jerome’s Commentaries on the Twelve Prophets.

Under the lemma to Malachi 1:2-5 is provided an interpretation of the “Jacob I loved, Esau I hated” passage that marvelously (in my opinion) preserves freedom of choice and includes foreseen merits and demerits as the grounds for God’s election. In a note I indicate how Erasmus of Rotterdam made productive use of such passages in Jerome to oppose predestinarianism in his polemics with Martin Luther in the sixteenth century. It appears to me that Jerome’s robust understanding of free will and his means of explaining texts that speak of predestination are more in line with the Greek tradition of interpretation with its relentless opposition to gnostic determinism. Jerome’s views stand in dramatic tension with Augustine’s late doctrines, which were assimilated into medieval Scholasticism and by and large came to be identified with Catholic orthodoxy. I believe that Jerome’s powerful witness to an alternate explanation of the Jacob/Esau dialectic from what we find in Augustine and Aquinas, for instance, helped to keep alive within Catholic theological circles an alternative to the Augustinian explanation of these issues, as we find in Molinism, for instance.

From this same commentary on Malachi, I also note Jerome’s striking depiction of divine punishment as purgatorial and remedial in its nature (Mal 3:2-6). I would assess this as a scarlet thread that runs through all of Jerome’s commentaries on the Prophets. Jerome concedes that the devil and his demons, heretics, apostates and impious sinners will undergo eternal punishments, but he seems to provide some basis for hoping that Christian sinners, even impious ones, will eventually receive a more moderate sentence. This is based on Jesus’s assurance that “everyone who lives and believes in me will not die forever” (Jn 11:26).19

Jerome thinks that the basic storyline of Hosea, in which the prophet was commanded by the Lord to take a prostitute for a wife, should be interpreted typologically, not literally. In the preface to book one of Hosea, he reveals important information about Origen’s and Didymus the Blind’s exegesis of Hosea and Zechariah, again showing the productive links between these three ancient scholars. There is strong polemic against chiliasm in this and in the other commentaries found in this volume and the previous one.20 In the introduction to Jerome’s Commentary on Isaiah, I have expressed my opinion that Jerome distorts the views of his opponents on this subject, especially when he tries to depict early Christian chiliasts as Epicureans and hedonists. I also find it noteworthy to observe that Jerome’s commentaries provide abundant evidence to show that the Judaism of his epoch was wide open to the chiliastic interpretation of their prophets. Jews objected to the Christian identification of Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah, and to the idea that the Messiah’s mission was one of vicarious suffering for the nation, but not to the hope of a future earthly messianic kingdom.

The commentary on Joel begins with a discussion of the arrangement of the Twelve Prophets in the Bible. Jerome transmits etymologies of their names, probably deriving his information from Origen. At Joel 1:4 it appears that Jerome does not accept the plague of locusts as an historical event but interprets it as an allegory of the four disturbances according to Stoic doctrine. This will doubtless ruffle the feathers of modern readers who have not yet acquired a taste for allegory. In a note I call attention to a passage from Joel 2:1-11 that in the past has been used to attempt to prove coherence and system in Jerome’s eschatology, where on deeper analysis none is found. The commentary on Joel in particular appears to rely heavily on Origen’s for the polemic against heretics. Under the lemma to Joel 3:9-11, Jerome expresses more openness than is usual for him to positing a literal future fulfillment of apocalyptic prophecy.

In the preface to book two of his commentary on Amos, Jerome elegantly paints what seems to be an autobiographical portrait of himself in his old age. At Amos 5:3 he quotes exactly from Galen the physician, which if it does not throw light on Amos’s text at least shows Jerome’s familiarity with Greek literature. Likewise the citation from Aratus at Amos 5:7-9 impresses the student of classical literature, as does the citation from Xenocrates at Amos 7:7-9 (an explanation of the adamant stone).




Augustine’s Reception of St. Jerome’s Exegesis

In what might be my final opportunity to introduce a work of St. Jerome (since I plan to move on to other Latin writers in my translation work), I thought I might devote a part of this introduction to discussing his disputation with Augustine of Hippo (354–430), who to my knowledge was the most vocal public critic of Jerome’s exegesis during his lifetime.21 My hope is to clarify some of Jerome’s exegetical principles and to compare and contrast him with Augustine. In 394 the forty-year-old Augustine instigated a public controversy with Jerome by penning him a letter that circulated widely in Italy and elsewhere for many years before it reached Jerome in Bethlehem.22 At the time Augustine was merely a priest and had not yet been appointed to the episcopal rank, whereas Jerome was a far senior scholar in both age and literary achievement. He had been the former secretary to Pope Damasus and was now residing in Bethlehem and carrying out his translation and commentary work on the Hebrew Bible. Augustine’s intention in this letter (Ep. 28) was to contentiously accuse Jerome’s interpretation of the epistle to the Galatians of turning the apostle Paul into a liar and a deceiver, and indeed of undermining the authority of the whole Bible. Augustine says that he is very upset that Jerome should claim that Paul committed a dangerous act of deceit and lying. (In his response Jerome denies that Augustine has understood him correctly.) Augustine sarcastically requests that Jerome “give us some guidelines as to when it is right to lie and when it is not, but if you do this, I beg you not to use false or dubious arguments in your explanation.”23 Clearly Augustine is presenting himself as the champion of truth telling, over against Jerome, the advocate of public deception and barefaced lies. Jerome evidently needs to brush up on his catechism and reread especially the eighth commandment.

Although the proper interpretation of Galatians 2 may appear distant from the concerns of Jerome’s Commentaries on the Twelve Prophets, it seems to me that the principles that underlie this bitter disputation shed valuable light on the differing modes of exegesis and theology of these two church fathers. Since Jerome has found few defenders in the history of scholarship, I should like to weigh in on his behalf. From what I can determine, Jerome’s scriptural exegesis did not impress Augustine at all, nor did it significantly influence the theology and exegesis of Scholastic theologians, who to my knowledge were partisans of Augustine.24 For instance, St. Thomas Aquinas, in his own commentaries on those biblical books on which Jerome also left behind detailed commentaries, namely Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, Titus and Isaiah, appears to bypass Jerome’s exegesis almost completely, and yet the theological premises of these commentaries are completely informed by Augustine’s theological views. What W. Sanday and A. C. Headlam observed of Aquinas’s Exposition of Paul’s Epistles appears to me to be true:

His [Thomas Aquinas’s] commentary works out in great detail the method of exegesis started by St. Augustine. No modern reader who turns to it can fail to be struck by the immense intellectual power displayed, and by the precision and completeness of the logical analysis. Its value is chiefly as a complete and methodical exposition from a definite point of view. That in attempting to fit every argument of St. Paul into the form of a scholastic syllogism, and in making every thought harmonize with the Augustinian doctrine of grace, there should be a tendency to make St. Paul’s words fit a preconceived system is not unnatural.25


Aquinas’s scriptural exegesis is acquiring an ever-growing body of admirers.26 These scholars are confirming, not refuting, my conviction that the substructure of Aquinas’s exegesis is Augustine’s theology, not Jerome’s exegesis.27 Aquinas’s expositions of Scripture take the form of Augustinian dogma supplemented by Aristotelian and Pseudo- Dionysian metaphysics and philosophy that appear to owe little to St. Jerome’s genius. It is true that proof texts from Jerome’s writings are sometimes sprinkled cosmetically into Aquinas’s works, but more often than not these proof texts are taken from medieval glosses, and the substance of Jerome’s exegesis is not authentically assimilated or even engaged.28 It appears to me that it was the Catholic humanists, such as Erasmus, and not the Scholastic theologians, who recovered and made productive in the Catholic Church Jerome’s exegesis and theology.29

Jerome’s method of Scriptural exegesis is distinct from Augustine’s in at least two respects. First, Jerome’s exegesis is based explicitly on the original languages of Scripture, Hebrew and Greek, whereas Augustine bases his on the Old Latin. As such, Jerome’s explanations of Scripture allowed him to delve into the meaning behind the original inspired words, and not merely, as Augustine did, provide a commentary on a Latin translation of Scripture that relied on interpreting the words of Scripture in translation and at their plain-language surface value. Second, as we have seen above, Jerome’s Latin exegesis draws heavily on the antecedent Hebrew and Greek-Christian tradition of exegesis. Augustine had no access to or interest in such sources, at least not in his practice, whatever he might say at the theoretical level. It is true that this makes Augustine a far more original exegete than Jerome. No one could ever accuse Augustine of plagiarizing another author. Had the Hebrew rabbis and the Greek Fathers not written commentaries on Scripture, Augustine’s exegesis probably would not have been much affected. In contrast Jerome’s body of exegetical work is simply unthinkable without the Hebrews and Greeks. Augustine generated many scriptural explanations out of whole cloth based on a translation, while Jerome looked to the sensus fidei, the mind of the church in the original languages of the Bible.

It seems somewhat ironic that Augustine opens his very first letter to Jerome (Ep. 28) by claiming to approve of Jerome’s translations of Origen’s exegesis. Indeed he encourages him to continue in that task and to devote care and labor to the translation of Origen’s books.30 The irony of this piece of advice is that Origen was the principal source of Jerome’s explanation of Galatians 2 that Augustine claimed turned Paul into a liar and the whole Bible into a book of falsehoods. Is Augustine sincere in his request? Does he truly want access to more of Origen’s exegesis in Latin translation? It seems difficult to believe that he had any real esteem for Origen in light of the content of this letter and the mockery of Origen’s and Jerome’s exegesis that is found there. Moreover, it is demonstrable that in the composition of his own works until the end of his life, Augustine did not use Latin translations of Origen, whether done by Jerome or Rufinus. In his penultimate work on the Hexateuch, for example, Augustine completely ignores Rufinus’s translations of Origen’s Homilies on the Hexateuch, to which he had complete access.31 It is true that now and then Augustine responds to Origen’s comments (without naming him), for instance, regarding the trees and fruits of paradise in his first homily, On the Literal Meaning of Genesis. Other fragmentary references to Origen can be found. But on the whole Augustine’s exegesis and theology was not formed or informed by Origen’s exegesis. He operated relatively independently of antecedent ecclesiastical sources.

In Ep. 28 Augustine requests of Jerome to produce a new Latin translation of the Hexaplaric text of the Septuagint, as he had already done for the book of Job, carefully indicating by signs and markers for Greek-less readers like himself where the Hexaplaric text differs from the Septuagint. It seems that Augustine is chiefly interested in employing Jerome as a sort of research assistant. Augustine makes it very clear that he sees no point to Jerome’s translating the Old Testament directly from the Hebrew. For, “I would be very surprised if anything could still be found in the Hebrew texts which had escaped the notice of all those [the Hexapla] translators who were such experts in that language.”32 In other words, what could Jerome’s new Christian version of the Hebrew Bible possibly add to those of the Greek-speaking Jewish and heretical translators of the Old Testament? This seems to be a strange preference, and Jerome will take note of it in his response.33 Augustine states that in any case it is the Septuagint itself, and not the Hexaplaric recension of it, that “should without doubt be accorded preeminent authority in this field.”34 So, while seeming to approve of a new translation of the Hexaplaric recension, it is to the Septuagint that Augustine ascribes the chief authority. Jerome finds Augustine’s suggestions to him and his whole train of thought incoherent. He writes in response:

Do you wish to be a true admirer of the Septuagint? Then you should not read what is preceded by an asterisk—in fact you should delete such passages from your copy, to prove yourself to be a supporter of the ancient translators. But if you were to do this, you would be forced to condemn all church libraries for only one or two copies are to be found which do not contain these passages.35


Without question Augustine exhibits elegance and charm in his Latin diction in this opening salvo. Consider this sentence: “I say nothing of the Seventy for I would not dare to give any kind of decisive answer to the question of whether they possessed a greater harmony of wisdom or of inspiration than one man could have.”36 In spite of the elegant Latin periods, the modern reader is somewhat jolted by the impertinence of Augustine’s offering scholarly advice to the far-senior Jerome on what ecclesiastical projects he should undertake. One wonders what would motivate a priest who was unfamiliar with the biblical languages to offer such advice to a senior ecclesiastical scholar like Jerome, who knew at least five languages and had been in the employ of Pope Damasus. Moreover, the incoherence of Augustine’s position stands out. He does not seem to understand what he is requesting. In his follow up letter to Jerome, Ep. 71, Augustine repeats that he wishes Jerome would make a new Latin translation of the Greek Septuagint, not of the Hebrew text.37

Jerome’s responses to these unsolicited criticisms are forceful and effective.38 In the second longer response (as I have already indicated above), Jerome writes that he is surprised that Augustine has praised Jerome’s translation of the Hexaplaric recension of the Septuagint version, while disparaging his new translation directly from the Hebrew.39 For the former is not the original form of the Septuagint, a version to which Augustine attributes supreme authority. If Augustine wishes to be a true admirer of the Septuagint he should bypass Origen’s Hexaplar recension altogether. Jerome suspects that Augustine does not really understand these matters at all.40 He conjectures, as his friends have suggested, that Augustine is simply trying to show off his erudition by publicly attacking a well-known ecclesiastical scholar.41 The modern reader gains the same impression from reading Augustine’s first letter.

Second, Jerome turns the tables on Augustine in a brilliant way. In his effort to dissuade Jerome from translating the Bible directly from the Hebrew, Augustine had used the following syllogism: the passages that the Seventy translated were either obscure or plain. If they were obscure, one must believe that Jerome’s new version is just as likely to be mistaken. If the passages were plain, it is not believed that the Seventy could have been mistaken. So how could Jerome’s contribution be anything but redundant or erroneous? Jerome replies to this syllogistic logic (not without sarcasm) as follows: A whole series of Greek and Latin writers have composed commentaries on the Psalms; Augustine too has published a work on the Psalms. Jerome asks: Why, after all the labors of so many competent interpreters, does Augustine differ from them in his exposition of some passages? If the Psalms are obscure, it must be believed that he is as likely to be mistaken as the others; if they are plain, it is incredible that these others could have fallen into mistakes. In either case Augustine’s exposition of the Psalms has been an unnecessary labor, and on his principles, no one would ever dare to speak on any subject after others have pronounced their opinion. Jerome draws the sensible conclusion: Why does Augustine grant himself the liberty to contribute to the church’s exegetical tradition of the Psalms, but he is intolerant of Jerome’s effort to make a new Christian Latin translation of Scripture directly from the Hebrew? Jerome writes: “No, it should rather be your duty, as a civilized human being, to show the same indulgence to others as to yourself.”42

Jerome says that he has not attempted to do away with the works of his predecessors by his fresh work on the Hebrew text. Jerome then adds, if Augustine is averse to reading Jerome’s version, no one is compelling him to read it against his will. Let him drink with satisfaction the old wine, but Augustine should not despise Jerome’s new wine. In spite of the sarcastic and seemingly impatient tone of this response to Augustine, the modern reader (or at least I) feels a large measure of sympathy for Jerome’s point of view. It seems difficult to admire the young Augustine for his effort to dissuade Jerome from translating the Hebrew Bible, since he has clearly fabricated arguments that have no validity.43

So much for Augustine’s critique of Jerome’s translation work and Jerome’s response to that unsolicited provocation. In these same letters, Augustine also scathingly and publicly denounces the content of Jerome’s exegesis, specifically, his interpretation of an important section of the book of Galatians. As usual, Jerome had based his interpretation of Galatians on his Greek predecessors, specifically in this instance on Origen and Didymus, who in turn had been followed by John Chrysostom. Partly in response to Porphyry’s indictment of Christianity, who had branded Peter with error and Paul with impudence, but chiefly based on the historical information about Peter and Paul that is provided in the book of Acts, Origen evidently had explained that the confrontation between Peter and Paul that is recounted in Galatians 2:11-21 must have been a diplomatic encounter intended to reconcile warring factions within the early church. For the book of Acts makes it abundantly clear that Peter was no Judaizer and that Peter and Paul did not stand in theological opposition to each other in their principles of living out the gospel among Jews and Gentiles. Indeed, Peter was responsible for receiving the first Gentiles into the church (cf. Acts 10–11), and he opposed the Judaizing heresy at the Council of Jerusalem with Paul present (cf. Acts 15:1-35). Paul had become like a Jew to win the Jews and avoided giving offense to the Jews. Peter did not require Gentile converts to adopt the law of Moses and circumcision in order to be saved. The incident described in Galatians 2 constitutes the only exception to the rule that Paul’s own letters testify that he and Peter shared the same Christian faith.

Moreover, Paul would not and could not have criticized Peter for adapting his behavior to the arrival of conservative Jews in Antioch, since Paul himself, both in his epistles and in Acts, shows that for the purpose of evangelization he had practiced this same sort of flexibility, going so far as to circumcise Timothy out of fear of the Jews.44 Jerome was persuaded by the interpretation of his Greek-Christian predecessors, for whom it was not reasonable to think that in the incident described in Galatians 2 Peter had fallen publicly into the Judaizing heresy and needed correction for his sin. Jerome cites an enormous body of evidence from Acts to show that Peter already knew well that Gentiles did not need to become Jews in order to be saved. Therefore, what appears at face value to be an account of a serious conflict between Peter and Paul needs to be read more as a feigned or diplomatic exhibition between two apostles who were in basic agreement with each other on the issues involved.

So that readers can better grapple with the explanation that caused Augustine to become completely estranged from Jerome’s exegesis, I will provide Jerome’s interpretation of Galatians 2:11-13 in my own and Andrew Cain’s English translations (which appeared independently of each other in the same year). Under the lemma to Galatians 2:11-13 Jerome writes:


Table 1. Jerome’s Commentary on Galatians 2:11-13









	Scheck Translation1

	Cain Translation2




	
From the fact that “Peter, before certain men came to Antioch” from Jerusalem, “ate with the Gentiles,” it is shown that he had not forgotten the precept “Do not call any man common or unclean” [Acts 10:28]. Now on account of those who thought that the law still had to be observed, Peter “withdrew” himself a little from association with the Gentiles (so that the “others” as well who were of the Jews did likewise, and “Barnabas,” who with Paul had preached the gospel among the Gentiles, was compelled to do this). Because of this those who had believed in Antioch from the Gentiles and had not been circumcised were compelled to overstep in a move toward the burdens of the law. For they did not understand Peter’s policy (dispensationem), whereby he longed for the Jews to be saved. Instead they thought that this was the guiding principle of the gospel.

And so, when the apostle Paul saw that the grace of Christ was endangered, Christ’s fighter made use of a new kind of fighting: he himself corrected the policy of Peter, whereby he was longing to save the Jews by a new policy of contradiction, and he “opposed him to his face.” He does not expose his purpose, but it is as if he is publicly contradicting him. Thus from the fact that Paul offered opposition by exposing him, those who had believed from the Gentiles would be saved.

But if anyone thinks that Paul truly opposed the apostle Peter, and that for the sake of the truth of the gospel he boldly inflicted an injury on his predecessor, this will be contradicted by the fact that Paul himself “became a Jew to the Jews in order to gain the Jews” [cf. 1 Cor 9:20]. And he will be held guilty of the same pretense when he shaved his head in Cenchrea [cf. Acts 18:18], and having become bald when he made an offering in Jerusalem [cf. Acts 21:23-26]. Moreover, he circumcised Timothy [cf. Acts 16:3] and he took part in the procession


	
The fact that Peter would eat with Gentiles before certain men came from Jerusalem to Antioch shows that he had not forgotten the injunction not to call anyone common or unclean [cf. Acts 10:28]. But because of the Judaizers he withdrew from the Gentile gathering. As a result, the rest of the Jews followed suit—and even Barnabas, who together with Paul had preached the Gospel among the Gentiles, was compelled to do so. Uncircumcised Gentile believers in Antioch were being forced to comply with the burdensome requirements of the Law and did not apprehend the dispensation by which Peter hoped for all Jews to be saved although they thought that they were the ones who properly understood the Gospel.

When the Apostle Paul saw the grace of Christ in peril, the fighter in him employed a new battle tactic to counter Peter’s plan of saving the Jews with a plan of his own and to oppose him to his face, without making known his plan but acting in public as if he were contradicting Peter so that the Gentiles might be protected by his actions.

Now, if anyone thinks that Paul really opposed Peter and fearlessly insulted his predecessor in defense of evangelical truth, he will not be moved by the fact that Paul acted as a Jew among fellow Jews in order to win them for Christ [cf. 1 Cor 9:20]. What is more, Paul would have been guilty of the same kind of dissimulation on other occasions, such as when he shaved his head in Cenchrea [cf. Acts 18:18], when he made an offering in Jerusalem after doing this [cf. Acts 21:23-26], when he circumcised Timothy [cf. Acts 16:3] and went barefoot—all of which are clearly aspects of Jewish religious ritual.

The preacher to the Gentiles did some things that were contrary to evangelical freedom in order to avoid scandalizing the Jews, and he thought it necessary to say, “Do not cause Jews or the church of God to stumble, just
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After reading Jerome’s exegesis of Galatians 2, Augustine simply urges Jerome to sing a palinode, that is, to recant his interpretation.45 There is no room for discussion or debate, for Jerome’s treatment of the passage is unsalvageable as exegesis. In the initial letter Augustine writes:
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with bare feet. Assuredly these are things that very openly derive from the ceremonies of the Jews.

And so, if the one who had been sent to preach to the Gentiles did not think of saying groundlessly, “Be without offense to the Jews and to the church of God, just as I please everyone in all things, not seeking what is useful to myself, but what is useful to the many, that they may be saved” [1 Cor 10:32-33]; and if he did certain things that were contrary to the freedom of the gospel in order not to scandalize the Jews; then by what authority, by what effrontery, does he dare to rebuke this in Peter, who was the apostle of the circumcision? For he himself, the apostle of the Gentiles, is convicted of having done the very same thing. But, as we have already said earlier, he opposed Peter and the others with his public face, in order that the hypocrisy of observing the law, which was harming those who had believed from the Gentiles, would be corrected by the hypocrisy of correction. Thus both peoples would be saved, as those who praise circumcision follow Peter, and those who do not want to be circumcised preach the freedom of Paul.

Now by his words “he was blameworthy,” he has softly tempered [his rebuke]. Thus we should understand that he was not so much blameworthy to Paul as to those brothers from whom he subsequently separated himself, after formerly eating with them.


	
as I please everybody in every way, seeking not my own good but the good of many, so that they may be saved” [1 Cor 10:32-33]. On what authority, or with what affront, then, did Paul dare to rebuke Peter, the apostle of the circumcised, for the very thing the he, as the apostle of the uncircumcised, had done? As I already noted, he opposed Peter and the rest so that, as far as public appearances were concerned, their hypocrisy in observing the Law, which was harmful to Gentile believers, might be corrected by his own hypocrisy in reproaching them. This was done so that both Jews and Gentiles might be saved, for the advocates of circumcision would follow Peter, and their opponents would preach the liberty espoused by Paul.

When he says that Peter was in the wrong, he tempers his words to give us the impression that Peter’s conduct did not so much offend him as it did the brothers with whom he had been eating but from whom he later withdrew.









For it seems to me very dangerous to believe that the sacred writings can contain any kind of lie, in other words that those men, by whom the Bible has been given to us and written down for us, lied about anything in their writings. . . . Once we admit even a useful lie in that supreme authority, there will not be a single sentence left which, whenever anyone finds what is written either difficult to practice or hard to believe, cannot be explained away as a deliberately false statement on the part of the author who was lying out of a sense of duty.46


Many modern commentators on Galatians who have heard vague rumors about Jerome’s interpretation also dismiss it just as immediately and facilely as Augustine has done, though few of these scholars, it seems to me, give evidence of having read Jerome carefully. Moreover, the majority of this same modern consensus that is arrayed with Augustine against Jerome’s interpretation by and large also dismisses the book of Acts as a source of accurate information about the early church (something Augustine obviously did not do).

I wish to acknowledge the stark implausibility of Jerome’s particular interpretation, namely that in Galatians 2:11-14 we are reading about a feigned and staged disputation, a case of “honest diplomacy,” between Peter and Paul. Such an explanation appears to be forced and unconvincing. To me, however, it appears that the principle assumptions that underlie Origen’s and Jerome’s interpretation of this passage are coherent with the rest of the New Testament and have greater plausibility than the idea that the apostle Peter sinned on this occasion and fell into the error of the Judaizing heresy. To me the simplest interpretative solution (which is not recognized by Jerome) is that Paul angrily overreacted to the situation in Antioch. For there is bedrock evidence in Paul’s own letters, namely, 1 Corinthians 3:21-23; 15:11; and Galatians 1:23, that makes it clear that Paul believed that he and Peter shared the same Christian faith and that Paul was not suspicious of Peter’s faith.47 It is not easy to fit the common Augustinian interpretation of Galatians 2:14 that posits fundamental theological conflict between Peter and Paul into that picture. In a recent article, Simon Gathercole, who does not deal with Jerome and Augustine’s interpretation of the passage, draws what strikes me as a very accurate conclusion about the interpretation of Galatians 2:11-14 in modern scholarship:

It is, then a serious question as to whether Galatians 2:11-14 can really bear the weight of the Baur hypothesis [dialectical opposition between Peter and Paul] either in its original form or in its repristination by Barrett and Dunn. This is both because of what can be deduced (points a-e above), and also because very little else can be concluded with any confidence from a report so compressed that suspicious readings must rely more on conjecture than on solid evidence.48


Paul’s fragmentary report forces all interpreters into the field of speculation and conjecture rather than firm textual proof. If that is the case, then the overall message of the New Testament should be consulted. It seems to me that few scholars have specifically challenged Augustine’s interpretation on this exact point on which Gathercole challenges his peers, namely his use of conjecture, and this is what I would like to do below.

In his exegesis of the passage Augustine claims that Peter was “observing these [Jewish] traditions as if they were still necessary for salvation even after the coming of the Lord.”49 This of course is an accusation of the Judaizing heresy.50 Later he states that Peter acted “with the intention of forcing the Gentiles to live like Jews, for I read that Paul wrote this and I do not believe that he lied.”51 Jerome of course had never claimed that Paul had lied; rather, he claimed Paul had spoken diplomatically in his public rebuke. He had used dissimulation without revealing his interior agreement with Peter’s policy. It is Augustine who equates such diplomatic or dissembling language and behavior with falsehood and deception. Augustine never answered the chief point of Jerome’s objections. Jerome was arguing that the character of Peter’s action (in observing the Judaic law) was simulated, while Augustine asked whether his motive was truthful. Augustine bypasses the fact that all human life is characterized by situations that require dissembling language and behavior, and that Scripture itself is filled with passages that are best interpreted as using dissembling language.52 Below I will treat Augustine’s interpretation of Galatians 5:12, in which Augustine himself resorts to the view that Paul’s words are deceptive and do not mean what they say.

The modern reader might query: How does Augustine know that Peter’s intention was to force Gentiles to live like Jews? His answer would be: because Paul says so in Galatians 2:14. According to Augustine, Peter was therefore justifiably rebuked by Paul as a Judaizer, “for he was going against the truth of the gospel in making those who believed in Christ think that they could not be saved without these ancient customs.”53 To Augustine Peter’s action stands against the truth of the gospel, and any other reading of the Galatians passage turns Paul into a flagrant liar. For in the divinely inspired text Paul says that Peter was forcing the Gentiles to Judaize.54 Augustine’s assumption is that Paul’s judgment on Peter, as interpreted by Augustine, must correspond with the divine court of justice, or Scripture is deceiving us.

The modern reader asks: But if Paul regarded Peter as a Judaizer, and as an enemy of the truth of the gospel, doesn’t this imply that these apostles stood in radical opposition to each other on an extremely serious issue? Yes they did, Augustine thinks, but only for a moment. Augustine claims that Peter repented, in that he “received with a devout, holy and good-natured humility the rebuke which Paul gave him for his benefit with the frankness of love.”55 In his Commentary on Galatians, Augustine expands on this under Galatians 2:14:

Here I might add that out of steadfastness and love Peter—to whom the Lord had said three times, “Do you love me? Feed my sheep” (John 21:15-17)—was entirely willing to endure this rebuke from a junior shepherd for the salvation of the flock. Moreover, it was in his rebuke that the one being rebuked proved the more admirable and difficult to imitate. For it is easy to see what you would correct in someone else and to proceed to do so by censure and criticism. It is not so easy to see what ought to be corrected in yourself and to be willing to be corrected even by yourself, let alone by another, and that a junior, and all this in front of everyone!56


It appears to me that Augustine has placed himself in the role of Paul in this situation. He is subtly appealing to the senior Jerome to accept the rebuke of his junior brother Augustine; let Jerome imitate Peter by recanting his false interpretation of Paul and humbly accept the rebuke from Augustine. But the modern reader might be permitted to ask the counter question: What evidence does Augustine have for his speculation that Peter humbly accepted Paul’s rebuke?57 None is cited, and none exists. In fact Augustine has conjured up this idea from his own brain. Apparently he does not want to push the envelope too far, that is, to completely undermine Peter’s superior authority over the church, which Augustine himself admits, by the claim that Peter remained a Judaizer. He was one, but he did not remain one. The modern reader also notices that Augustine never raises the question of how Peter and Barnabas (who had clearly sided with Peter, according to Gal 2:13) would have assessed the situation in Antioch. Augustine simply equates his own interpretation of Paul’s words in Galatians 2:14 with the divine perspective. Normally, however, in a court case both sides, the prosecution and the defense, are allowed to speak and explain themselves. In the present instance only Paul’s version of his conflict with Peter and Barnabas survives in the New Testament. Augustine vindicates Paul’s judgment, or rather, he vindicates his own interpretation of Paul’s judgment, without speculating on Peter’s perspective. However, he does speculate about Peter’s allegedly humble response to the rebuke. Moreover, even if we assume that Augustine has correctly interpreted Paul’s words, to the effect that Paul indeed believed that Peter was intentionally Judaizing and needed to be publicly lectured to because he stood against the truth of the gospel, why should Paul’s view equate to the divine perspective? The episode describes a conflict between three apostles (if we grant apostolic authority to Barnabas as well). Why should Peter and Barnabas not be allowed to testify on their own behalf and explain themselves? How do we know that Paul was not overreacting to the situation, especially in light of his words in Galatians 5:12 and the whole tone of the epistle to the Galatians? Of greatest importance to contemporary discussion is the question I have already raised: What are the grounds for Augustine’s theory about Peter’s imagined humble acceptance of Paul’s rebuke? Jerome raises none of these questions to Augustine, but they are valid questions for the modern reader to pose, because they show that Augustine has fabricated evidence out of whole cloth to support his interpretation.

In an important article, Ronald S. Cole-Turner argues that St. Augustine’s sense of urgency in discussing Galatians 2 with Jerome arose from his concern for the validity of his antiheretical arguments against the Manichees and the Donatists.58 Augustine had to oppose Jerome’s interpretation because it undermined arguments he had developed in his battles against heretics. I agree with this analysis. Such a background shows that Augustine is not primarily concerned with learning from Jerome, as a disciple from a master exegete, or with understanding the nature of Jerome’s interpretation of Galatians; rather, he is concerned with maintaining his own stature and authority in the church as its great champion against the heretics. Jerome’s exegesis stands in the way of this, since he did not believe that Peter had sinned and repented after Paul’s rebuke. This myopic concern would also help explain why Augustine would not expend any effort in avoiding a fundamental misrepresentation of Jerome as an advocate of lying and deception. He is projecting onto Jerome the views of his perceived heretical opponents.

Jerome’s overall exegesis of Paul, based as it was on Origen, must have really grated on Augustine’s mind. For when he wrote his own Commentary on Galatians, Augustine completely overlooks Jerome’s commentary on the Pauline epistle, from start to finish, and he never refers to it. Plumer, Augustine’s modern translator, finds it astonishing that Augustine did not draw on Jerome’s erudite exegesis of Galatians in his own commentary on Paul’s text, though he had access to Jerome’s work.

At the very least, one would have expected him to borrow some linguistic point or other from Jerome, particularly as we find Augustine very soon afterwards emphasizing the importance of linguistic expertise for the interpreter of the Bible, painfully conscious of his own lack in this regard, and (no doubt thinking primarily of Jerome) commending the work of the Hebraists to biblical interpreters [De Doctrina Christiana 2.11.16; 2.16.23]. Yet where is the evidence of Augustine’s having taken his own advice?59


It seems that there was a very serious disconnect between Augustine’s theoretical principles and his actual practice of exegesis. In Ep. 28 the young African priest begs Jerome to translate more of Origen’s books, ravenously hungry, it seems, to devour Origen’s brilliant insights into the meaning of Scripture; but in the very same letter Augustine completely scoffs at what he must have known was originally Origen’s exegesis of Scripture and depicts it as a falsification of the Bible. In later works Augustine advises his readers to learn from the Hebraic-educated biblical exegetes (such as Jerome), but he himself does not consult them in his own writings.

Jerome’s response to Augustine’s attack reveals some important principles of his exegetical method. In Ep. 105, Jerome records what he has noticed from his cursory reading of Augustine’s own writings: “I have never read them with attention . . . , apart from your Soliloquies and some of your commentaries on the Psalms. If I were willing to examine them closely, I could show that they were at variance—I will not say with my own interpretations, but with those of earlier Greek writers.”60 Jerome’s first point of criticism of Augustine’s scriptural exegesis, it seems, is that it is at variance with the antecedent Greek exegetical tradition. Has Augustine no concern for the sensus fidei, the mind of the church? Does he not view the Christian interpretive tradition as reliable? It is noteworthy, conversely, that Jerome’s first line of defense of his own exegesis of Galatians is to point to the source of his exegetical ideas, namely the Greek fathers. In Ep. 75 Jerome recalls that the source of his interpretation of Galatians 2 was Origen, Didymus, John Chrysostom and others, whom he had identified in his preface.

If then you considered anything in my explanation worthy of criticism, it was up to your learning to find out whether what I had written was to be found in the writings of the Greeks, so that if they had not said them, then you could justifiably condemn my opinion, especially since I openly confessed in my preface that I had followed the commentaries of Origen and had dictated either my own or other people’s ideas.61


In the Galatians commentary, and forthrightly in his response to Augustine, Jerome stands firmly behind his interpretation of the disputed Galatians passage as one that shows that neither did Peter sin, nor did Paul rebuke presumptuously one who was greater than himself. In Jerome’s estimation, Augustine has not demonstrated how Paul could consistently blame in another what he himself had done. Jerome says that he is not claiming that Paul and Peter used willful deception, and he is already aware of the Bible’s prohibition of lying; but Jerome does not equate dissembling pretense with willful mendacity. He thinks that the character of Peter’s action (in observing the Judaic law) was simulated, but Peter’s motive was not to be untruthful.

Jerome says that in any case it was not his purpose in his Galatians commentary finally and irrevocably to adopt what he had read and translated from these Greek authors, but he had set it forth in his Latin commentary, leaving to the reader’s own judgment whether it should be rejected or approved. It appears to me that whereas Augustine very much wishes to impose a dogmatic straitjacket on many biblical texts, and to severely restrict their meaning to his own understanding in order to bolster his own teaching authority in the church, Jerome supports more breadth and freedom of interpretation. Clearly, Augustine rejected Jerome’s exegesis, and Jerome would certainly accord him the right to do so; but importantly Jerome notes that John Chrysostom had followed Origen’s interpretation, and he is a weighty authority. Jerome tells Augustine that he prefers to be mistaken in company with such men, whereas Augustine needs to produce at least one partisan from the church’s exegetical tradition in defense of his view.62

Amazingly, in response to this answer to his own reproach of Jerome’s exegesis of Galatians, Augustine now implicitly dismisses Origen as a teacher of error.63 He says that since Jerome himself has censured Origen in certain passages in his writings, he has himself impugned Origen’s authority. So what weight does Origen’s exegesis of Galatians carry? (Augustine is silent about John Chrysostom’s support for Jerome’s interpretation.) In any case, Augustine continues, it is not important whether other Christian interpreters agree with him; what matters is whether Paul does, and Augustine is invincibly confident that Paul is on his side. It seems to me that Augustine’s arguments go a long way toward establishing a sola Scriptura approach to Christian exegesis, since he essentially ignores the Christian exegetical tradition. His whole argument of course begs the question of whether it is Paul, or Augustine’s interpretation of Paul, that has triumphed in this disputation with Jerome. Out of whole cloth, Augustine had conjured up the idea that Peter humbly accepted Paul’s rebuke, an inference for which there is no textual evidence in Paul or anywhere else. Yet ironically Augustine constantly accuses Jerome, and by implication Origen, Didymus and Chrysostom, of making a liar out of Paul by their mitigating and diplomatic interpretation of Galatians 2:14. At least Jerome had cited massive textual support for his view from the book of Acts, where we read of Peter’s opposition to the Judaizing heresy. Augustine cites no evidence for his novel idea that Peter gravely sinned and then repented. Which of these exegetes, then, is making a liar out of Paul? It is worth pointing out, additionally, that Jerome had never censured Origen’s interpretations of Paul. On the contrary it seems that, as an interpreter of Paul’s writings, Origen stood in very high estimation by Jerome.64 Therefore Augustine’s appeal to Jerome’s censure of Origen is not relevant to the current debate with Jerome.




On Galatians 5:12

One final comparison of Jerome and Augustine might be in order, because it shows that Augustine did not maintain consistency in his allegedly straightforward, no-nonsense reading of Pauline texts. In Galatians 5:12 St. Paul writes: “I wish those who unsettle you would mutilate themselves!” Jerome’s Origen-based exegesis recognizes the serious difficulty of one of Christ’s disciples cursing his enemies in such a manner. How can Paul’s wish be defended against the charge of violating the Christian principles of meekness, gentleness, humility and mercy? Jerome provides the following explanation:


Table 2. Jerome’s Commentary on Galatians 5:12









	Scheck Translation3

	Cain Translation4




	What he has said is not so much words of fury directed against enemies as words of love directed at God’s churches. For he saw that the whole province was troubled by a sudden persuasion, a province that he himself had converted from idolatry to faith in Christ by his own blood and dangers. And from apostolic grief, from the grief of a father, he could not control himself. He changed his voice and became angry with those whom he had been flattering, in order at least to keep in check by scolding those whom he was unable to restrain by leniency. Nor is it any wonder if the apostle, as a man still enclosed in a frail vessel and one who sees the law in his own body taking him captive and leading him into the law of sin [cf. Rom 7:23], should have spoken like this once. For we observe such lapses frequently in holy men.

	Against this charge Paul may be defended by responding that his words are promoted more by love for the churches of God than by anger at his opponents. He watched as the entire province that he had converted from idolatry to faith in Christ (all the while shedding his own blood and undergoing harrowing dangers) was upset by a sudden persuasion, and he could not hold himself in check because of his grief—the grief of an apostle and [the Galatians’] spiritual father. He changed his tone and became irate at the very people whom he had been coaxing, for his aim was at least to restrain with a rebuke those whom he could not restrain by being mild. Since the Apostle was still enclosed in a frail vessel and watched as the law in his own body took him captive and led him into the law of sin [cf. Rom 7:23], it is no surprise that he should have spoken like this on one occasion, when we find that holy men frequently fall into this trap.




	


3St. Jerome’s Commentaries on Galatians, Titus and Philemon, trans. Scheck, 217-18.


	


4Jerome, Commentary on Galatians, trans. Cain, 215.










This is not the only explanation Jerome provides, or even the one that he necessarily prefers. Yet it seems not unthinkable to Jerome and Origen that Paul has lapsed and lost his temper in this situation. He is speaking of literal castration, but only because he has lost his temper. Such outbursts happen from time to time with human fathers, and it is frequent even among holy persons. This strikes me as a realistic and straightforward interpretation of Paul’s words.

Augustine’s interpretation of the same passage is quite different. He refuses to countenance the possibility that Paul could have spoken out of anger. He thinks that Paul is not speaking literal truth at all when he wishes castration on these people, but he is using “ambiguous” language and the mere “appearance” of cursing to conceal a metaphorical meaning. Augustine writes:

And with very elegant ambiguity he inserted a blessing under the appearance of a curse when he said, “I wish those who are troubling you would castrate themselves!” [Gal 5:12]. Not merely “circumcise,” he said, but castrate themselves. For thus they will become eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven [cf. Mt 19:12] and cease to sow carnal seed.65


What looks at first glance like a curse is actually a blessing! Augustine thinks that Paul is inviting his opponents in Galatia to embrace celibacy and renounce sex for the sake of the kingdom of God. Plumer rightly describes this exegesis as a piece of casuistry.66 It goes without saying that the link to the Gospel text is far-fetched, and the resulting transformation of Paul’s words into a concealed blessing is untenable. My question is: Could not the very arguments Augustine had used to consign Jerome’s exegesis of Galatians 2 to oblivion be used to accuse Augustine himself of turning Paul into a liar and a deceiver? He claims that Paul is “putting on appearances” and using “an elegant ambiguity” in Galatians 5:12. How, then, can we trust any single word of the entire Bible? Is not Augustine making a liar out of Paul?

I shall give the final word to Erasmus of Rotterdam. Writing in 1516, Erasmus seems to have correctly grasped the nature of the relationship between Augustine and Jerome (though he seriously misjudges Rufinus’s character). Erasmus writes the following assessment:

And so effective was the malicious cunning of his rivals that not even St. Augustine himself, the bishop of Hippo, had, it seems, the highest opinion of Jerome’s faith until he gained a closer and more intimate acquaintance with his life and learning. Augustine ought to have admired and emulated both, not to have criticized them, superior to Jerome as he was only in the dignity of the episcopate, inferior in all other gifts as well as age. It was Augustine who quibbled about a falsehood, it was he who wrote De animarum origine, it was he who uttered the insult about translating from Hebrew, it was he who deplored the quarrel with Rufinus. He used these tactics to skirmish, as it were, against Jerome, wishing to draw out a declaration of his beliefs. Hardly an obtuse person, Jerome had some suspicion of Augustine’s intentions, but for a long time he was reluctant to respond, and when he finally did, the response was rather acerbic and disagreeable. But as soon as they came to be well known to each other, united in mind and heart, they worked together to defend the Catholic faith against the attacks of the heretics. And Augustine lost some of his complacency in his attitude towards Jerome after he had come to a full realization of his greatness. He was now a disciple, no longer an inquisitor. So whatever the beginnings of their relationship, a very strong bond was created between them.67





Later Reception of Jerome

John Cassian (360–432), disciple of John Chrysostom, praises Jerome, along with Hilary and Ambrose, in terms that are more effusive than the way he speaks of Augustine.68 He says that Hilary was “a man in possession of all virtues and marks of distinction, and remarkable both for his life and eloquence”; Ambrose was “an outstanding priest of God who always sparkled like a jewel on God’s finger and did not draw back from the hand of the Lord”; Jerome was “a teacher of Catholics whose writings sparkle like divine lamps throughout the whole world.” Finally Cassian reports that Augustine was “a priest of the town of Hippo.” It seems safe to say that Augustine was not Cassian’s pet theologian.

Henri de Lubac documents a number of other noteworthy testimonials to the esteem in which Jerome was held during the Middle Ages.69 Cassiodorus praised Jerome’s writings very highly, as did Isidore of Seville. A member of Alcuin’s circle calls him “most famous doctor of divine scripture in holy church.” Alcuin himself speaks of him as “the greatest doctor.” Jerome’s ability to translate the Bible from its original languages was admired by Rabanus Maurus. In the Carolingian period Jerome’s commentaries were known everywhere, the most popular being those on Isaiah, Matthew and Galatians. He was not set in opposition to other ancient doctors but peacefully juxtaposed. Medieval canonists had recourse to Jerome in their effort to establish the authority of the Fathers in the explication of Scripture. He energized the renewed pursuit of the Hebraic literal sense in Andrew of St. Victor. In 1295 Jerome was declared one of the four great doctors of the Latin church, alongside Ambrose of Milan (d. 397), Augustine of Hippo (d. 430) and Gregory the Great (d. 604).

In 1516 Erasmus of Rotterdam inaugurated a great Jerome renaissance that made Jerome’s writings influential throughout the century. The Council of Trent enshrined Jerome’s Latin Vulgate as the authoritative text of the Bible for Roman Catholicism, and Jerome has continued to inspire Catholic biblical exegesis. I have noticed that Jerome’s exegesis of the Prophets has been assimilated into many of the explanatory footnotes of the Douay-Rheims English translation of the Latin Vulgate. Some learned editor of that popular Bible was familiar with Jerome’s commentaries, making Jerome a sort of tutor to English-speaking Catholics in the centuries following the Protestant Reformation. Not all Catholics have appreciated Jerome. Louis Saltet overlooks Jerome’s genius in a widely distributed article and depicts Jerome’s teaching on grace as “Semi-Pelagian.”70 Of particular interest to readers of these volumes is Saltet’s singling out Jerome’s commentaries on Zechariah, Hosea and Joel as “frankly bad.” On the other hand, official Catholic praise for Jerome culminated in the encyclical of Pope Benedict XV Spiritus Paraclitus, dated September 15, 1920 (Acta Apostolicae Sedis 12:385-420). The document’s opening paragraph calls Jerome the church’s “greatest doctor, divinely given her for the understanding of the Bible.” F. X. Murphy reports that the Council of Trent referred to Jerome as “the greatest doctor in the exposition of Sacred Scripture.”71 I have not been able to locate the source of this citation in the proceedings of the Council of Trent, though it is certainly consistent with several of the assessments of Jerome made by medieval scholars cited by de Lubac above. Even when Catholic exegesis opened itself to historical-critical study after the Second Vatican Council, Jerome received titular honor among a new generation of Catholic exegetes in the groundbreaking Jerome Biblical Commentary.
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COMMENTARY ON ZECHARIAH

Translated and annotated by Thomas P. Scheck



The Preface of the Commentary on the prophet Zechariah

To Exsuperius, bishop of Toulouse.1

Now in the closing days of autumn, the monk Sisinnius, who is your son and our brother, delivered a letter to me from your honor.2 When I read it I rejoiced that you are safe, and that you remember me and all the brothers who serve the Lord in the holy places. By offering them cool refreshment, you are making friends from unjust mammon, and preparing eternal tabernacles,3 so that you can say with David: “How lovely are your tabernacles, O Lord of virtues; my soul longs and faints for the courts of the Lord. For if the sparrow finds itself a home, and the turtledove a nest for herself where she might put her chicks,”4 why shall you, who are the high priest of the Lord, one who tramples the winepresses at the end of the world, in order to offer thirsty people the wine of the blood of Christ, not freely proclaim and say: “My heart and my flesh have rejoiced in the living God; blessed are they who dwell in your house.”5 Listen, you who are in the valley of tears,6 in the place that God has appointed for battle, in order to give a crown to the victors,7 in order to arrange ascents in your heart, and to go from virtue unto virtue,8 and to imitate the Lord’s poverty, so that you may become rich with him, and he may recline his head in you,9 and daily be received, visited, fed, clothed;10 and you can be set ablaze, especially in the reading of the Holy Scriptures.11

And since I longed to offer you some little gift from my meager talent, and the commentaries I had begun on the Twelve Prophets were reaching the finish line,12 I did not want to abandon the work that I had undertaken, but that which I was about to dictate even apart from you I have dedicated especially to your name, and I rejoice that the most obscure book of the prophet Zechariah, and the longest among the Twelve, needs to be explained at this time. The interpretation brooks no delay owing to the hurry of the one who is about to return. But willing or unwilling, I am compelled to dictate at least in the gainful and stolen hours of the night that which I shall compose for you.

Origen wrote two books on this prophet, from the beginning up to the third part of the book.13 Hippolytus also published a commentary,14 and Didymus, at my request, dictated five books of commentary, which along with another three on Hosea he προσεφώνησεν15 to me. But their entire ἐξήγησις16 was allegorical, and they touched hardly a few things concerning the history.17 Therefore, wishing to imitate that householder, who “brings forth from his treasure new things as well as old,”18 and the bride from the Song of Songs, who says: “O my kinsman, I have kept for you new things along with the old,”19 I have mingled the tropology of our people with the history of the Hebrews, so as to build on rock and not on sand,20 and to lay a stable foundation, which Paul the master builder himself wrote that he had set in place.21 It will pertain to your goodwill to receive, not our erudition (which is either nonexistent or inconsequential), but our desire that is favorably disposed to you. Then you may challenge us forward to other things and exhort us to run on the lengthy field of the Scriptures. But if there are those to whom I had earlier promised an interpretation of these and other books, let them pardon my love for you, which surpasses belief, and let them reckon whatever I have written for you as written for them: “For love is kind, love is not envious, it does not seek that which is its own.”22 But now it is time to record the words of Zechariah and to spread the sails of interpretation to the Holy Spirit.




Book One


1:1 In the eighth month, in the second year of Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah, son of Berechiah, son of Iddo (Addo), the prophet, saying,

Septuagint: “In the eighth month of the second year under Darius, the word of the Lord came to Zechariah, [son of] Berechiah, son of Iddo, the prophet, saying.”

Zechariah himself is witness that in the second year of Darius, son of Hystaspes,23 the seventieth year of the temple’s desolation was fulfilled, which Jeremiah predicted,24 when he says: “Lord of hosts,25 how long will you not have pity on Jerusalem and the cities of Judah, with whom you are angry? Behold this is the seventieth year.”26 And no one doubts that Cyrus, king of the Persians, who destroyed the empire of the Chaldeans, in the first year of his reign, sent back nearly fifty thousand human captives from Babylon to Judea.27 He returned the vessels that Nebuchadnezzar had removed28 and ordered the temple in Jerusalem to be rebuilt.29 And he appointed Zerubbabel, son of Shealtiel, and Jesus son of Jehozadak (Josedec), the high priest, princes of the people who had returned.30 Therefore when Cyrus, who reigned for thirty years in Persia, was killed among the Massagetai, by Tomyris, the queen of the Massagetai, Cambyses his son succeeded in power. After eight years he had two brothers as successors, who were magi. When they were killed by the people, Darius, son of Hystaspes, was appointed king of the Persians by the decision of seven families.31 In the second year of his reign, the word of the Lord came to the prophet Haggai,32 and to Zechariah, son of Berechiah, son of Iddo. We have already spoken about Haggai. A few things need to be said about the superscription of Zechariah.

People ask why the one who is Berechiah’s son is called the son of Iddo. And there is no doubt that according to the book of Chronicles Iddo is the one who was sent to Jeroboam, son of Nebat, during whose reign the altar was demolished, and the hand of the king withered, and again was restored by his prayers.33 Therefore from the first year of King Cyrus up to the second year of Darius, son of Hystaspes, forty years are counted in which so great an altar was made, and the foundations of the temple were laid, while the neighboring nations around and Cambyses king of the Persians tried to hinder the work. The latter had sent a letter about this matter to the leaders of Syrian Κοίλης and of Phoenicia, and of Samaria. Ezra wrote a quite detailed historical narrative about this.34 But in the sixth month, on the first day of the same month, Haggai began to prophesy.35 Now Zechariah was in the same year, to be sure, but not in the same month, for he poured out his prophecy two months later in the eighth month of the year. Whence the former (Haggai) is rightly placed as the tenth in the ordering of the twelve prophets, and the latter (Zechariah) is the eleventh. And it is a matter of great confidence, or rather, of hope and faith in God, that at the incitement of two men they should begin to do what had been overlooked for so long a time, because the king or the nations were hindering it. In our accustomed manner we have said these things first in accordance with the history.

Now we need to discuss these things briefly according to anagogy.36 The Hebrews call the eighth month Maresuan, the Egyptians say Athis. We call it November, and it marks the beginning of winter. In it the summer’s heat disappears, the entire land is stripped of vegetation, and the bodies of mortal creatures contract. It does not have any solemn feast day in the law. For it is written that three times a year every male is obligated to appear before the Lord our God.37 The first feast is that of unleavened bread, Phase, which among us is called the Passover in the Greek and Latin language.38 The second, Pentecost, comes seven weeks later, in which the bread of proposition is offered first from the new harvest.39 Third, in the seventh month, is that of trumpets of atonement and of tabernacles, that is, σκηνοπηγίας, whose final day of departure is also called the boundary.40 Therefore the people are set in captivity and are still under the king of the Persians. The temple has not yet been built, nor have the fortifications and walls of the city yet been erected. They do not see the prophecy at a time of gladness but after gladness. And yet they had the memory of the Lord, and on account of the memory, blessing, and for the sake of blessing, testimony. Therefore Zechariah, son of Berechiah, son of Iddo, is sent to them. Zechariah means “memory of the Lord”; Berechiah, “blessing of the Lord”; Iddo, “his testimony.”41 Let us see, then, what the word of the Lord, which was in the beginning with God the Father,42 spoke to the people in the prophet Zechariah.




1:2-4a With wrath (iracundia) the Lord has been angry with your fathers. And you shall say to them: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Turn to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will turn to you, says the Lord of hosts. Be not as your fathers, to whom the former prophets have cried, saying,

Septuagint: “With great anger the Lord has been angry with your fathers. And you shall say to them: Thus says the Lord Almighty: Turn to me, says the Lord of powers, and I will turn to you, says the Lord of powers. And do not become as your fathers, whom the prophets who had been before rebuked, saying.”

The “anger” of the Lord does not indicate a disturbance in the one who is angry but the merits and sins of those against whom the anger of God rages; at any rate, the Lord never avenges in anger, but he chastises in order to amend. And this is why the prophet prays in the Psalms: “Lord, rebuke me not in your fury nor chasten me in your anger”;43 and in another passage we read: “Chasten us, Lord, but not in your fury, but in mercy.”44 The Lord is angry, therefore, with the fathers of those who now are being chastened, not like the Septuagint translators say, “with great anger,” but simply anger (ira).45 For if he were “angry with great anger,” he never would have called the captives to repentance through Daniel and Ezekiel. And when he is angry with them, the Lord of hosts speaks to you, which is recorded in Hebrew as Sabaoth. Sometimes the Septuagint translated this as “almighty,” sometimes as “of powers.”46 And he says: Turn to me, and I will turn to you. This agrees with what we read: “Approach the Lord, and he shall approach you.”47 The opposite of this is the following: “You have withdrawn from me, and I have withdrawn from you.” But he instructs those who have returned from Babylon to return to the Lord, so that the Lord too may return to them, lest as sons they may begin to experience what their fathers formerly experienced, to whom the prophets of that time spoke in a similar fashion. One should take note that in Haggai and Zechariah, says the Lord of hosts is always added to a few little verses and brief statements. This is so that they might know that it is God who is commanding this and that he is against the king’s empire and the noisy enemies around; and with this confidence, let them be stirred up to build the temple.48




1:4b Thus says the Lord of hosts: Turn from your evil ways, and from your wicked thoughts; and they did not hear nor attend to me, says the Lord.


Septuagint: “Thus says the Lord Almighty: Turn from your wicked ways, and from your evil devices, and they did not attend so that they might hear me, says the Lord.”

The thought depends on the things higher up, and what follows has to be joined with what comes before. For Zechariah is not speaking to the people but showing what the former prophets spoke to their fathers, to whom they cried out, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: Turn from your evil ways and your wicked thoughts. Thus cried Isaiah, thus Hosea and Joel, Amos and Jeremiah, that they should abandon their evil ways and forsake their wicked thoughts, by which they sinned in deed and mind;49 and regardless they did not hear the Lord, who was warning them through the prophets, nor did they attend, not to the prophets who spoke to them, but to me, says the Lord: For it was I who spoke in them and I was despised. Whence too the Lord says in the Gospel: “He who receives you receives me.”50




1:5-6 Your fathers, where are they, and the prophets? Will they live forever? But yet my words, and my ordinances, which I commanded to my servants the prophets, did they not take hold of your fathers? And they returned, and said: As the Lord of hosts thought to do to us according to our ways, and according to our devices, so he has done to us.


Septuagint: “Your fathers, where are they, and the prophets? Will they live forever? But yet do receive my words and my ordinances, which I command by my Spirit to my servants the prophets, who took hold of your fathers. And they answered and said: As the Lord Almighty determined to do to us according to our ways, and according to our devices, so has he done to us.”

Where are your fathers, he says, who did not hear and did not attend to me?51 Where are your prophets? For this must be heard άπὸ κοινοῦ (from the context): Your fathers, where are they, and your prophets, where are they? That is, the false prophets. For would he have said of holy prophets: Will they live forever? And therefore to those who have sinned and refused to return to me, and to those who by means of false promises that were retracted deceived the ones sinning, leading to their death, my words, which I have spoken through my prophets, endure forever. These words took hold of your fathers, and they showed that what I had said was true. By the outcome of the events, these fathers of yours proved the predictions of my prophets in respect to themselves. They turned to repentance and said: As the Lord of hosts predicted that he would do to us, he has paid us back in accordance with our works and sins. Let us read Daniel speaking in his own name, and in that of the people, as he confesses to the Lord that they have been unwilling to listen to him, and that whatever they have suffered has happened to them justly.52




1:7 On the twenty-fourth day of the eleventh month [which is called] Sabat, in the second year of Darius, the word (verbum) of the Lord came to Zechariah the prophet, the son of Berechiah, the son of Iddo, saying,

Septuagint: “On the twenty-fourth [day] in the eleventh month, which is the month Sabat, in the second year of [the reign of] Darius, the word (sermo) of the Lord came to Zechariah the prophet, [the son] of Berechiah, the son of Iddo, saying.”

Some record “twelfth” instead of eleventh month, and they interpret the twenty-fourth day of the same month using mathematical calculations.53 They conjecture that a square is a solid and stable number, and they want what is written to be firm and stable. But we would say that in the same second year of King Darius, in the third month after the first vision,54 that is, the eleventh after the eighth, which among the Hebrews is called Sabat, “the word (sermo) of the Lord came” again to Zechariah. We have often shown that the number two is unclean and pertains to the union of the flesh and of the things of the world, and of matter. But the eleventh month, which is called Sabat, and in our language translates as “rod,” signifies austerity and correction, according to the following words of the apostle: “What do you want? Shall I come to you with a rod?”55 And there are the words of the psalmist, who says: “Your rod and your staff, they console me.”56 And it is in the harshest time of winter, which is called mechir by the Egyptians, περίτϊος by the Macedonians, and February by the Romans. Also, the twenty-fourth day of the month signifies the clear shadow of the night, as the moon wanes into darkness, and the blind and perpetual dread of night increases. Whence it is fitting that those who were still in captivity, the majority of whom became exiles among the Medes, Chaldeans and Assyrians, see the things that follow to the Jewish people in the second year and in the very severe cold of the eleventh month, and on the twenty-fourth day of the same month.




1:8-13 I saw by night, and behold a man riding upon a red horse, and he stood among the myrtle trees that were in the bottom (profundo), and behind him were horses, red, mottled and white. And I said: What are these, my Lord? And the angel that spoke with me, said to me: I will show you what these are. And the man that stood among the myrtle trees answered, and said: These are they whom the Lord has sent to walk through the earth. And they answered the angel of the Lord, who stood among the myrtle trees, and said: We have walked through the earth, and behold all the earth is inhabited and is at rest. And the angel of the Lord answered, and said: O Lord of hosts, how long will you not have mercy on Jerusalem, and on the cities of Judah, with which you have been angry? This is the seventieth year. And the Lord answered the angel that spoke with me, good words, consolatory words.

Septuagint: “I saw in the night, and behold a man riding on a red horse, and he stood between two shady mountains, and behind him [were] horses, red, mottled and white. And I said: What are these, Lord? And the angel that spoke with me said to me: I will show you what these are. And the man that stood between the mountains answered and said to me: These are they whom the Lord has sent to go round the earth. And they answered the angel of the Lord that stood between the mountains and said: We have gone round all the earth, and, behold, all the earth is inhabited and is at rest. And the angel of the Lord answered and said: O Lord Almighty, how long will you not have mercy on Jerusalem, and the cities of Judah, with which you have been angry? This is the seventieth year. And the Lord answered the angel that spoke with me, good words and consolatory sayings.”

First let us discuss the history. It says: I saw by night, not in the day, as Moses, who saw God face to face,57 and Isaiah, who said: “I saw the Lord upon a throne high and lifted up.”58 That was before the people were led into captivity, before Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed; but since the people were still established in the evils of slavery, the things that he sees for them he perceives in darkness. And behold a man riding upon a red horse. The Hebrews think that this is the angel Michael, who is the punisher of Israel’s sins and iniquities. And that he stood among the myrtle trees that were in the bottom, they want the myrtles to be understood of the prophets and saints who lived in the midst of the captive people, and were in the bottom. But red, mottled and white horses were following the man, that is, Michael. In their estimation, when their ordering is changed, the white ones signify the Medes and Persians, because during their rule the captives were released and the temple was restored. The mottled are the Macedonians, of whom some were friendly, others were persecutors—Daniel’s final vision speaks of this in great detail59—but the red ones signify the cruel and bloodthirsty kingdom of the Romans, which will kill the people and destroy the temple.

But others maintain the order that is written and understand the man who rides upon the red horse, and the red, mottled and white horses, as four kingdoms. The first and second are bloodthirsty, the Assyrians and the Chaldeans, of whom the first led the ten tribes into captivity under Shalmaneser;60 the second took Judah and Benjamin after burning the city of Jerusalem and destroying temple.61 They think that the third and fourth mottled and white horses signify the Medes and the Persians, some of whom were merciful, such as Cyrus and Darius, son of Hystaspes, and Assuerus, whom the Greeks call Artaxerxes, under whom the history of Esther is fulfilled; others were cruel, such as Cambyses and the rest. Therefore the prophet sees the man riding upon a red horse, and red, mottled and white horses behind him. He does not know what he has seen and desires to know the meaning of his own vision. He says: What are these, my Lord? The angel who spoke with him promises that he will tell; and when he keeps silent, the man who stood among the myrtle trees relates it. These are the kingdoms that the Lord commands to walk through the earth and to subject it to their own authority. Finally the angels who were presiding over the kingdoms and nations come to no other but to the man himself and the angel of the Lord, who stood among the myrtle trees, and they say: We have walked through the earth, and behold all the land is inhabited and is at rest. And this is the meaning: All kingdoms under us are safe and at peace, and none are oppressed by any anguish. Based on this response, the angel who had been interceding for Israel takes the opportunity to pray for the people and says to the Lord: Since all the world is at rest and at peace, why, O Lord, will you not have mercy on Jerusalem and on the cities of Judah, especially since according to your promises the time of captivity is completed? And the Lord answered the angel who had spoken good words to the prophet, consolatory words; good with respect to the promise of the future, consolatory with respect to the present distress.These things have been said according to the letter, as things we have learned from teachers of a foreign language, lest we should seem to have kept quiet about our own people.

Moreover, teachers of the churches understand the night in which the vision is seen as referring to the obscurity of the mystical vision.62 “For God has made darkness his hiding place.”63 And according to the Septuagint translators it is said of this: “The abyss is his cloak like a garment.”64 But the man who rode upon the red horse, [they say is] the Lord and Savior, who, when he assumed the dispensation of our flesh, hears in Isaiah: “Why are your garments red?”65 This one who now is shown as red to the captive people is described in the Apocalypse of John in clothing of dazzling white and sitting upon a dazzling white horse.66 But that he is said to be standing “between two shady mountains”—though “two” is not found in the Hebrew—they perceive the new and old instrument, which is said to be covered with very thick foliage and with a grove and shadowy forests, because it is wrapped up with many obscurities.67 But the “myrtle trees,” which were “in the bottom,” between which he is described as standing, they understand as the angelic powers, which ministered to him even while he was placed in the flesh.68 Or certainly we can perceive the mountains without the qualification of “two,” which is not recorded, and apart from number as the many saints, apostles and apostolic men, who are recounted to have traveled through the whole world. They are red, mottled and white, of which the former are crowned with martyrdom and are called “red”; others are named as “mottled,” from their works and teaching, and from the variety of signs; others [are white who] have received rewards for virginity, completely intact doctrines, and for their pure heart that sees God.69

Finally the prophet asks the same man and the angel who stood among the myrtle trees and says: What are these, my Lord? And the angel who spoke with him, namely the sense of the prophets, promises to show him what he sees. And though he promised, he does not answer himself, but another who stood among the myrtle trees and says: These are they whom the Lord sent to walk through the earth. For the apostles were sent by the Lord70 to fill the whole world with the preaching of the gospel. When they completed their work, they returned to the angel of the great counsel who stood among them.71 They said with the apostle: “We are the good odor of Christ in those who are being saved and in those who perish,”72 and among the peoples of each calling. And they said to him: We have walked through the earth, we have completed the work that was enjoined on us, and behold all of the earth is inhabited and is at rest, which previously had been deserted by God; now it is his habitation, it is at rest from wars, from battles of vices and from sins, because it has received the inheritance of the Lord returning to the Father and saying: “My peace I give to you, my peace I leave you.”73 But that full mercy is requested, so that in the time of the seventieth year, God might have mercy on Jerusalem, and the cities of Judah, [Christian interpreters] refer to the conception that when true peace comes, and the Sabbath day of rest, and the number of seven decades, that is, the seventieth year is completed, neither Jerusalem shall receive full freedom, which is translated vision of peace, and is the church, nor the cities of Judah, souls confessing the Lord. Finally the Lord responds with good words and consolatory words, which we now see in part, and we prophesy in part.74 But when that which is perfect comes, the things that are in part shall be destroyed, and having been set free from the Babylon of this world, we shall cry: “When the Lord turned the captivity of Zion, we became like men consoled.”75




1:14-16 And the angel that spoke with me said to me: Cry out and say: Thus says the Lord of hosts, I am jealous for Jerusalem and Zion with great jealousy. And I am angry with a great anger with the wealthy nations, for I was angry a little, but they helped forward the evil. Therefore thus says the Lord: I will return to Jerusalem in mercies, and my house shall be built in it, says the Lord of hosts; and the plumb line shall be stretched out over Jerusalem.

Septuagint: “And the angel that spoke with me said to me: Cry out and say: Thus says the Lord Almighty: I am jealous for Jerusalem and Zion with great jealousy. And I am angry with great anger with the nations that combine to attack her; forasmuch as I indeed was a little angry, but they combined in the evils. Therefore thus says the Lord: I will turn to Jerusalem in mercy, and my house shall be rebuilt in her, says the Lord Almighty; and a measure shall be stretched out over Jerusalem.”

These are still good words, consolatory words,76 that now the prophet is ordered to cry out, that the Lord is jealous for Jerusalem and Zion with great jealousy. But he who is jealous shows that he loves her for whom he is jealous. He does not say through Jeremiah: “As a wife despises her husband, so has the house of Israel despised me.”77 To whom the Lord said through Ezekiel: “Now I am no longer very angry with you, and my jealousy has been removed from you.”78 He is therefore jealous for Jerusalem and Zion, but this is one and the same city; and now he is angry with the wealthy nations, which he named higher up as the red, white and mottled horses.79 Because he will hand them over for chastening, but they will rage against those who have been handed over; the former acts as one who wants his son to be corrected by a pedagogue, the latter have attempted to kill and punish an enemy. There is something similar to this in Isaiah: “I gave them into your hands, but you did not show mercy to them. On the old you have laid a heavy yoke, and you said: I will forever be their lord.”80 But jealousy, like anger, should be understood anthropopathically. The heretics who disparage the Old Testament are refuted by this passage, because God when he becomes angry does not desire that those with whom he is angry perish, but he wants to amend them.81 Therefore, he says, since I am jealous for Jerusalem and Zion with great jealousy, which their enemies have oppressed more than I wanted, therefore thus says the Lord: I will return to Jerusalem not in one mercy but in many mercies, and my house, that is, the temple, will be built in it under Zerubbabel, and Jesus son of Jehozadak; and the plumb line of the masons will be stretched out over Jerusalem. Jerusalem and Zion, the vision of peace and the watchtower, can be understood as the church, which does not consider the wars of this world, nor lowly and earthly things, but peace and harmony and the heights of the heavens. Because of her vices and sins and the daily growing cold of charity,82 the angry Lord will hand her over to persecutions, so that the pure gold and silver may appear as it does in a refiner’s fire. But the adversaries to which she has been handed over try to destroy her, and they fill Jerusalem with blood of the slaughtered from gate to gate.83 Whence the Lord by promising peace and mercy says that he will build her again.

And he says that the plumb line, or line according to the “measures” and rows of each, must be stretched out in her. But what that line refers to is shown in the following chapter, where the prophet says: “I lifted up my eyes and saw: and behold a man with a measuring line in his hand.”84 But the temple of the Lord that the enemies destroyed can also be understood as the venerable body of the Lord, of which he himself said: “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.”85 What was destroyed in the passion was raised up in the resurrection, and became the seedbed and beginning of all the temples, of which the apostle also says: “You are the temple of God, and the Spirit of God dwells in you.”86




1:17 Cry yet, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: My cities shall yet flow with good things; and the Lord will yet comfort Zion, and he will yet choose Jerusalem.

Septuagint: “And the angel that spoke with me said to me: Cry yet, saying: Thus says the Lord Almighty: Cities shall yet be diffused with good things, and the Lord shall yet have mercy on Zion, and he will yet choose Jerusalem.”

The angel who above had said to the prophet “Cry. Thus says the Lord of hosts,”87 now too impels him to cry, not by the straining of his voice but of his mind; and this is what he commands him to cry: My cities shall yet flow with good things that you now see devastated by Babylonian fire. They will again abound with all things, and the Lord will provide consolation for the past misery by present goods, and he will choose Jerusalem, which a little while before he had cast out. But if we refer this to the church, to which he promises true and lasting good things, we must believe that the good things are those of which we read in Scripture: “You should see the good things of Jerusalem,”88 and in another place: “If you are willing and you listen to me, you will eat the good things of the land,”89 and the following: “You will trust in the Lord, and he will lift you up upon the good things of the land.”90 The wise man, to whom the Lord revealed these uncertain and obscure matters stemming from his own wisdom, promises these things to himself in the hope of the future, and he says: “I believe that I will see the good things of the Lord in the land of the living.”91 We see the Lord’s churches abounding with these good things now that peace has been restored after the fires of a most severe persecution, which the Lord’s churches endured from pagans and Arian heretics, and we see Zion consoled and Jerusalem chosen, [churches] that a short time ago he had cast aside. We can also understand this same thing about the temple of the Lord and of each believer. Some apply to the heavenly Jerusalem the Zion that receives consolation, the Jerusalem that is chosen, and the other things that are predicted in this manner by all the prophets. It was destroyed by a fall; it is to be built through the virtues. We shall interpret all these things more correctly about the church.




1:18-21 And I lifted up my eyes and looked. And behold four horns. And I said to the angel who spoke to me: What are these? And he said to me: These are the horns that have agitated (ventilaverunt) Judah, and Israel, and Jerusalem. And the Lord showed me four smiths. And I said: What are these coming to do? And he spoke, saying: These are the horns that have agitated Judah, every man apart, and none of them lifted up his head, and these92 have come to frighten them, to cast down the horns of the nations that have lifted up the horn on the land of Judah to scatter it.

Septuagint: “And I lifted up my eyes and looked. And behold four horns. And I said to the angel who spoke with me: What are these things, [my] lord? And he said to me: These are the horns that have scattered (disperserunt) Judah, and Israel, and Jerusalem. And the Lord showed me four smiths. And I said: What are these coming to do? And he said: These are the horns that scattered Judah, and they broke Israel in pieces, and none of them lifted up his head, and these are come forth to sharpen them for their hands. Four horns, they are the nations that lifted up the horn against the land of the Lord to scatter it.”

That the four horns that agitated and “scattered” Judah, Israel and Jerusalem are four nations, the Babylonians, the Medes and Persians, the Macedonians and the Romans, both the Lord now explains, when he was asked by the prophet, and Daniel unfolds in great detail, who interpreted these four nations in the vision of the image that had a golden head, silver chest, was bronze below the navel, and legs and feet of iron and clay.93 And again in another vision and using a different figure he showed these same nations as four beasts: a lioness, a bear, a leopard and another horrible beast whose name is not recorded.94 But he who reads both secular and sacred literature will not dispute that after the victory of Cyrus, the Medes and Persians are a single kingdom. And most rightly he has recorded horns for kingdoms, since sacred Scripture has this usage, that a kingdom is always understood by horns. For example: “And he has exalted the horn of his Christ.”95 And in another passage: “And he has raised up a horn of salvation to us in the house of David, his servant.”96 And the same prophet Daniel attests that ten horns shall reign in the end [time].97 Therefore, at that time when this vision was seen, the kingdom of the Babylonians had already passed, that of the Medes and Persians was drawing near, that of the Greeks, Macedonians and Romans was [still] in the future. The learned man recognizes what the Babylonians, Medes and Persians, and Greeks, that is, the Macedonians, did to Judah, Israel and Jerusalem, particularly during the reign of Antiochus, surnamed Ἐπιφανεῖ,98 under whom the history of the Maccabees is composed. After the coming of the Lord and Savior also, both the Gospel announces ahead of time and Josephus, the native writer of Jewish history, teaches thoroughly and in very great detail, the things which the Israelites endured, when Jerusalem was surrounded.99

These horns agitated and “scattered” Judah, nearly every man, so that no one who was overwhelmed by the heavy weight of their evils lifted his head. The prophet himself does not see, but the Lord shows to him also four smiths or craftsmen, which the Greeks call τέκτονας. And he explains who the smiths and craftsmen are. We understand them to be angels who obey the Lord’s authority in order to build what the nations had destroyed. But what we have translated out of the Hebrew as These have come to frighten them, namely the kingdoms, the Septuagint translated “These have come to sharpen them for their hands.” But “to sharpen them” must be understood instead of to frighten them. Or certainly to frighten, so that all necks may submit to the yoke of Christ, and not as someone translated: “When they have been sharpened, they would become worse.” For if angels come to make evil men worse, they should not be called smiths, that is, the destroyers of evils and builders of good things; but they themselves would have to be understood as the evils and destroyers. And this must be observed, that these four horns of nations raised one horn against the people of God; for they did not reign simultaneously and oppress Israel together, but they mutually succeeded one another, the Medes and Persians [succeeding] the Babylonians, the kingdom of the Macedonians [succeeding] the Persians, the Roman Empire [succeeding] the kingdom of the Macedonians. We have said these things following the order of history. But because the prophet says that he lifted his eyes, this should be applied spiritually to that sense. “I have lifted my eyes up to the mountains, from whence help shall come to me”;100 and: “Lift your eyes and see the fields, for they are already white to harvest”;101 and that which we read in Isaiah: “The holy one said: Lift up your eyes and see the one who shows all these things.”102 Therefore we need to lift up our eyes, we need spiritual understanding, to see the opposing forces that have raised their horn against us and of which the apostle says: “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of this world of darkness, against the spirits of wickedness in the high places.”103 Christ by his coming has put down these four adversaries who were always fighting against the saints. And the psalmist sighs about this: “You will walk upon the asp and the basilisk, and you will trample underfoot the lion and the dragon.”104

We can also understand the four horns which have reigned against the people of God as the four πάθη, which the learned translate as “disorders.” They do not κακοζήλως105 express the term word for word as “passions.” Two pertain to the present: sickness and joy of the spirit; and two to the future: dread and eagerness. The famous poet gives an indication of these: “Hence they fear and desire, they suffer and rejoice.”106

In opposition to these, four smiths and so to speak physicians and good craftsmen are not seen by the prophet, for he was not yet able to see them without God’s showing them through himself, but they are shown to him by the Lord, namely the four virtues: prudence, justice, courage, temperance,107 which Cicero (Tullius) discusses in very great detail in his books On Duties.108 He also wrote his own book about the four virtues. Therefore those must be called smiths who destroy vices and build virtues, as well as all the saints who by possessing these remedies always restore the church. And this is why the apostle said: “As a wise master builder, I have laid the foundation.”109 And the Lord in his anger says that he will remove from Jerusalem the master builder and the wise man.110 And the Lord himself, the Son of the omnipotent God and of the Creator of all, is called the son of a smith.111 We have read in someone’s commentary that the four smiths are understood of the four Evangelists, who restore oppressed Israel, namely the one seeing God, and Judah, the one confessing the Lord, and Jerusalem, the vision of peace, to its original state, and through the preaching of the gospel they have brought back to salvation those whom the nations of vices had scattered from the church.112




2:1-2 And I lifted up my eyes and saw; and behold a man with a measuring line in his hand. And I said: Where are you going? And he said to me: To measure Jerusalem, and to see how great is its breadth, and how great is its length.

Septuagint: “And I lifted up mine eyes and saw; and behold a man with a geometer’s line in his hand. And I said to him: Where are you going? And he said to me: To measure out Jerusalem, and to see how great is its breadth, and how great is its length.”

The one who previously when he lifted up his eyes saw grievous things in the four horns113 now lifts up his eyes again to see the man of whom it is written: “Behold the man, his name is East.”114 We also read about him above: “And behold a man riding upon a red horse, and he stood among the myrtle trees which were in the bottom,” or “between the shady mountains.”115 And the Father says of him: “He has built my city, whose builder and founder is God.”116 He is also seen by Ezekiel, holding a line in his hand, and a reed of the measure of a man’s forearm,117 to measure Jerusalem, whose description, that is its breadth and length, the same prophet [Ezekiel] pursues in mystical speech. Some think that this was partially fulfilled under Zerubbabel, Jesus, Ezra, Nehemiah and the other leaders or kings, who ruled the people of Israel up until the coming of the Lord and Savior. But others, and the Jews in particular, interpret this of the kingdom of the thousand years,118 corporal people seeking corporal things.119 But the majority of our people relate this to the heavenly Jerusalem and say that this Jerusalem has to be built again, which had been left destitute by the downfall of sinning souls. Let the heretics make conjectures like this.120 However that may be, we should interpret Mount Zion, and the mother of the firstborn and of the saints, as the church,121 which was built in the passion and resurrection of the Lord and daily is being built by him who knows the measures and merits of each. What we have said of the church can be understood of the souls of believers, which daily are being built by the Lord, and they see its peace, which was left to the apostles.122




2:3-5 And behold the angel who spoke with me went forth, and another angel went out to meet him. And he said to him: Run, speak to this boy, saying: Jerusalem shall be inhabited without a wall, by reason of the multitude of men, and of the beasts in the midst of her. And I will be to her, says the Lord, a wall of fire around, and I will be in glory in the midst of her.

Septuagint: “And behold the angel who spoke with me stood by, and another angel went forth to meet him and spoke to him, saying: Run and speak to that young man, saying: Jerusalem shall be very fruitfully inhabited by reason of the multitude of men and of beasts in the midst of her. And I will be to her, says the Lord, a wall of fire around, and I will be in glory in the midst of her.”

The Hebrews think that Michael is the angel who spoke with the prophet, and “stood by,” or went out, as it reads in the Hebrew, for this is what ‘asah means. And they conjecture that Gabriel is the other angel who went out and came to meet him, who speaks to Michael, so that he may tell the prophet what great abundance of all things and the multitude of men, and of beasts and the strength of the walls that Jerusalem shall have, which at present seems to have been destroyed down to the embers and ashes. But we interpret all these things in respect to the church according to the spiritual sense, which will be inhabited without a wall, or as the Septuagint translated, κατάκαρπος, that is, with an abundance of all crops, and shall have a multitude of men and beasts, and the Lord is its fire around, and he himself lives in glory in the midst of her. This is the city of which we read elsewhere: “Glorious things are said of you, O city of God,”123 and again: “Great is the Lord and greatly to be praised in the city of our God, on his holy mountain.”124 Whoever dwells in this city is able to say: “But I was like a fruitful olive tree in the house of God,”125 and: “The Lord guides me, and there is nothing I shall want; in a place of pasture he has set me. On the water of refreshment he has led me forth.”126 And Jerusalem will be inhabited, it says, by reason of the multitude of men and beasts without a wall, or with an abundance of all crops.

Some interpret the men and beasts of the two peoples of the Jews and Gentiles, because the former who lived in the law will come to the faith of Christ and are called men; but we ought to be called beasts, who received his passion after our idolatry. We had been, as it were, in the desert of the Law and in the wilderness of the Prophets. But others want the men to be understood as all rational beings and those educated in the knowledge of the Scriptures; but they think the beasts are all the simple believers, and that it is said of them: “You will save men and beasts, O Lord.”127 These beasts and these animals hear the voice of the good shepherd,128 and they recognize it, and follow him, for he is both the shepherd who guides us and the door,129 since we enter through him into the church and to the Father; and he is the wall of fire around, so that he keeps warm those who believe and who live in her midst, those who previously had been lukewarm from the coldness of their love,130 and they are able to be fervent in spirit.131 But he consumes by his fire the wolves and the most savage beasts—of which it is written: “Do not hand over to the beasts the soul that confess to you,”132 and whose fruit is hay, wood and stubble,133 and they bring forth thistles and thorns134—and the one who is a fire to his adversaries shall be glory in the midst of believers. But we read in another place as well that the Lord is a wall of Jerusalem: “The mountains are around it, and the Lord is round about his people.”135 The Jews promise themselves all these things by a most vain hope under the reign of their ἠλειμμένῳ.136 They think that these things will come to pass carnally, that Jerusalem will have such great beatitude that by reason of the multitude of men and of all beasts it will not be able to have a wall; but the wall would be the protection of the Lord himself, and it would thoroughly experience the glory of him who dwells in its midst.




2:6-9 O, O flee from the land of the north, says the Lord, for I have scattered you into the four winds of heaven, says the Lord. O Zion, arise, you who dwell with the daughter of Babylon. For thus says the Lord of hosts: After the glory he has sent me to the nations that have despoiled you; for he who touches you touches the apple of his eye. For behold, I lift up my hand on them, and they shall be a prey to those who served themselves, and you shall know that the Lord of hosts sent me.

Septuagint: “O, O, flee from the land of the north, says the Lord, for I will gather you from the four winds of heaven, says the Lord. You are saved in Zion, you who dwell with the daughter of Babylon. For thus says the Lord Almighty: After the glory he has sent me to the nations that despoiled you; for he who touches you is as one who touches the apple of his eye. For behold, I will bring my hand on them, and they shall be a prey to those who had served them, and you shall know that the Lord Almighty has sent me.”

The regions of the world, which the Greeks call κλίματα, are understood from the perspective of the location of Jerusalem and the temple. Therefore the Assyrians and Babylonians, who laid waste the people of God, dwell in the land of the north. After all, in Jeremiah, the pot catches fire from the north.137 According to Ezekiel it is full of flesh138—but it is understood as the city of Jerusalem. Therefore, because the angel who had met the angel who prophesied to Zechariah had commanded him to speak to the boy139—for by comparison with the dignity of the angel, all human nature is called boyish, because it is not angels who advance into us, but we into angels140—and he said to him: “Jerusalem will be inhabited without a wall,”141 and the rest. Now, the very same word of the Lord comes to those who live in the north, so that they may be “gathered from the four winds,” in which they had been scattered over all the world, and let those who were dwelling in Babylon return to Zion. Or certainly thus: You who have been scattered into the four regions of the sky, flee from the land of the north, and O Zion, you who now dwell in Babylon, flee and return to your original home. But what is said three times, in the vocative case, O, is an exhortation to flight, so that they might know that they have been warned not once but repeatedly to flee. One should say this in another way as well: the north wind is the harshest. It makes the hearts of its inhabitants extremely hard. It enkindles evils on all those who inhabit the land, and according to this same prophet Zechariah, the black horses go forth toward it, so that they may stay in its country.142

He also who had boasted in Isaiah and said “I shall ascend to heaven, I shall set my throne above the stars of the sky, I will sit on the lofty mountain, above the highest mountains in the north,”143 is claiming to have a kingdom in the coldest place on earth. And we read in another passage: “Behold, smoke comes from the north.”144 Moreover, it is said of those who had withdrawn far away from the holy city: “Behold, they come from afar from the north and from the sea.”145 And through Jeremiah the Holy Spirit speaks and calls those who are in captivity to return to Jerusalem: “Go and read these words of mine toward the north, and you shall say: Return to me, O house of Israel, says the Lord.”146

Therefore we are being commanded to flee to Zion, to the church of the Lord, we who have lived toward the north and who have lost the warmth of the Lord’s fervor; we who have been scattered throughout the world, and of whom the gospel proclaims that the Lord is sending his angels into the four winds to gather us;147 we who are involved in the vices of this world and in its confusion. Let us leave behind the lowly places and stand on his watchtower and in the sublimity of dogmas. But as for what follows, Thus says the Lord of hosts, after glory he sent me, and the rest, the voice of the Savior is introduced as the speaker, who as Almighty God says that he was sent by the Almighty Father, not in accordance with the fact that he is almighty but in accordance with the fact that he was sent after glory. “He who was in the form of God, judged it not robbery to be equal with God, but he emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, and he became obedient to the Father even unto death, death of the cross.”148 It is not surprising that Christ is said to be “almighty,” since from his persona we read in the Apocalypse of John: “Thus says the faithful witness, the beginning of God’s creation, he who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Lord God Almighty.”149 There is also that which we read in the twenty-fourth Psalm: “Lift up your gates, princes, and be lifted up, O eternal gates, and the king of glory will enter in.”150 And again it is said by other angels who are ignorant of the mystery of the assumed flesh: “Who is this king of glory? The Lord of virtues, he is the king of glory.”151 This refers to Christ. For where we read “Lord of virtues,” in Hebrew it is written as Sabaoth, which the Septuagint translators rendered as “almighty.” From this we understand that wherever “Lord of virtues” is said about Christ, he ought to be understood as almighty. It is not amazing if Christ is called almighty to whom “all power in heaven and on earth has been delivered,”152 and who says: “All things which are the Father’s are mine.”153 But if “all things,” that is, God from God, Lord from Lord, light from light, then also almighty from almighty; for it cannot happen that those whose nature is one would be diverse in glory.

He is sent, therefore, after the glory of the divine majesty to the nations, which despoiled the people of God, so that those who previously had been robbed might themselves be prey to those serving themselves, and all the throng of former servants might know that the almighty Lord sent him. But as for what he says, He who touches you touches the apple of his eye, understand touch for harassment and injury in accordance with what we read: “Do not touch my christs, and do not harm my prophets.”154 For he who touches the Lord’s holy ones is just like one who desires to irritate the pupil of his eye and who is trying to deprive him of the bright light, of which he speaks in the gospel: “You are the light of the world.”155 But God lifts up his hand to strike the hostile nations, and he leads back his people, either to Jerusalem or to the church. Understand the hostile nations according to tropology as the opposing powers that daily subject sinners to their power and compel them to serve them.




2:10-12 Sing praise and rejoice, O daughter of Zion, for behold I come, and I will dwell in the midst of you, says the Lord. And many nations shall be joined to the Lord on that day, and they shall be my people, and I will dwell in the midst of you, and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. And the Lord shall possess Judah his portion in the sanctified land, and he will yet choose Jerusalem.

Septuagint: “Rejoice and be glad, O daughter of Zion, for behold I shall come, and will dwell in the midst of you, says the Lord. And many nations shall flee for refuge to the Lord on that day, and they shall be his people, and they shall dwell in the midst of you, and you shall know that the Lord Almighty has sent me to you. And the Lord shall possess Judah his portion in the holy land, and he will yet choose Jerusalem.”

These things too should still be understood from the persona of the Lord, that he is exhorting his people who have been restored from the captivity to their original home to “rejoice and be glad,” because the Lord himself “shall come,” and he “shall dwell in the midst of them.” And many nations shall believe in him, of whom it is said: “Ask of me and I will give to you the nations for your inheritance, and the ends of the earth for your possession”;156 and he shall dwell in the midst of them, saying to the disciples: “Behold, I am with you all the days up to the end of the age.”157 And the Lord would possess Judah his portion, the one who confesses and believes in his name, and he possesses nowhere else but “in the holy land,” which is interpreted as the church; and he will yet choose Jerusalem, which he had forsaken to temptation and persecutions. Some of the Jews think that this was fulfilled in part under Zerubbabel and Jesus, Ezra and Nehemiah, especially since Jerusalem is chosen and Judah is possessed; namely, the two tribes that returned from the Babylonian captivity and were called Judah and not Israel, which still lives to this day among the Medes. But others put if off to the future, because at that time nations shall believe in the one who is sent by the Lord, and Jerusalem is to be chosen, since with certainty now all nations have believed in the Lord and Savior, and she who has been utterly destroyed cannot be chosen. But rightly after the captivity, the daughter of Zion is summoned to joy, of whom also it is said in the psalm: “When the Lord converts the captivity of his people, Jacob will rejoice, and Israel will be glad.”158




2:13 Let all flesh be silent before the face of the Lord, for he has raised himself up out of his holy habitation. 

Septuagint: “Let all flesh fear before the face of the Lord, for he has risen up from his holy clouds.”

Since these things are so, and the Lord shall possess Judah his portion and shall choose Jerusalem,159 let the entire human race dread the coming of the Lord, because “he has risen up” out of his holy habitation. But the Lord is said to “rise up” and, as it were, to wake up from sleep, when he raises himself up in vindication of his people, in accordance with what is written: “Arise, why do you sleep, O Lord?”160 Or, according to the Septuagint, which said, “He has risen up from his holy clouds,” understand the patriarchs, prophets and apostles, to whom the Lord commanded not to send rain on Israel.161 These are the “clouds” of which it is written: “And let the clouds sprinkle justice”;162 for these clouds are not corporeal ones in which thicker air is forced together; they can rain justice. In the gospel the Lord says that he will come in and with these clouds.163 And in Isaiah we read that the Lord will come to Egypt on a light cloud.164 Egypt is understood as the world, into which the Lord is recounted to have descended in the flesh,165 which arose from the virginal womb,166 and he was not weighed down by any weight of human seed and of sins.167 But the following scripture indicates that all flesh is understood especially of human beings, not of men without qualification, and of animals, birds and fish: “Hear my prayer, to you all the flesh shall come.”168 For it is not all flesh of irrational animals that will come to the Lord, but that flesh that will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit, and of which it is said: “I shall pour out from my spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy.”169




3:1-5b And he showed me Jesus the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord. And Satan stood on his right hand to resist him. And the Lord said to Satan: The Lord rebuke you, O Satan: and the Lord who chose Jerusalem rebuke you. Is not this a brand plucked out of the fire? And Jesus was clothed with filthy garments, and he stood before the face of the angel, who answered and said to them that stood before him, saying: Take away the filthy garments from him. And he said to him: Behold, I have taken away your iniquity and have clothed you with a change of garments. And he said: Put a clean miter upon his head; and they put a clean miter upon his head and clothed him with garments.

Septuagint: “And the Lord showed me Jesus the high priest standing before the face of the angel of the Lord, and the devil stood on his right hand to resist him. And the Lord said to the devil: The Lord rebuke you, O devil, and the Lord who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you. Is not this as a brand plucked from the fire? And Jesus was clothed with filthy garments and stood before the face of the angel, and he answered and said to those who stood before his face, saying: Take away the filthy garments from him. And he said to him: Behold, I have taken away your iniquities; and clothe ye him with a long robe, and set a clean miter upon his head, and they set a clean miter upon his head and surrounded him with garments.”

Before we come to the spiritual understanding, we need to speak briefly and summarily about how the Hebrews explain this passage. They want to understand Jesus the high priest, which the Greeks call άρχιερέα, the Latins pontifex, as the son of Jehozadak, who presided over the people with Zerubbabel. An adversary, for that is what Satan means, stood on his right hand to resist him. And befittingly he stood on his right, not the left, because the accusation was true, in that he himself had taken a foreign wife along with the others. This is written about in very great detail in Ezra and in Malachi, who follows this prophet.170 And the Lord said to Satan, to the accuser, and to his adversary, for he is the foe and avenger, the accuser of his own brothers: The Lord rebuke you, Satan, as the Lord rains from the Lord, and the Lord who chose Jerusalem rebuke you. Since therefore Jerusalem has now been chosen from all the cities of Judah, since the Lord is not charging it with the sins it has committed, why do you try to hide Jesus, as a brand, which they commonly call a firebrand, who escaped from the Babylonian captivity as one who was half-burned? But as for what follows, Jesus was clothed with filthy garments, they interpret this in three ways: either it is on account of his unlawful marriage, or on account of the sins of the people, or on account of the squalor of captivity. But the angel, before whose face Jesus stood, commanded the other angels in the name of the Lord to take away the filthy garments from him, of which we have spoken above. When they completed this command in deed, the same angel again says to Jesus: Behold, I have taken away your iniquity from you; these are the filthy garments; and I have clothed you with a change of garments; that is, I have united you to an Israelite wife. The Septuagint translated this as ποδήρη, which we can call an ankle-length tunic, because it runs down to the ankles and feet. And what follows, Put a clean miter (cidarim) upon his head, for miter we read in Hebrew tsaniph, which the majority call a miter (mitra); and in this they want to understand the office of the priesthood, because he will have a clean priesthood once the pollution of his sins has been removed. This is what the Jews say.

But our people explain these things as follows. The “high priest” is the one to whom it is said “You are a priest forever, according to the order of Melchizedek.”171 Since he cannot be seen in and of himself, he is shown to the prophet by the Lord as one standing before the angel of the Lord, whom they want to be the angel of great counsel.172 It is not that they are different, so that we would accept two persons in the Son, but they are one and the same, and as a man he is shown as filthy, and as an angel he is said to appear as the mediator of men and God.173 But based on this they try to show that this is not Jesus the son of Jehozadak, because he is not mentioned in the present passage. In other passages, where it is truly spoken of Jesus son of Jehozadak, the son of Jehozadak is always listed by the surname of his father. Jesus is seen standing, then, and staying there with a stable footing. And Satan stands on his right hand, to resist him. For he was tempted in every way without sin.174 And in the Gospel the tempter approaches him, seeking always to oppose his right hand and the virtues. And what follows, The Lord rebuke you, Satan, and the Lord who chose Jerusalem rebuke you, they explained thus: because the Father and the Son are Lord, and we read in the one hundred and ninth Psalm: “The Lord said to my Lord: Sit at my right hand”;175 he is speaking of another Lord, not because the Lord who speaks is not able to rebuke, but because from the unity of the nature, when the one rebukes, he himself rebukes who speaks. “For he who sees the Son, sees the Father,”176 and this is he who chose Jerusalem, the church, which meditates on the peace of the Lord. But the brand plucked from the fire can most rightly be understood as the one who, when he was in Babylon, was not consumed by the Babylonian fire, nor touched by the flames of this world. And this is why Moses in the desert sees a great vision, in which a bush was on fire, and it was not burned up.177

This Jesus was clothed with filthy garments, who although he did not sin, was made sin for us.178 “And he himself carries our infirmities, and suffers for us, and we have thought him to be in suffering, and wounded, and in anguish. But he himself was wounded for our iniquities, and weak because of our sins.”179 And we read in the apostle Paul: “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having been made a curse for us.”180 He speaks in the twenty-first Psalm: “Far from my salvation are the words of my offenses.”181 And in the sixty-eighth Psalm: “God, you know my foolishness, and my offenses are not hidden from you.”182 All these things are called filthy garments, and they will be taken from him when he blots out our sins, so that, because he was clothed with filthy garments, let us who rise again hear in him after baptism: “May your garments be white at all times.”183 And the entire church of believers hears through Isaiah: “Wash yourselves, be clean.”184 And in the Song of Songs it is prophesied of this: “Who is this that goes up all white?”185 But we should understand the ποδήρην186 as his incarnation, which concerns the earth and is signified in the feet. Understand the clean miter upon his head as the splendor of the divine majesty, so that one and the same [splendor] appears to have adorned him, in the ποδήρῃ according to the man, and in the miter according to God.



[3:5c] And the angel of the Lord stood.



3:6-7 And the angel of the Lord protested to Jesus, saying: Thus says the Lord of hosts: If you will walk in my ways, and keep my charge, you also shall judge my house, and shall keep my courts, and I will give you some of them that are now present here to walk with you.

Septuagint: “And the angel of the Lord stood. And the angel of the Lord protested to Jesus, saying, Thus says the Lord Almighty: If you will walk in my ways, and keep my precepts, then shall you judge my house; and if you keep my court, I will give you men to frequent in the midst of these who stand here.”

The Hebrews continue with the order of interpretation begun, understanding these things as spoken by the angel of the Lord to Jesus son of Jehozadak. After the taking away of his filthy garments, and the restoration of the dignity of a clean priesthood,187 he is commanded in accordance with what is written in the Gospel: “Behold you are made whole, sin no more, lest something worse happens to you”;188 and a reward is promised him, if he walks in the ways of the Lord and he keeps his precepts, because he himself is also the judge of his house, that is, the high priest continues in the temple and keeps his courts and halls; and let the Lord give him from the number of angels, those who stood at that time before his sight, by whose help he is encompassed; and may he be safe from every deceit of the enemy.

According to our people, who relate all these things to the Lord and Savior, this appears to be difficult, because Jesus is told by an angel: If he walks in the ways of the Lord, and he keeps his precepts, he himself will also judge his house and keep his courts, and the Lord would give him some of these who stand here to walk with him. This is easily solved, if we consider him who deigned to take the form of a slave189 and who “though he was rich, for us he became poor.”190 Therefore, whatever is said of the members is referred to the body; our progress is the the Lord’s victory. And when we attain unto the perfect man, in the measure of the age of the fullness of Christ,191 he will judge the house of God, according to that which the apostle said: “But Christ as the son over his house, whose house we are,”192 and to Timothy: “If I am delayed, so that you might know how you ought to behave in the house of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and firmament of truth.”193 And not only will he judge his house, but he shall keep the courts of the Lord, of which it is written: “Worship the Lord in his holy court.”194 But he will judge, or judge the differences in his house, and, in view of the merits of each, he will give to one ten cities, to another five;195 and some he will appoint in the church as prophets, others apostles, others teachers, others doers of signs;196 regarding some as eyes, others as hands, others as feet.197 This agrees with what we read: “God stood in the congregation of gods, but in the midst he distinguishes the gods.”198 He also gave him attendants from the number of angels, who are like angels placed in the flesh, and of which the apostle spoke: “Our citizenship is in heaven.”199 For if the angels neither marry nor are given in marriage,200 and those who are like angels continue in virginal continence, why should we not think that the apostles and all the saints given to Jesus are of angelic dignity, who are present here with him in the church, and have feet that never waver but stand with the standing Lord?201




3:8-9a Hear, O Jesus the high priest, you and your friends who dwell before you, for they are portending men. For behold, I will bring my servant the East. For behold, the stone that I have laid before Jesus, upon one stone there are seven eyes.

Septuagint: “Hear, therefore, O Jesus the high priest, and your neighbors that are sitting before your face, for they are τερατοσκόποι men, that is, observers of portents, for, behold, I will bring my servant the East. For the stone which I have laid before the face of Jesus, on the one stone there are seven eyes.”

Our people are hemmed in by the Jews on this passage, because according to the coherence and context of the words, they ought to understand it of the priest Jesus, son of Jehozadak, rather than of the Lord and Savior. For if the words are to the Lord, and it is said to Christ: Hear, O Jesus high priest, who is it of whom it is added: Behold I shall bring my servant the East, who is called by another name, stone; and it is laid before Jesus, and upon this stone there are seven eyes? In response, our men endeavor to claim that Christ is called both Jesus the high priest, and the East, and the stone, according to different understandings. But it is a most difficult thing for them to be able to explain how what is said about him is said to him as though concerning somebody else. Those, therefore, who want Jesus son of Jehozadak to be the high priest interpret his friends who dwell, or “sit” before him, and those portending men as his disciples and prophets. For the prophets are set as a sign of things to come. Why, then, is it that Jesus and his friends are forced to hear I shall bring my servant the east, and the rest? Above God had promised Jesus son of Jehozadak the high priest, that if he should walk in his ways and keep his precepts, he himself would judge his house with discernment, and keep his courts, and give him ministers of angelic dignity.202 So, now he says to him and to his friends that complete happiness and perfect beatitude will come at that time in the future, when the East comes, of whom it is written: “Behold the man, the East is his name.”203 And in Malachi: “But to you who fear my name the sun of justice shall rise, and healing in his wings.”204 And in Numbers: “A star shall rise out of Jacob, and a man out of Israel.”205 Also in the Gospel we read most clearly of Christ: “In which the East will visit us from on high, to enlighten those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to direct our feet in the way of peace.”206 He who is called the East is also the cornerstone,207 because he joins two peoples together, and unites two walls in one house. To nonbelievers he is a stone of stumbling, of which it is also said in the Psalms: “The stone which the builders rejected has become the head of the corner. This has been done by the Lord.”208

Upon this stone there are seven eyes, of which Isaiah speaks: “A rod shall come forth from the root of Jesse, and a flower shall rise up out of his root, and the Spirit of God shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and courage, the spirit of knowledge and piety; and the spirit of fear of God will fill him.”209 Those who want to understand the high priest and his friends as the Lord and Savior and his disciples interpret the men who are τερατοσκόπους and portending men in such a way that they refer to the apostles, who have looked intently into his mystical signs and from the present have recognized the future. In the man who was blind from birth,210 they understand eyes that have been restored in respect to the people of the nations. And in the woman flowing with blood,211 they explain that the church has been freed from the works of blood. But as for what follows, For behold, the stone that I laid before Jesus, the lovers of history understand this about Christ in the following way. They say that Christ will come after Jesus son of Jehozadak, for this is what it means to be before Jesus, that is, in his sight, and before his face. Thus he is signifying the future. And he is called a stone in view of his courage and strength, whereby he will crush all kingdoms, which we read also in Daniel of the mountain cut out without hands.212



[3:9b] Behold, I will engrave his sculpture, says the Lord of hosts, and I will take away the iniquity of that land in one day.



3:10 In that day, says the Lord of hosts, a man shall call his friend under the vineyard and under the fig tree.

Septuagint: “Behold, I will dig a pit, says the Lord Almighty, and I will handle all the iniquity of that land in one day. In that day, says the Lord Almighty, each one shall call together his neighbor under the vine and under the fig tree.”

Above he had said: “Behold, the stone that I laid before Jesus, upon the one stone there are seven eyes.”213 Now he coherently preserves the metaphor of “stone” and says: I will engrave his sculpture, or I will sculpt his engraving. For what is written in Hebrew as mephateh phithuhah Aquila has translated διαγλύψω ἄνοιγμα αὐτῆς, that is, “I will sculpt his opening.” Theodotion and Symmachus translated, “I will sculpt his sculpture.” And this is the sense: I will cause that stone to be wounded by the nails of the cross and by the lance of the soldier,214 and in his passion I shall take away the iniquity of the land in one day. Of this [day] it is written: “This is the day that the Lord has made, let us rejoice and be glad in it.”215 On that day of Christ’s passion, a man who is perfect in Christ will call “his neighbor.” This refers either to believing Jews or certainly to the people of the Gentiles. And he ascends with the apostles to the summit of the Lord’s good will, under the vineyard, which is called Sorec,216 and of which he says in the Gospel: “I am the vine.”217 Its fruit gladdens the heart of man.218 And under the fig tree, referring to the sweetest fruits of the Holy Spirit, so that they may rest in eternal peace. And once the revolutions of the world have been put down and the bloodshed of soldiers, they would know that they are under the king whose name mystically in Solomon is peace. The prophet Micah also recounts this same sitting under the vineyard and under the fig tree when he says: “In that day each will call his neighbor and his brother under the fig tree, and his vineyard, and there will be no one who causes alarm.”219

But as for what is written according to the Septuagint, “Behold, I will dig a pit,” we can understand a trench or a pit for the sculpting of the stone: for all that is sculpted is also dug into. But if some rather contentious person is unwilling to refer this to the stone but wishes to make a new beginning, as it were, and a separate thought, let us say that the Lord Almighty, on the day of the passion of his Son, or—as the Jews think, at the final end of the world, when he will come to judge—digs out and makes public the works of each one, and he “handles” the whole “land” on the Day of Judgment; for this is the one day, and on that day each of the saints call to rest their comrades and friends, who are also themselves holy, and they rejoice in the virtue of their works.




4:1 And the angel who spoke with me returned, and he waked me, as a man that is wakened out of his sleep. 

Septuagint: “And the angel who spoke with me returned, and he waked me, as a man is accustomed to be awakened out of his sleep.”

Where indeed could he have gone to return from, especially one who spoke with the prophet, and could not have existed apart from him with whom he spoke? But as often as human frailty is left to its own weakness, we must believe that God and the help of his angels goes away from us. And therefore the prophet is struck by the amazement of the great vision; his whole mind grew numb, and he was not able to see the bright light of truth; whence he is wakened from the past vision to another vision, as one waking up from sleep, in order to see what he could not see when his eyes were closed. Let us express this in another way. There is the testimony in the proverbs of Solomon: “If you sit, you will be without fear; but if you sleep, you shall sleep sweetly, and you will not fear the terror coming on you, nor the approaching attacks of the wicked.”220 He who sleeps with this sleep and hears what was said about himself in the Scripture that we read concerning Lazarus, “If he sleeps, he shall be saved,”221 will be able to sing with the bride: “I sleep, and my heart stays awake.”222 Therefore let us see what things are to be contemplated as the prophet rises from sleep.




4:2-7 And he said to me: What do you see? And I said: I looked, and behold a candlestick all of gold, and its lamp on the top (caput) of it; and the seven lights thereof on it, seven and seven funnels for the lights that were on the top thereof. And two olive trees over it: one on the right side of the lamp, and the other on the left side thereof. And I answered and said to the angel who spoke with me, saying: What are these things, my lord? And the angel that spoke with me answered, and said to me: Do you not know what these things are? And I said: No, my lord. And he answered and spoke to me, saying: This is the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel, saying: Not with an army, nor by might, but by my spirit, says the Lord of hosts. Who are you, O great mountain, before Zerubbabel in a plain? And he shall bring out the chief stone, and shall give equal grace to the grace thereof.

Septuagint: “And he said to me: What do you see? And I said: I looked, and behold a candlestick all of gold, and a lamp on it; and seven lights on it, and seven funnels of the lights that were on it. And behold two olive trees above it, one on the right side of the lamp, and one on the left side. And I inquired and spoke to the angel that spoke with me, saying: What are these things, lord? And the angel that spoke with me answered and said to me: Do you not know what these things are? And I said, No, lord. And he answered and spoke to me, saying: This is the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel, saying: Not by great courage, nor by might, but by my Spirit, says the Lord Almighty. Who are you, O great mountain, before the face of Zerubbabel, that you set right? And I will bring out the stone of the inheritance, the grace of it the equal of [my] grace.”

The angel who roused Zechariah as a man rising from sleep223 “inquires” about what he has seen. When he responds that he does not know, he asks about what he is seeing and says: What are these things, my lord? This is so that we may hear from him: This is the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel: Not with an army, nor by might, but by my spirit, says the Lord. Let us run through each of these things, then, and say first what seems true to the Hebrews, from whom we have received our education in the Old Testament. Then by means of these steps, as it were, let us climb to the heights of the church. They understand the solid gold candlestick as the law, that is, the νόμον. But the lamp, that is, the shining and flashing flame on top of the candlestick, is the Christ, who is the head (caput) of the law and enlightens the whole world. The seven lights on the candlestick are the seven gifts (gratias) of the Holy Spirit,224 of which we have said above that on one stone there are seven eyes.225 For no one doubts that the law was written down at the Holy Spirit’s dictation. But the seven funnels in which there is oil, which is put in the lamps, which spread light above the candlestick, they want this to be understood as the seven gifts that come down from heaven to men through the law. But they interpret the two olives trees above the candlestick on the right side and on the left, between which the lamp in the middle gives light, of the law and prophecy. And when the prophet had told of his vision, not knowing what he saw, he asks the angel speaking with him, namely that his mind would be illuminated by God. For that is our angel, who understanding wisely declares the will of God to us, and he says: What are these things, my lord? But the angel does not explain the vision to the prophet when he had been asked by him. Instead he inquires again of the inquirer: Do you not know what these things are? When he answers, I do not know; he himself likewise answers: This is the word (verbum) of the Lord to Zerubbabel, saying: Not by an army, nor by might; but by my spirit, says the Lord. Therefore the “word” (sermo) of the Lord to Zerubbabel, who spoke not by an army, nor by might, but by my spirit, itself is the interpretation of the vision. The people were brought back not by an army, nor by a multitude of soldiers, but by the Spirit of God, and they had to be brought back more completely, and their enemies had to be devastated. And as for what follows, Who are you, O great mountain, before Zerubbabel in the plain? they understand this as said to the devil, who stood at the right hand of Jesus to resist him,226 and he raised himself up against Zerubbabel and the Jewish people. But in the plain he was turned back and laid low, and he lies beneath the feet of Israel, because God will bring out the chief stone, Christ his son, who always was a help to the people of Israel. And his grace, that is, of the stone, shall give equal grace to those whom he brought back from captivity, grace that he always exercised to their fathers. These are the things we have found said by the Hebrews. Now let us discuss what is written in commentaries by men of the church.

The “golden candlestick” of the purest gold they understand as the church, which in the Holy Scriptures inquires diligently after their sense and mind more than the words. But what is understood as the meaning of gold? In the sixty-seventh Psalm the back parts and shoulders of the dove show it. They are said to shine with the greenness and radiance of gold.227 They understand the “lamp” as Christ himself, because he gives light to the church, who said of himself: “No one lights a lamp, and puts it under a bushel,” that is, under the measure of the law, “but on a candlestick,” that is, on the freedom of the gospel, “so that it gives light to all who are in the house.”228 They understand the “seven lights and their funnels” as the gifts of the Holy Spirit, through which the church receives the oil of God’s mercy and of all the virtues. The “two olive trees on the candlestick,” they understand them as Moses and Elijah, who spoke with the Lord on the mountain and indicated what he would suffer in Jerusalem.229 For all the Law and the Prophets proclaim the suffering of Christ. Some interpret the two olive trees on the right and on the left as the law and the gospel, so that the gospel is on the right, the law on the left. In the Song of Songs it is said of this right and left hand: “His left hand is under my head, and his right hand will embrace me.”230 Now the majority of our people interpret the “mountain” as the devil, and the antichrist, who dares to stand “before Zerubbabel,” from whom Christ shall be born, and [he dares] to raise himself up and to say in the Gospel: “All these things have been delivered to me, and I will give them to you, if you fall down and worship me.”231 The Lord threw him down before his feet and laid the proud one low and cast down, and he said: “Be gone, Satan; for it is written: You shall worship the Lord your God, and him alone shall you serve.”232 They also cite the example of the lunatic in the gospel. When the apostles were unable to heal him, they ask why they could not heal him, and they hear: “Amen, I say to you, if you have faith as a grain of mustard seed, you shall say to this mountain: Move from here, and it shall move; and nothing shall be impossible to you. But this kind is not cast out except by prayer and fasting.”233 Clearly the mountain there is taken to be the devil.

But others, with no small amount of temerity, apply what is clearly said of the devil to Christ, who in the Holy Scriptures is quite frequently spoken of as a mountain. It is not necessary to give examples, of which there is a great abundance. But they are led to this error because it is written in the Septuagint: “Who are you, great mountain, before the face of Zerubbabel, that you set right?” That is to say, this mountain that is “before the face of Zerubbabel,” that is, who descends from Zerubbabel’s race, himself wills to set the world right. Moreover, what follows is about him: “I shall bring out the stone of inheritance,” of which it is written: “You are he who will restore my inheritance to me.”234 And in another place: “He chose for us his inheritance, the beauty of Jacob which he loved.”235 And again: “Jacob has become the portion of the Lord, Israel the line of his inheritance.”236 And in the second Psalm: “The Lord said to me: You are my son, today I have begotten you. Ask from me, and I will give to you the nations as your inheritance.”237 But God will bring out the chief stone, of which we read: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God,”238 and: “All things were made through him, and without him nothing is made.”239

But as for what he says, he shall give equal grace to the grace thereof, this means: “We all have received from his fullness, even grace for grace,”240 that is, the grace of the gospel for the grace of the law, so that both the believers from Israel and the pagan people might receive equal grace and the same gift. And this is why Gabriel says to Mary: “You have found grace before the Lord.”241 And the apostle Paul writes: “For by grace you have been saved”;242 and John the Evangelist says: “The law was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”243




4:8-10 And the word (verbum) of the Lord came to me, saying: The hands of Zerubbabel have laid the foundations of this house, and his hands shall finish it, and you shall know that the Lord of hosts has sent me to you. For who has despised short days? And they shall rejoice and shall see the tin stone in the hand of Zerubbabel. These are the seven eyes of the Lord that run to and fro through the whole earth.

Septuagint: “And the word (sermo) of the Lord came to me, saying: The hands of Zerubbabel have laid the foundation of this house, and his hands shall complete it. And you shall know that the Lord Almighty has sent me to you. For who has despised in short days? And they shall rejoice and shall see the tin stone in the hand of Zerubbabel; these are the seven eyes that look on all the earth.”

Many things are said both by the Hebrews and by our own people. The majority of these things we shall follow, and some we shall reject. We shall add what seems right to us, maintaining the truth of history, so that on that basis we can recognize him who is prophesied through the history. The hands of Zerubbabel, the prince of the Jews who returned from Babylon, made the foundations of the temple; and his hands will come to the roof of the temple, and they will “complete” what they have begun and construct everything that they began. We read in Ezra that the temple was begun and finished by Zerubbabel.244 And Zechariah the prophet says, When you see a roof placed on the temple that you are now building, then you will understand that I was sent by the Lord, and it was at his command that I said the things that I have spoken. For who has despised short days? Who here is understood for “rare,” like it is in this passage: “Who do you think is the faithful and wise steward?”245 And: “Lord, who lives in your tabernacle, and who shall ascend to your holy mountain?”246 He is rare, then, who despises the short days of the world and reckons royal authority to be as nothing. When we see that the powerful men of the world shine with gold, and glimmer with purple and gemstones, are surrounded by an army, let us say to ourselves: Who do you think despises short days? This is also why Jacob, who understood the shortness of the life of men, says: “The days of my life are short and evil.”247 Who, then, shall despise the short days—but this refers to royal power, so that he warns Zerubbabel and Jesus and the people building the temple of God not to fear the enemies who are hindering, but to hear the Lord who is encouraging them—and because they despise the royal roof, they will rejoice and will see the help of the Savior, who is promised from Zerubbabel’s race, and because of his courage he is called a stone and is a tin stone. In Hebrew this is written as bedil, from the fact that it is a wall and courage and strength of believers. For just as tin protects other metals from fire, and though copper and iron are by nature the hardest, if they are made without tin, they burn and are consumed; so all the strength of angels and men, if not helped by the Savior, is shown to be weak and fragile. But this stone, that is, a lump, which among the Hebrews is written as bedil, that is, of tin; this word ἐτημολογεῖται248 άποχωρίζων, dividing and separating. Thus just as tin dissociates itself by fire from metals that have been mingled and debased, so the Lord, the true tester and χωνευτὴς249 separates the brass and lead of the vices from the gold and silver of good works, so that pure gold and silver might remain. The gospel writes about this άποχωρίζων and separator using different words: “Whose winnowing shovel is in his hand, and he will cleanse his threshing floor, and will separate the chaff from the wheat.”250 Through Jeremiah he cries out: “What does chaff have to do with grain? says the Lord.”251

Many of our people interpret the hands of Zerubbabel that laid the foundations of the house and shall finish it as Christ. But if we accept this, we will be forced to explain what the tin stone in the hand of Zerubbabel is. For would that not necessarily prove a second Christ in the hand of Christ? Although some have understood the tin stone as the body of the Lord, which was not defiled by any stains of sins, and it is not called lead, but the purest tin. But the seven eyes that run to and fro through the whole earth and judge all things with diligence, we have explained earlier as the seven spirits; and that nothing is hidden from the Lord, who is aware of the past, the present, and the future, and renders to each according to his works,252 especially since he will come in the role of one who separates the good from the bad253 and as a refiner.




4:11-14 And I answered and said to him: What are these two olive trees at the right side of the candlestick, and at the left side thereof? And I answered a second time and said to him: What are the two ears of olive trees that are on the two golden beaks, in which are the funnels of gold? And he spoke to me, saying: Do you not know what these are? And I said: No, lord. And he said: These are two sons of oil who stand before the Lord of the whole earth.

Septuagint: “And I answered and said to him: What are these two olive trees on the right and left hand of the candlestick? And I asked a second time, and I said to him: What are the two branches of the olive trees that are in the hands of the two golden nostrils that pour into and draw off the golden [oil] funnels? And he said to me: Do you not know what these are? And I said: No, lord. And he said: These are the two sons of fatness who stand before the Lord of the whole earth.”

When the prophet asks what the two olive trees mean, one of which was standing at the right side of the candlestick, the other at the left, the Lord or the angel of the Lord was unwilling to answer. The prophet understands this and inquires a second time, and he said: What are these two ears of olive trees, or “two branches”? He asked about lesser things, because he did not deserve to hear the greater things. But these “two branches” are “in the hand of two nostrils,” or on the two golden beaks, which in Hebrew are called tsantheroth, in Greek μυξωτῆρες,254 which are also of the purest gold, that is, the two μυξωτῆρες themselves, on which are the two ears, or the “two branches of the olive trees.” And when the prophet asked about the “two branches” and again was asked by the angel whether he knew what the two branches meant, and he said: No, lord, the angel of the Lord answers: These are two sons of oil, as Symmachus thought it meant, or ζιλπνότητος, as Aquila translated it, that is, “of splendor”; or πιότητος, that is, “of fatness,” as the Septuagint rendered it; or λαμπρότητος, that is, “of brightness,” as Theodotion translated. They stand before the Lord of all the earth.

Above we read about the two olive trees that were at the right and left side of the lamp.255 And when he now asks about them, the prophet does not deserve to hear because he does not retain the former things; or since there it was spoken quite obscurely, here he desires to hear more clearly; or certainly his persistence is refuted by the silence of the angel, because he is striving to know the things greater than himself; although the Hebrews claim that the reason he heard nothing about the olive trees when he asked was because he did not ask properly, nor did he ask all that he ought to have known. After all, later on he goes on to inquire more fully about the ears, or “branches,” of the olive trees, about which he had been silent above. For there he said: “What are these two olive trees?”256 Here he asks: What are the two ears of the olive trees? This is metaphorical because trees are straight, like ears, and like the ears of grain stalk, so these are covered with branches and leaves using a kind of wooden scaffolding, so that they can rise on high.

Some of our people interpret the two olive trees as the Son and the Holy Spirit, and the lamp in the middle as God the Father.257 But I do not know how without blasphemy they understand the one on the right and the other on the left. They explain the “branches” also, or the ears of the olive trees, as the incarnation of the Savior and the resemblance of the Holy Spirit to a dove,258 because we are not able to see all of the olive tree but a part of it and, so to speak, little branches have been shown to us in the incarnation of Christ and in the manifestation of the Holy Spirit. Others understand the two Testaments, the gospel on the right, the law on the left, because in the one there is the spiritual sense, in the other the corporal; and because we are able to explain neither the whole of the gospel, nor the whole of the law: “And now we know in part, and we prophesy in part,”259 and we are not yet able to understand that which is perfect. There are those who interpret the “two branches,” or two ears of the olive trees, and the “sons of fatness,” or “of splendor,” as the priesthood and the law, which offer joy to the “whole earth.” Others understand Enoch and Elijah, one of whom pleased God while uncircumcised, the other while circumcised, and they were taken up to heaven with their bodies.260 In Hebrew we read yitshar for “splendor,” oil, “fatness” and “brightness,” in accordance with what is written in the Psalms about the joy and happiness of the saints: “They will be inebriated from the abundance,” or “from the fatness of your house”;261 for πιότης means “fatness” rather than abundance. We have said these things as we are able, and as our men of genius were able to report, briefly making mention of the various opinions both of the Hebrews and of our people. If anyone speaks better, or rather, truer, we too shall willingly assent to what is better.




5:1-4 And I turned and lifted up my eyes, and I saw, and behold, a flying scroll.262 And he said to me: What do you see? And I said: I see a flying scroll; its length is twenty cubits, and its breadth ten cubits. And he said to me: This is the curse that goes forth over the face of the whole earth, for every thief shall be judged as is there written, and every one who swears in like manner shall be judged by it. I will bring it forth, says the Lord of hosts, and it shall come to the house of the thief, and to the house of him who swears falsely by my name, and it shall remain in the midst of his house and shall consume it, with its timber and its stones.

Septuagint: “And I turned and lifted up my eyes, and I saw a flying sickle. And he said to me: What do you see? And I said: I see a flying sickle, of the length of twenty cubits, and of the breadth of ten cubits. And he said to me: This is the curse that goes forth over the face of the whole earth, for every thief shall be punished unto death on this side, and every false swearer shall be tormented unto death on that side. And I will bring it forth, says the Lord Almighty, and it shall enter into the house of the thief, and into the house of him who swears falsely by my name, and it shall rest in the midst of his house and shall consume it, and its timber and its stones.”

Having turned to another vision, the prophet says, and raising my eyes from joyful and happy things to more grievous things, I see a flying scroll, which in Hebrew is expressed as megillah and was translated by Aquila and Theodotion as διφθέρα,263 by Symmachus as κεφαλὶς, that is, a chapter, according to what we read in the psalm: “In the chapter of the book it is written of me”;264 or according to the Septuagint, Δρέπανον πετόμενον, that is, “a flying sickle.” For all that he had seen above had announced the building of the temple, the coming of the Lord and Savior, the freedom of the people from Babylon. And so, lest his heart should be lifted up with the apostle—to whom an angel of Satan was given who buffeted him lest he be extolled265—he also sees things that are sad, so that whatever arrogance had increased in him from the revelation of good things might decrease from the threat of sad things.

Now a flying scroll is shown, in which the sins of all are written, so that each one might receive according to his works, whether good or evil.266 For Daniel says: “Thrones were set in place, and the books were opened.”267 But if we understand a “sickle,” as the Septuagint translated it, we should take up the example from the Apocalypse of John, in which it is written: “And the angel answered, and said to him who sat upon the horse: Send your sharpest sickle, and harvest your vineyard, for its grapes are ripe.”268 Instead of “sickle,” in Deuteronomy we read of arrows and sword: “I will make my arrows drunk with blood, and my sword will devour flesh.”269 And because God did not spare the angels who sinned,270 who by their own fault lost their heavenly abode,271 therefore he himself says through Isaiah: “My sword has been made drunk in heaven.”272 For all the sinners of the people shall perish by the sword, assuredly not by a physical sword—since indeed there are many different ways to die besides the sword—but by the spiritual sword with which those who have not repented have to be struck, and whom the psalmist threatens when he proclaims: “If you do not convert, he will brandish his sword, he has stretched out his bow, and he prepared this and by it he prepared deadly weapons.”273 And in Jeremiah we read: “How long will you cut, O blade,” or sword, “of the Lord? How long will you not rest? Return to your sheath.”274

This sword is not only called a “sickle,” which cuts through hay, stubble and thorns,275 but also it is called an axe of trees, which cuts down those who do not produce fruit worthy of repentance, and of whom John the Baptist proclaimed: “Behold, the axe is placed at the roots of the trees; every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.”276 That scroll in which the sins of all are written, or the “sickle” that cuts off the transgressions of all, is sent to the vineyard of Sodom, of which it is written: “Our enemies are foolish, for their vines are from the vineyard of Sodom, and their shoots are from Gomorrah. Their grapes are grapes of gall and their clusters of his bitterness. Their wine is the fury of dragons, and the incurable fury of asps.”277 This “sickle” has a length of “twenty cubits” and a “breadth of ten,” in which numbers joyful things are associated with sad things. For the Lord corrects so that he might amend; and in “twenty,” which is made out of two tens, severe and sad things are announced. In “ten,” that is, in one decade, there are better and prosperous things; for Israel is educated through all scourges and punishments.

And at the same time let us warn those who think that perjury and theft are small offenses, because a curse is introduced, which is written on the scroll and on the “sickle” in the house of the thief and the perjurer, and it “rests in it and consumes all its timber and stones.” But if such great punishment is threatened for these things that are thought minor—I mean theft and perjury—what shall we say of fornication, adultery, murder, sacrilege and all offenses that are listed by the apostle among the works of the flesh?278 I have read of the length of twenty cubits and width of ten applied to the age of the Lord and Savior, that is, it adds up to the number thirty,279 because the Father does not judge anyone, but has given all judgment to the Son,280 and the world must be judged by him.




5:5-8 And the angel who spoke with me went forth, and he said to me: Lift up (Leva) your eyes and see what this is that goes forth. And I said: What indeed is it? And he said: This is a vessel281 going forth. And he said: This is their eye in all the earth. And behold, a talent of lead was carried, and behold, a woman sitting in the midst of the vessel. And he said: This is wickedness. And he cast her into the midst of the vessel and cast the weight of lead on its mouth.

Septuagint: “And the angel that spoke with me went forth, and he said to me: Lift up (Suspice) your eyes and see what this is that goes forth. And I said: What is it? And he said: This is the measure that goes forth. And he said: This is their iniquity in all the earth. And behold, a talent of lead was lifted up; and behold, a woman sat in the midst of the measure. And he said: This is iniquity. And he cast it into the midst of the measure and cast a stone of lead on its mouth.”

A vessel or “measure” went forth and was carried in the air. And lest we doubt by what designation it should properly be named, the angel himself who had shown the vessel, or “measure,” gives a name to it; and according to the Septuagint he says: “This is their iniquity in all the earth”; according to the Hebrews: This is the eye, that is, the exposing of all sins. And behold a woman sat in the middle of the vessel, or “measure,” which among the Hebrews is called an ephah and frequently is translated by the Septuagint as οἴφι; and this woman herself was called wickedness. When he saw these things thus, behold a talent of lead, that is, a lump like a stone was carried, either by its own impulse or by the Lord’s command, or it was carried by someone else whose name is concealed. But this angel who spoke with the prophet, and while going away from him showed everything to him, seized the woman who was called wickedness and cast her headlong into the midst of the vessel, which previously was being freely carried; and while sitting on the vessel, she came into the sight to all. And lest perhaps she should again have raised her head and rejoiced in her own “iniquity” and wickedness, he casts the talent of lead like a very heavy stone on the mouth of the vessel, so that it presses down on and shuts in wickedness in the midst, lest in some way it could break out. We have sketched these things as shadows so to speak and outlines of the future image, so that we might fill in what remains with their own colors.

The angel who spoke with the prophet went forth from him, and speaking close up with him, so to speak, he commands him to lift up his eyes to see the sins of the people of Israel. They are heaped up in a perfect “measure,” and the transgressions of all are full. And he says, this is their eye. In Hebrew this is expressed as enam, and is written with ayin, yod, nun and mem. Or: “this is their iniquity.” Had it been written with the letter vav, it would correctly have been read as onam, as the Septuagint translated it. This error is ingrained repeatedly in the common edition.282 Thus because the form of the letters vav and yod is the same, but their length differs, one is read for the other. This vessel or “measure” is their eye in all the earth, that is, the exposing of sins, so that those whose vices were concealed have been scattered and spread before the eyes of all, heaped up into one pile, and Israel went forth from their own place, and what sort they were in their own land was shown to all the nations. And behold, a talent of lead was carried. In the things that follow we read of a “stone of lead” instead of a talent of lead. A talent is called kikar; “stone” is ’eben. Therefore this “stone of lead,” which is also a talent of lead, as we have expressed it more clearly, we have interpreted as a lump or sphere of lead, by which the very heavy weight of sins is signified. And “on this measure” and vessel of all transgressions, wickedness was sitting in the midst, which we can call by another name: idolatry, and the denial of God. And this is why the Savior says to the Jews: “Fill up the measure of your fathers.”283 This wickedness, which was sitting on the sins of Israel and was boasting in its own crimes, later on is cast into the midst of Babylon and is overwhelmed by the evil of captivity. Or, according to Theodotion, it casts itself forth and hides in the midst of the vessel and brings over itself the heaviest weight of lead, so that her mouth would be blocked and no longer be able to boast. Or certainly she is restrained by the angel of God, so that she who before was rejoicing in her crimes might be quiet with an eternal silence. But the reading that follows shows where and by whom she who was shut up is carried.




5:9-11 And I lifted up my eyes and looked, and behold, there came out two women, and wind (spiritus) was in their wings, and they had wings like the wings of a kite,284 and they lifted up the vessel between the earth and the sky. And I said to the angel who spoke with me: Where are they carrying the vessel? And he said to me: To build it a house in the land of Sennaar and to establish it, and set it there on its own basis (basem).

Septuagint: “And I lifted up my eyes and looked, and, behold, there came out two women, and the wind (spiritus) was in their wings, and they had wings as the wings of a hoopoe,285 and they lifted up the measure between the earth and the sky. And I said to the angel who spoke with me: Where are they carrying the measure? And he said to me: To build it a house in the land of Babylon, and to prepare [a place for it]; and to set it there on its own base (sedem).”

The Jews think that the two women who came out are the kingdoms of the Medes and the Macedonians, both of which will afflict the Babylonian people, and their impiety will “set its own base there.” But they artfully fabricate this, lest what has been said about them should be understood as against them. For the two women who come out, doubtless from the land of Judea, have to be understood as the ten and the two tribes. The former of which were taken captive by the Assyrians, the latter by the Chaldeans. And wind (spirit) was in their wings, that is, the power of the devil, of whom it is written in Ecclesiastes: “If the spirit of one who holds authority rises on you, do not leave your place.”286 And in the Gospel we read of the unclean spirit who, when he was cast out from his home, goes around deserts and dry places and returns to his former home with seven other spirits more wicked than himself.287 Seized by this spirit, therefore, as if by the wind and a breeze, these women were carried in swift flight, and they had wings. In the Hebrew it is hasidah, which Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion translated “heron.” The Septuagint alone rendered it “hoopoe.” The Hebrews think that hasidam is the kite, a practically insatiable bird that always lies in wait for domestic birds; but those who have written about the natures of flying creatures say that there are three kinds of heron: one white, another full of eyes, a third black, because it is extremely savage and bloodthirsty, aggressive and ever in heat, so that blood bursts forth out of its eyes. But we have derived “hoopoe” in imitation of the Greek word, for among them they call it the “hoopoe,” because it makes its home in human dung. They say that it is the filthiest of birds, always in burial places, always dwelling in human dung; finally, it is said even to make its nest out of it, and that it feeds its young with the maggots from rotting dung.

Whichever of the three birds you want to understand by hasidam, it fits these women of Judah and Israel, who on account of their putrid sins were handed over to the power of demons and were led into captivity by them. And they carried the vessel, or “measure,” in which wickedness was held fast and shut in. A mass of lead was placed on top to keep it from exiting,288 and the heaviest weight of all sins through the air between the earth and heaven. Because the prophet understands, he does not ask who these women are—for it was plain to the prophetic spirit—nor what they carry, about which he had been instructed above,289 but where they are carrying it. After all it follows: I said to the angel who spoke with me: Where are they carrying the vessel? Who responded: to build it a house in the land of Sennaar, which the Septuagint translated “in the land of Babylon.” For Sennaar is the plain of the Chaldeans, in which they who had moved their feet from the east and were not able to stand in the service of God built the tower of pride, whence the city itself was called Babylon, that is, confusion, because there the tongues of all were confused and mixed together.290 Therefore wickedness is carried by these women into Babylon, so that there its house might be built and established and set upon its base, and it might rest in an eternal station. For truly the “base” of wickedness is in Babylon, both according to history and according to the mystical understanding, if we want to understand the two women as the people of the heretics and of the Jews. Both groups come out from the face of the Lord, and are carried by an uncertain spirit. Both have wings of a kite, and of a heron and of the “hoopoe,” while they are always making riches like the partridge,291 not with judgment. And they hasten to steal from the church and delight in contention and quarrels, and whomever they deceive they drag off to ruin. They roll about in the muddy filth of lusts and in eternal filth. These women lift the heaviest weight of wickedness and build their home in confusion and serve the king of Babylon. Thus the people of the heretics and of the Jews live there where idolaters dwell, serving wood and stones.
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