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PUBLISHER’S NOTE REGARDING
THIS DIGITAL EDITION

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





GENERAL INTRODUCTION


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

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

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

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

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



Retrieval of Neglected Christian Texts

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

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

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

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

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




Digital Research Tools and Results

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

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

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

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

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




The Surfeit of Materials Brought to Light

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

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




For Whom Is This Compendium Designed?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




The Premature Discrediting of the Catena Tradition

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




The Ecumenical Range and Intent

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Honoring Theological Reasoning

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

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

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

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




Why Evangelicals Are Increasingly Drawn Toward Patristic Exegesis

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

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

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

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

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

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




Steps Toward Selections

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

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

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

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





The Method of Making Selections

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Is the ACCS a Commentary?

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

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

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




On Misogyny and Anti-Semitism

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

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

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

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

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




A Note on Pelagius

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

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

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




The Complementarity of Interdisciplinary Research Methods in This Investigation

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




What Have We Achieved?

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

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

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

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

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

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



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






A GUIDE TO USING THIS COMMENTARY


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


Pericopes of Scripture

The scriptural text has been divided into pericopes, or passages, usually several verses in length. Each of these pericopes is given a heading, which appears at the beginning of the pericope. For example, the first pericope in the commentary on Revelation is “The Revelation of Jesus Christ Revelation 1:1-9.”




Overviews

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

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




Topical Headings

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





Identifying the Patristic Texts

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




The Footnotes

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

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

For the convenience of computer database users the digital database references are provided to either the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (Greek texts) or to the Cetedoc (Latin texts) in the appendix found on pages 410-17.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE REVELATION TO JOHN


The New Testament is replete with the conviction that Jesus of Nazareth is the fulfillment of the Old Testament expectations. The apostle Paul gives classic expression to the view that with the coming of Jesus and the rise of the Christian community the consummation of all things is coming to pass: “[events of the Old Testament] were written down for our instruction, upon whom the end of the ages [τὰ τέλη τῶν] has come” (1 Cor 10:11). In view of such a conviction concerning the significance of Jesus and the church, Christian thinking and interpretation could not escape the importance of the eschaton for Christian faith and life. Christian reality continued to be lived within situations characterized by temptation, sin and persecution, although, in some manner, the final good of God’s ultimate intentions had been fulfilled in the death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Revelation of John, of all the New Testament writings the most explicitly and pervasively eschatological, was from a very early time one of the most systematically read and used books of the New Testament.


Authorship and Canonicity of the Revelation

Isbon Beckwith has noted that “so much external testimony to the personality of the author, traceable back to almost contemporaneous sources, is found in the case of almost no other book of the New Testament.”1 Indeed, at its beginning and at its end the book of Revelation claims to be the prophecy of “John” (Rev 1:1, 4, 9; 22:8). Although nowhere in the Revelation is this John identified with the apostle and evangelist John, this identification was virtually universal in the early church. In the middle of the second century, Justin Martyr (d. c. 165) writes of “John, one of the apostles of Christ, who prophesied by a revelation that was made to him.”2 Irenaeus (c. 180) makes extensive use of the Revelation and likewise ascribes it to “John, the Lord’s disciple.”3 Tertullian (c. 220) is similarly explicit in his belief that the apostle John was author of the Revelation,4 as was Hippolytus (c. 235), who writes of “the blessed John, apostle and disciple of the Lord.”5 In view of the history of the reception of the Revelation in the East, it is especially noteworthy that Origen (d. c. 254) frequently and without any hint of doubt attributes the Revelation to John the apostle. In his Commentary on John, Origen writes that “the apostle and evangelist—but now also a prophet in addition through the Apocalypse—says correctly . . . that he saw the Word of God riding on a white horse in the opened heaven.”6

Despite this testimony, there were some few who rejected attribution of the Revelation to the apostle. Two instances are worthy of mention. Irenaeus mentions certain persons who rejected the Gospel of John because the Paraclete is promised in it.7 These persons are most probably, but not certainly, the group called the Alogoi by Epiphanius of Salamis in his Panarion. Epiphanius writes of a group who, apparently for anti-Montanist reasons, rejected the Gospel of John and the Revelation saying that “these are not of John but of Cerinthus and that these are not worthy to exist in the church.”8 Later, Epiphanius informs us that this same group rejected the Revelation because its symbolism was vulgar and unedifying and because it contained errors, such as including a letter to the church at Thyatira when no church existed at Thyatira.9 Eusebius of Caesarea informs us of a certain Roman presbyter by the name of Gaius who was active against the Montanists during the episcopacy of Zephyrinus (c. 198-c. 217). Whether Gaius was a member of the Alogoi or not is uncertain. However, he also attributed the Revelation to the Gnostic Cerinthus. Eusebius quotes Gaius:

Yes, Cerinthus also, by means of revelations purported to be written by a great apostle, fraudulently foists marvelous tales upon us, on the ground that they were shown to him by angels. He says that after the resurrection the kingdom of Christ will be on earth, and that the flesh, dwelling at Jerusalem, will once more serve lusts and pleasures.10


We know from a twelfth-century commentary on the Revelation by Dionysius Bar Salibi that Hippolytus polemicized against Gaius in a work entitled “Heads Against Gaius.”

More important for the history of interpretation was the argument of Dionysius of Alexandria (247-265) against the authenticity of the Revelation. Eusebius provides lengthy sections of Dionysius’s book, On the Promises, which he wrote against a certain Egyptian bishop named Nepos who had defended the view that the kingdom of Christ would be on the earth. However, on the basis of his comparison between the Revelation and the Gospel and epistles of John, Dionysius concluded that while the Gospel and the epistles are by the same person, namely, the apostle John, the Revelation is “utterly different from, and foreign to, these writings; it has no connection, no affinity, in any way with them; it scarcely, so to speak, has even a syllable in common with them.”11 Dionysius rejects the view of Gaius that the Revelation was written by Cerinthus, and noting that the name John was common, rejects also the idea that the John of the Revelation could be the John Mark mentioned in the Acts. Rather, Dionysius surmises that the Revelation was written by a second John who lived at Ephesus, even as the apostle John lived at Ephesus.12

It is likely that the spiritualizing exegesis of Origen and the antimillennialist position of Dionysius served to foster the general reserve of the Eastern church toward the Revelation. Be that as it may, the view that the Revelation was from John the apostle became the universal opinion of the broad catholic tradition. This is, for example, the common conviction of the various commentaries that are featured in this volume. They all agree with Apringius of Beja that the Revelation was given “to John, the most blessed of the apostles.”13

As we learn from the Revelation itself, it was from the beginning sent to seven churches. This, no doubt, contributed to its early and widespread dissemination. Nothing with certainty can be found of the Revelation in the Apostolic Fathers. However, Irenaeus writes of certain “most approved and ancient copies” of the Revelation.14 This is testimony to the early circulation of the book. As we might expect, evidence of its early use in Asia Minor is rather abundant. The evidence that Eusebius gives about Papias of Hierapolis (c. 120) mentions nothing explicit of the Revelation, but the chiliasm of Papias makes it likely that he knew of it.15 Indeed, in the prologue to his Commentary on the Apocalypse, Andrew of Caesarea mentions Papias along with Irenaeus, Methodius and Hippolytus as early exponents of the Revelation.16 The first explicit mention of the Revelation is in Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho, in which Justin refers to the Revelation in conjunction with Isaiah 65:17-25 to justify his millennialist understanding of the new Jerusalem.17 It is probable that Justin came to know the Revelation while in Asia Minor. As I have noted, Irenaeus makes frequent and substantive use of the Revelation, especially in book 5 of Against Heresies, where he extensively discourses upon the thousand-year reign of Christ upon the earth.18 Since one of the seven letters was sent to the church at Sardis, it is highly plausible that Melito of Sardis (c. 170) knew of the Revelation. Eusebius comments that Melito wrote “On the Devil and the Apocalypse of John.”19 H. B. Swete suggests that this was “probably a treatise on the Devil in which certain passages in the Apocalypse came under discussion,” not a commentary.20 Given its connections with Asia Minor we should note here also the Letter of the Lyons Martyrs (177), which cites the Revelation five times, once as Scripture.21 Finally, for use of the Revelation in Asia Minor we should note the anti-Montanist writer, Apollonius, who, according to Eusebius “makes use of testimonies drawn from the Apocalypse of John.”22

Swete suggests that from the beginning texts of the Revelation went west rather than east, for “few copies seem to have penetrated to Antioch, and fewer or none to Edessa and Nisibis.”23 In any case, the Revelation was early and steadfastly recognized and used by Western Christian writers. In Africa, Tertullian (c. 220) makes significant use of Revelation, as does Cyprian (d. 258). In Rome, the Shepherd of Hermas (c. 140) makes use of the Revelation, and Hippolytus (c. 230) quotes extensively from the Revelation and perhaps even wrote a commentary on the book. The Revelation is listed in the Muratorian Canon, which may reflect the Scriptures in use in Rome in the early third century.24 To be sure, the canonicity of the Revelation was never really in doubt within Western Christianity. Not surprisingly, therefore, the Revelation of John is among the books listed as canonical Scripture by the third Council of Carthage in 397.25 The Revelation also received its most continuous comment in the West, from the commentary of Victorinus of Petovium through those of Tyconius, Primasius, Apringius, Caesarius of Arles, the Venerable Bede, Ambrosius Autpertus, Beatus of Liebana, Alcuin and Haimo of Auxerre.26

Although the Revelation received its greatest support in the West, testimony to it is by no means lacking in the East. According to Eusebius, Theophilus, bishop of Antioch (c. 180), wrote a treatise against the Gnostic Hermogenes “in which he has made use of testimonies drawn from the Apocalypse of John.”27 Clement of Alexandria and Origen, despite their allegorizing interpretations, make frequent use of the terminology and images of the Revelation. However, during the fourth century especially the Revelation receives only an inconsistent reception. Cyril of Jerusalem (c. 360) omits the Revelation from his canonical listing in the Catechetical Lectures. It is also missing from the catalogues of Gregory of Nazianzus, the Apostolic Canons and the Syriac Peshitta. In addition, it appears that Theodore of Mopsuestia, John Chrysostom28 and Theodoret never quoted the Revelation. Its disputed character is clear from the comments of Eusebius of Caesarea and Amphilochius of Iconium.29 However, the Revelation is listed in the catalogues of Epiphanius and of Athanasius,30 who make use of the Revelation in their writings, as do Basil of Caesarea and Cyril of Alexandria. Although the Revelation appears to have been approved by the Quinisext Council of 692, the continuing peripheral use of the Revelation in the East is seen in the fact that no Greek commentary of the Revelation appears before the sixth century (Oecumenius and Andrew of Caesarea), and that after the commentary of Arethas (c. 900), who largely works over the commentary of Andrew of Caesarea, no additional commentary of significance arises from the Eastern church. To this day the Revelation is not used for liturgical reading in the Eastern church.




Commentaries and Interpretation of the Revelation

Although the earliest extant commentary on the Revelation is that of Victorinus of Petovium (d. 304), there is evidence that commentaries existed in the third century and perhaps even in the second.31 Jerome writes that Justin and Irenaeus “interpreted” the Revelation.32 However, this may only mean, as Swete observed, that in their writings they commented on certain passages rather than claiming that they dedicated a whole work to the book. Perhaps the work of Melito of Sardis On the Devil and the Apocalypse of John, mentioned by Eusebius,33 was something closer to a commentary, but the work is lost. We are on more solid footing with Hippolytus (c. 230). Jerome writes that Hippolytus wrote “some commentaries on the Scriptures” among which he mentions On the Apocalypse.34 Most likely this refers to the Apology for the Apocalypse and Gospel of John, fragments of which have been preserved in the sixth-century commentary of Andrew of Caesarea, a thirteenth-century Arabic commentary and the twelfth-century Syriac commentary of Dionysius Bar Salibi.35 In the commentary of Bar Salibi, fragments of another work of Hippolytus, Heads Against Gaius, a defense of the authenticity and authority of the Revelation, are contained.36 Importantly, Origen appears to have intended a commentary on the Revelation, a project that seems, however, never to have been effected.37 Nonetheless, certain scholia of Origen on the Revelation have been preserved,38 and it is possible that the Revelation was the subject matter of a number of homilies delivered by Origen.39 Finally, from the Alexandrian context we may note that in his commentary on Zechariah, Didymus the Blind mentions that he had written a commentary on Revelation.40

Although the Revelation clearly received some attention in the first three centuries, the first commentary on the Revelation that we possess is that of Victorinus, bishop of Petovium (in Upper Pannonia) and martyr in the “great persecution” of Diocletian (d. c. 304). Jerome writes that Victorinus wrote commentaries on the Old Testament but also a commentary on the Apocalypse.41 Although in Jerome’s judgment Victorinus was “deficient in learning” but “not deficient in the wish to use the learning he has,”42 he was nonetheless personally acquainted with the writings of Victorinus and mentions him with some frequency. Indeed, it is possible that Victorinus was rather well known in Rome during the fourth century, for Helvidius appealed to Victorinus for support of his view that after Jesus the Virgin Mary had children by natural childbirth.43 Jerome further tells us that Victorinus was an imitator of Origen and rendered Origen’s interpretations “not in exact versions but in independent paraphrases.”44 The commentary on the Apocalypse by Victorinus, perhaps written as early as the reign of Gallienus (c. 258-260),45 is not easily characterized. It is certainly true that he had used Irenaeus and Hippolytus and that he interpreted the Revelation in broadly millennialist terms. This is especially clear in his remarks concerning the thousand years and the new Jerusalem where traditional chiliastic interpretations, already to be found in Irenaeus, appear. Moreover, Victorinus is the first to use the legend of Nero redivivus46 to interpret the antichrist figure. Yet, while much of the Revelation was interpreted as referring to the last days of the earth and the earthly kingdom of Christ, much was also interpreted in a modest allegorical manner, most likely reflecting the influence of Origen. So, for example, the letters to the seven churches are understood to address and to represent seven classes of saints. Perhaps the most important contribution of Victorinus to the interpretation of the Revelation is the idea of recapitulation, whereby the visions of the book do not depict a sequential series of future occurrences but rather depict the same realities that repeatedly occur throughout salvation history and are rendered through differing images and symbols. Thus the antichrist can be perceived both in the Roman emperors as well as in the end-time imitator of the Christ, the antichrist. The idea of recapitulation as a principle for the interpretation of the Revelation would be adopted by Tyconius into his Rules and through him would enter into the Middle Ages as a common method of interpreting Revelation.

Indeed, in the Western, Latin exegetical tradition on the Revelation the interpretative method of Tyconius (c. 370-390) transformed and to a great extent determined commentary on the Revelation for the following eight centuries. Little is known of Tyconius, and what we know is largely derived from Gennadius of Marseilles (c. 490).47 Tyconius was a Donatist who in addition to two works in defense of the Donatist cause wrote the Book of Rules for the study and understanding of the meaning of Scripture and a “comprehensive” exposition of the Revelation of John. The Book of Rules is the sole remaining work of Tyconius, and through it we can infer the exegetical approach of Tyconius to the Scriptures which had such a profound influence upon the Latin exegetical tradition.48 In the prologue to the Rules Tyconius writes that he intends “to fashion keys and lamps, as it were, to the secrets of the law” [i.e., the whole Bible]. These rules are seven in number: the Lord and his body; the Lord’s bipartite body; the promises and the law; the particular and the general; times; recapitulation; and the devil and his body. The seven rules, says Tyconius, are “mystic,” that is, they “obtain in the inner recesses of the entire law and keep the rich treasures of the truth hidden from some people.” By “mystic” Tyconius seems to mean that these rules are the compositional principles of the scriptural text that the Holy Spirit used to structure and form the very wording of the text itself.49 Apart from these rules the truth of the text remains “hidden” from some people. One must, as it were, understand how the mind of the Spirit works in order to understand the speech of the Spirit. Given the Donatist conviction that there were two churches, the true, spiritual church of the Donatists and the false church of the Catholic traditores,50 perhaps Tyconius understood his rules to be the spiritual basis for interpreting the Bible in such a way as to justify the Donatist church as the one, holy community of the Spirit. As it happened, the Rules of Tyconius in fact worked against the separatist ecclesiology of the Donatist schism. In them Tyconius argued that in this world a separation between the good and the evil was impossible; the church militant was itself a “mixed church” in which the holy and the unholy lived. Similarly, Tyconius erodes the distinction of “new” and “old” dispensation as a distinction of times. Throughout time, according to Tyconius, the divine activity of grace and judgment has been at work in all nations and peoples and individuals. The effect of this understanding was to undercut millennialist assumptions about the last days as a temporal period of time. Determinative for the last days was the birth, death and resurrection of Christ. The thousand years of Christ’s reign with his saints was, therefore, the time from Christ to the time of his second coming, and the “first resurrection” was the coming to faith in baptism.

It is evident that these “mystic rules” guided Tyconius in his commentary on the Revelation.51 According to Gennadius, Tyconius understood nothing in the Revelation “in a carnal sense, but all in a spiritual sense.” Moreover, Gennadius rather exactly describes Tyconius’s interpretation of the Revelation as a revelation, not of the (temporal) last times, but of the time of the church: “He doubts that there will be a reign of the righteous on earth for a thousand years after the resurrection, or that there will be two resurrections of the dead in the flesh, one of the righteous and the other of the unrighteous, but maintains that there will be one simultaneous resurrection of all mankind.” The “first resurrection” of the Revelation concerns only “the growth of the church” wherein the just “are raised from the dead bodies of their sins through baptism to eternal life.” The “second resurrection” of the Revelation is, then, “the general resurrection of all men in the flesh.”52 A couple of examples will illustrate the use of the rules in Tyconius’s commentary on the Revelation. Rule two of Tyconius teaches of the Lord’s “bipartite Body,” that is, that the church in this world is a mixed community including pious and impious. In his Rules Tyconius quotes the Song of Songs 1:5, “I [the church] am black and beautiful,” and sees this fact also in the Revelation where “the Lord now calls the seven angels [i.e., the septiform church] holy and keepers of his precepts and now shows the same angels to be guilty of many crimes and in need of repentance.”53 The idea of an ecclesia mixta (mixed church) is frequent also in the commentary of Tyconius. For example, writing of Revelation 8:12 that a third part of the sun, moon and stars were struck down and darkened, Tyconius interprets the heavenly bodies to be the church, for “there are two peoples within the church, that part of God which is compared to the light, and that part of the devil which is surrounded by the darkness of shadows. . . . This part was struck so that it might become apparent who is of God and who of the devil.”54 Rule seven of Tyconius speaks of “The Devil and His Body.” Just as the church is the body of Christ, so that in Christ the church is also noted and Christ in the church, so also the devil has his body, so that when the devil is seen, his body is also to be noted. Commenting on the dragon who wishes to devour the child of the woman (Rev 12:4), Tyconius thinks of Herod, who wished to kill the baby Jesus, and writes that “the devil in heaven [i.e., the church] is always seeking to devour that person who is being born through heavenly things and who is born to God and is caught up to his throne. . . . For, in the person of Herod the whole company of persecutors is revealed.”55

Tyconius’s conversion of millennialist calculations to commentary on the universal and unitary time of the church became common to Western interpretation of the Revelation primarily through the massive influence of Augustine of Hippo (d. 430). It is certain that Augustine knew the seven rules of Tyconius, for he explicitly enumerates and comments upon them in On Christian Doctrine. Although the Donatism of Tyconius occasioned a certain reserve toward him in Augustine, the influence of Tyconius on Augustine is evident in Augustine’s commentary on Revelation 20:1-6 in book 20 of City of God.56 Although he had once held chiliastic beliefs, in City of God Augustine provides a sustained and developed understanding of the last times as the time of the church militant. This time had begun with the death and resurrection of Christ, and these events were the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy; no events after these allowed for a further, more calculated determination of the end of the world.57 After Christ, in the world there is “nothing solid, nothing stable”; all of history is homogenous.58 Therefore, the thousand years of Revelation 20 symbolize all the years of the Christian era during which the church is always beset by the devil within through heresy and hypocrisy and without through persecution. The abyss in which Satan is chained is the hearts of the wicked, so that when Satan is “loosed” and gathers Gog and Magog for battle, these are not to be regarded as specific nations. Rather, the anger of the devil arises whenever the church is persecuted and attacked by his body of the impious. The “first resurrection” and the “second resurrection” represent two kinds of life, that of the soul and that of the body. The first resurrection, then, is the coming to life of the soul in baptism, and the second resurrection is the coming to life of the body in the final and general resurrection. Finally, the thrones upon which the saints sit and judge are the positions of authority in the church.59

In addition to Augustine, the other major influence for mediating the Tyconian interpretation of the Revelation to the Middle Ages was Jerome (d. 420). Sometime shortly before 400 a certain Anatolius sent a copy of Victorinus’s commentary on the Apocalypse to Jerome and asked him to evaluate its contents. Respectful of the fact that Victorinus had been a bishop and a martyr, Jerome reveals a certain hesitation to do this, for like Papias of Hierapolis and Nepos of Egypt before him, Victorinus had believed in an earthly kingdom of one thousand years. Nonetheless, the response of Jerome to Anatolius was a revision of the commentary of Victorinus. In the prologue to his commentary, Jerome indicates that he had corrected the millennialist errors of Victorinus and had added his own comments.60 Jerome’s interpretation of the thousand years is thoroughly amillennial and is governed by his interests in monastic virtue and the church’s struggle with heresy. He does not think that the kingdom of a thousand years will be an earthly one. Rather, the number ten represents the Decalogue and the number one hundred represents “the crown of virginity,” so that one who preserves intact his virginity, who faithfully fulfills the precepts of the Decalogue and binds impure habits and thoughts within the inner chamber of his heart is one who has fulfilled the number thousand and reigns with Christ as a true priest of Christ.61

The Tyconian tradition through Jerome and Augustine and the Victorine tradition through Jerome governed commentary on the Revelation well into the Middle Ages.62 We might notice first a work that bears perhaps the least of this influence. Cassiodorus (d. c. 590), born into a patrician family, was statesman under Theodoric the Ostrogoth but retired to found the famous monastery at Vivarium in southern Italy. There he oversaw the writing and copying of numerous manuscripts, including his own considerable output. Among these were his Complexiones on apostolic letters, the Acts of the Apostles and the Revelation, written toward the end of his life. In the Complexiones Cassiodorus provided brief abstracts of biblical books in which he combined several verses together in order to paraphrase them. Of the four explicit mentions of Tyconius in the writings of Cassiodorus, three of them are in the Complexiones and two of these in the complexiones on Revelation. Any influence on him by Tyconius’s commentary, however, is impossible to ascertain.63

Caesarius of Arles (d. 543), however, reveals a considerable influence of Augustine, Tyconius and Victorinus. Caesarius was widely read in Augustine and the Fathers and at an early age committed himself to the monastery at Lerins. However, in 503 he was elevated to the episcopal see at Arles, where he became a leader in monastic and theological affairs. Caesarius was a prolific preacher whose sermons reflect his struggles to free his people from pagan superstition and the heresies of Arianism and semi-Pelagianism.64 In his Expositiones on the Revelation of Saint John, Caesarius presents brief comments on the Revelation that are rather artificially divided as homilies. According to Kenneth B. Steinhauser, the Expositiones of Caesarius demonstrate that he possessed the unrevised commentary of Victorinus and two copies of Tyconius’s commentary on the Apocalypse.65 In any case, these homilies reveal a thorough ecclesial interpretation of the Revelation typical of Tyconius and Augustine. For example, Caesarius interprets the “heaven” of Revelation 4:1 to be the church, as he does the twenty-four elders, who represent both the leaders and the people of the church. From the throne proceeds thunder and voices (Rev 4:5), that is, “heretics come forth from the church” even as does the preaching of the church.66

The most important commentary for mediating the Tyconian-Augustinian interpretation of Revelation to the Middle Ages was that of Primasius of Hadrumetum (d. after 553). We know virtually nothing of the life of Primasius.67 Only one event of his life is clearly in view. He was deeply involved in the so-called Three Chapters controversy of the sixth century. To gain Monophysite support, Justinian I determined to condemn writings of three significant Antiochene theologians, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Theodoret of Cyr and Ibas of Edessa. This action was widely decried in the Latin West, and at first Vigilius, bishop of Rome, also opposed. However, ordered by Justinian to Constantinople (551), Vigilius eventually gave his assent to Justinian’s actions as well as the formal condemnation of the Three Chapters by the Fifth Ecumenical Council (553). In this entire episode Primasius proved a loyal and faithful follower of Vigilius. He too was summoned to Constantinople in 551 and returned to Africa after agreeing to the condemnations of the council in 553. Sometime upon his return he was consecrated bishop of Hadrumetum, principal city of the province of Byzancena.

Primasius’s commentary on the Apocalypse is the only work of his that survives. Its date of composition is unknown, but since it is mentioned by Cassiodorus in his Institutes, it was written before the outbreak of the Three Chapters controversy, perhaps around 540. In the prologue, Primasius explicitly makes clear his indebtedness to Augustine and to Tyconius.68 Nowhere is the influence of Augustine more evident than in the wholesale incorporation of Augustine’s comments on Revelation 20:1-6 from City of God 20.7-17 into his commentary. Although Primasius is defensive about his use of Tyconius, indicating that one can acquire jewels from a dunghill, and mentions Tyconius only twice, it is evident that throughout his commentary Primasius borrows extensively from Tyconius.69 Primasius interprets the Revelation as a text of the earthly church, and at times the theological issues of his day are evident. He interprets Revelation 12:1 as the church that has put on Christ and now sojourns amid many heretics, among whom is Timothy Aelurus, Monophysite patriarch of Alexandria.70 The ongoing vigor of Arianism in North Africa is evidenced by his comments on the Alpha and Omega of Revelation 22:13. The letters alpha and omega have the same value as does the Greek word for “dove,” indicating the equality of natures between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The importance of Primasius’s Commentary on the Apocalypse is clear from the fact that it was itself a major source for all important eighth-century commentaries, those of Bede, Ambrosius Autpertus and Beatus of Liebana.

The continuing influence of Jerome’s edition of Victorinus’s commentary is evident in the commentary of Apringius, Bishop of Beja (Portugal). Apringius wrote his commentary during the reign of the Arian Visigothic king, Theudis (531-548). His commentary also shows opposition to Arian denial of Christ’s deity. The commentary exists in one copy only, which contains original material by Apringius on Revelation 1:1—5:7 and Revelation 18:6—22:21. The remaining commentary consists of whole sections of Jerome’s corrected version of Victorinus. Interesting is the interpretation of the seven seals, which Apringius understands christologically as the incarnation, birth, passion, death, resurrection, glory and kingdom. In his humanity these together complete all that was sealed in the Old Testament.71 It has been suggested that Apringius’s text may originally have been homilies preached between Easter and Pentecost, when portions of the Revelation were read in the Visigothic church. In any case, the influence of Apringius’s commentary seems to have been confined to the Iberian Peninsula, since Beatus of Liebana is the only later author to make reference to it.72 It does not appear that Apringius knew the commentary on Revelation by Tyconius.

The commentary of Bede the Venerable (d. 735) makes extensive use of Jerome’s edition of Victorinus, of Tyconius and of Primasius. Often quoted are Augustine and Gregory the Great as well. Born about 673, at seven years Bede was given into the care of the monks of Jarrow, where he lived the rest of his life. His Explanation of the Apocalypse is dedicated to Hwaetberct, named Eusebius because of his piety, who succeeded as abbot of Wearmouth and Jarrow in 716. The commentary was written some time before that date. In his dedicatory letter to Eusebius, Bede, using Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine, explicitly mentions the seven rules of Tyconius and openly admits to his significant use of them. Bede divides the Revelation into seven sections that correspond to seven ages of the world through which the church moves. It is likely that this schema was inspired by the seven rules of Tyconius, even if he were not the origin of it.73 Along with the other eighth-century commentaries of Autpertus (d. 781) and Beatus (d. 798),74 that of Bede marks a transition in the history of Western interpretation of the Revelation. Especially the commentaries of Bede and Autpertus fully incorporate Augustine, Tyconius and Primasius and become the principal means by which those traditions come to Carolingian interpreters such as Alcuin and Haimo.

The first full Greek commentary on the Revelation comes from Oecumenius (early sixth century), who seems to have been a layman of high rank. Various manuscripts call him “philosophos,” “rhetor” and “scholasticus,” which would indicate broad learning. Moreover, he was the recipient of correspondence from Severus of Antioch, the most important Monophysite theologian of the sixth century. This would suggest a date of writing toward the early part of the sixth century, perhaps about 510.75 The commentary of Oecumenius is characterized by broad reading, knowledge of contemporary events and the mild allegory of the Alexandrian exegetical tradition. It also evinces considerable independence and originality, for Oecumenius shows no knowledge of any earlier commentary. At the beginning of his commentary Oecumenius explicitly mentions Athanasius, Basil, Gregory of Nazianzus, Methodius, Cyril of Alexandria and Hippolytus.76 However, his familiarity with earlier patristic literature is considerable, for he cites in addition Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Eusebius, Clement of Alexandria, and others.77

For the most part Oecumenius interprets the visions of the Revelation to refer to events surrounding the future parousia of Christ. However, from time to time a distinct christological interest is evident. At the beginning of his comments on the Revelation, Oecumenius lays out what he believes is “the pattern of pure theology,” namely, that “God the Word [consubstantial with the Father and the Spirit] was begotten from God the Father before all ages” and that “in the last days for us and our salvation he became man, not by any loss of divinity, but by the assumption of human flesh together with a rational soul, so that he who is Emmanuel may be recognized as united from two natures, from divinity and humanity, the natures subsisting perfectly according to their own integrity and distinction which arises from their natural qualities and peculiarities, neither being mixed nor changed by coming together into unity, nor being separated after the ineffable and real union.” Nestorius and Eutyches are explicitly rejected.78 A similar statement occurs toward the end of the commentary, this time containing a variation of the famous four adverbs of Chalcedon and the interesting claim that after the union there are “one person, one hypostasis, and one energy.”79 Such statements show clearly that while Oecumenius may not have been opposed to the Council of Chalcedon, he interpreted it in a manner congenial to the Monophysite interests of Severus of Antioch.

Interest in the incarnate life of Christ is manifest especially in two contexts. Like Apringius, Oecumenius interprets the seven seals as symbols for events in the life of Jesus. The first seal symbolizes the incarnation, the second his baptism, the third his miracles, the fourth his trial before Pilate, the fifth his crucifixion, the sixth his burial, and the seventh his descent into hades. Unique to Oecumenius is also his interpretation of the thousand years, which he understands to refer to the “day” of salvation, namely, to the time of the incarnation of Christ. The short time during which the devil is loose is the time between Christ and his second coming.80 Oecumenius’s knowledge of natural philosophy is employed in his discussion of the four beasts around God’s throne, which he believes to represent the four elements. The lion is fire; the ox is earth; the man is air; and the eagle is water.81

Another sixth-century Greek commentator on the Revelation was Andrew of Caesarea (early sixth century). Since Andrew seems at times to refer to the attacks of the Huns, Franz Diekamp dates Andrew’s commentary about 515.82 Although Andrew adduces with some frequency the writings of earlier writers such as Papias, Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Methodius, Eusebius, Epiphanius, Gregory of Nazianzus and Cyril of Alexandria, he never refers to any earlier commentary. However, it is clear that Andrew knew the commentary of Oecumenius and often summarizes the views of Oecumenius only to offer an alternative opinion. More than Oecumenius, Andrew is concerned with the moral life of the Christian. In the epilogue to his commentary, Andrew reminds readers that “through the seven churches we are taught steadfastness in temptations, zeal in the doing of good, and other forms of virtue.”83 Andrew rarely speculates, offering rather a careful biblical narrative and one anchored in traditional interpretation. The thousand years represents “the time from the incarnation of the Lord until the arrival of the antichrist,” the number thousand signifying perfection and completion, and only God knows how long the completion of the church will take.84 Andrew reveals opposition to the positions of Origen, indicating that he is not unaware of the issues of the Origenistic controversies of the sixth century. He speaks against the “restoration of all things” and in another work, Therapeutike, opposes the view that resurrection bodies will be spherical.85 The commentary of Andrew provided the basis for the commentary of Arethas (c. 900), a successor of Andrew as bishop of Cappadocian Caesarea. After Arethas no significant commentary on the Revelation has been written. Indeed, that of Andrew of Caesarea became the standard commentary on the book for the later Byzantine tradition.




Criteria and Selection of Commentaries

The Revelation of John was read and used by Christian writers from the second century onwards. Sometimes this use was more thematic, such as the use of the last chapters of Revelation by Irenaeus to substantiate his millennialism. Others, such as Tertullian and Cyprian, used the Revelation for specific moral exhortations. Others, such as Jerome and Augustine, use the Revelation to advance the practice of virginity. Still others, such as Athanasius, might cite the Revelation for theological and doctrinal reasons. Selections from such writers have been chosen to illustrate such use. Many of these selections possess their own intrinsic interest and significance, and they provide a certain enrichment to the more formal commentaries selected.

However, the great share of the selected texts are from the commentaries and homilies surveyed in the previous section. The use of commentaries not only gives a sense of the exegetical and theological tradition of Revelation interpretation but also to some extent provides a sequential and homogeneous interpretation of the text of the Revelation. The commentaries selected for regular citation are eight in number.

1. Victorinus of Petovium. The commentary of Victorinus is not only the earliest commentary of the Revelation that we possess, it is also the only one that comes from the pre-Nicaean period and does not reflect later doctrinal and disciplinary issues. Moreover, Victorinus is deeply influenced by early Christian interpretations and expectations, and for that reason alone its inclusion seemed to be necessary. To be sure, the text of Victorinus may not be perfectly secure. The critical edition of Johannes Haussleiter used in this volume was established from fifteenth- and sixteenth-century manuscripts. Nonetheless, before Haussleiter’s work Victorinus was known only through the various recensions of Jerome’s version. For the translation of Victorinus here I have used Haussleiter’s critical edition, Commentarii in Apocalypsin Editio Victorini (CSEL 49; Leipzig: G. Freytag, 1916).86 Mention should be made also of the Latin text with French translation of Martine Dulaey, Victorin de Poetovio. Sur l’Apocalypse (SC 423; Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1997). Her notes are helpful and at times used in the footnotes of this volume.

2. Tyconius. The (lost) commentary of Tyconius presents special problems. Given the wide influence of Tyconius on later exegetical tradition, he could not be overlooked. However, the commentary of Tyconius exists only in quotation and through its use by others often embarrassed by Tyconius’s Donatist origins. Fragments of the commentary, extant in a manuscript from the Italian monastery at Bobbio, have been edited by Francesco Lo Bue, The Turin Fragments of Tyconius’ Commentary on Revelation (Texts and Studies, n.s. 7; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963). It is generally known that some aspects of these fragments cannot have come from Tyconius, and Lo Bue suggested that the Tyconian text had probably early received “a redaction for Catholic use.”87 With this reservation in mind, the Turin fragments also possess Tyconian affinities, and in the absence of any English translation of the fragments in the Lo Bue edition, I have used the Turin fragments as from Tyconius.

Tyconius’s commentary survived through its use in early medieval Latin commentaries. Nowhere is this more the case than in the eighth-century commentary of Beatus of Liebana.88 However, Beatus was slightly outside the chronological scope of the ACCS series, and I decided rather to incorporate as much as possible of another, earlier commentary that also contained significant Tyconian material. For this purpose, the sixth-century commentary of Primasius was selected. To identify material from Tyconius in Primasius, “The Tyconian Synopsis” of Kenneth Steinhauser was used as guide.89 Therefore, some selections of Tyconius are noted as from the critical edition of Primasius’s commentary (CCL 92). By using Primasius as a source for Tyconius, more of the important commentary of Primasius could be translated for the first time.

3. Primasius. In the judgment of E. Ann Matter, the commentary of Primasius exerted “extraordinary influence on the [Latin exegetical] tradition.” “All later commentaries,” she writes, “were influenced by this one, either directly or indirectly.”90 Primasius incorporates Augustine, Tyconius and Victorinus/Jerome and influences all later interpretations. This in itself justifies the extensive use of Primasius in this volume. For the translation here I have used A. W. Adams’s critical edition of Commentarius in Apocalypsin (CCL 92).

4. Caesarius of Arles. The series of homilies known as the Expositio in Apocalypsim circulated for a long time under the name of Augustine and sometimes are referred to as the Pseudo-Augustine homilies. Some have attributed these sermons, or perhaps they are sermon notes, to Gennadius of Marseilles. However, Germain Morin has demonstrated that they come from Caesarius of Arles.91 In addition, Morin has published a critical edition of the Expositio in Sancti Caesarii Episcopi Arelatensis Opera Omnia, vol. 2 (Maretioli, 1942). Under the name of Augustine the Latin text also exists in J.-P. Migne’s Patrologiae cursus completus, Series Latinae, vol. 35 (Paris, 1845). For the translation here I have used the text in PL 35:2417-52, since it is more accessible than is the edition of Morin.

5. Apringius of Beja. The Tractatus in Apocalypsin of Apringius stands outside the tradition of Tyconius and possesses interpretation not to be found in other early medieval Latin commentaries. His commentary survives only in one twelfth-century manuscript, and its influence seems to have been limited to the Iberian peninsula. The single manuscript combines comment by Apringius (Rev 1:1—5:7; 18:6—22:20) with that of Jerome’s version of Victorinus. The commentary was first edited by Marius Férotin in Apringius e Béja: Son Commentaire de l’Apocalypse écrit sous Theudis, roi des Wisigoths (531-548) (Paris: Alphanse Picard, 1900). A Latin edition was later published in P. A. C. Vega, Apringii Pacensis Episcopi Tractatus in Apocalypsin, Scriptores Ecclesiastici Hispano-Latini Veteris et Medii Aevi, fasc. 10-11 (Madrid: Typis Augustianis Monasterii Escurialensis, 1940). A much superior critical edition is that of Roger Gryson, Apringi Pacensis Episcopi Tractatus in Apocalypsin Fragmenta quae Supersunt (CCL 107). While a Latin text with Spanish translation exists in Alberto del Campo Hernandez, Comentario al Apocalipsis de Apringio de Beja: Introduccion, Texto Latino y Traduccion (Estella: Editorio Verbo Divino, 1991), this volume offers an English translation of Apringius for the first time. For the translation the edition of Gryson was utilized (CCL 107).

6. Bede the Venerable. For the purpose of this volume, Bede the Venerable represents the outcome of patristic comment characteristic of the eighth-century commentaries, especially that of Autpertus. At the same time he was much used by the Carolingian commentators Alcuin and Haimo. An English translation by Edward Marshall exists in The Explanation of the Apocalypse by Venerable Bede (Oxford/London: James Parker & Co., 1878). I was not able to see that translation. My translation is based upon the critical edition of Roger Gryson, Bedae Presbyteri: Expositio Apocalypseos (CCL 121A).

7. Oecumenius. Oecumenius takes pride of place as the first Greek commentary of the Revelation. A Greek edition was published by H. C. Hoskier, The Complete Commentary of Oecumenius on the Apocalypse (Ann Arbor, Mich.: University of Michigan Press, 1928). This edition has been superseded by that of Marc de Groote, Oecumenii Commentarius in Apocalypsin, Traditio Exegetica Graeca 8 (Louvain: Peeters, 1999). A rough English translation of Oecumenius’s commentary was kindly provided to me by Clifford H. DuRousseau. The translation of Oecumenius in this volume is based upon the critical edition of de Groote (TEG 8).

8. Andrew of Caesarea. Andrew’s Commentary on the Apocalypse is the standard commentary of the Byzantine tradition. Its interest lies not only in its historical importance but also in the fact that he often engages the interpretations of Oecumenius. The commentary of Oecumenius is divided into twelve discourses, but there is no apparent attempt by Oecumenius to divide the Revelation into meaningful sections. It is Andrew of Caesarea who seems to have the distinction of being the first to divide the Revelation according to a conceived pattern. In the prologue to his commentary Andrew indicates that he has divided the Revelation into twenty-four books (lo&goi) corresponding to the twenty-four elders. Each of these books is further divided into three chapters (kefa&laia) corresponding to the three-fold nature of man, body, soul and spirit.92 There are, therefore, seventy-two chapters in all. In keeping with the spirit of the ACCS series, this volume divides the Revelation according to the pattern of Andrew of Caesarea. The critical edition of Andrew’s commentary is that of Josef Schmid, Studien zur Geschichte des Griechischen Apokalypse-Textes, 1, Teil: Der Apokalypse-Kommentar des Andreas von Kaisareia, Muenchener Theologische Studien (Munich: K. Zink, 1955). My translation is based upon this edition by Schmid (MTS 1 Sup 1). English quotations from Andrew are also available in Averky Taushev, The Apocalypse: In the Teachings of Ancient Christianity, translated by Father Seraphim Rose (Platina, Calif.: St. Herman of Alaska Brotherhood, 1985, 1995).

It is my hope that the selections in this volume will give an adequate idea of the broad use of the Revelation by the patristic writers as they attempted to guide and to encourage their readers on their way to the new Jerusalem. As space has permitted, I have attempted to give adequate context so that the creative use of Scripture, the theological interest and the pastoral intent can be discerned. It is an honor and privilege to participate in a project that invites laypeople and clergy to hear the voice of the Fathers and to recognize in them the faith that unites all Christians. Especially do I thank Thomas Oden for the opportunity to participate is this wonderful series. I thank also the editorial team of ACCS at Drew University, led by Joel Elowsky, for their effort in providing me the first gathering of texts for use in this volume and for their editing and encouragement along the way. The Reverend Robert Smith of Walther Theological Library, Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, Indiana, was also most helpful in structuring and formatting the text.
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  THE REVELATION TO JOHN




  


  THE REVELATION OF JESUS CHRIST
REVELATION 1:1-9


  

    OVERVIEW: As the Word and Son of God, Christ reveals to the saints what he is given from his Father. By calling the saints “servants,” Christ shows that he is their Creator (OECUMENIUS). The revelation from Christ unveils heavenly secrets inaccessible to human senses (APRINGIUS). In the Revelation, Christ discloses the course of the life of the church to her perfection at the end (BEDE). Writing to seven churches, John is in fact writing to all churches and to all ages, for the number seven represents the present life (APRINGIUS, ANDREW OF CAESAREA). Through these churches the grace of God comes by the Holy Spirit to a prideful human race (CAESARIUS OF ARLES). John addresses the churches in the name of the Trinity who “was” and “is” and “is to come” (ANDREW OF CAESAREA). The seven spirits are seven angels who are ministers of Christ (OECUMENIUS), or they represent the one Holy Spirit in his sevenfold grace (APRINGIUS).


    John also addresses the churches in the name of Jesus Christ, for in his humanity Christ was the faithful witness of his deity and cleansed us from sin by his blood (APRINGIUS). Christian martyrs are witnesses of this faithful witness (EUSEBIUS). As the firstborn of the dead, Christ abolished death and became the source and pattern of our salvation (IRENAEUS, ATHANASIUS). As the firstborn, Christ gave the adoption of sonship even to those who lived before the incarnation (BEDE), and he initiated the general resurrection (OECUMENIUS). Christ will come again in that same flesh in which he ascended into heaven (FULGENTIUS OF RUSPE), and his angels, who are called “clouds,” will accompany him (OECUMENIUS). Christ calls himself the “Alpha and Omega” because he is both Creator and Redeemer (AUGUSTINE), and in him all things at the end return as they were at the beginning (TERTULLIAN). Christ calls himself “the Almighty,” indicating that he shares one Godhead with the Father (ATHANASIUS). John received this revelation during the reign of Caesar Claudius (APRINGIUS), or in another opinion, at the time of Domitian (BEDE).


    

      1:1 The Revelation of Jesus Christ



      REVELATION MAKES KNOWN WHAT WE CANNOT KNOW. APRINGIUS OF BEJA: From this we learn that this [book] is called an Apocalypse, that is, “revelation,” which manifests those secrets which are hidden and unknown to the senses, and that unless [Christ] himself reveals them, he who perceives [the revelation] will not have the strength to understand what he sees. TRACTATE ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.1.1


       


      “SOON” INDICATES A RELATION TO ETERNITY. OECUMENIUS: When it is said to him, “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave to him,” it is as though he said, “This revelation is given from the Father to the Son, and then from the Son to us,” his servants. By calling the saints the “servants” of Christ, he safeguards what is proper to his deity. For, to whom would men belong, unless to him who is the Maker and Creator of humankind? And who is the Creator of humankind and of all creation? No one other than the only begotten Word and Son of God! For, the present author says in the Gospel, “All things were made through him.”2 And why does he wish to add “what must soon take place,” although those events which will take place have not yet occurred, even though a considerable span of time has passed, more than five hundred years, since these words were spoken? Because to the eyes of the eternal and endless God all ages are regarded as nothing, for, as the prophet says, “A thousand years in your sight, O Lord, are as yesterday when it is past, or as a watch in the night.”3 For this reason, therefore, he added “soon,” not to indicate a measure of time which must pass before the fulfillment of what must happen, but to indicate the power and eternality of God. For to him who is, any passage of time, even should it be great and considerable, is something small when compared with that which is unending. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.1-2.4


       


      THE REVELATION REVEALS THE HISTORY OF THE CHURCH. BEDE: When the church had been established by the apostles, it was proper that it be revealed by what course [the church] was to be extended and was to be perfected at the end, so that the preachers of the faith might be strengthened against the adversaries of the world. As was his custom, John refers the glory of the Son to the Father and testifies that Jesus Christ received the revelation of this mystery from God. EXPLANATION OF THE APOCALYPSE 1.1.5


    


    

    

      1:3 Blessed Are Those Who Read and Hear



      PERFECTION IS TO DO WHAT YOU READ AND HEAR. APRINGIUS OF BEJA: He wishes to make clear that the reading does not accomplish the obedience of the commandments, nor does the hearing display the completion of an accomplished deed. Rather, that alone is perfection, when you perform with understanding what you read and what you hear. “The time is short.” For those who accomplish these things, he does not prolong the time of recompense, but he says that the giving of the divine reward is near. TRACTATE ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.3.6


    


    

    

      1:4 To the Seven Churches



      PERTAINING TO ALL THE CHURCHES. APRINGIUS OF BEJA: What is the importance of the people of Asia that they alone deserve to receive the apostolic revelation? However, there is a mystery in the number and a sacrament in the name of the province. First, let us discuss the meaning of the number, because both the number six and the number seven are always used in the law with a mystical meaning: “For God made heaven and earth in six days,”7 and “on the seventh day he rested from his works”8 and “on it,” it says, “they shall enter again into my rest.”9 The number seven, therefore, signifies the period of the present life, so that the apostle is not merely writing to seven churches and to that world in which he was then present, but it is understood that he is giving these writings to all future ages, even to the consummation of the world. Therefore, he mentions the number in a most holy manner, and he names “Asia,” which means “elevated” or “walking,” indicating that celestial fatherland which we call the “catholic church.” For exalted by the Lord and always moving toward the things which are above, it is the church which advances by spiritual exercises and is always desirous of the things of heaven. TRACTATE ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.4.10


       


      THROUGH THE SPIRIT THE APOSTLES BRING GRACE. CAESARIUS OF ARLES: Asia means “elevated,” by which the human race is indicated. These seven churches and the lampstands are to be seriously considered because it is the sevenfold grace which is given by God through Jesus Christ, our Lord, to us of the human race who have believed. For he himself promised to send to us the Spirit Paraclete from heaven, whom he also sent to the apostles who were seen to be in Asia, that is, in the prideful world, where he also gave the sevenfold grace to the seven churches, that is to us, through his servant John. EXPOSITION ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.4, HOMILY 1.11


       


      GREETINGS FROM THE TRINITY. ANDREW OF CAESAREA: Although there are many churches in every place, he wrote to seven only. For through the number seven he indicates the mystery of the church which exists everywhere and that which corresponds to the present life in which there is a sevenfold period of days. And therefore he makes mention of seven angels and seven churches to which he says, “Grace to you and peace from the tri-hypostatic12 deity.” Through the phrase “who is” the Father is indicated, who spoke to Moses: “I am Who I am.”13 Through the phrase “who was” the Word is indicated, who was in the beginning with God. And through the phrase “who is to come” the Paraclete is indicated, who always visits the children of the church in holy baptism but will come more perfectly and more clearly in the age to come. It is possible to recognize in the seven spirits the seven angels who have received the governance of the churches. These are not numbered with the most divine and royal Trinity but are mentioned together with it as servants, even as the divine apostle says: “I testify to you before God and the elect angels.”14 These phrases may be understood also in another manner. The phrase “who is and who was and who is to come” may signify the Father, who encompasses in himself the beginning, the middle and the end of all things. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.4.15


       


      THE SEVEN SPIRITS CORRESPOND WITH THE SEVENFOLD GIFTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. APRINGIUS OF BEJA: Here is that mystery of the number seven which is everywhere indicated. Here the seven spirits are introduced, which are one and the same Spirit, that is, the Holy Spirit, who is one in name, sevenfold in power, invisible and incorporeal, and whose form is impossible to comprehend. The great Isaiah revealed the number of its sevenfold powers when he wrote: “the Spirit of wisdom and understanding”—that through understanding and wisdom he might teach that he is the creator of all things—“the Spirit of counsel and might”—who conceived these things that he might create them—“the Spirit of knowledge and piety”—who governs the creation with piety by the exercise of his knowledge and whose purposes are always according to mercy—“the Spirit of the fear of the Lord”—by whose gift the fear of the Lord is manifested to rational creatures.16 This is itself the sacred character of the Spirit who is to be worshiped. It includes rather the ineffable praise, and does not indicate any form of nature. TRACTATE ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.4.17


       


      THE SEVEN SPIRITS ARE SEVEN ANGELS. OECUMENIUS: The seven spirits are seven angels. However, they are not to be regarded as of equal honor or co-eternal with the Holy Trinity, by no means, but as true assistants and faithful servants. For the prophet says to God, “All things are your servants,”18 and among “all things” are included also the angels. And in another place he says concerning them, “Bless the Lord, all his hosts, his ministers that do his will.”19 And the apostle uses this manner of speaking in his first letter to Timothy: “I urge you before God and Jesus Christ and the elect angels.”20 And so when he says, “which are before his throne,” he is giving added witness to their order as servants and ministers, but in no way to any equality in honor. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.4B.21


    


    

    

      1:5 Jesus Christ the Faithful Witness



      THE WORD MADE FLESH IS WITNESS. APRINGIUS OF BEJA: Since earlier he had recalled that Word who, before the assumption of the flesh, was with the Father in glory, he of necessity adds the humanity of the assumed flesh when he says, “And from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness.” For through the humanity which he had assumed, he gave a faithful testimony to his divinity, and by his passion and blood he interceded for our sins and cleansed us from all unrighteousness. And so, for the sake of our frailty and weakness he brought a faithful witness to God the Father “with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change.”22 TRACTATE ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.5.23


       


      THE MARTYR IS WITNESS OF HIM WHO IS TRUE WITNESS. EUSEBIUS OF CAESAREA24: They did not proclaim themselves witnesses, nor did they allow us to address them by this name. If any one of us, in letter or conversation, spoke of them as witnesses, they rebuked him sharply. For they conceded cheerfully the appellation of “Witness” to Christ “the faithful and true Witness,”25 “firstborn of the dead,” and prince of the life of God. They reminded us of the witnesses who had already departed, and said, “They are already witnesses whom Christ has deemed worthy to be taken up in their confession, having sealed their testimony by their departure. But we are lowly and humble confessors.” ECCLESIASTICAL HISTORY 5.2.2-3.26


       


      AS FIRSTBORN OF THE DEAD, CHRIST IS SOURCE OF LIFE. IRENAEUS: Great, then, was the mercy of God the Father. He sent the creative Word, who, when he came to save us, put himself in our position, and in the same situation in which we lost life. He loosed the prison bonds, and his light appeared and dispelled the darkness in the prison, and he sanctified our birth and abolished death, loosing those same bonds by which we were held. He showed forth the resurrection, becoming himself the firstborn from the dead, and raised in himself prostrate man, being lifted up to the heights of heaven, at the right hand of the glory of the Father. Just as God had promised through the prophet, saying, “I will raise up the tabernacle of David.”27 This means that which is fallen, the body sprung from David. This was in truth accomplished by our Lord Jesus Christ, in the triumph of our redemption, that he raise us in truth, setting us free to the Father. . . . as the firstborn of the dead, head and source also of the life unto God. PROOF OF THE APOSTOLIC PREACHING 38-39.28


       


      AS FIRSTBORN FROM THE DEAD, CHRIST IS THE PATTERN OF OUR SALVATION. ATHANASIUS: Although it was after us that he was made man for us and became our brother by likeness of body, still he is called and is the firstborn of us. Since all people were lost through the transgression of Adam, Christ’s flesh was saved first of all and was liberated, because it was the Word’s body. Henceforth also we, having become joined together with his body, are saved through it. For in his body the Lord becomes our guide to the kingdom of heaven and to his own Father, saying, “I am the way”29 and “the door,” and “through me all must enter.”30 Wherefore he is also said to be “firstborn from the dead,” not because he died before us, since we died first, but because he suffered death for us and abolished it, and therefore, as man, was the first to rise, raising his own body for our sakes. Therefore, since he has risen, we too shall rise from the dead from him and through him. DISCOURSES AGAINST THE ARIANS 2.61.31


       


      IN CHRIST THE GENERAL RESURRECTION IS BEGUN. OECUMENIUS: Paul also ascribes to him this phrase, saying, “Who is the firstfruits, the firstborn from the dead.”32 They call him the “firstborn from the dead” since he initiated the general resurrection and “has renewed for us a new and living way (namely, the resurrection of the dead) through the veil, that is, through his flesh,” as it is written.33 For all of those who rose again from the dead before the coming of the Lord were again handed over to death, for that was not the true resurrection but merely a reprieve from the time of death. Therefore, none of them is named the “firstborn from the dead,” but the Lord is indeed called this, since he is become the source and cause of the true resurrection and, as it were, has become a certain firstfruits of the resurrection of men, becoming such as they were and going forth as from a certain bridal chamber out of death unto life. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.5.34


       


      CHRIST IS THE FIRSTBORN EVEN OF THOSE WHO PRECEDED HIS BIRTH. BEDE: It can be understood that, for a special reason, the Lord was said to be firstborn, according to what John says in the Apocalypse about him. . . . And the apostle Paul says, “Now those whom he has foreknown he has also predestined to become conformed to the image of his Son, that he himself should be the firstborn among many brothers.”35 He is the firstborn among many brothers because “to as many as received him he gave the power to become sons of God,”36 of whom he is rightly named the firstborn because in dignity he came before all the sons of adoption, even those who in their birth preceded the time of his incarnation. Therefore, they can with the greatest truth bear witness with John, “He who comes after us was before us.”37 That is, “He was born in the world after us, but by the merit of his virtue and kingdom he is rightfully called the firstborn of us all.” HOMILIES ON THE GOSPELS 1.5.38


    


    

    

      1:6 A Kingdom and Priests



      WE ARE PRIESTS IN CHRIST, THE ETERNAL PRIEST. BEDE: Since the King of kings and the celestial Priest united us to his own body by offering himself up for us, there is no one of the saints who is spiritually deprived of the office of the priesthood, since everyone is a member of the eternal Priest. EXPLANATION OF THE APOCALYPSE 1.6.39


    


    

    

      1:7 All Shall See His Coming



      CHRIST WILL RETURN IN THE FLESH. FULGENTIUS OF RUSPE: Hold most firmly and never doubt that the Word made flesh always has the same truly human flesh with which God the Word was born of the Virgin, with which he was crucified and died, with which he rose and ascended to heaven and sits at the right hand of God, with which he will come again to judge the living and the dead. For this reason, the apostles heard from the angels, “He . . . will return in the same way as you have seen him going into heaven,”40 and the blessed John says, “Behold, he will come amid the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the tribes of the earth will see him.” LETTER TO PETER ON THE FAITH 20.63.41


       


      THE HOLY ANGELS WILL ACCOMPANY CHRIST WHEN HE RETURNS VISIBLY. OECUMENIUS: I think that the divine Scripture figuratively calls the holy angels “clouds” because of their lightness and sublimity and movement in the air, as though it were saying, “The Lord will come, being carried and attended by his holy angels.” And the prophet speaks of him in this way: “And he rode upon a cherub and he flew; he flew upon the wings of the wind.”42 And he writes, “every eye will see him, every one who pierced him.” At his second and glorious coming, he will not come as though he were hiding in a corner. Nor will he come secretly as he did in his previous coming, when he visited the world in the flesh. The prophet showed that this coming would be hidden, when he said, “He will come down as rain upon a fleece and as rain drops which fall upon the earth.” He will rather come openly and visibly, so that he will be seen by every eye, even by those who are especially sinful and impious. And of these, those who maltreated or pierced him must be regarded as a class of their own. “And all tribes of the earth will wail on account of him,” namely, those peoples who have remained in unbelief and have not come to bend their neck to his saving yoke. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.7.43


    


    

    

      1:8 The Alpha and the Omega



      IN CHRIST THE END RETURNS TO THE BEGINNING. TERTULLIAN: In the same way the Lord applied to himself two Greek letters, the first and the last, as figures of the beginning and the end which are united in himself. For just as Alpha continues on until it reaches Omega and Omega completes the cycle back again to Alpha, so he meant to show us that in him is found the course of all things from the beginning to the end and from the end back to the beginning. Every divine dispensation should end in him through whom it first began, that is, in the Word made flesh.44 Accordingly, it should also end in the same way in which it first began. So truly in Christ are all things recalled to their beginning. So the faith has turned away from circumcision back to the integrity of the flesh, as it was in the beginning. So, too, there is liberty now to eat any kind of food, with abstention from blood alone, as it was in the beginning.45 There is a unity of marriage, as it was in the beginning. There is a prohibition of divorce, which was not in the beginning.46 Finally, the whole man is called once more to paradise, where he was in the beginning. ON MONOGAMY 5.47


       


      CHRIST IS ALPHA AND OMEGA, CREATOR AND REDEEMER. AUGUSTINE: The martyrdom of the blessed apostles has consecrated this day for us. It was by despising the world that they earned this renown throughout the whole world. Peter was the first of the apostles and Paul the last of the apostles. The first and the last were brought to one and the same day for martyrdom by the First and the Last, by Christ. In order to grasp what I’ve said, turn your minds to the Alpha and the Omega. The Lord himself said plainly in the Apocalypse, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first”—before whom is nobody—“the last”—after whom is nobody;48 he precedes all things and sets a term to all things. Do you want to gaze upon him as the first? “All things were made through him.”49 Do you seek him as the last? “For Christ is the end of the law, that every one who has faith may be justified.”50 In order for you to live at some time or other, you had him as your creator. In order for you to live always, you have him as your redeemer. SERMON 299B.1, ON THE BIRTHDAY OF THE HOLY APOSTLES PETER AND PAUL.51


       


      AS THE ALMIGHTY, CHRIST IS ONE GOD WITH THE FATHER. ATHANASIUS: The Godhead of the Son is the Father’s. It is indivisible. Thus there is one God and none other but he. So, since they are one, and the Godhead itself one, the same things are said of the Son, which are said of the Father, except his being said to be Father. For instance, it is said that he is God: “And the Word was God.”52 It is said that he is Almighty, “Thus says he who was and is and is to come, the Almighty.”53 It is said that he is Lord, “one Lord Jesus Christ.”54 It is said that he is Light, “I am the Light,”55 that he wipes out sins, “that you may know,” he says, “that the Son of man has power upon earth to forgive sins,”56 and so with other attributes. For “all things,” says the Son himself, “whatsoever the Father has, are mine”; and again, “And mine are yours.”57 DISCOURSES AGAINST THE ARIANS 3.4.58


    


    

    

      1:9 John on the Island of Patmos



      JOHN ON PATMOS DURING THE REIGN OF CLAUDIUS. APRINGIUS OF BEJA: The ecclesiastical writers have taught that at the time of Claudius Caesar, when that famine which the prophet Agabus had announced in the Acts of the Apostles59 would come in ten years time was at its height, that during that difficulty this same Caesar, impelled by his usual vanity, had instituted a persecution of the churches. It was during this time that he ordered John, the apostle of our Lord, Jesus Christ, to be transported into exile, and he was taken to the island of Patmos, and while there confirmed this writing. That he might present the trials of suffering which he was bearing at that time, he recalls that he was a participant in suffering, and then he adds the kingdom to the suffering of tribulation, and because of the kingdom to be received he further adds the patient endurance which he bore for the sake of Jesus. TRACTATE ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.9.60


       


      JOHN ON PATMOS DURING THE REIGN OF DOMITIAN. BEDE: History notes that John had been banished to this island by the emperor Domitian on account of the gospel, and that then he was, appropriately, allowed to penetrate the secrets of heaven while [at the same time] prohibited from leaving a small space of the earth. EXPLANATION OF THE APOCALYPSE 1.9.61


    


    










JOHN SEES THE VOICE SPEAKING TO HIM
REVELATION 1:10-20


OVERVIEW: Despite the weakness of his human nature, John was raised up to see the secrets of God (APRINGIUS). In the Spirit he wrote to seven churches which represent the one catholic church and whose names mystically indicate the struggle between truth and error in the church to the end of time (VICTORINUS, APRINGIUS). The vision of Christ who speaks to John reveals the invisible glory of the Father (IRENAEUS). Christ walks in the midst of seven lampstands, for he is the Light upon which the light of the churches rests (APRINGIUS). The churches are therefore called lampstands, not lights (OECUMENIUS).

Christ is “like” a son of man, for he is now ascended and united to the Spirit (VICTORINUS). Moreover, his two natures are indicated (OECUMENIUS), as well as the unity of Christ with the church (PRIMASIUS). Christ is dressed in the robe of his flesh (VICTORINUS) and wears a girdle about his breasts, which are the two Testaments (APRINGIUS) or the two Testaments that nourish Christians unto eternal life (CAESARIUS OF ARLEs). The girdle is about the breasts, not the loins, for the gospel deepens the commandments of the law (JEROME) and restrains the wrath of God by the benevolence of our High Priest (ANDREW OF CAESAREA).

The white head of Christ indicates that God is his head (VICTORINUS), that he is pure and merciful (APRINGIUS) and that the mystery of the gospel is ancient (OECUMENIUS). The white hairs indicate also the newly baptized who are the sheep of Christ and the new Jerusalem, which comes down from heaven as does the snow (CAESARIUS OF ARLES). The feet of Christ are the apostles who bring the good news (VICTORINUS) or the human nature of Christ, which is refined by the divine nature (APRINGIUS, ANDREW OF CAESAREA). Refined by fire, the feet refer also to the church of the endtime, which will be tested by afflictions (BEDE). The voice of Christ is like many waters, for God works in many ways and his preaching goes throughout the world (IRENAEUS, OECUMENIUS). The sword of his mouth is variously viewed as the law and the gospel (VICTORINUS), the Holy Spirit (FULGENTIUS OF RUSPE), the letter and the spirit of the divine teaching (JEROME) or the judgment (OECUMENIUS). The face of Christ is compared with the sun, for he died and rose again (VICTORINUS). Moreover, united to Christ, the church also will shine like the sun (BEDE).

At the vision of Christ, John fell down out of fear and humility (APRINGIUS), but Christ raised him up, for he died that we might live (OECUMENIUS). The seven stars are the church to the end of time (APRINGIUS), and the lampstands are the church, which bears the light of Christ to the world through the unity of its faith and preaching (IRENAEUS).


1:10 A Voice Like a Trumpet


JOHN SAW THE SECRET THINGS OF GOD. APRINGIUS OF BEJA: He says that he was taken up in the spirit, that is, that he was raised up to the secret things of God, in order that he might see those things which he was to speak. Moreover, he says that he did not enter into the heights of heaven in a bodily manner, but that he entered in the spirit, recalling this word, “No one has ascended into heaven except he who has descended, namely the Son of man, who is in heaven.”1 The holy apostle Paul also says that he was taken up, but in what way? He says, “Whether in the body or out of the body, I do not know, God knows.”2 He writes that he had been taken up into ecstasy, in the spirit. But since the day of the Lord is mentioned in this passage, when he says that he had been taken up in the spirit, he is indicating that he had been cleansed of any work of a profane kind. For, on the Lord’s day the apostle could only devote himself to divine things and holy duties. . . . Concerning the preachers of the gospel, it is written, “Cry aloud, do not cease, lift up your voice as a trumpet.”3 And concerning the words “behind me,” the prophet said, “And they shall hear a voice from behind of one teaching.”4 Let all humanity be exalted to whatever degree of sanctity, in comparison to the holy acts of God and to the divine words, it can by no means ever stand as an equal before his presence and face. But our flesh, weighed down by a certain weakness, is instructed, as it were, from behind by the words of God. Therefore, in saying “behind me” he indicates the weakness of his human nature. TRACTATE ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.10.5




1:11 Write to the Seven Churches


THE SEVEN CHURCHES REPRESENT THE ONE CATHOLIC CHURCH. VICTORINUS OF PETOVIUM: He mentions seven churches by the explicit use of their own names to which he has sent letters. He does this not because they are the only churches, or even the most important of the churches, but because what he says to one, he says to all. For it makes no difference whether one speaks to a cohort, in number only a few soldiers, or whether one speaks through it to the entire army. Whether in Asia or in the whole world, Paul taught that all of the seven churches which are named are one catholic [church].6 And therefore, that he might preserve this understanding, he did not exceed the number of seven churches, but he wrote to the Romans, to the Corinthians, to the Ephesians, to the Thessalonians, to the Galatians, to the Philippians and to the Colossians. Later he wrote only to individual persons, lest he exceed the number of seven churches. . . . We read that this type was announced by the Holy Spirit through Isaiah [who spoke] of seven women who seized one man.7 However, this one man is Christ, who was not born of seed. And the seven women are churches who received their own bread and wear their own clothes but who ask that their reproach be taken away and that his name be invoked over them. The “bread” is the Holy Spirit, who nourishes to eternal life. It is “their own” because it has been promised to them through faith, and “their own clothes” refers to the promises which have been made to them and by which they wish to be covered, as Paul says: “It is necessary that this corruptible be clothed with incorruption and that this mortal be clothed with immortality.”8 And the words “that their reproach be taken away” refer to that first sin which is taken away in baptism when each person begins to be called a “Christian,” which is the meaning of the words “your name will be invoked over us.” In these seven churches, therefore, we are to think of the one church. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.7.9

 

THE NAMES OF THE CHURCHES CONTAIN MYSTERIES. APRINGIUS OF BEJA: We have already said that he addressed one church which exists during the time of the whole world, that is, from that time when he spoke to the consummation of the world. Since he now mentions the names of these churches specifically, let us see what meanings they have. . . . There is a mighty mystery in the names which we will examine and discuss to the extent that God allows. Ephesus means “my will” or “my plan.” He wills that we know that the whole reality of our faith and the dignity of the catholic church is not to be ascribed to human merit, but they are the will of God and the disposition of the divine purpose. Smyrna means “their song.” And what else is the song of the perfect if not the celestial doctrine and the preaching of the gospel and the advance of the Christian religion, or the melodious confession of the catholic church? Pergamum means “to him who divides their horns.” This refers either to the insolence of the powers of the air, or to the arrogance of the heretics. And he teaches that the pride of the powers is always to be separated and divided from the congregation of the church, for the horns are either power or arrogance. He writes to Thyatira, that is “enlightened.” This signifies that, after the expulsion of heretical pride and after the defeat of temptations from the powers of the air, the holy church is deserving of the light of righteousness. Sardis means the “beginning of beauty.” The church is seized by the sun of righteousness and is illumined by the light of truth, so that she might have the beginning of beauty, the Lord Jesus Christ, and might always shine in perpetual light. Philadelphia means “preserving devotion to the Lord.” After possessing the sun of righteousness, after the illumination of holiness, after the comeliness of holy beauty, the church rightly is devoted to the Lord and preserves herself by an inviolable observation of devotion. Laodicea means either “a tribe beloved of the Lord,” or, as some would have it, “a birth is expected.” Both are meaningful, for she who has merited the beauty of faith and the sun of righteousness and knows that through faith the Lord cleaves to her, might also be a tribe whom the Lord loves, who is both loved by the Lord and preserved by the Lord. Furthermore, the church might well await her own birth, either the regeneration of baptism or the glory of the resurrection, whenever she preserves herself by humility and patience. TRACTATE ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.11.10




1:12a The Voice Speaking to John


CHRIST REVEALS THE GLORY OF THE INVISIBLE FATHER. IRENAEUS: Neither Moses nor Elijah nor Ezekiel, who all had many celestial visions, saw God. Rather, what they did see were likenesses of the splendor of the Lord and prophecies of things to come. It is evident that the Father is indeed invisible, of whom also the Lord said, “No man has seen God at any time.”11 But his Word, as he himself willed it, and for the benefit of those who beheld, did show the Father’s brightness and explained his purposes, as also the Lord said, “The only begotten God, which is in the bosom of the Father, he has declared [him].”12 . . . John also, the Lord’s disciple, when seeing the priestly and glorious advent of his kingdom, says in the Apocalypse: “I turned to see the voice that spoke with me. And, being turned, I saw seven golden candlesticks, and in their midst One like the Son of man, clothed with a garment reaching to the feet, and wrapped around the chest with a golden girdle. His head and his hair were white, as white as wool, and as snow. His eyes were like a flame of fire. His feet were like fine brass, as if they were forged in a furnace. His voice [was] like the sound of waters. He had in his right hand seven stars. Out of his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword. He looked like the sun shining at full strength.” For in these words he sets forth something of the glory [which he has received] from his Father, as the head. He sets forth something of the priestly office, as in the case of the long garment reaching to the feet. And this was the reason why Moses vested the high priest after this fashion. Something also alludes to the end [of all things], as [where he speaks of] the fine brass being forged in the fire, which denotes the power of faith, and constant prayer, because of the consuming fire which is to come at the end of time. AGAINST HERESIES 4.20.11.13

 

THE VOICE WAS NOT SENSORY. ANDREW OF CAESAREA: He shows that the voice was not sensory when he says, “I turned,” not to hear but “to see the voice.” For spiritual hearing and spiritual seeing are the same thing. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.12.14




1:12b Seven Golden Lampstands


THE LIGHT OF THE CHURCH RESTS ON CHRIST. APRINGIUS OF BEJA: Resting on three arms, a lampstand raises the body of a single shaft, and upon this shaft there is placed a lamp of light. “For no other foundation can any one lay than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ,”15 says the apostle, “from which the whole body, joined and knit together by every joint with which it is supplied, makes bodily growth and upbuilds itself in love, according to the work and ability of each member.”16 This is that branch of which it is said: “There shall come forth a branch from the stump of Jesse.”17 Upon this branch a light is placed, that is, the light of the catholic church is made ready, so that seized by the truth of his light, she might herself bring forth perpetual light, and marked by the manifestation of one faith, she might be exalted by the light of the divine majesty. TRACTATE ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.12.18

 

THE CHURCHES ARE LAMPSTANDS, NOT LIGHTS. OECUMENIUS: As he himself will explain a little later, the seven lampstands are the seven churches to which he is commanded to write. He calls them “lampstands” since they carry in themselves the “illumination of the glory of Christ.”19 He did not call them “lamps” but “lampstands,” for a lampstand itself does not possess the capacity to shine, but it bears that which is capable of illumination. Likewise, Christ mentally illuminates his churches. For just as the holy apostle exhorts those who have received the Faith, “be as lights in the world, holding fast the word of life”20—for indeed the lamp does not in itself possess light, but it is receptive of that light which comes to it—so also here the Evangelist saw the churches as lampstands and not as lights. For it is said concerning Christ, “You shine forth marvelously from the everlasting mountains,”21 probably meaning the angelic powers; and again he says to the Father, “Send out your light and your truth”22; and again, “the light of your countenance, O Lord.”23 And so, those who partake of the divine light are described on the one hand as lights and on the other hand as lampstands. He says that the lampstands are “golden” on account of the value and excellence of those made worthy to receive the divine light. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.12-16.24





1:13a One Like a Son of Man


THE ASCENDED CHRIST IS MORE THAN SON OF MAN. VICTORINUS OF PETOVIUM: It says that “in the midst of the golden lampstands there was one walking similar to a son of man.” It says “similar,” because death had been destroyed. For when he had ascended into heaven, and when his body was united to the Spirit of glory which he received from the Father, henceforth he could be called as though Son of God and no longer as though son of man. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.2.25

 

CHRIST AND THE CHURCH ARE ONE. PRIMASIUS: “And I saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst of the lampstands was one like a son of man.” He saw Christ who rather often desires to be called by this name. He who is the enclothed Christ is the seven lampstands themselves. Whether the seven lampstands or the seven stars, both refer to the church. . . . On account of the exalted nature of the divine discourse, on occasion the genus cannot be described clearly, because it is more easily seen than expressed. . . . So also in this passage, among the seven lampstands he is describing the church in the Son of man. “For,” the apostle says, “the two shall become one flesh, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church.”26 As I said above, the genus is clarified through various species.27 COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.12.28

 

“LIKE A SON OF MAN” INDICATES THE TWO NATURES. OECUMENIUS: He calls him “son of man” who for our sakes humbled himself to the form of a servant, namely, Christ, who became “fruit of the womb,”29 as the holy psalmist says, that is, the womb of the unwedded and ever-virgin Mary. For since Mary is a human being and our sister, it is appropriate that God the Word, conceived virginally according to the flesh, is also called “son of man.” And he has spoken with precision, for he did not say “son of man” but “like a son of man,” since he is also God and Lord of all, the Emmanuel. COMMENTARY ON THE APOCALYPSE 1.12-16.30
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