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General Introduction


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

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

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

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

To carry out this mission each volume of the ACT series has four aspirations:


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


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


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


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





For Whom Is This Series Designed?

We have selected and translated these texts primarily for general and nonprofessional use by an audience that studies the Bible regularly.

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

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

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

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




Readiness for Classic Spiritual Formation

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

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

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

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




Ecumenical Scholarship

This series, like its two companion series, the ACCS and Ancient Christian Doctrine (ACD), are expressions of unceasing ecumenical efforts that have enjoyed the wide cooperation of distinguished scholars of many differing academic communities. Under this classic textual umbrella, it has brought together in common spirit Christians who have long distanced themselves from each other by competing church memories. But all of these traditions have an equal right to appeal to the early history of Christian exegesis. All of these traditions can, without a sacrifice of principle or intellect, come together to study texts common to them all. This is its ecumenical significance.

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

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

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




The Ancient Commentary Tradition

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

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

The general western literary genre of commentary has been definitively shaped by the history of early Christian commentaries on Scripture. It is from Origen, Hilary, the Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum, John Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria that we learn what a commentary is—far more so than in the case of classic medical or philosophical or poetic commentaries. It leaves too much unsaid simply to assume that the Christian biblical commentary took a previously extant literary genre and reshaped it for Christian texts. Rather it is more accurate to say that the Western literary genre of the commentary (and especially the biblical commentary) has patristic commentaries as its decisive pattern and prototype.

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

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




An Appeal to Allow the Text to Speak for Itself

This prompts two appeals:

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

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

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

2. In ancient Christian exegesis, chains of biblical references were often very important in thinking about the text in relation to the whole testimony of sacred Scripture, by the analogy of faith, comparing text with text, on the premise that scripturam ex scriptura explicandam esse. When ancient exegesis weaves many 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.

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




The Complementarity of Research Methods in this Series

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

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

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

3. The main task is to set forth the meaning of the biblical text itself as understood by the patristic writer. The intention of our volume editors and translators is to help the reader see clearly into the meanings which patristic commentators have discovered in the biblical text. Exegesis in its classic sense implies an effort to explain, interpret and comment on a text, its meaning, its sources and its connections with other texts. It implies a close reading of the text, utilizing whatever linguistic, historical, literary or theological resources are available to explain it. It is contrasted with eisegesis, which implies that interpreters have imposed their own personal opinions or assumptions upon the text. The patristic writers actively practiced intratextual exegesis, which seeks to define and identify the exact wording of the text, its grammatical structure and the interconnectedness of its parts. They also practiced extratextual exegesis, seeking to discern the geographical, historical or cultural context in which the text was written. Our editors and annotators will also be attentive as needed to the ways in which the ancient Christian writer described his own interpreting process or hermeneutic assumptions.

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




The Function of the ACT Introductions, Annotations and Translations

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

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

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

 

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









Translator’s Introduction


The identity of Ambrosiaster and the history of the transmission of his great commentary on the Pauline Epistles are two of the great questions of patristic scholarship, neither of which is likely to be resolved in the foreseeable future. In her very thorough examination of the evidence, Sophie Lunn-Rockliffe has concluded that a search for his true identity is futile and that all we can say about the three different recensions of his commentary is that they are likely to have come from the author himself.1 His motives for producing different versions remain obscure, however, as does the order in which they were produced. The texts are with us in over seventy different manuscripts, but beyond that inescapable fact, all is speculation and uncertainty.


The Identity of the Author

The name Ambrosiaster seems to have been given to the author of the Pauline commentary by its Benedictine editors (1686-1690). Before that time it had been attributed to Ambrose of Milan (d. 397) for more than a thousand years, despite the fact that it differs remarkably in style and approach from the genuine writings of the great Milanese bishop. Augustine of Hippo, who knew the commentary, attributed it to a certain “Hilary,” perhaps because he thought it came from the pen of Hilary of Poitiers, though this is most unlikely. A more plausible candidate is Decimus Hilarianus Hilarius, a prominent Roman layman of the late fourth century, but this too is no more than speculation. Other suggestions, which range from Isaac the Jew to Evagrius of Pontus, are equally uncertain and open to serious objections, as Lunn-Rockliffe has shown. The tone of the commentary suggests that the author was a clergyman, and if his comments on Philemon are anything to go by, it seems that he regarded lay involvement in church affairs as anomalous. Most likely he was a presbyter of the Roman church who wanted to instruct younger clergy on how to preach and teach the Pauline Epistles. He does not appear to have had any special expertise for this task, though it is clear that he was a follower of Nicene orthodoxy and that he had an eye for pastoral questions. Many of his comments end with moral maxims which summarize principles that look very much like the message of a sermon, and it is probable that he exercised a regular preaching and teaching ministry at Rome. It may be that he deliberately chose to remain anonymous, perhaps in order to avoid the unwelcome controversy that his writings were likely to generate.

Ambrosiaster had a strong interest in Jewish laws and customs, though the suggestion that he was a Jew himself probably goes too far, since at many points in his commentary he identifies himself with the Gentile world. He was not a biblical scholar in any deep sense, although he was aware of the existence of different manuscript traditions, and occasionally attempted to reconstruct what the original Pauline text would have been (see, for example, his remarks on Romans 5:14). His knowledge of Greek was rudimentary, and perhaps it is just as well that he made virtually no attempt to correct false or inadequate renderings in the Latin version he was using by reference to the original language.

We know from internal evidence that Ambrosiaster was writing during the pontificate of Damasus I (366–384), who commissioned Jerome to produce a definitive Latin translation of the Bible. He did not use the Latin Vulgate, which was the result of Jerome’s labors, nor did he comment on it where his own version differed from that of Jerome, so we may assume that his work was complete before the Vulgate translation became known. There is also no mention of the decree making Christianity the official state religion (February 27, 380) or of the first council of Constantinople, held in 381. The impression we get is that Nicene orthodoxy was still fighting its various enemies—pagan, Jewish and heretical—and that the final outcome was sufficiently in doubt that congregations were in constant need of warning about the dangers posed by each of these. It probably took several years for the commentary to be written, so that we can make a good guess that the task was underway during the 370s. The surviving recensions shed no further light on this question, which suggests that they were produced fairly soon after the initial composition. If they were the work of literary executors, it is possible that Ambrosiaster died sometime before 380, but this is pure conjecture and the evidence of his other work, the Quaestiones which deal with disputed points in the Bible, suggests that he was still alive in 384. What is certain is that by the end of the fourth century Ambrosiaster’s commentary had become a standard work of Latin biblical study and that it retained its influence even after the publication of Jerome’s new Vulgate translation.




The Text and Its Translation

Ambrosiaster’s commentary can be broken down into two, or possibly three, principal, recensions. Untangling these can be a delicate task, because in later centuries there was a good deal of cross-pollination, as monastic copyists incorporated elements from different recensions into their own text. It is possible that Ambrosiaster left his work in a semipolished state, which was then touched up for publication by literary executors who smoothed out some of its rough edges and filled in material that was either missing from the manuscript(s) they had or that was felt to be needed in order to make sense of what Ambrosiaster wrote. But it is also possible that Ambrosiaster produced the different versions himself, perhaps with a variety of audiences in mind. The style of the shortest recension is lapidary to the point of obscurity, and in some ways is more like a series of lecture notes than a finished commentary. It is often difficult or impossible to know what Ambrosiaster meant, and the second and third recensions were probably trying to explain the obscurities of the shortest text. Sometimes they are genuinely helpful and illuminate the commentary, but there are places when later hands digressed from Ambrosiaster’s thought pattern and added material that is either irrelevant or contradictory. There is no reason to believe that anyone wanted to falsify Ambrosiaster’s thought, though it is possible that the third recension contains comments that were felt to be more appropriate or helpful than the text of the primary and secondary ones. If they come from the pen of Ambrosiaster himself, then it would seem that he revised his work in the light of feedback received from readers of the earlier editions.

Given this situation, the task of a translator becomes extremely difficult. Reproducing the “original” Ambrosiaster is not a realistic goal, since even if this were possible, the result would be unreadable. Incorporating at least some of the later material is essential if we are to make sense of what Ambrosiaster was saying, and here we can only be guided by the weight of probability. Sometimes it appears as if whole phrases have gone missing or been transposed to other parts of the manuscript, but we cannot be certain of this. For this translation, editorial additions which round out the text and are uncontested by rival alternatives are included without further comment. Where a second possibility exists, it is put in a footnote. As a general rule the shorter version has been preferred for the main text and the longer one has been consigned to a footnote, on the assumption that the shorter text is more likely to be the older one. Interpolations which bear no relation to the rest of the text or which clearly contradict it have been omitted, though it should be said that there are very few of these. Possible transpositions have been ignored, though apparent lacunae have been filled in with conjectures that have been put in square brackets. The words and phrases thus supplied have been chosen in line with the general sense of the text, which makes them plausible, even if their accuracy cannot be guaranteed. In translating the commentary on the Corinthian correspondence, I was fortunate to be able to make use of an unpublished draft prepared by Janet Fairweather, and some of the Romans commentary has already appeared in my commentary on that book, which has appeared as Romans (New Testament 6, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture [Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1998.])

Ambrosiaster knew nothing of chapter or verse divisions in the Bible, and so the passages that he isolated for comment do not always coincide with what we are familiar with today. Modern readers cannot be expected to find their place in the text without chapter and verse, so these have been added to the translation of the commentary. His quotations from other parts of Scripture are more problematic. Those taken from the Old Testament follow Latin versions of the Greek Septuagint rather than the Hebrew text, which is sometimes quite different, and not every quotation is full or exact. Often he omits parts of a verse or paraphrases it slightly, which makes it hard to know whether he was using a different translation or merely adapting the text in front of him to his own literary style. In the Psalms, he used the Greek numbering, which usually differs by one from the Hebrew but is relatively unfamiliar to English-speaking readers. The Greek numbering has been preserved in the text, with a note signaling the numbering in the Hebrew (and English) system; footnotes regularly supply references to modern verse numbering. For this translation, the text of the Revised Standard Version (RSV) has been followed, mainly because it was the one chosen for the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, but quotations have been given in the form Ambrosiaster used, regardless of what the RSV says. When the commentary is based on a reading that is not in the RSV or is contradictory to it, this is pointed out in a footnote. Once again, the frequency of this should not be exaggerated, and at least ninety percent of the text is identical (or nearly so) in both Ambrosiaster and the RSV. Nevertheless, it is only fair to point out discrepancies where these occur and leave judgment on the underlying textual questions to the experts. Most of the time, it will be found that Ambrosiaster was using a text closer to that of the so-called Textus Receptus (which is essentially the one underlying the Authorized or King James Version of 1611), rather than the text(s) behind the RSV or other modern English translations, but this is not an invariable rule and each verse must be considered on its own merits.

What Latin version Ambrosiaster was using is unknown. It was probably the one known to Lucifer of Cagliari, who was writing about the same time. It contained some egregious errors which a knowledge of Greek would have corrected, but beyond that it is impossible to go. Whatever text he was using, it was no doubt the translation that was most familiar to him. This may have been the Itala, referred to by Augustine as the best of the Latin versions circulating in his time, but if so, we can only say that it provides clear evidence of the need for a fresh translation, which Jerome was even then being commissioned to provide. He seldom quotes from the deuterocanonical books of the Old Testament, although when he does he treats them as Scripture, but he did not regard the epistle to the Hebrews as Pauline. We have to admit that Ambrosiaster’s interpretive skills are conditioned and sometimes constricted by a faulty text, leading him to conclusions that cannot be justified, but the extent of this problem should not be exaggerated. On the whole, he made sensible judgments and was careful to present alternative possibilities when the meaning of Paul’s words was unclear to him. Only very occasionally does he go wrong for reasons that must be attributed to his own ignorance or speculation. An example of this can be found in his comment on 1 Corinthians 9:21, where he understands “those who are under the law” as a reference to the Samaritans, which is clearly not the case.

Such lapses are rare, however, and generally speaking, Ambrosiaster must be regarded as one of the greatest of the ancient biblical commentators, whose work can often stand alongside that of modern scholars. He was firmly wedded to the literal sense of interpretation and avoided allegory, though he was not averse to mentioning the spiritual dimension of the text when he thought that its grammatical or stylistic peculiarities required an explanation beyond the purely literal one. He was particularly sensitive to the rhetorical devices that the apostle Paul used, and sometimes we find interesting explanations of words taken from political, military or legal contexts that would have been well known to him but that might easily escape a modern reader less familiar with the Roman imperial context. One instance of this is his discussion of Paul’s Roman citizenship, which he believed derived from a general enrollment of the people of Tarsus as Romans and not from a particular grant made to one of Paul’s ancestors. Ambrosiaster clearly thought that grants of Roman citizenship were made collectively and not individually, but even if he was wrong in this case, his general sense of the way ancient societies functioned may give us a more faithful picture of the apostle Paul and his world than we usually get from modern commentaries.




The Social and Theological Context

The importance of Ambrosiaster’s feel for the cultural context of the Pauline Epistles is most noticeable when we consider the way that he brings out the close connection between the church of his day and that of the first century. For example, the fourth-century church was full of newly converted pagans whose behavior, particularly in matters related to idol worship, was fairly lax from the standpoint of more rigorously orthodox Christians. He felt he had to stress the importance of distancing himself from such pagan practices, even if they were theologically matters of indifference. Ambrosiaster understood that perception is often as important as the reality, and so he counseled his readers to avoid even the appearance of wrongdoing, whatever their consciences might tell them. Behind the dumb idols, he claimed, there lurked active and malevolent demons who would do all in their power to lead Christians astray, and it was they, not the wood and stone figures, who had to be feared. The apostle Paul did not make that connection, as far as we know, but Ambrosiaster reminds us that Paul also inhabited a world in which pagan religious practices were often regarded as essentially demonic and that he would not have been surprised by Ambrosiaster’s conclusion, even if he would not necessarily have shared it.

Like Paul, Ambrosiaster was writing at a time when it seemed possible that Jews might convert to Christianity in large numbers. He did not try to minimize the importance of the hardness of heart that they had shown in the time of Christ, but neither did he regard them as being completely beyond the pale. In his treatment of Romans 9–11 he held the door open to them, and put their refusal to accept Christ down to ignorance rather than to wickedness or malice of some kind. The implication must be that the triumph of Christianity across the Roman world was proof of their mistake, and that once they realized this, they would stream into the church in large numbers. By Judaism, Ambrosiaster understood four main things, which he constantly repeated every time the subject came up for discussion. These were circumcision, new moons, the sabbath and the food laws, all of which were ritual observances which set Jews apart from the Gentile world and which Gentiles found particularly difficult to come to terms with. When criticizing the law of Moses, Ambrosiaster had to walk a fine line between acknowledging that as God’s Word it had once been required of believers and recognizing that much of it was “unspiritual” from the Christian standpoint. His favorite examples of this were the cases in which the Pentateuch spoke of the ritual impurity caused by dead mice and weasels; for some reason, this seems to have struck him as particularly absurd, and he returned to the theme on more than one occasion. What strikes the modern reader is the constant repetition of the same themes whenever Judaism is mentioned, a sure sign that Ambrosiaster was not engaging in polemic with Jews, but warning Christians not to be attracted by a “fundamentalist” reading of the Old Testament which ignored the effect of the coming of Christ.

Ambrosiaster’s greatest worry was the prevalence of false teachers in the church, and here he felt a particular kinship with the apostle Paul, who also frequently warned against the influence of false apostles, who tried to subvert the congregations he had founded. In the fourth century, the enemies were different, but the principle was the same, and Ambrosiaster did everything he could to prove that the great heresies of his own time were often merely rehashes of what the apostle warned against. In the course of his many discussions of this subject, we learn that the greatest danger came from the Manichaeans, whose dualism was foreshadowed by some of the proto-Gnostics attacked by Paul. Somewhat surprisingly, Ambrosiaster says very little about Arius, although he defends the Nicene faith in ways which were clearly anti-Arian in their substance. The reason for that may well have been political, since until the defeat of Valens at Adrianople in 378, the imperial family was Arian or semi-Arian, and Ambrosiaster may have been reluctant to express his views in a way that might have led to a charge of political disloyalty. On the other hand, his deep concern for sound doctrine was never in doubt, and by that he meant the Athanasian interpretation of the decisions taken at Nicaea in 325.

As befits his Roman background, Ambrosiaster had a keen eye for moral issues. He came down heavily against sexual immorality of all kinds, but he also highlighted Paul’s condemnation of slanderous gossip, greed and selfishness. He particularly appreciated the link Paul had made between false teaching and greed, which he regarded as one of the most prevalent evils of the church both in his own day and in the first century. We have no way of knowing how widespread this problem was in Ambrosiaster’s time, but the influx of wealthy people into the church must have raised the problem of financial corruption, and Ambrosiaster’s reaction to this is understandable.

Despite his close identification with Paul and the Pauline legacy, Ambrosiaster had a clear understanding of the developments that had taken place in the church since the first century. For example, he knew that the apostles had performed signs and wonders that were no longer current in his own day. He was not a “cessationist” in the modern sense, but put this down to the fact (as he saw it) that signs and wonders were intended to impress unbelievers; Christians had no need of them. To reinforce this view, he made a particular point of saying that some of the apostle’s companions, like Epaphroditus, had bouts of serious illness which the apostle had to pray about, because he could not automatically cure them.




His Legacy

Ambrosiaster clearly belongs to the Latin theological tradition and was only minimally influenced by Greek, Jewish or other sources. He knew writers like Tertullian and Cyprian well enough to be able to quote them in support of his own views, and he was also familiar with the Roman schismatic Novatian. He never mentioned anyone from the Eastern church, apart from an occasional reference to Arius. He could have known Origen’s biblical commentaries but apparently did not, presumably because Rufinus had not yet translated them into Latin. He could also have met Athanasius during one of his periodic exiles in the West, but if he did so, he said nothing about it. It is hard to believe that he was an original thinker, and many of his ideas presumably came from elsewhere. But since his is the oldest Latin commentary on the Pauline Epistles to survive from ancient times, it is not clear what his sources were. He never mentioned any, but reticence in such matters was characteristic of most writers before the modern era and tells us nothing one way or the other.

We know that he was read by Augustine with profit and that certain theological themes generally associated with the great bishop of Hippo can be traced back to him. This is particularly true of his treatment of original sin in Romans 5:12 and of the emphasis he places on predestination. On the other hand, it is clear that Ambrosiaster had not encountered the theology of Pelagius, which forced Augustine to be much more precise in his formulation of these doctrines than Ambrosiaster had been. Even so, it is fair to say that Ambrosiaster was an “Augustinian” avant la lettre, and his commentary is important evidence that Augustine’s ideas were more traditional and less innovative than is often thought.

The links with Augustine are particularly noticeable when we compare him with his great contemporaries, Ambrose and Jerome. One might think that Ambrosiaster had some connection with Ambrose that would have justified the inclusion of his work with that of the bishop of Milan, but there is nothing that points clearly in that direction. Perhaps Ambrosiaster’s work was edited by people close to Ambrose, but that is speculation and is not supported by any textual similarity between them. Nor is it clear to what extent Ambrosiaster knew Jerome or was known by him, although both men were probably in Rome in the early years of Pope Damasus I. Jerome was an accomplished linguist and therefore a better biblical scholar than Ambrosiaster could ever hope to be, and it would not be at all surprising if he had disliked Ambrosiaster’s work and dismissed it as inferior to his own. Perhaps he did, but if so there is nothing in Jerome’s works to tell us one way or another.

By the time Ambrosiaster’s commentary was circulating widely, it had been subsumed under the name of Ambrose, and for more than a thousand years no one was aware of his separate identity. As the work of Ambrose, it was widely admired and imitated throughout the Middle Ages, when it did much to preserve both Pauline studies and a sense of the importance of the literal interpretation of Scripture. It was just as Ambrosiaster’s distinct identity was being recognized that these two tendencies coalesced in a new outburst of scholarly energy that we associate with the Renaissance and the Reformation. But although Ambrosiaster was appreciated by humanists and reformers alike, his work was quickly surpassed, both in breadth of scholarship and in depth of theological insight, so that it never established itself as a standard reference for later biblical studies. His anonymity also worked against him at a time when there was an increasing focus on the accomplishments of particular individuals in the early church period. By showing that he was not Ambrose, his Benedictine editors effectively decanonized him, a disadvantage which persists to the present day and helps to explain why there has never before been a complete translation of his work, despite its obvious interest and importance.

Until very recently, Ambrosiaster was essentially unknown and disregarded by theologians, including those with a particular interest in the patristic tradition. He was better known to biblical scholars, but mainly because he regularly appears in the critical apparatus of the Greek New Testament as a witness to particular variant readings of the text. His skill as a commentator in his own right went unacknowledged, and it is only now that patristic biblical interpretation is coming into its own once more that his qualities are beginning to be more widely appreciated. It must be hoped that the publication of his commentaries on the Pauline Epistles will make it possible for a wider audience to hear and appreciate his message, and give him (at long last) the honored place in the history of biblical, and especially Pauline, studies, that he so richly deserves.




For Further Reading

The text of Ambrosiaster’s commentary used for this translation is the one published in the series Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum (CSEL), Ambrosiastri qui dicitur Commentarius in Epistulas Paulinas, edited under the name of H. J. Vogels (3 vols., Vienna: Hoelder-Pichler-Tempsky, 1966–1969), though much of the actual work was done by others. A new translation under the direction of Professor David Hunter of the University of Kentucky is due to appear in 2010, which will include a full critical apparatus and introduction to the text.

The most important study of his identity remains the work of Alexander Souter, A Study of Ambrosiaster (Cambridge: The University Press, 1905), though this must be supplemented by further details found in the introduction to the Vogels edition. The only substantial examination of his theology available in English is the recent study by Sophie Lunn-Rockliffe, to which reference has already been made.











Ambrosiaster
Commentary on Romans




Preface

Everything needs an introduction if it is to be properly understood, and the plan of a work can be more easily explained if its origin is known. We shall therefore point out the form and purpose of the letter before us, so that what we are saying may be seen to be true.

Paul discusses four main points in his letter to the Romans. He begins with the statement that one part of the human race exists by its physical nature and the other exists through the law. This second group stands head and shoulders above the rest, and the other nations all learn what they know in and through it.

The first point he discusses is how [the human race] manifests itself, what it is now, what it was originally, and to whom it belongs, and in this way he disposes of heresies. The second point he makes is that human beings did not submit to the one God by the logic of nature, but instead engaged in dishonest and wicked activities for which they were rejected by God, so that those who believe are rewarded. The third point is that they disobeyed the law which had been given to them, with the result that God preferred the Jews to the Greeks.1 The fourth point is that Paul teaches that when they rejected Christ, the Jews departed from the law and promise of God and became like the Gentiles, so that now both of them stand in need of the mercy of God, hoping for salvation not by the law but by faith in Christ Jesus.

It is clear that in the times of the apostles there were Jews living in Rome because they lived in the Roman Empire. Those of them who believed in Christ passed this belief on to the Romans, so that they too might keep the law by confessing Christ. Having heard reports of the power and virtue of Christ, the Romans were quick to believe in him, although they were cautious too, and not unreasonably, for some of them had been badly instructed and needed immediate correction, after which they remained faithful to him. Here we are given to understand that those Jews who believed in Christ did not accept that he was God from God, because they thought that this was a denial of monotheism.

For this reason Paul says that they did not receive the spiritual grace of God and so they lacked assurance of faith. These Jews were the same people who had undermined the [faith of the] Galatians, causing them to turn away from the teaching of the apostles. The apostle was therefore angry with them, because although they had been well taught, they had been easily led astray. He had no need to be angry with the Romans though. Instead, he praised their faith, particularly as they had not seen any signs of [miraculous] powers, nor had they received their faith in Christ from any of the apostles (even if this faith was more a matter of words than of substance), nor had the mystery of the cross of Christ been explained to them. As a result, when some people (like Aquila and Priscilla) turned up with the right doctrine, questions arose about the rights and wrongs of eating meat [which had been sacrificed to idols] and about whether the hope which they placed in Christ would be enough to save them, or whether they had to keep the law as well.

This is why Paul went to so much trouble to wean them away from the law, because the law and the prophets are until John.2 The gospel established them in the faith of Christ alone and justified them more or less in opposition to the law, not by destroying it but by showing that Christianity was superior. For he asserts that Christ had been promised in such a way that the law would cease when he came, though not entirely. Rather, an abbreviated form of the law would emerge which would provide salvation. Many things had been handed down by their ancestors and had become a burden because of the hardness of their hearts, but the mercy of God had put an end to this through Christ, who forgave all that was past. Therefore, whoever wanted to go on living under the law was ungrateful for the mercy of God. For Moses had said: So you shall make the children of Israel afraid3 so that whatever way they might turn they would still have the law and not be without the comfort [of God]. So, in order to tell them to put their hope of life and salvation in Christ apart from the law, and to teach them that he is the Lord of all things, Paul began his letter as follows.




Romans 1

1Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God,

 

Among our ancestors, names were given for a reason. Isaac was called after laughter and Jacob was so named because of the heel.4 Saul was so called because of his restlessness, but after he was converted, he changed his name to Paul, and the change was permanent. Saul means restlessness, or trial, so when he came to faith in Christ he called himself Paul, in other words, rest, because our faith is peace. Whereas previously he had inflicted trials on the servants of God because of his desire to fulfill the law, later he himself endured trials on account of the hope which he had once denied, because of his love of Judaism.

In calling himself a servant of Jesus Christ, Paul showed that he had been delivered from the law. He put both names, Jesus and Christ, in order to signify the person of God and man, for in both he is Lord, as Peter the apostle testified, saying: He is the Lord of all.5 And because he is Lord, he is also God, as David says: For the Lord himself is God.6 The heretics deny this. Marcion, it seems, denied Christ and his body out of hatred for the law, although he confessed Jesus. The Jews and Photinus denied that Jesus was God, out of their zeal for the law. Whenever Scripture says either Jesus or Christ, it sometimes means the person of God, and sometimes the person of the man, for example: there is one Lord Jesus Christ, through whom are all things.7

Called to be an apostle. Because Paul acknowledged the Lord and confessed him, he became the perfect servant, he also showed that he had been promoted, saying that he was called to be an apostle, in other words, a messenger sent by the Lord to do his work. By this he showed that he had merit with God because he served Christ and not the law.

Set apart for the gospel of God. The gospel of God is good news, by which sinners are called to forgiveness. For since as a Pharisee the apostle had held a teaching post among the Jews, he now says that he has been set apart from the preaching of Judaism for the gospel of God, so that by abandoning the law, he might preach Christ, who justifies those who believe in him, which the law could not do. This does not go against the law, but affirms it, since the law itself says that this would happen in the future. In the words of Isaiah the prophet: There will come from Zion one who will break and remove the captivity of Jacob, and this will be a testimony of me, when I shall take away their sins.8

 

2which he had promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures

 

Which he had promised. In order to prove that the hope of faith was fulfilled and completed in Christ, Paul says that Christ’s gospel was already promised by God beforehand, so that on the basis of the promise Paul could teach that Christ was the perfect author of (eternal) life. Before going to them, he showed them the testimony given to him, to which the apostle Peter also bore witness: There is no other name given under heaven by which people must be saved.9

Through his prophets. In order to show even more clearly that the coming of Christ was a saving event, Paul also indicated the people through whom God gave his promise, so that it might be seen from them just how true and magnificent the promise is. For nobody makes use of great forerunners to announce some minor thing.

In the holy Scriptures. Paul added this on top of his argument, in order to give greater confidence to believers and show his approval of the law. The Scriptures are holy because they condemn sins, and because they contained the covenant of the One God and of the incarnation of the Son of God for the salvation of mankind, [which was brought about] by the evidence of numerous signs.

 

3the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh

 

Concerning his Son. Since God promised his own Son to the world, it was fitting that he should promise him through great men, so that from them it might be known how very powerful the one who was being preached was, and so that he might include his future coming in the holy Scriptures. What is preached by the holy Scriptures cannot be shown to be false.

Who was descended from the seed of David according to the flesh. He who was the Son of God according to the Holy Spirit, that is, according to God (because God is Spirit and without any doubt holy), is said to have been made the Son of God according to the flesh by Mary, as it is written: The Word became flesh.10 Christ Jesus is both Son of God and Son of Man, so that just as he is truly God, so also he is truly man. He would not be true man if he were not of flesh and soul, [which he needed in order to] be perfect. For although he was the Son of God in eternity, he was not known by the creation until God wanted him to be revealed for the salvation of mankind. At that point, God made him visible and corporeal, because he wanted him to be known by his power to cleanse people from their sins by overcoming death in the flesh. For that reason, he was made of the seed of David, so that just as he was born a king from God before the beginning of time, he would also acquire birth from a king according to the flesh. He was made from a virgin by the work of the Holy Spirit, in other words, born, so that, by the reverence reserved for him because of this fact, he who by his birth was distinguished from the law of nature might be recognized as being more than a man, just as had been predicted by Isaiah the prophet: Behold a virgin will conceive in her womb.11 Thus, when the newborn child appeared to be worthy of honor, the providence of God could be discerned with regard to a future visitation of the human race.

 

4and designated Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord,

 

When Paul speaks about the Son of God he is pointing out that God is Father, and by adding the Spirit of holiness he indicates the mystery of the Trinity. He who was incarnate obscured what he really was, but he was predestined according to the Spirit of holiness to be manifested in power as the Son of God by rising from the dead, as it is written in Psalm 85: Truth is risen from the earth.12 Every ambiguity and hesitation was made clear and sure by his resurrection, so that when the centurion saw the wonders, he confessed that the man on the cross was the Son of God.13 When Christ died, even his disciples doubted this, as Cleopas and Emmaus said: We thought that he was the one who would begin to set Israel free.14 But the Lord himself had said: When you have lifted up the Son of man, then you will know that I am he,15 and also: When I am lifted up from the earth, I shall draw all men to myself.16 Note that Paul did not say: because of the resurrection of Jesus Christ but because of his resurrection from the dead, because the resurrection of Christ led to the general resurrection. This power and victory in Christ appears to be all the greater, in that a dead man could do the same things as he did when he was alive. By this fact he appeared to dissolve death, in order to redeem us. Thus Paul calls him our Lord.

 

5through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name among all the nations,

 

After the resurrection, Christ was revealed as the Son of God in power. He gave grace to make sinners righteous and appointed apostles, of whom Paul says here that he is one. The apostleship was granted by the grace of God’s gift, and not because the apostles were Jews. They received this authority from God the Father through Christ the Lord. As his representatives, they could make his teaching acceptable by signs of power, so that the unbelieving Jews, who had been jealous of this power when they saw it in the Savior, might be all the more tormented at seeing it admired by the masses in his servants. For power bears witness to the teaching [of Christ], so that although what is preached is incredible to the world, it is made credible by deeds. Paul says that the apostles have been sent to preach the faith to all nations, so that they might obey and be saved. In this way, it would appear that the gift of God has been granted not only to the Jews but to all the nations, and that it is the will of God, to have pity on all in Christ and through Christ, by the preaching of his ambassadors, that is, for his name. As he says elsewhere: For which mission we are appointed.17

 

6including yourselves who are called to belong to Jesus Christ;

 

That is, by the mission of us who are preaching about the name of Christ to all the nations, among whom you too have been called, because the gift of God has been sent to all. When the Romans hear that they have been called along with others, they will know that they must not act as if they are under the law, since the other nations accepted the faith of Christ without the law of Moses.

 

7To all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints:

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

 

To all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints. Although Paul seems to be writing to the Romans in general, he specifies that he is really only writing to those who are in the love of God. Who are these people, if not those who believe the right things about the Son of God? They are the ones who are holy, and who are said to have been called. For someone who understands incorrectly is not said to have been called, just as those who act according to the law have not rightly understood Christ and have done injury to God the Father by doubting whether there is full salvation in Christ. Therefore they are not holy, nor are they said to have been called.

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Paul says that grace and peace are with those who believe rightly. It is grace by which sinners have been cleansed, and peace, by which former enemies have been reconciled to the Creator, as the Lord says: Whatever house you enter and they receive you, say: Peace be to this house.18 In order to teach that without Christ there is no peace or hope, Paul added that grace and peace are not only from God the Father, but also from the Lord Jesus Christ. He says that God is our Father because of our origin, since all things are from him, and that Christ is our Lord, because we have been redeemed by his blood and made sons of God.

 

8First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is proclaimed in all the world.

 

After finishing his introduction, and before going any farther, Paul bears witness to his joy as the apostle to the Gentiles, that although the Romans ruled the world, they had submitted to the Christian faith, which seemed lowly and stupid to the wise of this world. As there were many things about the Romans which he could rejoice in—for they were mindful of discipline, and eager to do good works, more interested in doing right than in talking about it, which is not far from God’s religion—nevertheless, he says that above all he rejoices in this: that word of their faith was circulating everywhere. For it seemed to be a wonderful thing that the lords of the Gentiles should bow before a promise made to the Jews. Even if they did not believe correctly, Paul was still pleased that they had begun to worship one God in the name of Christ and knew that they could advance further. For this reason he reveals his love for them, when he rejoices at their good start and encourages them to go on. He therefore says that he is giving thanks to God, even though they have not yet received everything, because God is the source of all things. The entire dispensation of our salvation is from God, indeed, but through Christ, not through the law or any prophet, which is why Paul says that he is giving thanks to God, but through Christ, because the report of their faith was an encouragement to many to attribute it to the providence of God through Christ. Either the others who believed rejoiced, having been strengthened by seeing their rulers and brothers established in the faith, or at least those who did not believe could easily have done so by following their example. For the lesser quickly copies what he sees being done by the greater.

 

9For God is my witness, whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without ceasing I mention you always in my prayers,

 

In order to encourage brotherly love, Paul calls on God, whom he serves, as a witness, to whom he prays on their behalf, not by keeping the law but by the gospel of his Son, in other words, not by that which Moses the servant handed down, but by that which the most beloved Son taught. For the servant is as far from his Lord as the gospel is from the law, not because the law is wrong, but because the gospel is better. Therefore Paul serves God in the gospel of his Son in order to show that it is God’s will that men should believe in Christ.

Whom I serve. How? In my spirit, says Paul, not in the circumcision made with hands, nor in new moons, nor in the sabbath or the choice of foods, but in the spirit, that is, in the mind. Because God is a spirit, it is right that he should be served in spirit or in the mind for whoever serves him in his mind serves him in faith. This is what the Lord said to the Samaritan woman when she asked him whether God wanted to be worshiped on the mountain, saying: The time is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth, for the Father is looking for such people to worship him. God is a spirit, and those who worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth,19 so that it is not the place but the devout mind which validates the prayer. This is what it means to worship God the spirit and Christ in spirit and in truth, the One from whom all things come and the one through whom are all things. The Father is looking for people like this to worship him.

Paul remembers them in his prayers, in order to sow brotherly love among them; indeed, he makes this his desire for them. For who would not love someone when he hears that that person remembers him? For if they had willingly listened to the teaching brought to them in the name of Christ by those who were not sent, how much more would they want to listen to Paul, whom they knew was an apostle, and whose words were accompanied by power!

 

10asking that somehow by God’s will I may now at last succeed in coming to you.

 

Paul here indicates the point of his prayer for the Romans. He says that he asks God that he might come to Rome in order to strengthen them by the will of God, whose gift he preaches. That strengthening will only occur if what has to be done is done by the will of God. Therefore he prays that, whatever the excuse, an opportunity may be given to him to come to the city. He was already busy preaching to others and would consider his journey successful if he came by God’s will, because the will of God would have prepared the way. A journey is successful if the labor of traveling has not been endured in vain. Paul asks that God will fill the Romans by calling them to [receive] his grace. He speaks with eagerness of mind, for he desires their response, knowing that it will be to their mutual advantage, as he says elsewhere: For what is our joy and crown? Is it not you at our Lord’s coming?20 The apostle will bear more fruit if he wins many over. If there is greater joy if the powerful people of this world are converted to Christ, because they are so much more serious enemies, how much more are they indispensable as converts, and the apostle will bear more fruit if he can win many of them over. By God’s will, the opportunity [for Paul to go to Rome] was eventually given. He was arrested and appealed to Caesar, so that in the end, he was sent to the city of Rome for a different reason, but it was by God’s will and in fulfillment of his own desires. When Paul was shipwrecked, God appeared to him and said: Do not be afraid, Paul. For as you have borne witness to me at Jerusalem, so also will you do at Rome.21

 

11For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to strengthen you,

 

This confirmation requires three persons: God as helper, the apostle as minister, and the people as receiver. Paul here shows the will of his desire, and what his wish for the Romans is. When he says: that I might impart some spiritual gift to you, he means that they have followed carnal ideas. Although they were acting in the name of Christ, they were not following what Christ taught, but those things which had been handed down to them by the Jews. Paul wants to come to them as quickly as possible in order to take them away from that tradition and give them a spiritual gift in order to win them for God and make them partakers of spiritual grace so that they might be perfect in faith and behavior. From this we learn that in the preceding verses it was not the content of their faith that he had praised, but their readiness and devotion to Christ. Though calling themselves Christians, they acted just as if they were under the law, as that had been handed down to them. For the mercy of God had been given for this reason: that they should give up the works of the law, as I have often said, because God, taking pity on our weakness, decreed that the human race was saved by faith alone, along with the natural law.

When he admonishes them in writing and draws them away from carnal thoughts, when he says that his presence is necessary in order to impart a spiritual grace to them, when what he writes is spiritual, what does this mean? He does not want his teaching to be applied in a way he does not intend, for that is what happens with heretics. So he desires to be present with them and pass on to them the gospel teaching in the precise sense in which he writes it, lest by the authority of his letter their error should be confirmed rather than removed. [Paul says that] if he were with them he would be able to convince them by power, if words failed to persuade them.

 

12that is, that we may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith, both yours and mine.

 

Paul says that he will be comforted by them if they understand spiritual things, because although he may rejoice at their faith, he nevertheless grieves that they have not received the faith rightly. The apostle was the type to grieve for the faults of others as if they were his own. And we are comforted by this, he says, by one and the same faith, because then the act of comforting is seamless. It is by the unity of faith that the Romans would be brought to maturity in Christ, and by this means the ministry of the spiritual grace, given by the apostle’s preaching of the gospel, produces its own fruit.

 

13I want you to know, brethren, that I have often intended to come to you (but thus far have been prevented), in order that I may reap some harvest among you as well as among the rest of the Gentiles.

 

Paul here indicates his plan and intention. He does not doubt that they already know it from those brothers who had come to Rome from Jerusalem or the neighboring cities for some reason, perhaps because of their religion, as we read of Aquila and Priscilla, who would have told the Romans of Paul’s intention. As he had often wanted to come but had been prevented, it came about that he wrote them a letter in case they should continue in their unwholesome habits for too long to be easily corrected. He calls them brothers not only because they had been born again, but also because there were some among them who believed rightly, however few they may have been. Incidentally, this is why he says that they are called to be saints.22 What does it mean to be called to be saints? If they are already saints, how can they be called to be sanctified? But this is part of the foreknowledge of God, because God knows those who will be saints. Those who are already with him are saints and remain called forever. Yet Paul says that he has been prevented up to the time the epistle was written, and prevented by God, who knew that the Romans were still unprepared and sent the apostle to other cities that were already able to receive the truth. Although they acted in the name of the Savior, they were as yet prevented by their negligence from being worthy to learn spiritual things. Paul and Silas had wanted to go to Bithynia, but they were prevented from doing so by the Holy Spirit.23 Why was this, unless he knew that such a visit would have no result? Among the Corinthians too, Paul was reminded by God, who told him, Speak and do not be silent, for I have many people in this city.24

Paul did not say that he was prevented for no reason, but he wanted them to know why he was delayed, and he urged them to get ready, so that when they heard that a spiritual grace was to be given to them they would make themselves worthy to receive it.

Paul declared that he wanted to come to them for their common good so that they might receive the salvation of spiritual grace, having a reasoned profession of their faith, and that he might have some fruit of his ministry from God, having provoked them to the right faith by the example of the other Gentiles. For a person will be more eager for what is given to him if he sees many others responding to it.

 

14I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish:

 

Paul says that he is under obligation to those whom he names because he was sent for the purpose of preaching to everyone. For this reason he states that they are all under obligation to believe in God the Creator, from whom and through whom are all things, for obligation and honor form part of the salvation of the believer. He wrote Greeks instead of Gentiles, but this includes those who are called Romans, whether by birth or by adoption, and barbarians, who are those who are not Romans, who belong to a hostile race, and who are not Gentiles. He speaks of those who are wise, because they are learned in worldly sciences and are called wise in the world, whether they are stargazers, geometers, mathematicians, grammarians, orators or musicians. Paul shows that none of these things is of any advantage, nor are these people truly wise, unless they believe in Christ. He calls them fools because in their simplicity they lacked knowledge of spiritual things. He testifies that he has been sent to preach to them all, but he says nothing about the Jews because he is the teacher of the Gentiles. This is why he says that he is under obligation, because he has accepted this teaching in order to pass it on, and in passing it on, to acquire it himself.

 

15so I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.

 

Although Paul says that he has been sent to preach to all the nations, yet he asserts that he is eager to impart the gospel of the grace of God to the Romans, among whom the capital and seat of the Roman Empire lies. For it would be to the benefit and peace of the members if the head were not uncertain. Therefore he opts for the peace of the Romans, that Satan might not get too involved with them, and that he might have even richer fruits of his labor.

 

16For I am not ashamed of the gospel: it is the power of God for salvation to every one who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.

 

In saying this, Paul was referring to those from whom the Romans had received an incorrect faith. The teaching of the apostles was backed up by power, so that if what they preached seemed incredible, signs and wonders performed by them were a testimony that the people should not be ashamed of what was said to them, because there was so much power in it. For there is no doubt that words must give way before power. It was precisely because the preaching of the false apostles was not backed up by signs that it was without the power of God. Therefore Paul does not say that he is ashamed of the gospel of God, but that they are ashamed of it, because what had been handed on to them had come into disrepute, had never been confirmed by any testimony and diverged from apostolic teaching. It is the power of God which calls men to faith and which gives salvation to all who believe, because it remits sins and justifies, so that a person who has been marked with the mystery of the cross cannot be bound by the second death. The preaching of the cross of Christ is a sign that death has been expelled, as the apostle John says: The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil.25 Thus no believer is bound by death, since he has a sign that death has been conquered.

To the Jew first and also to the Greek. This means to him who is of the race of Abraham, and to him who is from the Gentiles. By Greek Paul means Gentile, and by Jew he means a descendant of Abraham. These only began to be called Jews in the days of Judas Maccabaeus, who in a time of destruction resisted the sacrileges of the Gentiles and by trusting in God rallied the nation and defended his people. He was one of the descendants of Aaron. Although Paul puts the Jews first because of their ancestors, nevertheless he says that they must also accept the gift of the gospel in the same way as the Gentiles. Therefore, if the Jew can only be justified by faith in Christ, what need is there to be under the law?

 

17For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, “He who through faith is righteous shall live.”

 

Paul says this because the righteousness of God is revealed in the person who believes, whether Jew or Greek. He calls it the righteousness of God because God freely justifies the ungodly by faith, without the works of the law, just as he says elsewhere: That I may be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own, based on law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith.26 He says that this same righteousness is revealed in the gospel, when God grants faith to man, through which he may be justified.

The truth and righteousness of God is revealed when a person believes and confesses. The righteousness is of God, because what he promised, he gave. Whoever believes that he has received what God had promised through his prophets proves that God is just and is a witness of his righteousness.

Through faith for faith. What does this mean, except that the faith of God is in him because he promised, and the faith of man is in him because he believes the one who promises, so that through the faith of the God who promises the righteousness of God might be revealed in the faith of the man who believes? To the believer God appears to be just, but to the unbeliever he appears to be unjust. Anyone who does not believe that God has given what he promised denies that God is truthful. This is said against the Jews, who deny that Christ is the one whom God promised.

As it is written: “He who through faith is righteous shall live.”27 Paul now moves over to the example of the prophet Habakkuk in order to declare that in the past it was revealed that a just man lives by faith and not by the law, in other words, that a man is not justified before God by the law but by faith.

 

18For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men who by their wickedness suppress the truth.

 

Just as the righteousness of God is revealed in the one who believes, as I mentioned earlier, so ungodliness and unrighteousness are revealed in the one who does not believe. From the very structure of heaven it appears that God is angry with unbelievers. For this reason he made the stars so beautiful, so that from them he might be known as their great and wonderful Creator and alone be adored. It is written in the eighteenth Psalm: The heavens declare the glory of God, and the firmament shows his handiwork,28 and so the human race is made guilty by the natural law. For men could learn this by the law of nature, with the structure of the world bearing witness that God, its author, is the only one who ought to be loved, something which Moses later put down in writing. But the people became ungodly, not worshiping the Creator, and so unrighteousness appeared in them, because although they saw the truth, they suppressed it and did not confess the one God.

 

19For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them.

 

The knowledge of God is plain from the structure of the world. God, who by nature is invisible, may be known even from things which are visible. His work is made in such a way that it reveals its Maker by its very visibility, so that what is uncertain may be known by what is certain, and everyone may believe that he is God, because he made this work, which is impossible for anyone else to do.

 

20Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse;

 

Paul here repeats the same thing in order to teach even more absolutely that although the power and majesty of God cannot by themselves be seen by the eyes of the creature, they may be known by the work of the structure of the world. In this way he indicts those who lived without law, whether natural or Mosaic. For by the habit of sinning they broke the law of nature, wiping out any memory of God. But they did not want to accept the law, which had been given for their reformation, and thus were doubly condemned.

God’s power and deity are eternal, so that they are without excuse. In order that ungodliness might in no way be excused, Paul added that the power of God and his eternal divinity were known by men, who were prevented by some foolishness from honoring him, whom they knew existed and provided for their welfare. For no one doubts that he has ordained the things which ripen annually for human use. His eternal power is Christ, by whom he creates things that did not exist and in whom they abide, so that even if his person is not known, his works are nevertheless clear. This is his divinity, by which the elements subsist in the work which he has decreed, so that they are without excuse. For someone who is convicted in so many ways cannot be excused.

 

21for although they knew God they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking and their senseless minds were darkened.

 

They were so far from being ignorant that they confessed that there was a single principle, from which all things, heavenly, earthly and infernal, derived their origin, and that there was only one being who decreed what properties and duties would belong to every thing by nature. Yet knowing this, they did not give thanks. Paul is speaking of the ancients, in order to correct his contemporaries and future generations.

Truly this is futility, that knowing the truth they decided to worship something else, which they knew was not true, so that hiding from God they might worship idols. A cloud of error covered their heart, because although they should have honored the Creator all the more from the beautiful things which he made, they clung to what they had, saying that the things which they could see were sufficient for their salvation.

 

22Claiming to be wise, they became fools,

 

They imagined that they were wise because they thought they had explored the natural sciences, investigating the courses of the stars and the quantities of the elements, while rejecting the God who made them. In fact they are fools, for if these things are worthy of praise, how much more is their Creator!

Yet people who ignore God often suffer shame and make the miserable excuse that they can get to him by such things, just as it is possible to speak to the king through his courtiers. Come now! Can anyone be so foolish or so unconcerned about his salvation as to try to transfer the king’s honor to a courtier, when if other people could be found to pass judgment on the case, these would undoubtedly be condemned by the law of majesty? Yet they transfer the honor of God’s name to creation and, abandoning the Lord, worship their fellow servants, as if this were more important than serving God, and do not think that they are guilty of anything. For it is possible to go to the king through tribunes and courtiers, because the king is only a man and has no idea who to trust. In God’s case though, nothing escapes him, and he knows what everyone is worth. Earning his favor is the task of a devout mind, not of a flunkey. God will answer such a person whenever he speaks to him.

 

23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man or birds or animals or reptiles.

 

So blinded were their hearts that they altered the majesty of the invisible God, which they knew from the things which he had made, not into men, but what is worse and is an inexcusable offense, into the image of men, so that the form of a corruptible man was called a god by them, in other words, a depiction of a man. Moreover, they did not dare to honor living people with this name, but elevated the images of dead men to the glory of God! What great idiocy, what great stupidity, in that they knew they were leading them to their damnation, among whom an image was more powerful than the truth, and the dead were mightier than the living! Turning away from the living God they preferred dead men, among whose number they found themselves, as it is said in the Wisdom of Solomon: A mortal man makes a dead thing with wicked hands.29

Birds or animals or reptiles. Paul regarded people subject to such things as guilty of total idiocy, since they were beyond mere dullness and vanity. They so diminished the majesty and glory of God that they gave the title of god to the images of things which were small and tiny. For the Babylonians were the first to deify a notion of Bel, who was portrayed as a dead man and had supposedly once been one of their kings. They also worshiped the dragon serpent, which Daniel the man of God killed, and of which they had an image. The Egyptians worshiped a quadruped which they called Apis, and which was in the form of a bull. Jeroboam copied this evil by setting up calves in Samaria, to which the Jews were expected to offer sacrifices, and vultures, because the pagans have their Coracina sacra.30 The Egyptians worshiped idols of all the things which I have mentioned as well as others, which I have no need to talk about right now. These things were done by people who thought they were wise in the world, but because by doing this, those who knew the invisible God did not honor him, they were unable to be wise in the things which are visible. For someone who has problems with the big things will not be wise in the little things either.

 

24Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves,

 

Paul says that because the Gentiles had deified relics and images of things, to the detriment of the Creator God, they were given over to illusions, and given over, not so that they could do what they did not want to do, but so that they could carry out what they desired. And this is the goodness of God. For had it been right for them to be subjected, so that they would do what they did not want to do, they would have been crucified—for even the good, if it is done unwillingly, is bitter and evil—but they themselves voluntarily turned away from God and were handed over to the devil.

To hand over means to permit, not to encourage or to force, so that they were helped by the devil to put into practice the things which they conceived in their lusts. They never thought of doing anything good, and so they were handed over to uncleanness and damaged each other’s bodies with abuse. Even now there are still men of this type, who are said to dishonor each other’s bodies. When the thought of the mind is wrong, the bodies are said to be dishonored. Is not a stain on the body a sign of sin in the soul? When the body is contaminated, nobody doubts that there is sin in the soul.

 

25because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed for ever! Amen.

 

They changed the truth about God into a lie to the point that they gave the name of the true God to these things, which are false gods. Ignoring what rocks and wood and other metals really are, they gave them an honor which does not belong to them, because the truth of God is turned into a lie when a rock is called God. This behavior drove out the God who is true, and when true and false shared a common name, it was easy for the true God to be regarded as false. This is what it means to change what is true into falsehood, for those things were not called rock or wood, but God. This is to worship the creature rather than the Creator, which is what they did. They did not deny God, but worshiped a creature as God. In order to justify this, they gave these things the honor due to God, so that their worship did injury to him. For that reason he hastened to punish them, because although they knew God, they did not honor him who is blessed for ever. Amen. This is true!

Blessing to God, he says, for ever, because God is eternal. Unbelief attributes honor to the gods of the Gentiles for a time only. For that reason it is not genuine, but truth resides in God. Elsewhere, Paul attributes this same blessing to the Son of God, saying among other things: Christ is of them according to the flesh, who is God blessed above all for ever. Amen.31 Either both of these apply to Christ or else he said the same things about the Son as he said about the Father.

 

26For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. Their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural,

 

Paul tells us that these things came about, that a woman should lust after another woman, because God was angry at the human race on account of its idolatry. Those who interpret this verse differently do not understand the force of the argument. For what is it to change the use of nature into a use which is contrary to nature, if not to take away the former and adopt the latter, so that the same part of the body should be used by each of the sexes in a way for which it was not intended? Therefore, if this is the part of the body which they think it is, how could they have changed the natural use of it if this use had not been given to them by nature? He had said earlier that they had been handed over to uncleanness, but he did not explain in detail what he meant by that, which is why he goes on to state what follows next.

 

27and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were consumed with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with men and receiving in their own persons the due penalty for their error.

 

It is clear that because they changed the truth of God into a lie, they changed the natural use into that use by which they were dishonored, and were condemned to the second death. For since Satan cannot make another law, having no power to do so, it must be said that they changed to another order, and by doing things which were not allowed, fell into sin.

Paul says that the due penalty comes from contempt of God, and that it is wickedness and obscenity. This is the prime cause of sin. What is worse, what is more harmful than that sin which deceives even the devil, and binds man to death? For just as idolatry is a most ungodly and serious sin, its reward is the most horrible and disgusting suffering.

 

28And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a base mind and to improper conduct.

 

Because of the error of idols the Gentiles were handed over to doing evil things with each other, as has already been said. Because they thought they could get away with it, and that God would look the other way, and were therefore prone to neglect what they were doing, Paul adds here that they were more and more reduced to idiocy, and became ever readier to tolerate all kinds of evils, to the point that they imagined that God would never avenge things which no one doubted were offensive to humanity as well. He now lists all the evils which were added to these, so that if they should be converted to normal reason, they might recognize that these evils came upon them because of God’s wrath.

 

29They were filled with all manner of wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malignity, they are gossips,

 

Paul put wickedness at the head of the list, because he thought that evil and covetousness depended on it. He then added malice, from which flows envy, murder, strife and deceit. After this he put malignity, which generates gossip and slander.

 

30slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents,

 

Because these things were displeasing to God, Paul says that they were hateful to him, and because they are also displeasing to other people, he adds that they are insolent, haughty, boastful and inventors of evil, not just followers of it. For becoming true imitators of their father the devil, they invented the evil of idolatry, through which all the vices in the world originated, as well as the greatest perdition. For although the devil, whom Scripture says was a sinner from the beginning,32 gloried in his tyrannical presumption, he never dared go so far as to call himself God. For among other things, he says to God: All these things have been given to me,33 not: All these things are from me. In the book of Job the devil asks for power to be given to him,34 and in the prophet Zechariah he thinks that he can contradict the priest, but does not claim power for himself.35

For this reason the idolaters are even worse, because they proclaim the divinity not only of the elements, but also of imaginary things. They were seized with such insolence that they did not even acknowledge their parents, who had given them birth! They rejoiced in their children, but despised those by whom they had come into being.

 

31foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.

 

They were foolish and faithless, and had no feelings either for God or for men. That is why they were heartless and ruthless. For someone who is cruel to his own family will be even more cruel to others!

 

32Though they know God’s decree that those who do such things deserve to die, they not only do them but approve those who practice them.

 

Those who knew by the law of nature what God’s righteousness was realized that these things were displeasing to God, but they did not want to think about it, because those who do such things are worthy of death, and not only those who do them, but those who allow them to be done, for consent is participation.

All these evil things constitute a body of sinners. They have become tied to sin by its power, so that they do things which are deserving of punishment. The cause of these evils began with the Sodomites who offended God, as was said above, and it has extended its branches into almost every part of the world, the cause of idolatry which heralds the wrath of God and is the first part of error and ungodliness. Paul condemns this first of all, because once it has been put right, their moral vices will also be corrected. Once the seed of evil is taken away, the fruits of wickedness dry up, for if the tree does not bring forth fruit its roots are cut out.

Therefore Moses recorded the [evil] deeds of Sodom and Gomorrah and did not pass over their result in silence, so as to scare people into avoiding them. This vice and corruption of a dishonored life is not tolerated by someone who meditates on God in his mind.

There are those who think that they are not guilty if they do not do what is wrong, but they are tolerant of those who do. But to tolerate such things when they should be condemned is to give silent assent to them or even to delight in hearing about them. Someone who is impure and wicked is fully aware of what he is doing and does nothing to avoid it, but rather glories in being that kind of person as if it were a point of honor. He is not ashamed of these things, especially when he sees that he can get away with them and that he is being supported by those who are not like himself. So it is with those who encourage their crimes, and therefore it is right that they should be considered equally guilty of them. Again, there are people who not only do evil things but also tolerate others who do, so that they not only do them themselves but also consent to seeing them done.

Their wickedness is double, for those who do such things but prevent others are not so bad, because they realize that these things are evil and do not justify them. The worst people are those who do these things and approve of others doing them as well, not fearing God but desiring the increase of evil. They do not try to justify them either, but in their case it is because they want to persuade people that there is nothing wrong in doing them.




Romans 2

1Therefore you have no excuse, O man, whoever you are, when you judge another; for in passing judgment upon him you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, are doing the very same things.

 

Paul shows that both the man who does evil and the one who approves of others who do it are deserving of death, in case someone who does evil himself but does not approve of others who do it (and says openly that he does not approve of them) thinks that he can excuse himself thereby. Paul teaches that such a person is inexcusable. It is not right to tolerate someone who pretends to be better than others when in fact he is worse. Something is wrong when a person who ought to be punished appears to be worthy of honor instead.

 

2We know that the judgment of God rightly falls upon those who do such things.

 

This means that we are not unaware that God will judge these people in truth, for we judge them ourselves. If what they do is displeasing to us, how much more will it be so to God, who is truly just and efficient in carrying out his work. When Paul says that God will judge these things, he is really instilling fear [in his readers]. Although the ungodly say that God does not care, in fact he will judge the wicked and most strictly render to each one according to his deserts, not sparing anybody.

 

3Do you suppose, O man, that when you judge those who do such things and yet do them yourself, you will escape the judgment of God?

 

Paul does not want the Romans to entertain the hope that they can be pardoned, since that would be unjust, when they have been given the ability to judge evil and wrongdoing, and to avoid it. So if they cannot manage to avoid it in this life, they will not be able to escape the judgment of God in the future either. For God, with whom there is neither flattery nor respect of persons, will judge them on his own authority.

If someone thinks he ought to be immune from such punishment, let him say so. But if it is not right that he should escape, let him believe that God will judge, and judge rightly, and that it is true that God, the Creator of the world, will reward the merits of his creation with due attention and care.

If God had made the world and then neglected it, he would be called a bad Creator, because he would be demonstrating by his neglect that what he had made was not good. But since it cannot be denied that God made good things—for it is unworthy and impossible for one who is good to make bad things—it is necessary to say that he is also concerned about them. This is because it would be a crime and a reproach to him if he were to neglect the good things which he had made, and because in fact life itself is governed by his servants the elements, who act according to his pleasure and plan, as the Lord himself says: He makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.36 Therefore, if he does all that, will he not take care to look after what he has made by rewarding those who love him and condemning those who reject him?

 

4Or do you presume upon the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience? Do you not know that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?

 

Paul says this so that no one should think that he has escaped, just because God’s goodness has allowed him to go on sinning, nor should he think that God’s patience is to be despised, as if he did not care about human affairs. Rather, he ought to understand that God conceals himself, because his judgment is not promised in this life. It is for the future, so that in the next life the man who did not believe that God is a judge will repent. It was in order to reveal the terror of future judgment and [warn us] that his patience should not be despised, that God said: I have been silent. But shall I be silent for ever?37 Thus the man who has been punished and has not repented will repent when he sees the future judgment of God, which he has spurned. At that time, anyone who thought that the long-suffering of God’s goodness was something to laugh at will not hesitate to beg for mercy.

 

5But by your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed.

 

The one who hopes he can get away with his sins not only remains unconvertible and intractable, but in addition sins more seriously still, convinced that there will be no future revenge. He has an impenitent heart, and is not aware that he is storing up wrath for himself on the day of wrath.

 

6For he will render to every man according to his works:

 

Such a person must be punished more severely, even to the point of being tortured in eternal fire, because despite a long stay of execution, not only did he not want to change, but he increased his sinning, adding to his contempt for God. The day of wrath is for sinners, because it is the day on which they will be punished. Therefore the wrath is on those who receive punishment on the day when the just judgment of God is revealed. For it will be revealed and made known, even though it continues to be denied as long as it is in the future. Thus when what is believed not to exist is pointed out, it is revealed. It is pointed out to those who deny it—because it is clear to believers—so that they will confess, even against their will, that the judgment of God is just when he renders to each one according to his works. Will they not admit that it is just when they see their evil deeds avenged?

 

7to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life;

 

Paul preaches that the judgment of God is just, as he has declared the future will be good. He says that those who recognize that the patience of God is designed partly for concealment and partly for greater revenge on those who do not correct themselves, repent of their previous works and live rightly, armed with confidence in their faith in God, will not have to wait long before receiving their promised reward of eternal life. For God will give them glory and honor. And to avoid invidious comparisons with this life, where men are also glorious and honored, Paul added immortality, so that people would realize that the glory and honor which they will obtain will be of a different order altogether, when it is accompanied by immortality. In this life honor and glory are frequently lost, for the one who gives them, the things he gives and the one who receives them are all mortal, but on the day of God’s judgment, honor and glory will be given to the immortal and will be eternal, for this substance of ours will be glorified by a certain change of properties. Therefore, those who seek eternal life are not merely those who believe correctly, but those who live correctly as well.

 

8but for those who are factious and do not obey the truth, but obey wickedness, there will be wrath and fury.

 

Those who doubt that there will be a future judgment of God through Christ, and who for that reason despise his patience, do all they can to discredit it as being true and certain, because they believe in wickedness. For wickedness is to deny what God has foretold. Paul mentions three things which are fitting punishments for unbelief—wrath, fury and tribulation. Wrath is not in the one who judges, but in the one who is judged, because he is made guilty. God is said to get angry because he is believed to take vengeance, but in reality the nature of God is immune from such passions. And so that we should believe that God not only gets angry, but that he will take revenge, Paul added: and fury. This means that God will seek vengeance, adding to his anger the injury which has been done to him.

 

9There will be tribulation and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek,

 

Tribulation refers to the punishment which the condemned sinner will suffer. Evil is not just a matter of deeds but of unbelief as well. Here Paul is speaking about the unbeliever, which is why he has said for every soul38 so that you will understand that the punishment is spiritual and not physical, for the soul is subject to invisible punishments. Paul always puts the Jew first, whether he is to be praised or blamed, because of his privileged ancestry. If a Jew believes, he will be all the more honored, because of Abraham, but if he doubts, he will be treated that much worse, because he has rejected the gift promised to his forefathers.

 

10but glory and honor and peace for every one who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek.

 

Just as Paul mentioned three woes for unbelievers, so now he mentions three benefits for believers: genuine honor as sons of God, unchanging glory, and peace, so that those who live rightly may live in peace in the future, undisturbed by any commotion. For everyone who keeps himself from wrongdoing has a judge who will be favorable to him.

 

11For God shows no partiality.

 

Paul shows that neither Jews nor Greeks will be rejected by God if they believe in Christ, but that both are justified by faith. He also says that those who do not believe are equally guilty, since circumcision without faith is worthless but uncircumcision with faith is acceptable. For God does not recognize any privilege of race, which would make him accept unbelievers on account of their ancestors and reject believers because of the unworthiness of their parents. On the contrary, he rewards or condemns each one on his own merits.

 

12All who have sinned without the law will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law.

 

How can someone sin without the law, when Paul says that everyone is subject to the law of nature? Here he is speaking about the law of Moses, to which the Jews are subject, although they do not believe, and the Gentiles also, but only because they have chosen not to attach themselves to it. Gentile unbelievers are doubly guilty, because they have neither assented to the law given through Moses, nor have they received the grace of Christ. Therefore it is quite right that they should perish. But just as the person who sins without the law will perish, so also the one who has kept the law without knowing it will be justified. For the keeper of the law maintains his righteousness by nature. If the law is given, not for the righteous but for the unrighteous, whoever does not sin is a friend of the law. For him, faith alone is the way by which he is made perfect, for avoiding evil will not gain him any advantage with God unless he also believes in God, so that he may be righteous on both counts. The one righteousness is temporal, but the other is eternal.

Just as the Gentiles, even if they keep the natural law, will perish if they do not accept the faith of Christ—for it is a greater thing to confess belief in one Lord, since God is one, than it is to avoid sinning (for the first of these has to do with God, the second with us)—so also the Jews who live under the law will be accused and judged by the law, since they have not accepted the Christ who was promised to them in the law. And if you wonder about this, the fate of the Jews will be worse than that of the Gentiles, for it is worse to lose what was promised than not to receive what was not hoped for in the first place. In other words, whereas the unbelieving Gentile has not entered the kingdom of God, the unbelieving Jew has been thrown out of it.

 

13For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified.

 

Paul says this because those who hear the law are not justified unless they believe in Christ, whom the law itself has promised. This is what it means to keep the law. For how does someone who does not believe the law keep it, when he does not receive the one to whom the law bears witness? But the one who appears not to be under the law, because he is uncircumcised in his flesh, may be said to have kept the law if he believes in Christ. And he who says he is in the law, in other words, the Jew, is not a doer of the law but a hearer only, because what is said in the law does not penetrate to his mind, for he does not believe in the Christ who is written about in the law, as Philip said to Nathanael: We have found Jesus, of whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote.39

 

14When Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what the law requires they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law.

 

Paul calls the Gentiles Christians because he is the teacher of the Gentiles, as he says elsewhere: For I speak to you Gentiles.40 These people are uncircumcised and do not keep new moons or the sabbath or the law of foods, yet under the guidance of nature they believe in God and in Christ, in other words, in the Father and the Son. This is what it means to keep the law—to acknowledge the God of the law. For this is the first part of wisdom—to fear God the Father, from whom all things come, and the Lord Jesus, his Son, through whom all things come. Therefore, nature itself acknowledges its Creator by its own judgment, not by the law but by reason, for the creature recognizes its Maker in itself.

 

15They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them

 

The meaning here is that those who believe under the guidance of nature do the work of the law, not through the letter but through their conscience. For the work of the law is faith, which although it is revealed in the Word of God, also shows itself to be a law for the natural judgment, since it goes beyond what the law commands and believes in Christ. These people believe because of the inner witness of their conscience, because they know in their conscience that what they believe is right—for it is not inappropriate for the creature to believe and worship his Creator, nor is it absurd for the servant to recognize his Lord.

Paul said that unbelieving Jews will be judged by the law—for the law will accuse them, because it promised them Christ and when he came they did not want to accept him. But those Gentiles who have chosen not to believe will be judged first of all by other believing Gentiles, just as the Lord said that his disciples would judge the unbelieving Jews: They themselves will be your judges.41 The unbelief of the Jews will be judged by the faith of the apostles who, although Jews themselves, believed in Christ while the rest of their people rejected him. Similarly the Gentiles will be accused by their own thoughts if, touched by the faith and power of the Creator, they refuse to believe. But if because of some ignorance a man does not consciously believe the words or deeds of the Lord, his conscience will defend him on the day of judgment, because he did not think that he was obliged to believe. He will be judged not as an intentional malefactor but as one who was merely ignorant, although he will not escape future punishment, since that cannot be overlooked.

Paul divides the Gentiles into two types, those who believe and those who do not. Earlier he was speaking about Gentile believers, but later he added these reflections about those Gentiles who do not believe, to the effect that just as those who believe are praised by their consciences, so those who do not believe are accused by theirs. For although someone who does not believe may not appear guilty of anything at all in his own eyes, because he has not taken this idea on board, he is nevertheless convicted because he has not persuaded himself that these things are true, even though he has seen them confirmed by powerful testimonies which many have accepted.

If this whole issue is believed to refer to believing Gentiles, I think that it can be understood as follows, for he says: For what have I to do with judging outsiders?42 And: He who does not believe is condemned already.43 And: The ungodly will not rise in the judgment.44 Those whom Paul says will be accused or defended on the day of judgment are Christians. Those who differ from the mainline church, either because they think differently about Christ or because they disagree about the meaning of the Bible in the tradition of the church (e.g., Montanists, Novatianists, Donatists and other heretics) will be accused by their own thoughts on the day of judgment. Likewise the man who recognizes that the mainline faith is true but refuses to follow it because he does not want it to appear that he has been corrected and is ashamed to give up what he has so long held will be accused by his own thoughts on the day of judgment.

 

16on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.

 

There are two thoughts inside a man which will accuse each other—the good and the evil. The good accuses the evil because it has denied the truth, and the evil accuses the good because it has not done what it knows to be right. In this way a man who knows that the mainline church is good and true but persists in his heresy or schism will be judged guilty. His thoughts will excuse each other because he has always thought that it was expedient to do what he did. He will say: “In my mind I have always thought it expedient to do what I have done. This was my faith.” He will have a better case, even though he will still have to be corrected, because his conscience will not accuse him on the day of judgment. This is how the secret things of men will be judged by Jesus Christ our Lord on the day of judgment.

 

17But if you call yourself a Jew and rely upon the law and boast of your relation to God

 

They are called Jews because it was their ancestral right to be called Israelites. Nevertheless, if we wish to understand everything which is relevant to the case, we must note that the name Jew had three different meanings. First, it meant the children of Abraham, who because of his faith was made the father of many nations. Next it refers to Jacob, who because of his increasing faith was called Israel, for the dignity which began with the father was honored in the sons. Third, they are called Jews not so much because of Judah as because of Christ, who was born of Judah according to the flesh, since in Judah was made known what later would be revealed in Christ. For it is said: Judah will be your master,45 and: Judah, your brothers praise you.46 This praise was not given to Judah as such, but to Christ, whom nowadays all those whom he deigns to call his brethren praise. For he said to the women: Go and say to my brothers that I shall go before you into Galilee.47 The Jews themselves do not understand the meaning of their name, and claim that it refers to the human Judah.

 

18and know his will and approve what is excellent, because you are instructed in the law,

 

It is no great deal if a Jew should believe, since because he has been taught by the law, it is dangerous for him not to believe—he has the law as his guide. But in order for the believer to be exalted, Paul extols the merit of the forefathers, since even though someone might come to maturity by himself, he is nevertheless strengthened by their example.

 

19and if you are sure that you are a guide to the blind, a light to those who are in darkness, 20a corrector of the foolish, a teacher of children, having in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth—

 

These things are true, because it is the task of the law to teach the ignorant, to subject the wicked to God and to provoke those who by the worship of idols are ungodly to trust in a better hope by the promise which is given through the law. The teacher of the law is right to glory in these things, because he is teaching the form of truth. But if the teacher does not accept him whom the law has promised, he glories in vain in the law, to which he is doing harm as long as he rejects the Christ who is promised in the law. In that case he is no more learned than the fools, nor is he a teacher of children, nor is he a light to those who are in the darkness, but rather he is leading all of these into perdition.

 

21you then who teach others, will you not teach yourself? While you preach against stealing, do you steal?

 

This means: You who complain about the Gentiles, because they are without the law and God, are accusing yourself, because you do not believe in the Christ promised by the law but find this belief in those you are complaining about. The Jew does what he preaches should not be done. For by denying the Christ promised to us in the law, he removes faith by false interpretation, and thus does what he preaches against.

 

22You who say that one must not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples?

 

The Jew adulterates the law by removing the truth of Christ from it and putting lies in his place. In another of his epistles, Paul writes: They are adulterers of God’s Word.48 A man is sacrilegious when he denies Christ, whom the law and the prophets call God. Isaiah says: God is in you, and apart from you there is no God, for you are God and we did not know, the God of Israel, the Savior whom Jesus made plain.49 Did the Jews ever say: You are God and we did not know it of God the Father, when the entire law proclaims the authority of God the Father, by whom all things are made? But when the Son of God appeared, what was hidden was revealed after the resurrection. It was then that it was said of him: You are God and we did not know it. The one who, in the time of the law, was thought to be only an angel and the leader of the Lord’s army, was revealed as the Son of God, and then it was said with thanksgiving: You are God and we did not know it. This therefore means that it was he who appeared to the patriarchs as God, and was afterward incarnated, although he was not recognized by everyone.

 

23You who boast in the law, do you dishonor God by breaking the law?

 

The breaker of the law is the one who ignores the meaning of the law, which speaks of the incarnation and divinity of Christ, and dishonors God by not accepting the testimony which he gave concerning his Son. For the Father said: This is my beloved Son.50

 

24For as it is written, “The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.”51

 

Isaiah the prophet said this because God’s name was being blasphemed among the Gentiles when the Jews, by their misdeeds, did not observe the things which were handed down to them, but instead gave glory to idols, giving the impression that they had defeated the God of the Jews by conquering them. So also at the time of the apostles, God’s name was being blasphemed in Christ, because the Jews, by denying that Christ was God, were blaspheming the Father also, as the Lord said: Whoever receives me does not receive me, but him who sent me.52 Therefore God was blasphemed among the Gentiles, because when they believed in Christ, the Jews tried to persuade them not to call Christ God, so that the blasphemy of the Gentiles originated among the Jews.

 

25Circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law; but if you break the law, your circumcision becomes uncircumcision.

 

An opponent might say: If circumcision is of value, why was it stopped? But it is only of value if you keep the law. Circumcision may be retained, therefore, but if it is to be of any value, the law must be observed. So why did Paul prohibit what he shows to be of value if the law is observed?

Paul answers by saying that if the law is not kept, the Jew effectively becomes a Gentile. But he claimed that circumcision had been given for [defining] the race of Abraham, because circumcision was from Abraham. He could not build the things which he had torn down. For he says this in order to teach that it was of benefit to be of the race of Abraham if the law were kept. To keep the law is to believe in Christ, who was promised to Abraham. Those who are justified by faith have their own merit, and are included in the honor shown to the patriarchs. For every mention of salvation in the law refers to Christ. Therefore the man who believes in Christ is the man who keeps the law. But if he does not believe then he is a transgressor of the law, because he has not accepted Christ, of whom the law prophesied with regard to the righteousness which was to come but which it could not itself give. It is no advantage for him to be called a son of Abraham, because the only person who deserves to be called a son of Abraham is one who follows Abraham’s faith, by which he is made worthy before God. This is why Paul said: Your circumcision has become uncircumcision, that is to say: You have become like a Gentile, because you do not believe in the one who is the son of circumcision promised to Abraham.

 

26So, if a man who is uncircumcised keeps the precepts of the law, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as circumcision?

 

Faith in Christ is the righteousness of the law, as Paul says elsewhere: Christ is the end of the law for the justification of all who believe.53 whence it is clear that if a Gentile believes in Christ he becomes a son of Abraham, who is the father of faith.

 

27Then those who are physically uncircumcised but keep the law will condemn you who have the written code and circumcision but break the law.

 

The Gentile who believes under the guidance of nature condemns the Jew, to whom Christ was promised through the law and who refused to believe in him when he came. For as much as the Gentile is worthy of glory for having known the author of nature by nature alone, as the apostle Peter says: You killed the author of life,54 so the Jew deserves to be punished all the more, because he did not know Christ the Creator, either by nature or by the law.

 

28For he is not a real Jew who is one outwardly, nor is true circumcision something external and physical. 29He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart, spiritual and not literal. His praise is not from men but from God.

 

It is clear why Paul denies that the circumcision of the flesh has any merit with God. For Abraham was not justified because he was circumcised; rather he was justified because he believed, and afterward he was circumcised. It is the circumcision of the heart which is praiseworthy before God; to circumcise the heart means to cut out error and recognize the Creator. And because the circumcision of the heart was to come in the future, Moses said: Circumcise the hardness of your heart,55 and Jeremiah also: Circumcise the foreskin of your heart.56 He said this to Jews who were following idols. For there is a veil over the heart, which the one who is converted to God circumcises, because faith removes the cloud of error and grants those who are perfect knowledge of God in the mystery of the Trinity, which was unknown in earlier times. The praise of this circumcision is from God but is hidden to men, for it is the merit of the heart which God looks for, not that of the flesh. But the praise of the Jews is from men, for they glory in the circumcision of the flesh, which comes from their ancestors. This is why in another letter Paul says the following, among other things: They glory in their shame, who mind earthly things,57 that is, who think that the circumcision of the flesh is their glory. For whoever glories in the flesh minds earthly things, whereas whoever glories in the Spirit—his praise is from God, because his belief proceeds from the Spirit and not from the flesh.
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