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    General Introduction




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


    The patristic period (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 were not available in English. It is from these translations that the ACT series has emerged.


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


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


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


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


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


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

    


    For Whom Is This Series Designed?


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


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


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


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


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


    Readiness for Classic Spiritual Formation


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


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


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


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


    Ecumenical Scholarship


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


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


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


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


    The Ancient Commentary Tradition


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


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


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


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


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


    An Appeal to Allow the Text to Speak for Itself


    This prompts two appeals:


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


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


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


    2. In ancient Christian exegesis, chains of biblical references were often very important in thinking about the text in relation to the whole testimony of sacred Scripture, by the analogy of faith, comparing text with text, on the premise that scripturam ex scriptura explicandam esse. When ancient exegesis weaves many Scripture texts together, it does not limit its focus to a single text as much modern exegesis prefers, but constantly relates them to other texts, by analogy, intensively using typological reasoning, as did the rabbinic tradition.


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


    The Complementarity of Research Methods in this Series


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


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


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


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


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


    The Function of the ACT Introductions, Annotations and Translations


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


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


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


    


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


    


    

  


  
    Translator’s Introduction




    Cyril of Alexandria’s Commentary on John is an indispensable resource for understanding how Cyril read the Bible. Modern studies of Cyril often pass over this aspect of his thought because he is primarily known for his Christology. The Commentary on John, however, provides a window to his thought processes as he grapples with the Scriptures on any number of issues. This commentary, perhaps more than any of Cyril’s other exegetical works, puts on full display the chief feature of Cyril’s brilliance: a breathtaking mastery of the contents of the Bible.


    Biography


    Our knowledge of Cyril’s early life is sparse and comes to us from writers who lived two centuries or more after Cyril. The church historian Socrates was a contemporary of Cyril, but he describes only Cyril’s later career. For his early life, we must turn to John of Nikiu, a seventh-century Coptic bishop and historian, who reports that Cyril was born to Christian parents in northern Egypt, in the town of Mahallê,1 probably near or identical with the village of Mehallet el-Kobra.2 The date of Cyril’s birth is uncertain, but John McGuckin posits 378 as an approximation.3


    Cyril became the attendant of his uncle Theophilus, the patriarch of Alexandria, and was ordained lector in the church of Alexandria. Theophilus also took charge of Cyril’s education. The History of the Patriarchs, composed by Severus, the tenth-century bishop of El-Ashmunien, reports that Theophilus sent Cyril to a monastery on the mount of Nitria in the desert of Saint Macarius for five years.4 There, Severus relates, he engaged in intense study of the Scriptures, aided by a photographic memory.5 He is said to have read through most of the New Testament during most nights of his study.6 The result of all this is that he memorized the entirety of the Scriptures.7


    Because these claims about Cyril’s abilities are first recorded some five centuries after Cyril’s life, one may reasonably suspect that they contain an element of exaggeration.8 However, the Commentary on John displays a facility with the text of Scripture that is consonant with Severus’s estimation of Cyril’s powers. Cyril is able to matrix together passage after passage throughout Scripture on the basis of the fact that they contain the same word or phrase. For example, in his comment on John 5:35, in which Jesus refers to John the Baptist as “a burning and shining lamp,” Cyril calls the reader’s attention to other passages throughout the Scriptures that refer to lamps, with special reference to burning and shining.9 Patristic exegetes often drew connections between passages on the basis of a shared word or phrase,10 but Cyril’s facility at this suggests that he may have had large sections of the Scriptures memorized.


    When Theophilus died, Cyril succeeded him as patriarch in 412. Cyril’s early episcopal career was stormy, to say the least, characterized by clashes with both the Jewish and pagan communities in Alexandria. These clashes culminated in the infamous murder of Hypatia, a renowned pagan philosopher. She was killed by a Christian mob, with which Cyril’s involvement was unclear.11 His later episcopal career was devoted largely to the Nestorian controversy. Nestorius described Christ in such a way as to give the impression that there were two acting subjects in Christ: a divine subject and a human one. Cyril, by contrast, strongly asserted the unity of Christ and insisted that anything that happens to Christ happens to the Word, not just to his human nature. Thus, for Cyril it was important to confess that Mary is the mother of God (theotokos), not just the mother of the man Jesus. Cyril continued his support of this unitive Christology until his death in 444.


    Date


    Cyril wrote the Commentary on John sometime fairly early in his episcopacy, before the outbreak of the Nestorian controversy. There is no mention in the commentary of Nestorius or of the particular slogans of the Nestorian controversy, such as theotokos. Though Cyril does occasionally attack Antiochene Christology in general, the position he opposes is not unique to Nestorius. Indeed, as J. Mahé has pointed out, Athanasius attacks a similar christological position in his letter to Epictetus.12 When Cyril does name an opponent, he names Eunomius, not Nestorius. For these reasons, we can establish a terminus ante quem for the commentary of 428, the year when the Nestorian controversy broke out.13


    A terminus a quo is somewhat more difficult to establish. The Commentary on John is an anti-Arian work, probably written about the same time as Cyril’s two other anti-Arian works: the Thesaurus and the Dialogue on the Trinity. More specifically, the Commentary on John was the last of these three works since he refers to both of them in the commentary.14 Cyril’s Paschal Letters are helpful in pinpointing when Arianism became a live concern for him. His early paschal letters address issues of the Christian life, and Cyril’s main opponents are the pagans and the Jews. In the letter of 424, however, Cyril becomes preoccupied with Arianism.15 If we assume that the anti-Arian writings were composed about this time, this gives us a terminus a quo of about 425 for the Commentary on John. The scholarly consensus, on this basis, dates the composition of the Commentary on John somewhere between 425 and 428.16


    Audience


    Little attention has been paid to the question of the intended reader of Cyril’s Commentary on John. Cyril himself says that he is engaging in “doctrinal explanation” (δογματικωτέραν ἐξήγησιν),17 and he clearly employs the Gospel of John to refute the arguments of the Arians, Jews and pagans. Cyril does not expect, however, that his opponents will read his commentary. Instead, his goal is to equip his readers to respond to the arguments of the opponents.


    The main opposing argument is the Arian contention that the Son is not fully God. The Arians claim that the Son is like the Father but not of the same substance as the Father. Eunomius, who is the only opponent whom Cyril mentions by name in the commentary, takes that position one step further and claims that the Son is completely unlike the Father. In response to this view, Cyril tirelessly shows the reader from every conceivable angle how to prove that the Son is, in fact, God by nature.


    Likewise, Cyril’s polemics against the Jews are directed primarily against their refusal to believe that Jesus is God by nature. In fact, Cyril often elides the Arian and the Jewish views of Christ, represented by the Pharisees in John’s Gospel, suggesting that they amount to the same thing. This does not mean, however, that the Jews in Cyril’s commentary are merely idealized constructs for the sake of argument. There was a real Jewish community in Alexandria18 with which Cyril often found himself in conflict. Cyril’s incessant repetition of the charge that the Jews are unlearned and senseless is one of the most troubling features of the commentary. It seems to stem from Cyril’s conviction that the Old Testament witness to the divinity of Christ is so clear that anyone who does not recognize it must be guilty of stupidity or malice.


    Cyril does not spend nearly as much time in the commentary opposing the pagans as he does opposing the Arians and the Jews. However, the one pagan error that he consistently feels the need to correct is the idea that human life, including that of Jesus, is controlled by fate. When John states that Jesus’ “hour had not yet come” (Jn 7:30), Cyril worries that the reader might infer that Jesus’ death on the cross was decreed by fate, so Cyril takes pains to refute that interpretation.19 He also wants to make sure that his readers do not imagine that fate renders good works meaningless for humans in general. In opposition to such a view, he stresses human free will.20


    But who, exactly, needs to be able to negotiate the complexities of all these arguments? There is a good deal of evidence in the commentary that Cyril assumes that his readers are charged with teaching the faith, especially to catechumens. Sometimes Cyril rebuts the arguments of his opponents directly, arguments which he considers to arise from the opponents’ evil will or madness. At other times, however, Cyril addresses questions that come from those who have a “devotion to learning,” questions which are prompted by difficulties in the text of John itself. In those cases, Cyril anticipates that the questions will be posed by the catechumens and that his readers must be able to answer those questions. For example, when Cyril discusses the statement that Jesus’ “hour had not yet come,” his particular concern is that “some of those being initiated into the mysteries (μυσταγωγουμένων)” might erroneously suppose that Jesus is under the control of fate.21 Cyril’s rebuttal of this view, then, is addressed not to the pagans or to the catechumens but to those charged with teaching the catechumens.


    Cyril also draws lessons about pedagogy from the text of John, often portraying Jesus as a master catechist. For instance, Cyril presents Jesus’ interaction with Nicodemus and the woman at the well as models for how to teach the faith to catechumens.22 The main pedagogical principles that Cyril wants to impress on his readers are that teachers in the church should be tireless in their attention to detail as well as their efforts in teaching and that they should start at a level appropriate to their students and gradually lead them to the full truth.


    One may infer from these concerns that Cyril wishes to raise the level of catechesis in Alexandria. Indeed, in a few places, Cyril makes explicit reference to a lax state of catechesis in his day. He complains that catechumens are being baptized before they understand that Jesus is actually God23 and that catechumens are too quickly being ordained into the priesthood.24 Cyril does not say how widespread these deficiencies are, but his constant attention to issues of pedagogy suggests that he envisions his readers to be engaged in the task of catechesis and that his goal in the commentary is to help them accomplish that task more effectively. To that end, he teaches the reader how to respond to the (in his view dishonest) arguments of the Arians, Jews and pagans, as well as how to respond to honest questions posed by devoted students eager to learn the truth.


    Structure of the Work


    Cyril divides the commentary into twelve books, and the books are further divided into chapters. At the beginning of each book, Cyril provides a list of chapters for that particular book, identified by headings that describe the doctrinal content of each chapter. The modern reader may be tempted to interpret these lists as a table of contents, as if Cyril were trying to superimpose some kind of doctrinal outline on the text of John’s Gospel. It would be closer to the mark, however, to understand them as an index of topics.


    The chapter headings would serve as a poor table of contents because they do not always provide a comprehensive summary of the material in each chapter. For example, the thesis for book 4, chapter 4 reads, “The holy tabernacle, which led the people through the desert, was a type of Christ, and so was the ark that was in it and the lamp and the altars, both the altar of incense and the altar of burnt offering. These signified Christ himself.” Indeed, the bulk of chapter 4 consists of an excursus about the significance of the tabernacle and its furnishings. However, chapter 4 concludes with a discussion of Jesus’ statement in John 6:70, “Did I not choose you, the twelve, and one of you is a devil?” This topic, however, is not included in the chapter heading.


    Furthermore, Cyril states explicitly how he intends the reader to use these chapter headings. In the preface to the commentary, he informs the readers, “The list of the chapters below will show the subjects that the discourse covers. I have added numbers to it so that the readers will very quickly be able to find what they are looking for.”25 Thus, Cyril designs the commentary to be used as a reference work. This design makes sense if, in fact, the commentary is intended to aid catechists. When a catechumen has a question about whether souls existed before their embodiment, for example, or how Jesus can be God if he learns something from the Father, the catechist can consult the chapter headings and quickly locate where that topic is discussed in the commentary.


    Finally, understanding the chapter headings as an index of doctrinal topics makes sense out of an otherwise odd feature of the commentary: the later books have far fewer chapter divisions than the earlier ones. Book 1, for example, consists of a preface and ten chapters, while Book 9 contains a preface and only one chapter. This is despite the fact that both books are roughly the same length. This can be explained, I believe, by the fact that most of the excurses and doctrinal discussions occur in the first half of the commentary. The second half is a running commentary on the text of John, so it requires far fewer entries in Cyril’s index of doctrinal topics. It would seem that by the time he gets to the second half of the commentary, Cyril runs out of new issues to discuss. The second half of the commentary is still a rich resource for displaying Cyril’s handling of the biblical text, and it covers such key events as the crucifixion and resurrection, but in general it does not contain as much explicit doctrinal discussion as the first half does.


    Style


    Cyril’s literary style is complex and wordy. His sentences are lengthy, full of interlocking clauses, and his vocabulary can be unusual, even idiosyncratic. I have tried to preserve some of the structure of Cyril’s long sentences, but there is no way to replicate the floweriness in English without making the text incomprehensible to the modern reader. For example, Cyril wants to say that the death of Christ overturned the devil’s hopes. Instead of using the word hopes (ἐλπίδες), however, he uses the more expansive and abstract phrase “the things in the hopes” (τὰ ἐν ἐλπίσι).26 I have rendered this phrase “hopes,” since “the things in the hopes” of the devil would make no sense to the English reader. Another example of stylistic artifice occurs when Cyril says that the person with a pure heart will follow Christ and ascend to the spiritual mountain “at the time of the kingdom of heaven.” In this case, the meaning of the words is straightforward, but the triple-nested structure is not: κατὰ τὸν τῆς τῶν οὐρανῶν βασιλείας καιρόν.27 Cyril has so constructed the sentence that the definite article occurs three times in a row, each in a different case!


    Stylistic characteristics such as these are distasteful to the modern reader. What Robert Wilken says of Cyril’s Contra Iulianum could also be said of the Commentary on John: Cyril’s style is “prolix and turgid, an unhappy synergy of grandiloquence and affectation.”28 For Cyril, however, the affectation presumably conveyed a sense of erudition and prestige. By the end of the fourth century, Christianity enjoyed secure status as the religion of the empire. Along with this new status came a writing style that no longer reproduced the spoken Greek of the day, as the New Testament did, but one that imitated the glories of the past, drawing heavily on Attic forms.29


    Before leaving the issue of style, there is one feature of the present translation that deserves some comment: inclusive language. I have tried to use inclusive language where it seemed possible to do so. This is not to suggest that Cyril thought of men and women as equals30 but to produce a translation that conforms to the standards of English prose.31


    Manuscript Tradition


    The current translation is based on the critical edition of Cyril’s Commentary on John prepared by P. E. Pusey in 1872, as part of the Oxford Movement’s impetus to foster a return to patristic sources. Pusey’s critical edition is in turn based on three main manuscripts ranging from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries which, together, comprise books 1-6 and 9-12.32


    Books 7 and 8 of the commentary have been lost, except for fragments that have been preserved in various catenas on the Gospel of John. Pusey has compiled these fragments in his critical edition. Twenty-one additional fragments have been discovered since Pusey’s time and edited by Joseph Reuss,33 and those also have been included in this translation with footnotes indicating that they come from Reuss. For the convenience of readers who wish to consult the critical editions, I have placed the page references to those editions in bold roman type within brackets. For appearance’s sake, the publisher has often included them at the end of the previous page rather than at the beginning of the new page. Readers should be able to sort out which volume is in mind by the context.


    Cyril’s Exegesis


    Patristic exegesis frequently seems arbitrary or even bizarre to modern readers. One reason for this is that modern readers and exegetes understand the meaning of the text to correspond to the original intentions of the human author. The exegetical task, from a modern perspective, is to discover this original intent by examining the text in light of the surrounding verses and in light of the historical circumstances of the author.


    Patristic exegetes, by contrast, see their ultimate goal as interpreting a given text in light of the overall sweep of God’s plan of salvation. Although they do give attention to surrounding verses and sometimes even to the historical circumstances of a text’s composition,34 they see these matters as preliminary steps in the interpretive process. The goal, however, is to explain how a given text fits into the oikonomia35 of salvation. Since patristic authors hold that the Scriptures are inspired by the Holy Spirit, they are confident that the Scriptures convey not only truths contained in the surface meaning of the texts but also truths concerning God’s plan of salvation. Exegesis is “spiritual” when its objects are spiritual, that is, not accessible to sense perception, such as forgiveness and salvation.36


    In this description of patristic exegesis, I have intentionally avoided drawing a contrast between Antioch and Alexandria or between typology and allegory. In the twentieth century, histories of theology commonly intoned that Antiochene exegetes were more concerned with the literal meaning of the text and practiced typology (an exegetical method that is supposedly respectful of the historical context) while Alexandrian exegetes were more interested in spiritualizing the text by practicing allegory (an exegetical method that is supposedly dismissive of the historical context). However, the view that Antioch and Alexandria represent a sharp dichotomy between two exegetical methods that are fundamentally opposed to each other has largely been discredited.37 When one reads the commentaries produced by both sides (rather than just the polemical literature) one finds that both sides give attention to the literal meaning of the text and that both are ultimately concerned to find the mystery of Christ in the Old Testament.38


    Cyril’s Commentary on John is an excellent example of this phenomenon. While Cyril is certainly capable of exegetical moves that strike modern readers as fanciful, most scholars have judged Cyril’s exegesis to be relatively sober and innocent of the excessive allegory that is supposed to characterize Alexandrian exegesis, so much so that one important study of Cyril’s exegesis notes that he has exegetical tendencies “commonly thought to be peculiar to Antioch.”39 One wonders, however, whether the fact that the patriarch of Alexandria practices “Antiochene” exegesis may indicate that the sharp contrast between Antioch and Alexandria is problematic to begin with.


    Fundamentally, what is driving Cyril’s exegesis is not a particular method but the conviction that the Scriptures are about the economy of salvation carried out by Christ and the commitment to use the Gospel of John to help catechists teach this faith to their catechumens. When Cyril makes connections between passages based on a shared word or phrase, or when he finds a small detail in the Gospel narrative to reveal a larger truth about the economy of salvation, he is acting consistently with this view of the purpose of Scripture.


    Cyril’s Way of Referencing Scripture


    So far I have tried to describe Cyril’s approach to exegesis in general terms, but there is one specific feature of the exegetical task that deserves a brief discussion: Cyril’s way of referring to texts. Bibles in Cyril’s day did not have chapter and verse divisions. They were, however, divided into sections (κεφάλαια) that corresponded to units of sense.40 English Bibles do something analogous to this when they divide the text into sections and provide headings like “The Wedding at Cana” or “I Am the Bread of Life.”


    Occasionally, Cyril refers to the section divisions in his Bible, as when he compares the sections dealing with the Samaritan woman at the well, the royal official and the healing at Bethesda on the sabbath. He comments that they all show the Gentiles responding better to Jesus than the Jews do, and he notes that this conclusion flows from “the well-ordered placement of these sections (κεφαλαίων) next to each other.”41 Usually, however, he introduces a quote by identifying the speaker: “Christ says” or “the Evangelist says.”


    In many cases, he introduces a quote by saying that it says “somewhere” (που) and then goes on to provide the quote.42 Rarely does Cyril name the book of the Bible from which he is drawing the quotation. The use of the vague term “somewhere” does not, however, indicate that Cyril is unable to remember the source of the quotation. It is merely a citation formula that is equivalent to something like “the Bible says.”


    This fact becomes clear when one surveys the many occurrences of this formula. First, the quotes that Cyril provides are almost always verbatim; they are not paraphrases. This suggests that he is not treating the quotations casually. Indeed, it would be incredible to suppose that he could recall the verbatim quotes but could almost never remember the source of the quotes. Second, in a discussion of false prophecies, Cyril refers to a pair of passages from Jeremiah. He introduces the first quote by saying, “The Lord of all says most clearly somewhere (που) about them,”43 and then cites Jeremiah 23:21. Then he adds a quotation from Jeremiah 14:14, introducing it with the words, “And again in Jeremiah.”44 This second introductory phrase reveals that he knows that both quotes are from Jeremiah, even though he introduced the first one with “somewhere.” “Somewhere,” therefore, should be taken as a formulaic way to cite a text rather than an indication of a lapse of memory. In fact, Cyril may have derived this formula from the New Testament itself.45


    Advice for Reading


    Cyril’s Commentary on John is not the kind of text one can readily absorb by reading passively. If the reader does not bring questions to the text, reading Cyril will likely be a frustrating experience. Therefore, I offer the following list of suggestions to help the reader who may be new to patristic literature gain entrance into Cyril’s world of thought.


    
      	Do not skip Cyril’s citation of Scripture in an attempt to “get to the point.” Cyril’s handling of Scripture is the point.


      	Ask what connections Cyril is making between different texts and on what basis he is making those connections.


      	Notice what passages Cyril finds difficult or challenging and in need of explanation.


      	Try to reconstruct or imagine what the Arians might say about a particular text in order to understand why Cyril makes the points he does.


      	Pay attention when Cyril launches into a summary of the entire story of salvation.46 He has multiple ways of telling it.


      	Cyril’s discussions are often long, but their structure is not overly elaborate. Cyril seems to be writing down (or perhaps dictating) points as they come to his mind on a particular passage or topic. He does not seem to be following a master outline laid out in advance.

    


    Modern readers may not always feel at home with the exegetical moves that Cyril makes, but they will be drawn deeper into the biblical text and be led to consider the story of Christ in fresh and unexpected ways.
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    Chapter Headings


    
BOOK 11



    
      	The Only Begotten is eternal and before the ages; on the words “In the beginning was the Word.”


      	The Son, who is both God and of the same substance as the Father, exists in his own hypostasis, just as the Father does; on the words “And the Word was with God.”


      	The Son is God by nature and is in no way less than or unlike the Father; on the words “And the Word was God.”


      	Against those who dare to say that the natural Word in the mind of God the Father is different than the one called “Son” in the Holy Scriptures. Such an evil opinion belongs to the followers of Eunomius; on the words “This one was in the beginning with God.”


      	The Son is by nature creator with God the Father since he is from the Father’s substance and not taken on as a subordinate; on the words “All things came to be through him.”


      	The Son is by nature life. Therefore he did not come into being but is from the substance of God the Father; on the words “That which came into being—in it was life.”


      	The Son is by nature light. Therefore, he did not come into being but is from the substance of God the Father as true light from true light; on the words “And the life was the light of humanity.”


      	The Son of God alone is true light; the creation is not, since it participates in the light as something originate; on the words “He was the true light.”


      	The human soul does not exist before the body, nor is embodiment the result of former sins, as some say; on the words “He was the true light which enlightens everyone coming into the world. He was in the world.”


      	The Only Begotten alone is by nature the Son of the Father since he is from him and in him; on the words “No one has ever seen God.”

    


    


    


    BOOK 2


    
      	The Holy Spirit is in the Son not by participation or as something brought in from the outside but essentially and by nature; on the words “And John testified, ‘I have seen the Spirit descending like a dove from heaven, and it remained on him.’ ”


      	The Son is not an originate being, but as God and from God, he is over all things; on the words “The one who comes from above is over all things.”


      	The Son is God and from God by nature; on the words “The one who receives his testimony has set his seal that God is true.”


      	The properties of God the Father are in the Son not by participation but essentially and by nature; on the words “The Father loves the Son and has given everything into his hand.”


      	The Son is not among those who worship, insofar as he is Word and God; rather, he is worshiped with the Father; on the words “You worship what you do not know, but we worship what we know.”


      	The Son is not less than the Father either in potentiality or actuality when it comes to any work, but he is of equal might and of the same substance since he is from him by nature; on the words “The Son can do nothing of himself unless he sees the Father doing it. What he does, this the Son does likewise.”


      	No God-befitting dignity or superiority is in the Son by participation or addition from the outside; on the words “The Father judges no one but has given all judgment to the Son.”


      	Since the Son is God and from God by nature and is the exact image of the one who begat him, he has equal honor and glory with him; on the words “That all may honor the Son just as they honor the Father.”


      	The Son is less than God the Father in no respect, but as God from God, he is equal in might in carrying out all his works; on the words “I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge.”

    


    BOOK 3


    
      	A careful investigation of why Christ calls the blessed Baptist not just a lamp but a burning and shining lamp; on the words “He was a burning lamp.”


      	The Son is the image of God the Father, which also convicts the Jews of not understanding the words spoken enigmatically by Moses; on the words “You have never heard his voice,” etc.


      	Moses indicated the coming of the Savior when he said, “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me.”


      	Often Christ’s withdrawals from Jerusalem indicate that grace will be transferred to the Gentiles. The same chapter contains the discussion about the five barley loaves and two small fish; on the words “And after these things, Jesus went to the other side of the Sea of Tiberias.”


      	The Only Begotten is the imprint of God the Father’s hypostasis, and there is no other imprint besides him that either exists or is conceived of; on the words “Which the Son of Man will give you,” etc.


      	Concerning the manna, that it was a type of Christ’s presence and the spiritual gifts given through him; on the words “Jesus therefore said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I tell you, it was not Moses who gave you bread from heaven,’ ” etc.

    


    BOOK 4


    
      	In no way is the Son less than God the Father because he is from him by nature, even though he is said by some to be subject to him; on the words “I have come down from heaven not to do my own will, but the will of the Father who sent me.” In this same chapter there is also a most useful discussion of the precious cross of Christ.


      	The holy body of Christ is life-giving; on the words “I am the bread of life,” etc., in which he speaks of his own body as bread.


      	The Son is not a participant in the life of someone else, but he is life by nature since he is begotten of God the Father, who is life by nature; on the words “Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me.”


      	The holy tabernacle, which led the people through the desert, was a type of Christ, and so was the ark that was in it and the lamp and the altars, both the altar of incense and the altar of burnt offering. These signified Christ himself; on the words “Where shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.”


      	Concerning the feast of tabernacles, that it shows forth the restoration of the hope due the saints and the resurrection from the dead; on the words “Now the Jewish feast of tabernacles was near.”


      	A discussion of rest on the sabbath, showing in various ways what it means; on the words “If a man receives circumcision on the sabbath, are you angry with me because I healed the whole man on the sabbath?”


      	A discussion of circumcision on the eighth day, showing in various ways what it means; on the words “If a man receives circumcision on the sabbath,” etc.

    


    BOOK 5


    
      	Our affairs are not, as the Greeks ignorantly suppose, subject to hours by necessity, but we proceed by our own choice both to the good and to the opposite, and we are directed by the will of God; on the words “They tried to arrest him, but no one laid hands on him, because his hour had not yet come.”


      	After the Savior’s cross and at his resurrection from the dead, the Holy Spirit made his abode in us permanently; on the words “For as yet there was no Spirit, because Jesus was not yet glorified.”


      	The suffering on the cross was not the work of Jewish might, nor did Christ die because of anyone’s mistreatment, but he himself endured this willingly for us, in order to save everyone; on the words “These words he spoke in the treasury, as he taught in the temple, but no one arrested him because his hour had not yet come.”


      	The Son is God by nature, completely removed from likeness with creation, as far as his substance is concerned; on the words “You are of this world; I am not of this world.”


      	The Son is not inferior in power and wisdom to God the Father, but he is his very wisdom and power; on the words “I do nothing on my own, but I speak these things just as the Father taught me.”

    


    BOOK 6


    
      	Physical suffering does not occur to anyone because of sins committed by the soul before birth, nor does God apply the sins of parents to their children or the sins of anyone to anyone else. He does not punish those who have committed no sin. Rather, he renders a just judgment for everyone; on the words “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”

    


    BOOK 7 (Fragments)


    BOOK 8 (Fragments)


    BOOK 9


    
      	The Son is in the Father by an identity of nature, and the Father, in turn, is in the Son.

    


    BOOK 10


    
      	The Son is in no way less than God the Father but equal and similar to him in nature; on the words “If you loved me, you would rejoice that I am going to the Father, because the Father is greater than I.”


      	The Son is of the same substance as God the Father, not of a different or foreign nature as some twisted people say; on the words “I am the vine, you are the branches, and my Father is the vinedresser.”

    


    BOOK 11


    
      	The Holy Spirit is by nature from God, and in the Son, and through him and in his substance.


      	His Spirit (that is, the Holy Spirit) is by nature in the Son and in his substance, just as he is also in the substance of the Father.


      	No one should understand the Son to lack any God-befitting glory, even though he is found to say, “Father, glorify your Son.”


      	The fact that he is said to receive something from God the Father will in no way damage the glory of the Son, since there is a godly reason for this fact.


      	The Son will not be excluded from being true God, even though he calls the Father “the only true God.”


      	The Son was not stripped of God-befitting glory, even though he is found saying to the Father, “Now glorify me with the glory which I had,” etc.


      	The mention of something being given to the Son by the Father will not expel him from God-befitting honor, but he is clearly of the same substance and from him, even if he is said to receive something.


      	Even though something should be said to belong to the Father, it will not be excluded from the kingdom of Christ, for dominion over all things belongs to him as well.


      	The Son has the dignity of divinity by nature, even though he is said to have received this from the Father on account of his humanity and the form of his humiliation.


      	Christ is not holy by participation with another, nor is the sanctification through the Spirit foreign to his substance.


      	The Son is by nature one with God his Father, and he is in the Father, and the Father is in him according to the essential bond and mode of their unity. Likewise we ourselves, when we have received faith in him, are rendered one with each other and with God, bodily and spiritually.


      	The Son is by nature one with God his Father, even though he says that he received unity with the Father as a share of grace.

    


    BOOK 12


    
      	The Son is by nature God, even though he is found calling the Father his God on account of us, on the words “I am going to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God."

    


    

  


  


  CYRIL OF ALEXANDRIA


  
Commentary on John

  [91]


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTERS IN BOOK SIX



  
    	Physical suffering does not occur to anyone because of sins committed by the soul before birth, nor does God visit the sins of fathers on their children or the sins of anyone on anyone else, punishing those who have committed no sin. Rather, he renders a just judgment for everyone; on the words “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” [93]
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  BOOK SIX


  Introduction


  8:44 You are of your father the devil, and you want to do what your father desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and he does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him.


  He had a good reason for denying their kinship with Abraham. He convicted them of behaving differently than Abraham and of being far removed from reverence toward God himself. Now he goes on to explain the reason they cannot accept his words, and then he shows who should more properly and fittingly be called their father. He says, “You are from your father the devil,” whom he says “was a murderer in the beginning.” He is a liar “and does not stand in the truth,” and his father is a liar. In what follows, [94] he defines clearly who that is.


  The vehemence of the brief passage before us makes it very obscure and calls for especially careful investigation. The explanation of this passage is deep, and I think it is not obvious to many. As far as the surface meaning is concerned, he is not assigning any other father to the Jews than Satan who fell from heaven. But the next passage about their designated father says, “He is a liar just like his father.”1 This confuses us; even more, it puts us at quite a loss. Who would we reasonably suppose is the devil’s father? Who else fell before him to whom the later one may be compared in classification and behavior? After all, no one can show us such a reading in the divine Holy Scriptures, and what is not said in the divinely inspired Scriptures must in no way be received in faith. Every spirit who is considered a demon is called Satan, since that spirit is a child of the devil, according to the statement of Christ our Savior, “If Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself.”2 Yet we hear of one who surpasses and stands out above the others, to whom the prophet Ezekiel says somewhere, “You are the seal of his likeness and the crown of beauty. You were born in the luxury of the paradise of God. You were clothed with every precious stone.”3 Who else then can we think of as existing, who served as the pattern [of wickedness] for this one?


  Some of the more ancient exegetes, when they interpret this passage, say that that ancient Satan who is understood to be the chief of all the other demons [95] has been bound by the power of God and cast into Tartarus itself, there to pay the penalty for the outrages he committed against God, but another one appeared after him who was equal to his father’s brutality. They claim that this one is now the ruler of this age and he is the one the Savior was talking about when he said, “He was a murderer from the beginning” and “He is a liar just like his father.”


  Now if we did not take into account many other considerations besides this, we would have reasonably accepted this explanation from the surface meaning. But as it is, the following fact above all others prevents us from approving it without further investigation. At the time of our Savior’s advent, the tyranny of the devil met the beginning of its fall, and the evil and unclean spirits were being sent into the abyss. At any rate, the demons approached Jesus and explicitly asked him “not to command them to go into the abyss,” as it is written.4 And we recall that they made a great outcry as well, saying, “O what do you have to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? We know who you are, the Holy One of God. Have you come here ahead of time to torture us?”5 They knew full well that when our Lord Jesus Christ dwelt among us, he was going to bring about their downfall and cause them all kinds of grief, since they found much discussion on the matter among the Israelites. But they tyrannically accused him of arriving at the wrong time and perversely found fault with the timing of his advent. They say “ahead of time” on the assumption that they were not tortured at any other time, but they were anticipating one time, the time of the advent, at which they would doubtlessly endure what they were expecting.


  We add the following consideration as well. If the former devil is bound, as some assume, [96] and some other devil deceived Adam and does not cease from the madness for which he is accused, then the first one will be completely innocent regarding us, and this explanation will apparently free him from all blame. He has not killed anyone, deceived or lied. Indeed, God was unjust to say to him, “As a garment stained by blood will not be clean, so also you will not be clean, because you destroyed my land and killed my people.”6 Now if we were to grant that he, who they say was first, was not involved in the evils we just enumerated, then whom will we decide the second one imitated? Or whom was he patterned after, since he surpasses his leader in wickedness and has a deeper imprint of evil than he does?


  Perhaps it would not be unreasonable to go through more passages searching out the explanation of this, but we think it would be excessive to spend a great deal of energy on what does not require it. Therefore, we must move on to the next point and investigate carefully who the father is whom Christ assigns to the Jews—father in the sense of one who has the same behavior and mindset—so that a demon (the Prince of Evil, that is, Satan) might reasonably be listed as his father. He traces them back to Cain, who was the first person ever who did not love the one who chastised him but was shown to be the source of envy, murder, treachery, lying and deceit. He was second only to Satan, whose son he could justly be called in that he was smeared with the total resemblance of his wickedness.7 After all, just as God is understood to be the Father of everyone who is holy and righteous, since he is the source of sanctification and righteousness for all, in the same way I think Satan might reasonably be called the father of everyone who is wicked, since he is the source of all [97] wickedness.


  Since we have said that Cain was listed as the father of the Jews and Satan as the father of Cain himself, come let us go through our own words and clearly demonstrate that Satan was the first to rear his head against God’s correction, that he then went on to lie and deceive, and that he finally committed murder because of envy. Then we will show that Cain has the same behavior and mindset as him. And third, we will bring home the argument to the Jews, who possess the image of his wickedness in its entirety.


  Satan, then, despised his own dominion, as it were, and longed intensely for what was above his own nature. He did not keep to the limits of his own rank, so he was cast down and fell as a kind of rebuke by God and was taught the measure of his own nature. But because of his ill will, he gained no benefit from this but came down with a worse disease. He paid no attention at all to the need to be ardent in correcting his own attitude but fervently remained in an unshaken state of perversity. And when the first man was formed by God, according to the book of Moses, and was in paradise, still keeping the command that was given to him (I mean the one about the tree), Satan first began to burn with envy. Those first-formed humans indicted him, in a sense, for his own transgression and disobedience, since they were still keeping the command given to them, so he concentrated on dragging them away into disobedience with his tangled deceptions. Knowing what would be brought forth if they disregarded the orders of the great King, he persuaded them to do this and wrapped extreme tribulations around those who had done him no harm. After all, the very nature of the case will teach us that the transgression of Adam was a work of the devil’s deception and envy, and so was the [98] death that pounced upon him as a result of it. And the saying of the supremely wise Solomon will make this just as clear, which goes, “God did not make death, but death came into the world by the envy of the devil.”8


  With these considerations, the account of Satan is clear. Now let Cain come and stand among us. He was the firstborn of Adam, a farmer by trade. Next after him came Abel, but he was a shepherd of sheep. Now when natural law called them to offer a sacrifice to God, implanting the knowledge of the creator without teaching them about it (since all good things have been sown and implanted in our nature by God), Cain brought “from the fruit of the ground,” as it is written,9 but “Abel brought from the firstborn of his flocks and from their fat. And God looked upon Abel and his gifts, but Cain and his sacrifices he did not regard. This grieved Cain exceedingly, and his countenance fell. And the Lord God said to Cain, ‘Why have you become sorrowful, and why did your countenance fall? If you offered correctly but did not divide it correctly, did you not sin? Be still.’”10 Then he said to Abel, “He will turn to you, and you will rule over him.”11 Therefore, Cain was blamed for not rightly dividing the offering, while Abel was justly considered worthy of praise and honor. And that became the food of envy for Cain. Just like Satan, he became exasperated at the rebuke intended to impart wisdom. Then in the throes of unrighteous envy, as we have said, he treacherously pursued his brother, already plotting unholy murder.12 “Cain said to Abel his brother,” it says, “‘Let us go into another field better than this one.’”13 He said this as though he were inviting him, who was totally unaware, to enjoy tender grass, [99] but he savagely destroyed him and turned him into the first corpse on earth. He was thinking, it seems, that he would win all the honors since he no longer had anyone who could outdo him. After he had committed murder, however, he told a lie. When God said, “Where is Abel your brother?” he replied, “I do not know,” and because he lost all sense, he vehemently added, “I am not my brother’s keeper, am I?”14 He is practically saying, “You who crowned him unfairly—what good did you, his keeper, do him?” Do you see then, quite clearly, that the complete form of the devil’s wickedness is already perfectly wrought in him, as it were, and that the conformity of his behavior is molded into an equal and comparable shape?


  So let our discussion go straight to the unholiness of the Jews. Let us wrap them in the likeness of the wickedness of Cain and show that they tried to do the same things to Christ as Cain did to Abel, so that he may now justly and properly be called their father. Cain is firstborn, as we have said, and Israel, in turn, is firstborn among those who are children of God by adoption, according to the statement to Moses, “Israel is my firstborn son.”15 He offered the fruits of the earth as a sacrifice to God, but God “did not regard his sacrifices,” as it is written.16 Israel’s worship of the law too is earthly in a way, with its oxen and sheep and fruits of the earth, and God does not accept it either. “Why,” he says, “do you bring me incense from Sheba and cinnamon from a faraway land?”17 And he cries out explicitly through the voice of Isaiah, “Who asked this from your hand?”18 After Cain comes Abel the righteous one to sacrifice from the sheep. For Christ the righteous one came after [100] the worship of the law and at the consummation of the prophets. He did not bring fruits of the earth as a sacrifice to God the Father, but he offered himself to him as a spotless victim for a sweet fragrance for the life and salvation of all. God the Father rejected the worship according to the law as too earthly, and regarded the sacrifice of Christ our Savior instead. “He regarded” means “he delighted in it.” Then what? Cain was rebuked for not dividing rightly, and after he was blamed, he grew sick with envy and rushed headlong into murder. And God was admonishing the people of Israel in his Son, asking for better offerings from them and telling them to transform the worship according to the law into spiritual fruit, pushing and urging them to convert the letter into truth. But when they are blamed, they get angry. They are struck by their father’s envy, and they unjustly plot to kill Christ our Savior. Cain deceived Abel. He took him to a field and turned him into a corpse. Likewise, the Jews deceived Christ, as far as they could, by sending the traitor in the guise of a friend, who as he arrived to betray him, deceitfully kissed him while saying, “Greetings, Rabbi!” And then they took him into the field (that is, outside the gate) and destroyed him. For “outside the gate” Christ suffered on account of us and for us.19 You see then how they are found to bear no resemblance to Abraham or his actual offspring, but they possess the image of their own father, who truly resembles them. And since they are extremely sick with a wickedness that is conformed and related to his, there is good reason for them to hear, “You are of your father the devil, and you want to do what your father desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and he does not stand in the truth because there is no truth in him. When [101] he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar just like his father. But because I am telling you the truth, you do not believe me.”


  The intent of the statement focuses on the father of the Jews (I mean Cain), who was brought up and highlighted in the statement. However, it applies more broadly as well. Christ does not limit the impact of these words to the behavior of that man but applies it to everyone like him, ascribing what was said of one person individually to everyone who resembles him. When Cain or another liar like him tells a lie, he says, they are speaking words from their own family, as it were. What they have, they learned from those who came before them and from the one who gave them the beginning of evil. They imitate their own father, making lying a kind of natural practice, since he “lies.” Therefore, he says, since they have a father who loves lies, they now proceed by natural laws, as it were, to the lowborn character of their grandfather and father. They manifest their wickedness in themselves, while they positively exult in their own evil deeds, making the depravity of their forebears the flawless image of their own character and conduct.


  It is customarily the case that the wickedness of the ancients, when it is engraved on those with the same character, causes them to be called children. So what prevents you from believing me when I “tell the truth” that I really did arise from the true Father and, as I said before, “I came from God and now I am here.”20 After all, if someone lies when they have a liar for a father and so they tell lies from their own family, as it were, wouldn’t you have to think that since I tell the truth, I was surely begotten of the true Father and not, as you irreverently supposed, of some earthly father out of fornication and an unlawful union?


  The Lord, then, might have used such words as these with the Jews. Now one must realize that in the case of humans or rational spirits, [102] family relationship is to be found in character and conduct, whether that relationship is with each other or going back to the devil, the father of all wickedness. In the case of the Only Begotten, however, this fact is taken only as an image of the subject under contemplation. With him, the resemblance has absolutely no discrepancy, since his family relationship with the Father is natural and essential. He is truly from him, and he possesses all his qualities as his own natural attributes, and he has the ultimate likeness to him in all respects. For this reason he is recognized as the form, image and imprint of the one who produced him. So since the Father is true, the one who is from him (that is, the Christ) must be the truth.


  8:46 “Which of you convicts me of sin?”


  This is not the question of someone who expects to be convicted but of someone who is taking away and completely denying the possibility that the true God, who arose from God, could fall into sin. Christ, after all, did not commit sin. All sin originates from a turning from what is better to what is not. It is brought forth in those who have a natural capacity for turning and who are susceptible to changing into what they should not change into. How then could he be understood to sin who knows no turning and is not susceptible to changing into anything improper but is unshakable in his own natural good properties—and this not from someone else but from himself? That is why the Lord asks the Jews whether they can at all convict him of sin. This statement would extend to all transgression if one were to take it generally. When we fit it appropriately into the context, however, we do not say that he was at this time asking about every sin [103] and that he did so fearing to be convicted, but we understand it like this: since he was always eager to shame the sin of the Jews, he would not have allowed himself by this question to provoke them to repeat their former accusation, which we mentioned before, “We do not stone you for a good work, but for blasphemy because you, a human being, make yourself God.”21 On top of that, they might bring up his breaking of the sabbath, for which he was judged to be a transgressor in the extreme. The “sin,” then, that he is referring to in the present question is lying. If I have never been convicted as a liar, he says, why were you intent on disbelieving me as someone who always tells the truth and who says emphatically and explicitly that I originated from the true Father and that I do not know how to lie? Give to your faith—give, I say—the unwavering conviction that I am surely telling the truth when I say of myself, “I came from the Father and now I am here.”22 But as for you, your father is the devil because you lie and plot murder just like he does.23


  Something good does come from his accusation that they are plotting murder, since he thereby cuts short, so to speak, their attempt. When sin is exposed, it often blushes and retreats in some way, since it finds no way of going forward and reaching for its goal. But if it thinks it is hidden, it always increases and with unchecked impulses creeps toward the basest outcome.


  “If I am telling the truth, why do you not believe me?”


  He often repeats himself when he sees that they do not understand. Indeed, this is a practice that is highly appropriate for teachers. I am referring to the fact that when a statement is not understood the first time, he does not shrink from turning it around to show it from many different angles in order to settle it into the souls of his hearers.24 For example, he says that when the liar [104] “tells a lie, he speaks from his own family, for he is a liar just like his father.”25 Why do you think and act in ways that disown the principle described here? Why don’t you believe that I tell the truth, but instead assume that I depart from the truth, when I am in fact true just as the Father is? I suppose it is likely that he accuses the Jews of being feeble when it comes to taking in the words of truth, because they are not children of the truth. In vain do they falsely claim that God is their father when they say, “We have one father, God.”26 For God, he says, rejoices in the truth because he is completely the truth, and he wants those who worship him to “worship in Spirit and in truth.”27 And the children of the truth eagerly receive what is related to them, that is, the truth. But as for you, you don’t believe me when I tell the truth because you are not children of the truth. The Lord seems to me to be saying something like this to the Jews.


  One may easily see this by adapting the speech to someone else. Let’s say someone of a sober character says to an unruly son or servant or neighbor, If I seem self-controlled to you when I avoid fornication and place the thought of it as far out of my mind as possible, why do you mistrust me and refuse to believe me when I say it is an evil and loathsome deed? Now he certainly would not say this expecting an answer to his question. Rather, through a question that exposes unbelief, he is clearly convicting him of rejoicing in licentiousness and not accepting the words that would give him self-control.


  Therefore, we will understand it in the same way in the case of the Jews, when Christ says, [105] “If I am telling the truth, why do you not believe me?” The form of such questions implies and is always attached to an assent on the part of those questioned. One might even say that the question to a great extent convicts them. That is because such a question accuses those whom we ask of lacking what we possess. Notice how he does not say without qualification or generally, “Why do you not believe me?” But he emphasizes the you,28 subtly referring to those accustomed to fierce unbelief, while hinting that there are perhaps some with a nobler mind who do not retain in their own behavior the exact imprint of Cain’s stubbornness, who even now are advancing to be enrolled among the children of God.


  After all, we should not think that all Jews were immersed in sheer and utter senselessness. There were some who had “zeal for God,” as Paul says, “but it was not enlightened.”29 This is why they hesitated a little when it came to faith. Now when we look at those so disposed and see their anger as they are inflamed to the point of bloody murder, we should assign most of the blame to the unholy scribes and Pharisees. They are the fitting recipients of the words, “Why do you not believe me?” It is as though Christ were attributing unlimited unbelief to them as their personal property. They were, after all, the leaders, and they persuaded their hearers to go along with their unholy deeds. That is why they are rightly accused of taking away the key of knowledge and of not entering [into knowledge] themselves while preventing others from entering.30 So he says you as a specific reference to the leaders. [106]


  8:47 “The one who is from God listens to the words of God. The reason you do not hear is that you are not from God.”


  The words “from God” in this passage should not be understood to mean that certain people are begotten of his substance (that would be foolish). Nor should it be understood in the sense it is used in Paul’s statement, “All things are from God.”31 The divine Paul says that all things are from him because the one who gives existence to all things is the creator and originator of all. But that meaning doesn’t work in the present passage since all people, both good and evil, are from God in that he is the creator of all. So “from God” describes the one who is like God in terms of excellence and lawful conduct. Such people are deemed worthy (so to speak) to be related to him in that he considers them worthy to be classified as his children. Furthermore, the one who is “from God,” he says, will be eager to receive God’s word with joy, since that which is related and familiar is always dear. But the one who is not “from God” (that is, the one who does not at all prize being related to him) would not gladly hear God’s words. That is because good does not easily reside in the wicked, and longing for virtue is not something they would ever fight for since their mind is filled with ultimate depravity and looks only to its own will.


  When Christ says, “The one who is from God listens to the words of God,” let no one think that he is instructing us to take the divine voice only into our bodily ears. Who is there, even among very bad people, who could not listen to the voice of someone speaking, unless some disease had taken away their sense of hearing? So he puts the words listens to in this passage [107] to stand in for “consents, believes and hides in one’s mind,” as it says in the book of Proverbs, “The one who is wise will receive commands in their heart.”32 In the case of the foolish, or rather the despisers, the word echoes like a meaningless sound or a random and annoying noise, but it immediately escapes the heart of its recipients. It sinks into the heart of the wise, however, as into rich soil.


  The Lord quite skillfully accuses the Jews of being senseless and exposes their unrestrained blasphemy when he says that his words are the words of God. He is reeducating them, he says, to think of him in a more appropriate way. They should not think that he really came from Joseph or any other earthly father; instead, they should believe that he appeared as God from God, from the substance of God the Father. They understand his point, so they get upset and burn with intense anger, adding “iniquity upon their iniquity,” as it is written,33 and they insult him even more.


  8:48 The Jews answered and said to him, “Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and you have a demon?”


  Once more we ought to weep over the madness of the Jews and their utter stupidity. They are caught by their own words. They are like wild beasts when they leap toward the hands of those killing them. They themselves lend force to the knife. After all, when they are accused of lying as the custom and practice they grew up with, they immediately show this to be true. They are hurt by the Savior telling them that they are not from God, and in no time they manifest the precise image of the devil’s wickedness in themselves. [108] They dare to say that God who comes from God is a Samaritan and a demoniac, while it is really they who have in themselves the bitter demon who is an enemy of God. For no one says, “Jesus be cursed,” except by Beelzeboul, as Paul says.34 In all these matters, they are exposed for their lies, insults and verbal abuse. Since they are accustomed to fight against God, they will pay the due penalty to the omnipotent judge.


  We must also investigate why they call the Lord a Samaritan and a demoniac in this passage. After all, the introductory phrase, “Are we not right in saying,” suggests that they have some reason for disparaging him as a Samaritan and the other thing they dare to call him. They call him a Samaritan on the grounds that he is indifferent to the commands of the law and thinks nothing of breaking the sabbath. This is based on the fact that Judaism among the Samaritans is not strict. Their worship has been mixed with foreign and Greek customs. Or they call him a Samaritan for a different reason: it was the custom of the Samaritans to testify falsely to their own absolute purity and to condemn others as defiled. (That is why, I think, “Jews have no dealings with Samaritans,” as it is written,35 and they avoid mingling with some others as well—out of a disgust for the defilement that would result, since they hold to this kind of foolishness.) Now when the Lord condemned the evil disposition of the Jews, he called them sons of the devil, but he testified to his own utter purity and complete innocence regarding sin, saying, “Which of you convicts me of sin?”36 These are clearly the words of someone who is registering his own absolute purity, which he has because he cannot fall into sin. [109] And by calling the Jews children of Satan, he is condemning them for being defiled and for having a mind that is full of every kind of uncleanness, which is also true. So that is why they call him a Samaritan.


  Next they say he has a demon because it is characteristic of demons to take the honor that is due God and give it to themselves and to seize God’s glory without restraint. And this is exactly what they think Christ is doing when he, a human being, puts himself in the place of God by saying, “The one who is from God listens to the words of God,”37 since he is suggesting that this statement applies to his own words. This, then, is the pretext for the Jews’ verbal abuse, or rather blasphemy, against him and the occasion for them to say those things that served as a down payment for eternal fire.


  It occurs to me that we should marvel at them for another reason as well. When they get angry that they were a number of times called sons of the devil and liars, they show by their actions that they deserve the accusation! What they should have done was to refute the charge by inclining toward virtue. But they displayed complete devotion to verbal abuse, and they presented irrelevant charges as though they applied. These are the characteristics of those who have been enrolled not as children of God but as sons of the devil. Not only do those wretched people heap abuse on him and tell lies about their head (since I don’t want to say “Christ”), but they insist that they are “right” in doing so, refusing even a verbal admission of their wickedness. This is proof of total blindness.


  8:49 Jesus answered, “I do not have a demon; but I honor my Father, and you dishonor me.”


  This statement is gentle, but it gets the point across. [110] With great emphasis he insists, “I do not have a demon.” He is distinguishing himself from them, as it were, here showing himself to be free of the vice of verbal abuse, while demonstrating that it is true of them. For they probably would have shuddered at calling him demon possessed (since his deeds testified to them that he was God), unless they themselves truly had a demon. So he ingeniously says, “I do not have,” thereby transferring the statement to them, as it were, and ascribing it to them instead, since that is truly how it is. “I do not have a demon,” he says (but you do). And “I honor my Father” when I say that he is my God and I have come from God and when I further maintain that I do not know how to sin. For the one who is from God must—must, I say—be God. And he who comes from the one who cannot sin must be recognized to be of the same kind as the one from whom he comes. The opposite would have to be the case as well. (I am using circumspect language to avoid offending you.) That is, God would not be honored if he were thought to have a Son who is not God. The Father would not be honored, he says, if he were called the Father of one who falls into sin. Therefore, when I testify about my excellent qualities, I am not at all blaspheming as you suppose, he says; rather, I am honoring the one who begat me.


  Furthermore, “I honor” him in another way as well. I am correct to say that you are not from God, since it would not be right to claim that those who have reached this level of wickedness and have been baptized with every kind of pettiness are from God. After all, the one whom he honors and deems worthy to be related to him is not the liar, the railer, the blasphemer, the haughty and the insolent, or the one accustomed to plotting unjust murder, but the one who is gentle, meek, pious, devoted to God and good. Therefore, “I honor the Father” in this sense as well: [111] I exclude those convicted of sheer wickedness from kinship with him. And you, in turn, “dishonor” me as I do this. You denounce the praise that belongs to the Father so that you are caught blaspheming not only against the Son but now against him too. If I “honor” the one who begat me when I testify about my excellent qualities, then surely whoever clothes with extreme accusations the one who is from him, he says, will “dishonor” him. From every angle, then, Christ is consistent with his own words. He clearly shows that he is God by nature. And the principle of kinship by which the Father is honored, he says, reveals that the Jews are not related to God in any way, since the multitude of the unholy are expelled from any relationship with him. After all, what could be more unholy than those who say these things?


  8:50 “I do not seek my own glory. There is one who seeks it, and he is the judge.”


  In these words, Peter’s statement about our Savior is clearly seen to be true: “When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself to the one who judges justly.”38 See how when he hears the utterly vile fabrications hurled at him in their profane drunken rants (not once but many times), he remains kind and in no way departs from what is fitting for him. He does this as an example for us so that when we hurry to follow “in his steps,”39 we may not be caught returning “abuse for abuse” or any other “evil for evil” to those who want to hurt us,40 but rather we may “overcome evil with good.”41


  Therefore, “I do not seek my own glory,” he says. He clearly does not say this to excuse those who decided to rage against him or [112] to encourage them to proceed quickly to this blasphemy. Rather, he is implying the following: I have come, he says, not to traffic in glory that comes from you or to strive for any honor or fame. No, I have humbled myself. Though I was in the form of God the Father, I became human on account of and for you.42 So he who did not disdain taking the form of a slave—even though he could have remained in equality with God the Father and reveled in joys beyond thought and speech—how could he now be thought to seek glory from anyone? Isn’t he rather enduring voluntary disgrace for the benefit of others?


  Either this is what the Lord means by this statement, or we might suppose there is also another sense in which he does not seek his own glory. Although he could have immediately punished those who insulted him and exacted a penalty for their blasphemy (since they were acting irreverently toward him, the Lord of all), he calmly put up with their grief and endured it so completely that he did not want to strike back at those arrogant people even with mere words. However, so that blasphemy against God may not seem to be a viable course for whoever happens to engage in it, he had to block them with the Father’s wrath as an obstacle, as it were, to prevent them from going straight down that road. Though the Son is forbearing and does not immediately take vengeance for his own glory, the Father will not put up with it, he says. He will be an avenger and rise up against those who insult him, not as though he were a comrade of someone else or as though he thought it appropriate that he choose to be grieved on behalf of an insulted saint, but because the sin reaches up to him. That is because nothing at all separates the Father and the Son (I mean as far as the identity of their essence is concerned), even though each one is understood to exist on his own. Indeed, that is why our Lord Jesus Christ says in another place, “Whoever does not honor the Son [113] does not honor the Father.”43 For the Son has the Father in himself by nature, and each one is glorified together and exists together. The Father, in turn, also has the Son in himself. Just as the Son shares in his essence, so also he shares in his glory in all things. The wretched Jews, then, will be punished for their blasphemy against the Lord and Son. They treated the entire consubstantial and holy Trinity with irreverence, and they grieved in the Son the nature that is king of all.


  Everyone therefore who has any self-control must avoid whatever offends the good God. Just because he does not immediately inflict his wrath on those who offend him, that does not mean we should just roll over. He is good, “not inflicting his wrath every day, but if we do not repent, he will polish his sword,” as it is written, and he will “bend his bow” against us. These are the “instruments of death,”44 that is, every form of adversity and unbearable misfortune.


  8:51 “Truly, truly I say to you, whoever keeps my word will never see death.”


  He shows us that it is superfluous to assemble long defenses against those who love to cast blame. He leans against this in favor of what was necessary—I mean, calling people to eternal life by faith. He practically says goodbye to those who had grieved him because of their ignorance, and he adorns this statement with a certain artistic skill. He said before concerning God that “the one who is from God listens to the words of God.”45 Then he immediately says, “whoever keeps my word,” showing that he is God by nature. By this he further teaches that there is no more impiety left for the Jews to commit since they have said that he has a demon, though he is the one who [114] gives eternal life to those who choose to keep his word. After all, shouldn’t he be recognized as God by nature by this statement too? Who else could give eternal life to those who listen to his words, except the one who is by nature God?


  Now the divine word is kept when one does not transgress the divine command but stands in it and does what is commanded without delay, being free from any accusation of laziness regarding the divine laws. And observe once again how precise his statement is. He did not allow himself to say, “Whoever hears my word,” but, “Whoever keeps my word.” Many receive the word of God into their ears—not only humans who are guilty of sin, but the unholy mass of demons as well. In fact, Satan, the leader of them all, when he dared to tempt our Lord Jesus Christ in the desert, kicking against the goads46 because of the great savageness of his character, set the divine word before him: “It is written,” he said, “that he will command his angels concerning you, to guard you in all your ways.”47 Therefore, salvation does not consist in mere hearing, neither does life consist in learning alone, but in keeping what is heard. He set the divine word before them as a kind of canon48 and boundary for life. He says that the steadfast guardian of his word “will never see death.” This does not at all mean that he takes away the death of the flesh, but as God he does not count that death as death. For him, nothing is dead in that he can bring what does not exist into being, and when what is brought into being decays, he can easily give life to it. Or he means that the saints will not “see death” in the age to come. That age should strictly and truly be understood not to have an end [115] like ours does. When he says that those who have kept his divine word will not see death in that age, he is not implying that some will die after the resurrection—since the death of all people has been destroyed in the death of Christ, and the power of decay has been brought to an end—but he appropriately calls eternal punishment “death.” You may learn this by looking at what he said above: “Truly I say to you,” he says, “whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever does not believe the Son will not see life.”49 Yet all will rise to life and live again hereafter, both believers and unbelievers. The resurrection is not partial in the least but equal for all, at least in the sense that all must live again.


  How then can it be that the one who does not believe the Son will not see life, when we expect all to be raised? From this it is ultimately clear that Christ customarily uses the term “life” to refer to long life in gladness and glory that never end. That is what is stored up for the saints in hope. So when he says that whoever does not believe the Son will have no glimpse of life (even though we expect all to live again), he is not here referring to the life of the body but to the joy that is prepared for the saints. In the same way, when he says that whoever is a noble and steadfast keeper of his divine words will never see death, he is surely not referring to the death of the body in this statement but to the punishment prepared for sinners. Just as in the former statement, joy is referred to as “life,” so here punishment is referred to as “death.” [116]


  8:52 The Jews said to him, “Now we know that you have a demon.”


  Once again, they feel insulted when they are called liars, so they accuse the truth. But they testify, even against their will, to the words of the Savior, and with the very charges by which they dishonor him, they show that he is not lying. These wretched people are blind, and they have hearts so full of ignorance that they do not even think they need to rid themselves of the charges against them; instead, they fall into evils more shameful than the ones before, and they are caught in their own nets. Look! Look at the way they defend themselves and imply that they have not falsely railed against him. Their response convicts them as liars all the more, and they are bound even more tightly in the cords of their own sins, as it were.50 In utter folly, they say here, “Now we know.” They who often barked at him and claimed he had a demon say, “Now we know,” thus condemning their previous unbridled tongues. After all, if they know now, then they didn’t know before. How then could they claim he had a demon when they themselves thought he was not yet liable to accusation? Therefore, the irreverent people of the Jews were previously lying, and with unguarded mouths they were belching up the devil’s malice against Christ. For confirmation of their nonsense, they seize upon the statement of Christ our Savior, thinking in their great madness, it seems, that the truth would aid a lie. Furthermore, they could have learned from their own words that they were committing ungodly transgression by hurling terrible insults at the giver of eternal life, but because of these very words they once again fail to see that they are reaching the extremes of sickness. Not only do they think they do not need to repent of these insults, but now they say that they are convinced that [117] what they said was the truth. . . .51 The prophet is right when he says, “The ways of the Lord are straight, and the righteous will walk in them. But the ungodly will fall in them.”52


  Anyone would be astounded at their incomparable madness in the following point as well. When they see a countless crowd of demons and evil spirits crushed by one word from the Savior and driven out against their will from those whom they inhabited, they do not shudder to say that he has a demon, even though they were fully assured by cogent arguments that Satan would not cast out Satan. For “every kingdom that is divided against itself is laid waste,” says Christ, “and every house and city divided against itself is laid waste. Now if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. How then will his kingdom stand?”53 So behold, someone might say with good reason: “A people truly foolish and senseless. They have eyes but do not see; they have ears but do not hear.”54 They are not changed by words or teaching to want to think better thoughts, nor do they contemplate with the eyes of their mind the nature that rules over all things, but they pelt it with extreme insults like rocks—or rather, each one pelts their own soul.


  “Abraham died, and so did the prophets, but you say, ‘Whoever keeps my word will never taste death.’”


  When the audacious people of the Jews lie about their own head and say to the Savior, “You have a demon,” they mean to indicate nothing other than, “You make yourself God” on the grounds that [118] he plastered himself, as it were, with the honor and glory that belong to the divine nature. (That is what demons do, after all, as we have said elsewhere.) They consider nothing beyond what they can see, and they do not recognize God the Word in human flesh. Instead, without raising their mind even a little beyond what is corporeal but fixing it only on what is earthly, they are exclusively engaged with what is inferior and subject to touch. That is why these wretched people are scandalized and think that truth (that is, Christ) is telling lies. Indeed, they suppose that he is arrogating to himself the glory that belongs to the Father, not only allowing himself to be placed in equal rank with the ruler of all things but imagining something greater and thinking that he can do (and even promising to do) what God the Father did not do.


  Next we will see why they say in their irritation, “Abraham died, and so did the prophets,” and why they bring up the death of the saints to overturn Christ’s words. They want to indicate something like this: We did not lie when we said you have a demon; the proof of our words is right here. Look, you promise that you will surpass God himself in miracles and that you can easily accomplish what he has not done. After all, Abraham and the prophets, even though they kept God’s word, did not contradict the laws of nature but declined and fell into this common death of the body. And now you say that whoever keeps your word will have no taste of death. So how is that not saying that your deeds are better than God’s? If someone thinks that they can surpass God, [119] how are they not obviously out of their mind? Because of their great ignorance, they think that the Lord is referring only to the death of the body in these words and that he is promising that those who believe in him will not die in the flesh. A sound mind, on the other hand, realizes that nothing is dead to God. Even though it dies, it is made alive again. After all, if something was brought from not being into being, how could it not be simpler and easier for that which was already brought into being to be called into being again, even if we recognize that it fell asleep for a little while because of the oikonomia? The Jews, then, not knowing the glory of the Savior, sneer at his words and call him demon possessed since he promises to do greater things that not even God has done. And for proof of their slander, they bring up the death of Abraham and the holy prophets. By this they think they are going to convict Christ of empty boasting (since he promises to give eternal life to those who keep his word) and of detracting from the glory of God (since he confesses that he will give them greater blessings).


  8:53 “Are you greater than our father Abraham, who died? And the prophets also died.”


  The statement of the Jews is shadowy and pregnant with deep meaning. What are they saying here, with their human conception of him, bitter as it is, at least as they intended it? Look, they say, even though Abraham and the prophets kept God’s word, they died. But we just heard you promise greater blessings to some people. After all, [120] when you say they will not die at all, the very fact of them not dying certainly makes them greater and puts them in a better position than those we just mentioned. Tell us then, they say, and answer our question: Are you greater than Abraham and the prophets—you who promise to make others greater than they are? So even though they die, you are not going to die but will remain immortal even though you are a human being and have an earthly body? How could you grant to others what you do not have yourself? In fact, you will surely die since you are human. And if you are not greater than Abraham and the prophets, you will be subject to death just like they were, so you will not be able to give others a benefit that does not belong to you. Their statement indirectly suggests this sort of meaning.


  Do not be surprised if they have no greater conception of Christ. As we have already said many times and in many ways, they think that he is a mere human being who is one of us. They were completely ignorant that the only begotten God the Word was united to the flesh. “Who do you claim to be?”55 In their ­limitless madness they almost go so far as to think of correcting the Lord for transgressing. And as if he did not know what was appropriate, they advise him to think more measured thoughts. Sir, they say, you do not know your own nature. You forget that you are human, and you are not content with the status God gave you. Who do you claim to be—you who promise to give greater blessings than his generosity and who hazardously say that you will accomplish more than his might? Thus they condemn him as a blasphemer and finally attack him like scorpions. They think that they need to rebuke Christ (and that they are quite right in doing so) for not respecting the status of humanity but leaping and jumping so far that he is carried beyond the glory possessed by the creator of all. And they also rebuke him [121] for trampling on the honor of the holy patriarchs and prophets. So when they malevolently utter the question “Who do you claim to be?” they intend to provoke him. They then expect to hear him cry out explicitly, “I am greater than both Abraham and the prophets,” though the Lord would have spoken quite truthfully if he had said this. That is because there is no comparison between human beings and God, who is above all nature—both visible and spiritual.


  8:54 Jesus answered, “If I glorify myself, my glory is nothing.”


  This statement is really about the person of holy Abraham and the prophets, but the Savior applies its meaning to himself in an attempt to persuade them. He is not unaware that the Pharisees are prone to anger, even without provocation, and that they take everything said about him as yet another reason why they must plot murder even more ferociously. Envy inspires the love of sin in whomever it arises and persuades them to take burning offense even over matters that least deserve it.


  Now Christ was intending to insinuate something like the following. The Jews jumped on him and contradicted what he said. They endlessly brought up the blessed Abraham and the prophets all over the place, and they explicitly cried out, “Are you greater than our father Abraham, who died? And the prophets also died.”56 Then in addition, they accused him of attacking the glory of the saints and raising himself far above them, saying, “Who do you claim to be?”57 Now it would have been appropriate for the Lord to reply to these charges in plain terms and say clearly, I am superior and greater than Abraham and the prophets. But the arrogant Jew would not have tolerated that answer. [122] He would immediately have gotten angry at it. Feigning love for the Father and pretending to advocate for the glory of the saints, he would have fiercely attacked Christ. In his anger, he would have thought it right to plot his murder already now. That is why the Lord applies the words to himself and says, “If I glorify myself, my glory is nothing.” He practically says this: Let no one on earth think they are great. If we wish to understand for ourselves what human glory is, we will find it to be nothing. “For all flesh is grass, and all human glory is like the flower of the field.”58 It’s no wonder Abraham died, he says, and the prophets after him. What is human glory, after all, when human nature is tyrannized by both death and decay and for this reason is compared with easily fading grass?


  It is likely that when he skillfully applies the status of Abraham and the prophets to himself and says, “My glory is nothing,” he is leading the Jew to remember what Abraham says quite clearly about himself, “I am earth and ashes,”59 and to recall the prophets who cried out to God, “Remember that we are dust.”60 Now we are certainly not saying by this that he, who glorifies the saints, is really finding fault with their glory. Rather, it was necessary for him to say this. The goal of benefiting them required him to demonstrate how great a difference there is between his divine and ineffable nature and those who succumb to death and decay.


  “My Father is the one who glorifies me.”


  For precise illumination and contemplation of what this means, I will exhaust the same statements and go through the same words as before. [123] The Jews said, “Are you greater than our father Abraham, who died? And the prophets also died. Who do you claim to be?”61 They were always posing this as an invincible question and a point that could not be overturned. They truly thought that he too would die and that he too would succumb to death and decay. They thought that he would not be greater in this regard than Abraham and the prophets and that there was nothing great about him at all. So finally, as the situation demanded, our Lord Jesus Christ, who is of the eternity of the one who begat him, shows that he is eternal. That is why he says, “My Father is the one who glorifies me.” He intends the word is in this statement to be understood not in a simple way without investigation, but he put it there to indicate the being of the Father. Moreover, the Son, who is ineffably begotten of the Father who is, surely brings with him the property of his begetter, that is, being. Therefore, he is greater than Abraham and the prophets. They died since they are earth-born of mortal fathers. But he, who incomprehensibly comes forth from the one who is, is always glorified by his Father—not that he lacks glory (since he is the King of Glory),62 but that he can boast that he is begotten of the eternal Father. Therefore, he too is eternal, since he carries essentially the dignity of the one who begat him.


  Now the statement that the Father glorified the Son will do no damage to a divine view of the Son since the Father himself is glorified in a similar way by the Son—not that he lacks glory, but it is considered to be and is glorious to be known as the Father of such an offspring (that is, one who is God in himself). That is why, you know, the Son himself says to the Father, “Father, glorify your Son, so that the Son [124] may glorify you.”63 Therefore, human glory is nothing at all. That which comes from the earth falls into death, so far as the body is concerned, even though it will rise again. The Only Begotten is glorified by the one who begat him since, along with all the other good properties, he has the property of his substance as his own. The blessed psalmist briefly indicates how great the difference is between him and all creation when he cries out, “The heavens will perish, but you will remain. They will all wear out like a cloak. You will change them like a covering and they will be changed. But you are the same, and your years will have no end.”64 Everything that is created is subject to decay, even if it has not yet decayed because it is preserved by God’s will. But God is incorruptible and eternal by nature. He does not obtain this by the will of someone else, like creation does; rather, he always exists in his own good properties, and this property is one of them.


  8:55 “Of him you say, ‘He is our God,’ but you do not know him.”


  Again he accuses them (and with special fervency) of practicing love of God in mere words only but being far removed from the true knowledge of God. He is practically uttering to them the declaration of the prophet, who once said, “This people draws near to me; they honor me with their lips, but their heart is far from me.”65 Now for their benefit and in conformity with that ancient statement, he says, “You did not know him.” And his statement is true. After all, just because someone happens to know that God exists, that does not at all mean they have the knowledge of God. The fact that God is and exists is something that “even the demons believe, [125] and tremble,” as it is written.66 In addition to knowing that he exists, one should have opinions about him that are fitting and appropriate to him. For example, I suppose that no sober person would busy themselves trying to figure out what God really is by nature, since that is impossible to find out. However, one could easily find out what his attributes are and are not by attending to the Holy Scriptures. So we know and believe that he is powerful; we know that he is not weak. We know that he is good; we know that he is not wicked. We know that he is righteous and, correspondingly, that he is not unrighteous. We know that he is eternal; we are convinced and believe that he is not limited to time, neither is he transient like we are. Now the Jews, insofar as their verbal statements go, confessed clearly that God is their God, though they were nonetheless ignorant of him. But when it comes to the fact that he is incorruptible and eternal, we will find that they did not understand. If they had known, I don’t think they would have sunk to such madness as to think that the only begotten Son, who comes from his substance, would die. Nor would they have brought up the death of Abraham and the prophets and senselessly said to him, “Who do you claim to be?” Isn’t it quite reasonable to say that anyone who knows who the Father is by nature must believe that the Word who comes from him is the same? After all, from a sweet spring, a sweet stream surely proceeds, and from good trees, the offspring will surely be good. In the same way, I think we must believe that the one who is from God by nature is true God and the offspring of the eternal Father is eternal, just like his Father. Therefore, it is appropriate to say to the Jews here too, “Either make the tree bad and its fruit bad, or make the tree good and its fruit [126] good. For a good tree cannot produce bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot produce good fruit.”67 How then is it possible, or rather how is not utterly foolish, to think that the offspring of the immortal Father is mortal and to number the one who knows no corruption with those who are subject to corruption?


  “I know him. If I said that I do not know him, I would be a liar like you.”


  I did not lie, he says, when I said to the Jews, “Whoever keeps my word will never see death.”68 I am able to make people immortal since I know that the one from whom I am is strong enough to do this; I know that my Father is life by nature. Therefore, I too am like him, that is, I am by nature life and life-giving. If I denied my ability to give life, I would be ignorant of the Father. Since I have the property of his substance, I am able to give life, just like he does. So I confess that I have all the properties that are in the Father and that I am like him. And by doing his works, I declare and promise with certainty that “I know him.” But if I say that I do not have the Father’s unaltered attributes in myself, “I would be a liar like you,” not knowing the Father. Indeed, when I say that the glory of Abraham and the prophets is nothing (since they were from the earth and human by nature, and death was not foreign to them), and when I say that the Father’s eternity is my glory, I say such things because I know the Father. But if I say that I will decay like they did and that I am not coeternal with the Father, I would be lying like you, ignorant of the Father from whom I am. That is because it is impossible that he who is from him who is and remains always the same should not himself be and remain always the same. The offspring of the eternal is eternal.


  Now someone might take the passage more simply and say that it [127] was spoken in a different way. “I know,” he says, my Father. If I say I do not know him, “I would be a liar like you.” You do not know God, but you claim to know him.


  Since we have already discussed clearly how one knows him and what the charge for not knowing him is, we will add nothing further.


  “But I know him, and I keep his word.”


  As far as the passage at hand is concerned, we say this: Christ is speaking again as a human being, and he is bringing himself down again to our condition, not rejecting the appearance appropriate for a slave at the proper time. So he says that he both knows the Father and keeps his word. We will surely not say that he must be giving this testimony about himself or that he is recounting anything that belongs to him, but there is great skill mixed into this statement. By saying that he both knows the Father and keeps his word, he shows that the Jews have the opposite mind from that which he asserts he has, namely, that they neither know God nor think that they should keep his word. Otherwise they would have eagerly received the one proclaimed ahead of time by Moses and the prophets. We can find among ourselves as well this kind of well-adapted, excellent speech that on the one hand has the power of reproof and gently points out to people their faults, but on the other hand heads off their anger at being rebuked. For example, say there is a certain man who is self-controlled and otherwise good who rebukes the thief and the drunkard by saying, “I am a self-controlled man; I have never stolen what belongs to others, nor have I ever been drunk.” Now such a man is certainly not giving testimony about himself through this statement, and we should not take his words that way. On the contrary, he is clothing those whom he is criticizing with the opposite of the qualities he possesses. In this way, then, our Lord [128] Jesus Christ too says that he knows the Father and keeps his word, thereby clothing the unholy Jews by reverse implication with the fact that they neither know God nor put up with his word, and they do not consider the law prescribed to them from above to be worthy of any observance whatsoever.


  If, however, we must consider the passage from a different angle as well and examine more subtly what is obliquely indicated, then we will add the following: the Son knows his Father not with the kind of knowledge found among us but with God-befitting and indescribable knowledge. Just as a human born from a human is not ignorant of the nature of their begetter—not because they learned it from anyone else, but they know it just from who they are—so also the Son “knows” his begetter just from who he is, and he “keeps his word,” that is, he has the definition of his essence preserved whole in himself. Logos, after all, means definition.69 The logos of a human being (that is, the definition of humanity’s essence) is: a rational animal, mortal and receptive of intellect and knowledge. The logos of an angel, let’s say, would be understood to be the definition of its essence. But in the case of God, it is not possible for us to grasp the logos or definition of his nature because we do not know what he is by nature. The Son, however, knows his own Father, and since he is begotten of his essence, he knows what his begetter is by nature. Drawing from our usage and employing human words, he says that he keeps the Father’s logos (as if to say the definition of his essence) in himself. [129] After all, he is the image of the one who bore him and the imprint that can be accused of no discrepancy whatsoever. He contains in himself all the God-befitting and excellent qualities of the one who begat him.


  8:56 “Abraham your father rejoiced to see my day; he saw it and was glad.”


  By day here, he is referring to nothing other than the time of his advent, when the true light shone on us and the sun of righteousness arose. Darkness held us at that time, as the prince of this world tyrannized and blackened the whole world, as it were, with his perversities and sank it into polytheistic deception, darkening the mind of each person in a different way. But that darkness was scattered like the mist. That is why the divine psalmist, thinking of the thrice-longed-for time of his advent as a “day,” raised his voice in advance, saying in the Spirit, “This is the day which the Lord has made. Let us rejoice and be glad in it.”70 It is especially the custom of the Holy Scripture to refer to the time of each matter as its “day.” For example, “The day of the Lord of hosts is against everyone who is proud and haughty, and they will be humbled.”71 And again, “What will you do on the day of the assembly and on the day of the feast of the Lord?”72 And the psalmist says that all their plans will perish “on that day,”73 again defining day as the time of the expected divine judgment, when the illustrious of the world will get no help from the deceit of their old plans or the empty swelling of their brows at their wealth.


  So he says, “Abraham your father rejoiced to see my day; he saw it and was glad.” How or when [130] should we think the blessed Abraham has seen the day of Christ our Savior, that is, the time of his advent in the flesh? This statement is not easy. One cannot explain the meaning by deriving it from its opposite. Nevertheless, we will consider the relevant issues as well as we can and offer the following explanation: God revealed his own mystery to Abraham just as to one of the holy prophets. Or we will propose that he truly saw the day of the Lord’s slaughter (which made all things auspicious for us and blew everything in the right direction like a fair wind) when he was instructed to offer his only begotten firstborn son (that is, Isaac) as a sacrifice as a type of him. As he was carrying out this priestly act, the clear and precise meaning of the mystery probably came to him at that time in the form of the type that he was performing.


  One could grant other instances of this as well to those who are particularly studious. Indeed, he saw three men “by the oak of Mamre”74 and received a promise from God that he would be the father of many nations. This could not be fulfilled in any other way except by the Gentiles being called by faith in Christ. In this way, they register Abraham as their father, and they will recline with him in the kingdom of heaven75 and will participate with him in our Savior’s lavish generosity in all good things. So the blessed Abraham “saw my day,” he says, and when he saw it, “he was glad.”


  Next we must show why Christ proceeds to say these things. Since the Jews saw him as a human being because of the garment of flesh, they attributed nothing God-befitting to him, but they thought he was mortal like us inasmuch as he too was brought from nonbeing into being. The fact that he was eternal from an eternal Father—this they did not want to believe because of their foolishness. So he says these things to show clearly that he is not a recent arrival or newly created like we are, but that [131] he was known even to their most ancient fathers, since he is eternal. In the same statement, it seems to me, he profitably rebukes them because, acting foolishly and thinking ignorantly, they reject what was, for the head of their race, a feast. After all, he merely “saw” and he rejoiced, while they, when they had him and could benefit from him, insulted him by their unbelief and boasted in themselves against such glorious grace. Or perhaps he is indirectly indicating the following: that he is both greater and superior to Abraham since it was a festal assembly for Abraham just to know something about him. He could not say this openly without some kind of veil because of their uncontrolled propensity to anger, so he says the same thing in a different way.


  No one should think that Jesus is contradicting himself when he says to the Jews, “Abraham your father died,”76 just because at one point he excludes them from kinship with Abraham by saying, “If you were the children of Abraham, you would do what Abraham did,”77 but now he calls them sons of Abraham. We must recognize that in both cases, he expertly guides his statement to the truth. In the former statement, he singles out the quality of spiritual nobility and depicts a relationship constituted by the same behavior. In the latter, he attributes to them only a bare relationship of the flesh. So he is telling the truth in the former, and he is not lying in the latter.


  8:57 Then the Jews said to him, “You are not yet fifty years old, and you have seen Abraham?”


  The Jews’ response is quite foolish and utterly ridiculous. One may with good reason marvel at them for going off into such stupidity [132] that they are completely unable to understand what they ought to understand. Christ our Savior fashions countless revolutions of instruction for them, going back and forth through the same words and giving them many indications of his own eternity, but they think no further than what they see with their bodily eyes. As though they are completely unhinged and have lost their mental faculties, they do not reach with their heart toward what is fitting for God, but once again they irrationally accuse him of lying, as if he were some human being like us, who began to exist and to be classified as existing only at the moment when he was begotten. They do not even correctly understand what they heard him say. He said, “Abraham saw my day,” but they reverse the meaning of his statement since they say, “You are not yet fifty years old; how have you seen Abraham?” Pitiful, then, is the senseless Jew, ever the friend of deep ignorance, raised with his wild companion insanity.


  8:58 Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly I say to you, before Abraham came into being, I am.”


  Once again Christ goes to his usual favorite device. He sometimes speaks quite enigmatically, and by concealing his explanation in various shadows he prevents it from being clear to all. But when he sees that his hearers do not understand, he strips his speech of its obscurity and sets it before them plainly and clearly. Indeed, he is eager to do this in the present case as well. He finds that they understood nothing, even though he had gone through a long discourse, and that they just could not understand that he is eternal from an eternal Father and that, as God, he is incomparably greater than Abraham. So he now states explicitly, [133] adding the word truly as an oath to confirm what he is saying, “Before Abraham came into being, I am.” And there is no way we should think that the Only Begotten is insisting that he is before Abraham alone. No, he is before all time, and his generation is the most ancient of all, since he is without beginning in the Father. But since the comparison with Abraham is the issue at hand, he says that he is older than him, just as if the number one hundred, for example, were to say, “I am greater than ten.” It would obviously not say this because it holds the next place after ten but because it far exceeds and is beyond ten. Therefore, he is not competing with the times of Abraham, nor does he assert that he predates him by a little, but since he is above all time and he leaps over the number of every age, he says that he is also before Abraham. And he is telling the truth.


  Furthermore, he quite properly and elegantly applies the phrase came into being to Abraham, but for himself he uses the word am. By this he is pointing out that the one who came into being from nothing would necessarily be subject to decay, while the one who always exists would never experience going into nonbeing. Therefore, he is greater and stronger than Abraham: greater because he is eternal, and stronger because he does not waste away like Abraham does.78


  8:59 Then they picked up stones to throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the temple.


  They do not see the truth since they themselves are liars and they have a liar for a father, as the Savior said.79 Once again they get upset at what is not distressing. They thought they should contend for the glory of their forefather, as if it were being slighted, and so they were inflamed once again with an inappropriate anger, even though they should have seen at a glance [134] the meaning of the statement and who it is who made it. Nevertheless, they fall into an animal fury that is utterly irrational, and they try to sling stones at him, as if they had not already offended him enough with their railing, or as if they were only storing up a little wrath against themselves because of their folly. What the Jews tried to do, then, was rash and utterly irrational, but it does not progress to the point of premature action because the time of his suffering had not yet arrived.


  Christ hides himself not by retreating beneath a wall or by putting anything else in front of his body; rather, by the power of his divinity, he renders himself invisible to those who are after him. And it was not enough for him to evade them, but he goes “out of the temple,” thereby sketching for us a type of spiritual matters. To those who love him he is always visible, according to the statement, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”80 He runs away, however, from those who are prone to fight against God, and he is visible to none of the irreverent. He does not like to dwell with those who persecute him or be with them in any way, but he departs from them and removes himself, taking with him all joy and leaving them bereft of his graces since he would suffer harm at their hands (as far as their intention to harm him is concerned, I mean, and what the irreverent tried to do). Nevertheless, Christ renders it all vain, and by his unspeakable power he makes the unholy audacity of those who sinned against him disappear.


  9:1 And as he was passing by, he saw a man blind from birth.


  With the Jews raging against him and trying to hit him with stones, he suddenly departs from their temple and escapes from the unholiness of his pursuers. While he is running by, he immediately sees a man “blind from birth.” [135] This too is put here as a crystal-clear sign that he will remove himself from the brutality of the Jews and abandon the multitude of God’s enemies, and he will visit the Gentiles instead and transfer to them the abundance of his kindness. He compares them to a man “blind from birth” because they were in error from their origination and from their earliest youth, as it were, they were bereft of the true knowledge of God and did not have the light from God, that is, illumination by the Spirit.


  It is fitting to pay attention to what Christ’s visiting the blind man “as he was running by” is intended to indicate. It occurs to me to think of the fact that, strictly speaking, Christ came not for the Gentiles, but for Israel only, just as he says somewhere, “I was not sent except to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”81 Sight was restored to the Gentiles by the side of the road, as it were, when Christ transferred his mercy to them because of Israel’s disobedience. This was what Moses sang of ahead of time, “I will make them jealous with what is no nation, and I will provoke them with a nation that has no understanding.”82 It was a nation without understanding that served the “creature rather than the creator”83 and like irrational beasts fed on all ignorance without distinction, paying attention only to earthly matters. But Israel, which was wise because of the law and had understanding because it had the prophets, angered God. Therefore, God provoked them in return by giving their rightful place to those who previously had no understanding. By faith, Christ has become for them “wisdom and sanctification and redemption,”84 as it is written, and clearly also light and restoration of sight. [136]


  CHAPTER ONE



  Physical suffering does not occur to anyone because of sins committed by the soul before birth, nor does God visit the sins of the fathers on any, punishing those who have committed no sin. Rather, he renders a just judgment for everyone.


  9:2-3 And his disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.”


  The wise disciples quite reasonably wanted to learn an important lesson here, or rather God urged them to want to learn it. Their curiosity is profitable not so much for themselves as for us. We receive immeasurable benefit by hearing from the omniscient one what the true glory is in this situation and also by being warned away from the abomination of fleeting doctrines. These errors came not from the Jews alone, but now they are also advocated by some who are insufferably conceited about their knowledge of the inspired Scripture and seem to pass for Christians. These people take too much delight in their own ingenuity and are slaves to their own wills. They are not afraid to mix Greek error with the doctrines of the church. [137]


  For example, when the Jews were suffering, they complained bitterly that they were paying the penalty for the transgressions of their forebears and that God was unreasonably laying on them the sins of their fathers, and they scoffed at the unjust judgment. In particular, they cited the parable, “The fathers ate sour grapes, and their children’s teeth are set on edge.”85 Likewise, these people are afflicted by ignorance that is similar and related to that of the people we just mentioned. They insist that human souls existed and had their being before the formation of bodies. They further insist that souls willingly fell into sin even before their bodies existed and that they first became tied to these bodies when they received birth in the flesh as a punishment.86 But in one short statement, Christ did away with the folly of both groups by maintaining that neither the blind man nor his parents sinned. He overturns the dogma of the Jews when he says that it was not because of anyone’s sin—either his own or his forebears’ or even his father’s or mother’s—that the man was born blind, and he likewise topples the stupid nonsense of the others, who say that souls sin even before the existence of their bodies.


  After all, someone could quite reasonably say to them: How, tell me, does Christ say that neither the blind man nor his parents sinned? We could not grant that they are completely pure when it comes to sin. It is surely likely, or rather necessary, that since they are human, they stumble and fall. What time, then, is Christ referring to in which his statement that “neither he nor his parents sinned” will prove to be true? Well, it is clear that [138] he is talking about the time before birth in which they did not sin because they did not exist at all.


  Now concerning these matters, we have already gone through a long discussion of how truly frivolous and foolish it is to think that souls sinned before the existence of bodies and that is why they were embodied and arrived in this world. We undertook this at the beginning of the present Gospel in interpreting and contemplating the statement, “He was the true light, which enlightens everyone coming into the world,”87 and it would take us off track to go through these issues again. We should, however, discuss where the Jews got this idea (or conjecture) and clearly demonstrate that they were led astray from proper thinking because they were not able to understand the divine word.


  Israel once dwelt in tents in the desert, and God called the holy teacher Moses to Mount Sinai. But when he extended his stay there with God to forty days, the people thought he was a loiterer. They rose up against Aaron, who was now alone, and because of their negligence fell into the false worship of Egypt. They cried out, “Make gods for us, who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses, who led us out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.”88 What happened next, I think we should discuss briefly. “They made a calf,” as it is written,89 and God was justly enraged by this. Next he threatened to destroy the entire assembly at once. Moses fell down before him and sought pardon with much prayer. The creator of all granted forgiveness and promised not to punish the people except that he would not go up with them to the promised land but would send his angel with them as their leader. [139] Moses could not bear this. Because God did not want to go up with the people, he quite reasonably inferred that God’s anger had not yet completely subsided. So he prayed again earnestly that the Lord would accompany them, knowing that the mere guidance of an angel would not be enough for the Israelites. Perhaps he also feared the weakness of the people and was therefore averting the holy angel’s hatred of wickedness while asking the good and loving Lord and supreme king of all to be with them instead, since they were liable to stumble. That is because he knew that the Lord would pardon them not once, but many times, and grant mercy to those who would offend him. And God consented to this as well. Then Moses asked for a sign from him as a clear confirmation and proof that he had completely forgiven them: he asked to see him. “If I have found favor with you,” he says, “show yourself to me that I may see you clearly, that I may find favor in your sight and know that this great nation is your people.”90 God did this too, as far as possible, thus giving his servant every assurance that he had forgiven the sin of the people and that he would go up with them to the promised land. But something was still missing. So he then put the finishing touches on his promises, as it were, commanding Moses to carve out two other tablets (since the original ones were obviously broken in pieces) in order for God to inscribe the law on them for the people once again, thereby furnishing no small proof of his kindness toward them. And when Moses was ready for this, “The Lord descended in a cloud,” as it is written, “and stood with him there, and [140] proclaimed the name of the Lord. The Lord passed before him and proclaimed, ‘The Lord God, compassionate and merciful, long-­suffering and abundant in mercy and true, preserving righteousness and showing mercy to thousands, taking away iniquities, unright­eousness and sins. He will not clear the guilty but will visit the sins of the fathers on the children and the children’s children to the third and fourth generation.’”91


  Now pay careful attention, and I will take up the original question once again. God insists that kindness and incomparable love for humanity are his divine qualities. We maintain that this statement was made by him, not by someone else, and not (as some think) by the all-wise Moses as he was offering up thankful prayers on behalf of the people. None other than the blessed Moses himself testifies to us that the Lord of all is the one saying these things about himself. Moses teaches this in the book of Numbers, when Israel suddenly lost its nerve because some, who were sent by Moses at the command of the Lord to spy out the land, spoke evil of the promised land. When they returned from the land of the foreigners and came again to their own people, they spat out bitter words about that land. They said the land was so wild and rugged that it could eat up its inhabitants, and they filled their hearers with such foreboding that, with tears streaming down their faces, they wanted to return to Egypt with all its hardships. “Let us appoint captains,” they said, “and go back to Egypt.”92 And when God threatened to destroy them, Moses prayed again. In effect he was reminding God of the promise he had given him when he stepped forward and cried out, “And [141] now let your power be exalted, O Lord, in the way you described when you said, ‘The Lord, long-suffering and abundant in mercy and true, taking away iniquities, unrighteousness and sins. He will by no means clear the guilty, but will visit the sins of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth generation.’ Forgive the sins of this people according to your great mercy, just as you have been favorable toward them from Egypt until now.”93 It is clear, then, that he who is God over all testifies to his own love for humanity and his extreme forbearance. It would be fitting next to mention the reason why the Jews went astray and thought that our good God bears grudges and is severely wrathful.


  Now I, at least, do not think they are at all capable of understanding the divine oracles, and neither are they able to find fault on the grounds that the oracles are not excellent but stray far from the law of fairness. It is only a result of their own ignorance that they suppose that the sins of parents are actually visited upon children and that God’s wrath extends so far that it reaches the third and fourth generation, unjustly punishing the innocent for the sins of others. After all, would not any who are wise have to think, as is fitting, that the source of righteousness and morality would not do such a shameful thing? Humans impose the penalties of the law on those whose practice is to break the law, not on their children, unless they happen to be caught as partners and participants in their crimes. So as for him who defined for us the laws of all justice, [142] how could he be caught imposing penalties that are roundly condemned even among us?


  Next, we should also investigate the following. He gave countless laws through Moses, and he often ordered that those who had an unholy way of life should be punished. But nowhere do we see him ordering that their children share the penalty for their sins. The penalty was for those who were caught, and punishment was appropriately decreed only for those who broke the law. Therefore, it is impious to think like the Jews; instead, whoever is wise should probe the divine mind and in every way uphold what is agreeable to nature, the queen of all things. Rightly let us hold, then, that the God of all, who drew attention to his gentleness and wished to be admired for his sheer love of the human race, and who for this reason cried out, “The Lord, long-suffering and abundant in mercy and true, taking away iniquities and sins”—this God did not wish to be known for bearing such a grudge that his wrath sails on to the fourth generation. How would he still be long-suffering and abundant in mercy, or how would he still take away iniquities and sins, if he cannot stand to make the size of the punishment fit the person of the sinner but extends it beyond the third generation and strikes the innocent like some kind of thunderbolt?94 It is quite incredible, therefore, and not far from complete idiocy to think that God attributes to himself love and gentleness toward humanity and, at the same time, such immense irrational anger.


  But there is another point that could be made by those who think in a Jewish manner and do not concede that God knows the proper time for every action: [143] if he promises to be long-suffering and attributes to himself a willingness to lay down his anger quite readily, then why do we see him adding, “visiting the sins of the father on the children to the third and fourth generation”?95 After all, there was no other reason for doing this than a wish to intimidate those who were looking to receive forgiveness of sins from him. He is saying they will never get what they hope for since he, who is upset with them for good reason, bears such a grudge and has such intense anger.


  Now what do you suppose Moses himself, the teacher, says to us? Does he not seem to act contrary to all reason if, when Israel had caused offense and was about to be punished, he proceeded to pray for them, and as he was asking God to forget their sins and show his love for the human race, he ineptly said to God, You are of such a nature as to pay back the children’s children for the sins of their fathers? This would be a way of instigating to anger rather than calling for mercy and asking for a grudge rather than for patience. No, I think he intended to be persistent with these words and almost to remind God of what he himself had uttered when he proclaimed his goodness to him. Now, as to how he is long-suffering and abundant in mercy, and how he takes away iniquities and sins, that will be most clearly recognized in those cases where he seems to be harsh.


  Therefore, I think it is fitting to discuss next how we should understand the words that were spoken by God. “The Lord,” he says, “long-suffering and abundant in mercy, taking away iniquities and sins.”96 Then the next part we will read with a question mark: “Will not God surely clear the guilty?”97 So you should understand it to mean something like this: “God,” he says, “who is long-suffering [144] and abundant in mercy, who takes away iniquities and sins—will he not surely clear the guilty?” There is no doubt. He will surely clear the guilty, since how can he be long-suffering and abundant in mercy, and how can he take away sins at all, if he does not clear the guilty? He then goes on an excursus on this point to demonstrate his forbearance and patience by the fact that he will place the sins of the fathers on the children to the third and fourth generation. He does not punish the son instead of the father—do not think that!—nor does he impose the sins of the ancestors on their descendant like some kind of burden. Rather, it means something like the following:


  There was a certain man, let’s say, who was a transgressor, whose mind was full of every kind of wickedness. Now anyone caught living this way deserves to be punished without delay. Nevertheless, God, who is patient, put up with him and did not bring down upon him the wrath that he deserved. Then he had a son who rivaled his father’s depravity and outstripped his parent in doing evil. And God was patient with him as well. Then from him was born a third, and from the third a fourth, not at all inferior to their fathers in wickedness, but practicing impiety equal to theirs. Finally, God visits his wrath upon them, which the whole clan deserved from the beginning, after tolerating as much as, or rather more than, was fitting. Now this delay of punishment to the fourth generation—how could this not be a commendation of truly God-befitting gentleness?


  It is not hard to learn that he does not punish the son for the father or the father for the son. This comes from the words he spoke through the voice of the prophet Ezekiel to the Jews themselves, who were grumbling about this very issue [145] and saying, “The fathers ate sour grapes and their children’s teeth are set on edge.” It says, “And the word of the Lord came to me and said, ‘Son of man, what do you people mean by this proverb in Israel when you say: The fathers ate sour grapes and their children’s teeth are set on edge? As I live, declares the Lord, this proverb will no more be spoken in Israel. All souls are mine. The soul of the father just as the soul of the son is mine. The soul who sins is the one who will die. The son will not bear the iniquity of the father, nor will the father bear the iniquity of the son. Each one will die for the iniquity of his own sin.’”98 I do not think anyone is so foolish as to think that God did not give excellent laws in the beginning but somehow changed his mind and his views for the better, like one of us who, upon further deliberation, can somehow manage to decree more suitable laws. If we praise the former laws, we will, with that praise, obviously accuse the latter. But if we give the victory to the latter, we will have to charge the former with inferiority. Thus God will contradict himself with his laws, and so he has failed to meet the standard of what is right, just like we do, since he has decreed one thing at one time and something else at another time. But I think everyone will say that the divine nature could never be subject to the aforementioned absurdities, and neither could it ever fail to meet the standard of what is right.


  Therefore, he includes this statement as a proof of his sheer generosity. (I am referring to the statement about paying back the children for the sins of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.) It is the character of God (who loves the human race) not to punish offenders immediately but to wait and to put off the punishment for a long time. You can see this when he says, [146] “I am filled with my wrath, and I restrained it; I did not wipe them out.”99 Again, somewhere else he says, “The sin of the Amorites is not yet complete.”100 You see how he was full of anger because some were committing acts deserving of the ultimate anger, but as God he put up with them and delayed wiping out those who offended him. In order to convince you by the actual events, however, and to impress upon you once again the proof of what we have said (namely, that the passage is a commendation of God’s love for humanity), I will bring forward some passages in the Scriptures, and I will try to prove from the divine Scriptures themselves that the sins of the fathers were brought upon the children to the third and fourth generation not unjustly but justly, and that those who suffered this deserved it. Due to the length of the narrative, I will summarize it.


  In the third book of Kings,101 we read that after other kings, Ahab reigned over Israel. He fell into a wicked desire for a vineyard that did not belong to him, so he killed the master of the vineyard, I mean Naboth. (He himself did not order this to be done, but he expressed no anger at the wickedness of his wife.) Of course, God grew angry about this, and he said to him through the prophet Elijah, “Thus says the Lord, ‘Because you have killed and taken possession, therefore,’ says the Lord, ‘in the place where the swine and the dogs licked up the blood of Naboth, there the dogs will lick up your blood and the harlots will wash themselves in your blood.’”102 And then right after that, “Thus says the Lord: ‘Behold, I am bringing disaster on you, and I will kindle a fire behind you, and I will wipe out from Ahab [147] every male, him who is shut up and him who is left in Israel. And I will make your house like the house of Jeroboam son of Nebat and the house of Baasha son of Ahab for the provocations by which you provoked me to anger and caused Israel to sin.’ Then he said of Jezebel, ‘The dogs will eat her within the outer wall of Israel. And anyone belonging to Ahab who dies in the city, the dogs will eat. And any who dies in the field, the birds of heaven will eat.’”103 When the Lord of all unmistakably threatened to do all these things and to inflict them, Ahab tore his clothes and went into his house, as it is written, pierced with sorrow, and he broke down in bitter tears and girded his loins with sackcloth.104 Then God takes pity on him in this condition. He begins to curtail his anger and putting a bridle, as it were, on his sudden wrath, he says to the prophet, “Do you see how Ahab is pierced with sorrow before me? I will not inflict these punishments in his days, but I will inflict disaster in the days of his son.”105


  Should we not, then, examine who received the fulfillment of this? Now Ozias106 was born to Ahab, and he “did evil,” it says, “before the Lord and walked in the way of his father Ahab and in the way of Jezebel his mother.”107 And then Joram was born to Ozias, it says.108 Concerning him, it is written that “he walked in the sins of the house of Jeroboam.”109 Next, a third-generation Ochozias, the son of Joram, reigned.110 Of him the narrative says that “he did evil before the Lord, just like the house of Ahab.”111 Since the time was now at hand to punish the house of Ahab, which had not stopped sinning against God even to the fourth generation, [148] Jehoshaphat son of Nimshi was anointed king over Israel.112 He kills Ochozias and Jezebel along with him. He also kills seventy other sons of Ahab, carrying out the divine wrath to its limit, as it were, and gaining honor and favor because of it. What does God say to him? “Because you have done well in carrying out what is right in my eyes and you have done to the house of Ahab everything that was in my heart, your sons of the fourth generation will sit upon your throne.”113 Notice how he reluctantly punishes the wicked descendants of the wicked in the fourth generation, but for the one who honored him, he extends mercy to the fourth generation. Stop then, O Jew, from accusing the righteousness of God! We should take the passage as a form of encomium when it speaks of paying back the children for the sins of the fathers to the third and fourth generation.


  “So that God’s works might be revealed in him.”


  The passage before us is rather hard to explain and quite confusing. It might be a good idea to pass over it and leave it alone because of its excessive difficulty. But now that the Jewish doctrines have been destroyed, we do not want to see another related error spring up and cause trouble like a “root of bitterness,” as Paul says.114 (After all, it is likely that some would suppose that human bodies are called to suffer so that God’s works might be revealed in them.) Therefore, it seems profitable, at least to me, to say a few words about this in order to defend against the damage from this error and to leave no opening for deceptive arguments. Now we have already shown that God does not visit the sins of the parents upon the children (as long as they do not share in the parents’ transgressions) and also that [149] embodiment is not the result of the sins of the soul before birth.115 Christ rejected and demolished both views in a miraculous way because he knows all things as God, or rather because he is the dispenser of our affairs, and he distributes to each person what is fitting or deserved. By saying that the blind man had not sinned and that this was certainly not the reason he was suffering blindness, he shows that it is foolish to think that the human soul is held responsible for transgressions committed before the birth of the body. And by explicitly saying that the parents committed no transgression resulting in their son being born blind, he demolishes the silly opinion of the Jews. Next, after he taught the disciples what they needed to know to overturn the doctrines as we just explained, and after he bestowed upon them as much knowledge of the man as was fitting, he is silent about the rest. He does not go on to provide a clear reason why the man, who was guilty of no sin before birth, was born blind. Rather, he ascribes to the divine nature alone the exceptional knowledge and oikonomia116 of all such things. But then he skillfully shifts his answer to a different topic and says, “but so that God’s works might be revealed in him.”


  When the Lord says these things to us, someone will say, does he thereby teach as doctrine that it is only for this reason that suffering afflicts human bodies: “that God’s works might be revealed” in them? That does not seem right to me at all. Rather, those who hold such a position or think this way are completely out of touch. When he says such things, he is not teaching doctrine at all, as some might think. After all, we have often learned from the Holy Scriptures that some are struck because of their sins. Paul, for example, clearly writes to those who dare to approach the divine altar with unwashed feet, as it were, [150] and lay hold of the mystical blessing with profane and unholy hands, “For this reason many of you are weak and ill, and many have died. But if we judged ourselves, we would not be judged. But when we are judged by the Lord, we are disciplined so that we may not be condemned along with the world.”117 Accordingly, for those who are sick or have died, their suffering has sometimes been imposed by divine wrath. Even our Lord Jesus Christ himself, when he had freed the paralytic from a long disease and had miraculously made him well, says, “See, you have been made well. Do not sin anymore so that nothing worse happens to you.”118 He says this because it could happen that if he did not watch out, he would suffer something worse for his sin, even though he had once escaped it and had been healed by the Lord’s grace.


  Well, perhaps we will grant that in this case, this explanation is right. But as for those who suffer something horrible from the cradle right after their birth as well as those who even from the womb are born with diseases, it is not easy to see what kind of explanation would fit these cases. We do not believe that the soul exists before the body, nor do we think that it sins before the body. After all, how could that which has not yet been called into existence sin? But if there is no sin or fault preceding the suffering, what will we then say is the reason for the suffering? Well, matters far above us are completely inaccessible to the contemplation of our minds, and I would advise the prudent to resist even the desire to look into them. That goes for me above all. We should instead think about what we have been commanded, and not search out what is too deep or investigate what is too difficult or rashly try to dig up what is hidden in the divine and ineffable counsel alone. Rather, we should reverently entrust to God alone the knowledge [151] of matters that are appropriate and distinctive to him, while holding the true belief that since he is the fountain of all righteousness, he would not do or intend anything either in our affairs or in those of the rest of all creation except what is clearly worthy of him and does not depart from what is true and right.


  Therefore, since it is not unreasonable for us to have this attitude, I say that the Lord is not teaching doctrine when he says, “so that God’s works might be revealed in him.” Rather, he is diverting his answer to another road, as it were, and bringing it around from what is too deep for us to what is more fitting, since that was his custom. If you want to see that this is true, listen to how, when the holy disciples were eagerly inquiring about the end of the world and trying to pin down with the utmost precision the events related to his second coming, far surpassing the limits that are fitting for human beings, he distinctly sends them away from such questions and says, “It is not for you to know the times or the seasons which the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea.”119 You can hear how he does not allow us any glimpse into matters that are not appropriate for us but redirects us where we need to go. So also here, when he has told us clearly what we needed to know, he remains silent about the rest, knowing that it was fitting for him alone to understand this. However, lest complete silence serve as a kind of invitation for them to ask about the same things again, he says, as if he were giving a reason and fashioning an apt reply that the question deserved, “so that God’s works might be revealed in him.” This [152] is just as if he had said in different and simpler language, The man was not born blind because of his own sins or those of his parents, but once he happens to suffer this, God can be glorified in him. After all, when, by power from above, he is found to be free of the suffering that so troubled and afflicted him, who will not marvel at the physician? Who will not recognize the power of the healer in him?


  I think this is the meaning of the passage. Let those who are wise think of a better meaning. But if any think they ought to argue about it and say that it was for this reason that the man was born blind—that Christ may be glorified in him—we will say to them, All right then, sirs, was he the only one in all Judea who was blind from birth at the time of our Savior’s advent, and no one else was at all? I think they will admit, even if they do not want to, that there was quite probably a countless multitude of such people in the whole country. How is it, then, that Christ displayed his kindness only to one, or at least to a small number of others? Well, I think it is superfluous to argue about these issues at all. Therefore, we reject the first opinion as utterly silly, and we will hold as true that he revealed to us as much about the questions as we needed to know, and then he diverted the discussion to another topic, skillfully leading his disciples away from looking into these matters.


  9:4 “We must do the works of him who sent us while it is still day; night is coming, when no one can work.”


  See, with these crystal-clear and gentle words, he is basically rebuking the disciples in another way for directing their attention where it should not be and for leaving the high road, [153] which is well worn and tested, to venture on a road (so to speak) that is unsuitable for them. Why do you ask, he says, about matters concerning which it is better to remain silent? Why do you leave behind what is fitting for the time you are in and rush to learn what is beyond human understanding? This is the time, he says, not for searching out these matters but for work and for intense zeal. I think you should rather put away your interest in these matters and rush to carry out what God has commanded. Since he made us apostles, we should do the work of apostleship.


  Now when the Lord includes himself with those who are sent and numbers himself with those who ought to work, he certainly does not say these things because he is on our level or because he is one of us who by the necessities of servanthood are subject to the will of a commander. Rather, he is using a customary pattern of speech that we use constantly as well. When the statement is not intended to strike the hearers directly, we usually connect ourselves and include ourselves with them, just as of course when the most wise Paul was speaking to the Corinthians he added this conclusion about himself and Apollos: “I have applied these things, brothers, to myself and Apollos so that you may learn through us the meaning of the saying, ‘Nothing beyond what is written.’”


  So while it is day, he says, let us do the works of him who sent us. For night will come when no one can work. In these words, he calls the time of our life in the body “day” and the time in death “night.” Since the day was given for work and the night for rest and sleep, people say that the time of life in which we ought to do good is “day,” while the time of sleeping in which one can do no work at all is “night.” “Whoever has died has been justified [154] from sin,” as Paul says,120 since they are unable to do anything and therefore unable to sin.


  Now the divine Scripture certainly knows another meaning of a spiritual day, and to no less a degree a corresponding sense of night as well. When each of the meanings is received at the proper time, it lights the way to an error-free contemplation of the subject matter. But that same meaning when the time is not right—when one should not try to drag by force what ought to be read according to the narrative121 into a spiritual interpretation—is nothing other than an unlearned confusion of what would be profitable if understood without elaborate interpretation. It is an obfuscation, due to deep ignorance, of what is beneficial from the passage.


  9:5 “As long as I am in the world, I am the light of the world.”


  Should we then think that Christ is not in the world at all? Do we believe that since he was taken up into heaven after his resurrection from the dead, he no longer dwells with those in this life? No, as true God, he fills and cares for not only the heavens and the firmament beyond the heavens but also our world. And just as he was not absent from the heavens when he lived with human beings in this world in the flesh, so also we will hold, if we think rightly, that even though he has gone out of the world on account of his flesh, his divine and ineffable nature will be no less present to everyone in the world. And it rules over everything, being absent from nothing, neither leaving behind anything that exists, but present everywhere to everything. It fills the universe and whatever may be conceived of beyond the universe and is contained by itself alone.


  The next task, then, is to see what the Lord is saying in these words. [155] He overturned the Jews’ conjecture because it was stale, and he showed that they were senselessly entangled in unsound doctrines. He advised his disciples that it would be better to devote themselves to doing what pleases God and to give up the search for anything beyond that. Then he struck fear into their heart by warning that the time for works will slip away from those who do nothing unless they make every effort to be well pleasing while they are in the world in the flesh. Finally, he holds himself up as an example of this. See I too, he says, do the work that is appropriate for me. Since I came to enlighten what was in need of light, it is fitting for me to make light dwell even in the eyes of the body, if they are diseased with a terrible lack of light, especially when those suffering from this approach me.


  Therefore, we will take the statement in a simple sense as it reads in the narrative.122 After all, there is no doubt that the Only Begotten is also spiritual light, with the knowledge and power to illuminate not only what is in this world but also all the rest of creation beyond this world. So if we join the sense of the words to the spiritual meaning,123 I do not think we will be caught doing anything that lacks credibility.


  9:6-7 When he had said this, he spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva and spread the mud on the man’s eyes and said to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). Then he went and washed and came back able to see.


  We will take the healing of this blind man as a type for the calling of the Gentiles, and we will explain the meaning of the mystery, summing it up in a few words. [156] First, he saw the blind man in passing as he was leaving the Jewish temple. Next, the Savior came to a decision to heal the man by his own desire to help him and by his own self-invitation, without any request and without anyone asking him. For these reasons, we will profitably take the healing as a kind of sign that when there was no request from the multitude of the Gentiles (since they were all in error), God, who is good by nature, invited himself, so to speak, to come and have mercy on them. How, after all, or in what way could the vast number of Greeks or Gentiles have sought mercy from God, since their mind was submerged in sheer ignorance so that they could not see the illuminator at all? Therefore, just as the blind man who is healed certainly does not know Jesus, but by Jesus’ mercy and love he obtains more than he hoped for, so also through Christ, the Gentiles possessed more than they hoped for as well.


  And the healing was accomplished on the sabbath, so the sabbath can thereby serve as a type for us of the end time of the present age, in which the Savior made light shine on the Gentiles. After all, the sabbath is the end of the week, and the Only Begotten dwelt with and was manifested to us all in the last hour and in the end times of the age. We should truly be astonished at the manner of the healing and say, “How great are your works, O Lord! In wisdom you have done them all.”124


  Perhaps someone will ask, Why, when he can easily set all things right by a word, does he make mud out of his saliva, [157] spread it on the eyes of the sufferer and command him to do something (since he says, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam”)? Well, I think there is a deep meaning buried in these words, since the Savior does nothing in vain. By smearing him with mud, he supplies what is lacking, so to speak, and failing in the nature of the eye, and thereby he shows that he is the one who formed us in the beginning, the creator and fashioner of all. But the power of the action contains a mystical meaning as well. So now we will explain what we have to say about that and how we think it should be understood.


  There was no other way for the Gentiles to fend off the blindness that had afflicted them and to behold the divine and holy light, that is, to receive knowledge of the holy and consubstantial Trinity, except to become partakers of his holy flesh and to wash away the sin that darkens them and to strip off the authority of the devil, namely through holy baptism. When the Savior engraved the anticipatory type of the mystery upon the blind man, he brought about the power of a kind of participation by anointing him with saliva. As an image of holy baptism, he commands the man to run and wash in Siloam, a name whose interpretation the very wise and Spirit-bearing Evangelist feels it necessary to give. We conclude that the “sent one” is none other than the only begotten God, who was sent by the Father and visited us from above to destroy sin and the violence of the devil. We recognize that he swims invisibly in the waters of the holy pool, and we are washed with faith, not for the removal of dirt [158] from the body, as it is written,125 but we wash away the defilement and impurity of the eyes of the mind, as it were, so that we may be able to be pure and to gaze purely at the divine beauty.


  Therefore, just as we believe that the body of Christ is life giving, since it is the temple and dwelling place of the living Word of God and possesses all his energy, so also we say that it supplies illumination, since it is the body of the one who is the true light by nature. When he raised the only begotten son of the widow from the dead, it was not enough for him merely to give the order and say, “Young man, I say to you arise,”126 even though he ordinarily accomplished whatever he wanted by a word, but he placed his hand on the bier, showing that even his body has life-giving energy. So also here, he smears saliva on the man, teaching that his body is the supplier of illumination even with a mere touch. That is because it is the body of the true light, as we have said.


  Next the blind man went away and quickly washed himself and without delay did what he was told, showing in himself the ready obedience of the Gentiles about whom it is written, “He inclined his ear to the preparation of their heart.”127 So the wretched Jews are hardhearted, but the Gentiles are completely docile in obedience, and they bear witness to the fact by their actions. The man immediately removes his blindness, washing it away with the mud, and returns “seeing.” It was not possible, after all, for things to turn out other than the way Christ decreed them. Faith, therefore, is noble and strengthens the God-given grace in us, while double-mindedness is harmful. “For [159] the double-minded man is unstable in all his ways,” as it is written, and will receive nothing at all from the Lord.128


  9:8-9 The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a beggar began to ask, “Is not this the man who used to sit and beg?” Someone else said, “No, but it is someone like him.” He replied, “I am he.”


  Such surpassing wonders are hard to believe. That which is [beyond human experience]129 is difficult to understand, and even when people receive such wonders into their minds in simplicity, they only just barely give them sufficient esteem. After all, trying to undertake an exacting examination of what is surely beyond the human mind and reason is almost silly. I think that is the reason for the unbelief of some who previously saw the blind man sitting at the crossroads and were later astonished when he appeared before them unexpectedly with clear eyes. And they are divided due to uncertainty about what had happened. The one group, examining carefully the greatness of the deed, says that he is not the same man but rather someone bearing a great resemblance to the man they know. (Really, it is not surprising that some, in trying to avoid the truth, are driven against their will into a false explanation, so to speak, by the magnitude of the sign from God.) Others free their mind from their well-known procrastination. In reverence and fear, they acknowledge the miracle and say that he is the same man. The man who had been healed immediately settles the question, offering his own account, which is the most credible account possible when it comes to oneself. People are not ignorant of themselves, after all, even if they are delirious from illness. So in every way [160] the miracle, even though it is distrusted because of its surpassing power, testifies that the miracle worker should be seen as great.


  9:10 They asked him, “How were your eyes opened?”


  With difficulty, they consent to believe that he is the same man whom they knew before. They give up their hesitation on this point and ask him how he got rid of his blindness and how this event beyond hope took place. It is normal, after all, for those who are amazed to make a careful investigation and to investigate how the deeds were done. And they decided to do the same, not without God’s guidance, it seems to me, but so that they might learn the power of our Savior, even if they do not want to, from the description and clear proclamation of the blind man. This you may take as a beautiful image of the Gentile converts becoming teachers of the Israelites, after escaping from their ancient blindness and obtaining illumination from Christ our Savior through the Spirit. The events themselves cry out that what I say is true.


  9:11 He answered, “A man called Jesus made mud, spread it on my eyes, and said to me, ‘Go to Siloam and wash.’ Then I went and washed and received my sight.”


  He still seems to be ignorant that the Savior is God by nature. Otherwise he would not have spoken of him so unfittingly. He probably thought of him as a holy man, most likely taking this view from an indistinct report that was spreading through all Jerusalem and from the gossip [161] that was repeated everywhere about him. We may observe that those who have physical afflictions and struggle with extreme poverty have very little interest in making the acquaintance of others, since their unmitigated poverty exhausts their whole mind, as it were. So he simply calls him a “man” and describes how the healing took place. He must surely have been convinced that he should give glory exceeding that of human nature to the miracle worker, but since he believed that saints could do miracles by God’s power, he was probably caught up in thinking that Jesus was one of them.


  9:12 And they said to him, “Where is he?” He said, “I do not know.”


  They are not looking for Jesus with devout intentions, and neither are they eager to learn where and with whom he is talking so that they might go and seek some profit from his activities. Rather, the eyes of their understanding were blinded far worse than he who was once blind in the eyes of his body. They are inflamed by the most unrighteous anger and pounce like wild beasts, thinking that our Savior broke a commandment of the law, namely, the one that forbids doing any work whatsoever on the sabbath. They rage without measure because he actually dared to take hold of some dirt and rub it around with his finger, and in addition to this, he ordered the man to wash himself on the sabbath. That is why they spit out the angry and senseless words, “Where is he?” [162] without asking to be excused for speaking rudely. Out of pettiness, they heap abuse on him who rightly deserved rich honor, though they ought to have admired him if they were good and knew how to crown the power of God with fitting praises. Because of the limitless evil of their intentions, they thrust aside what I think they should have thought and done, and they follow their misplaced fervor. They falsely imagine that they need to stand up for the law, which had somehow been violated, so they ask for Jesus on the grounds that he had worked on the sabbath and violated the excellent commandment by healing the man. I suppose they probably think that God is harsh and pitiless on the sabbath and that he is very angry when he sees a man healed—a man who was created in his image and likeness and for whom the sabbath was made. “For the son of man is Lord of the sabbath,” as the Savior says.130


  9:13-14 They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly been blind. Now it was a sabbath day when Jesus made the mud and opened his eyes.


  They bring the man to the rulers not to learn what happened to him and admire it (since it is unlikely that those who exude pure envy against Christ our Savior could ever be pleased by such things), but to establish proof of his transgression, so they thought, and to accuse him of wrongdoing because he made mud on the sabbath. They spurn admiration of the miracle and lay hold of the deed as a transgression, exhibiting the man on whom he had dared to perform the miracle as proof of what had been done. [163] At the same time, they think they will achieve for themselves a reputation for piety in Jewish customs, and they proceed to strain the commandment of the law to its limit. In Deuteronomy, the one who is by nature true God teaches the mind of the pious that they must not be drawn aside to another or think that there are any other gods besides him, but he commands them to serve only the true God and to hate bitterly those who dare to advise them to think any other way. He says, “If your brother, your father’s son or your mother’s son, or your own son or daughter, or your wife whom you embrace, or your friend who is equal to your own soul secretly advises you saying, ‘Let us go and worship other gods,’ do not consent, do not listen to them, do not spare them, do not show them pity and do not shelter them. You shall surely report the matter concerning them.”131 And the Jews, looking only at the faults of others and ignorantly taking the decree concerning one act to apply to all, brought to their leaders those who were caught in any violation of the law, thinking that they were thereby honoring the lawgiver. That is the reason, I think, they asked about Jesus, saying, “Where is he?”132 And when they cannot find him anywhere, they do the next best thing: they bring the man on whom the miracle was performed so that he may seal with his own voice, as it were, the breaking of the law committed by the one who had healed him on the sabbath.


  After the blessed Evangelist has made clear to us that they are upset beyond measure over the making of mud on the sabbath, he appropriately indicates the absurdity of the situation [164] by adding, “Now it was a sabbath day when Jesus made the mud.”


  9:15 Next the Pharisees asked him, “How did you receive your sight?”


  They busy themselves with the manner of the healing as they kindle the fire of malice that is in them to a greater heat, as it were. They ask superfluous questions even though they are not unaware of the miracle, it seems to me. Would it not be completely absurd for those who brought the formerly blind man to meet the Pharisees to remain completely silent about the reason for bringing him? But as if those people were not sufficient to bring the accusation against Christ, they force the man to confess in his own words what had been done, thinking that the false accusation would be more powerful that way. Notice how they do not simply ask if he had been healed, but they want to hear how he received his sight. This is what they particularly wanted to hear: “He made mud and spread it on my eyes.” That is because they ignorantly supposed that the transgression of the law lay entirely in this. And since in their view the laws from above had been violated, they thought they were right to be angry and to demand that the one who upset them must be punished.


  He said to them, “He put mud on my eyes. Then I washed, and now I see.”


  They eagerly receive his confession of the miracle as a sort of food for their envy, and they gladly seize upon it as an excuse for their fury against Jesus. The man who had been disabled explains straightforwardly everything that happened. He speaks very curtly, praising his physician in short confessions, as it were, since he is [165] a bit dumbfounded at the nature of the deed. He probably thought that Jesus miraculously made him see by spreading an unusual medicine, mud, on him. I think his statement was highly significant and pointed when he said, “He made mud and spread it on my eyes.” It was as if one were to suppose he said, I know that I am speaking to a malicious audience, but I will not hide the truth. I will repay my benefactor with thanksgiving. I will rise above inappropriate silence. I will honor my physician by confessing him. He did not inflict an elaborate medical procedure on me. He did not perform the operation with a knife and cutting, and neither did he prepare the needed cure with a rich cocktail of drugs or apply any normal method, but he exercised his power with strange devices. “He made mud and spread it on my eyes. Then I washed, and now I see.”133
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