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General introduction


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

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

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

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

To carry out this mission 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 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 to them as well the thoughts of some reliable classic Christian commentator on this same text. This series will give the modern commentators a classical text for comparison and amplification. Readers will judge for themselves as to how valuable or complementary are their insights and guidance.

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

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

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




Readiness for Classic Spiritual Formation

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

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

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

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




Ecumenical Scholarship

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

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

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

But why just now at this historical moment is this need for patristic wisdom felt particularly by so many readers of Scripture? Part of the reason is that these readers have been long 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 “memorandum” on a subject or text or series of events). In its theological meaning it is a work that explains, analyzes or expounds a biblical book or portion of Scripture. Tertullian, Origen, John Chrysostom, Jerome, Augustine and Clement of Alexandria all revealed their familiarity with both the secular and religious commentators available to them as they unpacked the meanings of the sacred text at hand.

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

The general western literary genre of commentary has been definitively shaped by the history of early Christian commentaries on Scripture. It is from Origen, Hilary, the Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum, John Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria that we learn what a commentary is—far more so than in the case of classic medical, 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 on 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 Scriptures together, it does not limit its focus to a single text as much modern exegesis prefers, but constantly relates it to other texts, by analogy, intensively using typological reasoning, as did the rabbinic tradition.

Since the principle prevails in ancient Christian exegesis that each text is illumined by other texts and by the whole narrative of the history of revelation, we find in patristic comments on a given text many other subtexts interwoven in order to illumine that text. In these ways the models of exegesis often do not correspond with modern commentary assumptions, which tend to resist or rule out chains of scriptural reference. We implore the reader not to force the assumptions of twenty-first-century hermeneutics on 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 on as needed in the annotations. But it will be assumed that the editors and translators will be familiar with the textual ambiguities of a particular text and be able to state their conclusions about significant differences among scholars. Since we are working with ancient texts that have, in some cases, problematic or ambiguous passages, we are obliged to employ all methods of historical, philological and textual inquiry appropriate to the study of ancient texts. To that end, we will appeal to the most reliable text-critical scholarship of both biblical and patristic studies. We will assume that our editors and translators have reviewed the international literature of textual critics regarding their text so as to provide the reader with a translation of the most authoritative and reliable form of the ancient text. We will leave it to the volume editors and translators, under the supervision of the general editors, to make these assessments. This will include the challenge of considering which variants within the biblical text itself might impinge on the patristic text, 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 on a dispassionate and fair translation and analysis of the text itself.

3. The main task is to set forth the meaning of the biblical text itself as understood by the patristic writer. The intention of our volume editors and translators is to help the reader see clearly into the meanings which patristic commentators have discovered in the biblical text. Exegesis in its classic sense implies an effort to explain, interpret and comment on a text, its meaning, its sources and its connections with other texts. It implies a close reading of the text, utilizing whatever linguistic, historical, literary or theological resources are available to explain the text. It is contrasted with eisegesis, which implies that interpreters have imposed their own personal opinions or assumptions on the text. The patristic writers actively practiced intratextual exegesis, which seeks to define and identify the exact wording of the text, its grammatical structure and the interconnectedness of its parts. They also practiced extratextual exegesis, seeking to discern the geographical, historical or cultural context in which the text was written. 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, like that of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, is termed dynamic equivalency. We wish to avoid the pitfalls of either too loose a paraphrase or too rigid a literal translation. We seek language that is literary but not purely literal. Whenever possible we have opted for the metaphors and terms that are normally in use in everyday English-speaking culture. Our purpose is to allow the ancient Christian writers to speak for themselves to ordinary readers in the present generation. We want to make it easier for the Bible reader to gain ready access to the deepest reflection of the ancient Christian community of faith on a particular book of Scripture. We seek a thought-for-thought translation rather than a formal equivalence or word-for-word style. This requires the words to be first translated accurately and then rendered in understandable idiom. We seek to present the same thoughts, feelings, connotations and effects of the original text in everyday English language. We have used vocabulary and language structures commonly used by the average person. We do not leave the quality of translation only to the primary translator, but pass it through several levels of editorial review before confirming it.




The Function of the ACT Introductions, Annotations and Translations

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

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

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





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







  


    Abbreviations


    

      For the transliteration of ancient languages, I have followed as closely as possible the SBL Handbook of Style (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999). Abbreviations used are given below.


      

        General


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	b.


                  	Babylonian Talmud


                


                

                  	bk.


                  	book


                


                

                  	ca.


                  	circa, about, approximately


                


                

                  	Gk


                  	Greek


                


                

                  	Heb


                  	Hebrew


                


                

                  	Ketiv


                  	the form as written (as indicated in Masoretic manuscripts)


                


                

                  	Lat


                  	Latin


                


                

                  	lit.


                  	literal, literally


                


                

                  	MS, MSS


                  	manuscript, manuscripts


                


                

                  	p.


                  	Palestinian Talmud


                


                

                  	pref.


                  	preface


                


                

                  	prol., prols.


                  	prologue, prologues


                


                

                  	Qere


                  	the form to be read (as indicated in Masoretic manuscripts)


                


                

                  	v., vv.


                  	verse, verses


                


              

            


          


        


      


      

        Ancient Bible Versions


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Aq


                  	Greek (hexaplaric) version of Aquila


                


                

                  	B19a


                  	Leningrad Codex, a medieval Hebrew (Masoretic) manuscript and basis for the standard printed edition of the Hebrew Bible, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia


                


                

                  	IH


                  	Jerome’s iuxta Hebraeos translation (i.e., his translation of the Hebrew Bible)


                


                

                  	LXX


                  	Septuagint (the Seventy)


                


                

                  	MT


                  	Masoretic Text


                


                

                  	OL


                  	Old Latin translation, based on the Septuagint


                


                

                  	Pesh


                  	Syriac Peshitta


                


                

                  	Sym


                  	Greek (hexaplaric) version of Symmachus


                


                

                  	Targ


                  	Aramaic Targum


                


                

                  	Th


                  	Greek (hexaplaric) version of Theodotion


                


                

                  	Vg


                  	Vulgate


                


              

            


          


        


      


      


        Modern Bible Versions


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	RSV


                  	Revised Standard Version


                


              

            


          


        


      


      

        Lexicons and Other Linguistic Aids


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	BDB


                  	Brown, Francis, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs. A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1906. Reprinted with revisions, 1951.


                


                

                  	FC


                  	Fathers of the Church: A New Translation. Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1947–.


                


                

                  	Field


                  	Field, Frederick. Origenis Hexaplorum Quae Supersunt; sive Veterum Interpretium Graecorum in Totum Vetus Testamentum Fragmenta. 2 vols. Oxford: Clarendon, 1875.


                


                

                  	Jastrow


                  	Jastrow, Marcus. A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic Literature. New York: Pardes Publishing, 1950.


                


                

                  	KB


                  	Koehler, Ludwig, and Walter Baumgartner, et al. The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament. 5 vols. Leiden: Brill, 1994-2000.


                


                

                  	Kennicott


                  	
Kennicott, Benjamin. Vetus Testamentum Hebraicum cum variis lectionibus.


                    Oxford: Clarendon, 1776-1780.



                


                

                  	Lambdin


                  	Lambdin, T. Introduction to Biblical Hebrew. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1971.


                


                

                  	Lampe


                  	Lampe, G. W. H. A Patristic Greek Lexicon. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961.


                


                

                  	LCL


                  	Loeb Classical Library


                


                

                  	LS


                  	Lewis, Charlton T., and Charles Short. A Latin Dictionary. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1879.


                


                

                  	LSJ


                  	Liddell, Henry George, and Robert Scott. Revised and Augmented by Sir Henry Stuart Jones. A Greek-English Lexicon, with a Revised Supplement. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996.


                


                

                  	OLD


                  	Glare, P. G. W. Oxford Latin Dictionary. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996.


                


                

                  	OS


                  	De Lagarde, Paul. Onomastica sacra. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1887.


                


                

                  	Sok


                  	Sokoloff, Michael. A Syriac Lexicon. Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns; Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2009.


                


                

                  	Sok, DJPA


                  	Sokoloff, Michael. A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic. 2d ed. Ramat-Gan, Israel: Bar Ilan University Press; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002.


                


                

                  	Soph


                  	Sophocles, E. A. Greek Lexicon of the Roman and Byzantine Periods. 2 vols. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1900.


                


                

                  	Sout


                  	Souter, Alexander. A Glossary of Later Latin. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1949.


                


              

            


          


        


      


      

        Series


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	CC


                  	Corpus Christianorum


                


                

                  	CSEL


                  	Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum


                


                

                  	FC


                  	Fathers of the Church: A New Translation. Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1947–.


                


                

                  	LCL


                  	Loeb Classical Library


                


                

                  	NPNF


                  	Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, series 2


                


                

                  	SC


                  	Sources Chrétiennes


                


              

            


          


        


      


      

        Classical and Other Early Sources


        Aelian


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Nat. An.


                  	De Natura Animalium (The Nature of Animals)


                


              

            


          


        


        Alexander of Aphrodisias


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Fat.


                  	De Fato


                


              

            


          


        


        Aristotle


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	An. Pr.


                  	Analytica Priora (Prior Analytics)


                


                

                  	Hist. An.


                  	Historia Animalium (History of Animals)


                


              

            


          


        


        Aulus Gellius


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Noct. Att.


                  	Noctes Atticae (Attic Nights)


                


              

            


          


        


        Cicero


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Brut.


                  	Brutus


                


                

                  	De Or.


                  	De Oratore


                


                

                  	Div.


                  	De Divinatione


                


                

                  	Fin.


                  	De Finibus


                


                

                  	Inv.


                  	De Inventione Rhetorica


                


                

                  	Nat. D.


                  	De Natura Decorum


                


                

                  	Off.


                  	De Officiis


                


                

                  	Or. Brut.


                  	Orator ad M. Brutum


                


                

                  	Top.


                  	Topica


                


                

                  	Tusc.


                  	Tusculanae Disputationes


                


              

            


          


        


        Dionysius of Halicarnassus


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Dem.


                  	De Demosthene


                


              

            


          


        


        Euripides


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Herc. Fur.


                  	Hercules Furens (The Madness of Hercules)


                


              

            


          


        


        Hesiod


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Op.


                  	Opera et Dies (Works and Days)


                


                

                  	Theog.


                  	Theogonia (Theogony)


                


              

            


          


        


        Homer


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Od.


                  	Odyssea (Odyssey)


                


              

            


          


        


        Horace


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Carm.


                  	Carmina (Odes)


                


                

                  	Ep.


                  	Epistulae (Epistles)


                


              

            


          


        


        Josephus


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Ant.


                  	Antiquities of the Jews (Antiquitates Judaicae)


                


                

                  	J.W.


                  	Jewish Wars (Bellum Judicarum)


                


              

            


          


        


        Ovid


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Am.


                  	Amores


                


                

                  	Metam.


                  	Metamorphoses


                


              

            


          


        


        Persius


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Sat.


                  	Satirae


                


              

            


          


        


        Philo


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Agr.


                  	De Agricultum (On Agriculture)


                


                

                  	Congr.


                  	De Congressu Eruditionus Gratia


                


                

                  	Fug.


                  	De Fugit et Inventione (On Flight and Finding)


                


                

                  	Leg.


                  	Legum Allegoriae (Allegorical Interpretation)


                


                

                  	Mos.


                  	De Vita Mosis (On the Life of Moses)


                


                

                  	Plant.


                  	De Plantione (On Planting)


                


                

                  	Q.G.


                  	Quaestiones et Solutiones in Genesin (Questions and Answers on Genesis)


                


                

                  	Somn.


                  	De Somniis (On Dreams)


                


              

            


          


        


        Plato


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Leg.


                  	Leges (Laws)


                


                

                  	Prot.


                  	Protagoras


                


                

                  	Resp.


                  	Respublica


                


              

            


          


        


        Pliny


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Nat.


                  	Naturalis Historia (Natural History)


                


              

            


          


        


        Plutarch


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Comm. Not.


                  	De Communibus Notitiis contra Stoicos


                


                

                  	Mor.


                  	Moralia


                


                

                  	Stoic. Rep.


                  	De Stoicarum Repugnantiis


                


              

            


          


        


        Symmachus


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Ep.


                  	Epistulae (Letters)


                


              

            


          


        


        Terence


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Ad.


                  	Adelphi


                


              

            


          


        


        Virgil


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Aen.


                  	Aeneid


                


                

                  	Ecl.


                  	Eclogae


                


                

                  	Georg.


                  	Georgica


                


              

            


          


        


      


      


        Early Christian Sources


        Ambrose


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Exp. Luc.


                  	Expositio Evangelii Secundum Lucam


                


                

                  	Fid.


                  	De Fide


                


                

                  	Tob.


                  	De Tobia


                


              

            


          


        


        Athanasius


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Ep.


                  	Epistulae


                


              

            


          


        


        Augustine


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Doctr. Chr.


                  	De Doctrina Christiana (Christian Instruction)


                


                

                  	Enarrat. Ps.


                  	Enarrationes in Psalmos (Enarrations on the Psalms)


                


                

                  	Ep.


                  	Epistulae


                


                

                  	Mor. Eccl.


                  	De Moribus Ecclesiae Catholicae (The Way of Life in the Catholic Church)


                


                

                  	Nat. Grat.


                  	De Natura et Gratia (Nature and Grace)


                


                

                  	Tract. Ev. Jo.


                  	In Evangelium Johannis Tractatus (Tractates on the Gospel of John)


                


                

                  	Trin.


                  	De Trinitate (The Trinity)


                


              

            


          


        


        Diodore of Tarsus


        Comm. Ps. 118


         


        Eusebius of Caesarea


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Comm. Isa.


                  	Commentariorum in Isaiam (Commentary on Isaiah)


                


                

                  	Hist. Eccl.


                  	Historia Ecclesiastica (Ecclesiastical History)


                


                

                  	Onom.


                  	Onomasticon


                


              

            


          


        


        Hilary


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Tract. Ps.


                  	Tractatus super Psalmos (Tractates on the Psalms)


                


              

            


          


        


        Irenaeus


        

          

            

              

              

              

              

              

                

                  	Epid.


                  	Epideixis tou Apostolikou Kerygmatos (Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching)


                


                

                  	Haer.


                  	Adversus Haereses (Against Heresies)


                


              

            


          


        


        Jerome
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Translator’s introduction


Since the thirteenth century, Jerome of Stridon has been officially regarded as one of the four doctors of the Latin church (Doctores Ecclesiae), along with Ambrose, Augustine and Gregory the Great. Jerome’s chief legacy lies in his work as a biblical translator and commentator. In the Roman Catholic Church, Jerome is honored on his feast day, June 30, as the “greatest teacher of the church in expounding the Sacred Scriptures” (Doctor in exponendis Sacris Scripturis Maximus).1 Insight into the meaning of the biblical text is one thing that we should expect to find as we read Jerome’s Commentary on Jeremiah.

Yet, Jerome offers more than just insight into the historical meaning of Scripture. Jerome was a significant figure in the development and spread of Christian asceticism in the fourth and early fifth centuries, and his comments on the biblical text often reflect his striking views on the ideals of strict Christian discipline. As a native Latin speaker who moved east and mastered Greek, Jerome was one of the last Christian thinkers truly able to converse with Christian theological writings in both the East and the West. Jerome received the best classical (i.e., “pagan”) education available in his day, and he made constructive use of non-Christian learning in his biblical exegesis, laying the groundwork for much biblical scholarship to follow. Jerome was also unique among preserved Christian writers in his extensive knowledge of Hebrew and his awareness of Jewish traditions. Jerome’s contact with Hebraic sources makes his Old Testament exegesis especially valuable today.

Jerome was an intense personality. He spent much of his life in conflict with those around him, although he also enjoyed some close personal friendships. He was highly learned and somewhat elitist in his views about language and interpretation, and his ideal standards for Christian living were more rigorous than most other Christians would tolerate. He could be vain, petty in conflict and overly harsh in his criticisms. Furthermore, unlike some other Christian writers of his era, he was not adept at covering over his flaws; rather, he tended to wear them on his sleeve. For all of these reasons, he can be difficult for the modern reader to relate to; indeed, most Christians in his own day had a hard time relating to him. But his personal flaws do not detract from the wealth of learning and insight contained in his scriptural exegesis, especially as he compiled and set forth in an orderly fashion the insights drawn from Christians (Greek and Latin), Jews and the classical tradition. Over time, Jerome’s reputation in the church was established through recognition of his remarkable gifts as a translator, exegete and advocate for Christian asceticism. Throughout the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance, Jerome was a model for Christians who wanted to learn from Jews, read classical authors and practice Christian self-discipline. It is as a biblical commentator that we will see him at work in this volume, but the reader will clearly see that Jerome brings to the task of exegesis his whole vision for the Christian life.


Jerome’s Life and Works

Jerome was born in approximately a.d. 347 and spent his early life in Stridon, a small town near the border between the Roman provinces of Dalmatia and Pannonia (perhaps in modern Croatia or Slovenia).2 He received his primary education in his hometown under the supervision of his Christian parents, who were wealthy enough to employ teachers for Jerome and his brother. A classical education was necessary for success in administration or law within the Roman Empire, so at the age of eleven or twelve Jerome was sent to Rome in order to study literature and rhetoric with the best teachers. Among Jerome’s teachers was the well-known literary scholar Aelius Donatus, who was the author of important commentaries on classical authors and of a Latin grammatical textbook used for centuries afterwards. Following his training in grammar and literature, Jerome also studied rhetoric, and he probably had some exposure to philosophical writers as part of his formal education. Jerome’s parents were obviously intent on preparing their son for life as a Christian and as a Roman aristocrat. As he later recollects, “From my cradle, I have been nourished on Catholic milk” (Ep. 82.2), and, “Almost from the cradle, my life has been spent in the company of grammarians, rhetoricians and philosophers” (Pref. IH Job).

In the late 360s, when his education in Rome was completed, Jerome traveled to the city of Trier in Gaul. This was the residence of the emperor Valentinian, and therefore a logical place for the young Jerome to start his career in civil service. Yet, soon after his arrival, Jerome decided to give up his plans for a secular career and pursue instead a life devoted to the service of God. This may have been the result of his reading Athanasius’s Life of Antony, the story of the first monk, who renounced the world and adopted an ascetic life in the desert of Egypt. Jerome began at this time to acquire the writings of Christian authors, and he departed Trier in order to go to Aquileia, where he joined a fellowship of young ascetics, consisting of both women and men, whose company included his friend Rufinus, Chromatius (who later became bishop of Aquileia) and Evagrius (later bishop of Antioch).

In around 372, the fellowship in Aquileia broke up, and Jerome went east toward Antioch. At first he stayed with Evagrius, who had already departed Aquileia for his home city. Then, perhaps in 375, Jerome went into the desert of Chalcis in Syria in order to try a monastic life based on withdrawal from society; but Jerome never took to this lifestyle, as his letters from this period demonstrate, and within a year or two he returned to the household of Evagrius. This is where Jerome remained until 380, when he journeyed to Constantinople to attend the church council of 381. During his time in Antioch, Jerome significantly improved his command of Greek, which he had learned in only a rudimentary way as a student in Rome. In addition, in the desert Jerome picked up some of the basics of the local Semitic language, which he called Syriac, and he began his study of Hebrew under the tutelage of a Jewish convert to Christianity. Jerome also heard lectures in Antioch by Apollinaris of Laodicea, whom he later claimed proudly as a teacher in scriptural interpretation, even though he rejected Apollinaris’s teaching on the person of Christ.3 To this period belong Jerome’s earliest literary productions, including many letters, a lost allegorical commentary on Obadiah and his Life of Paul the First Hermit, a fascinating tale about the supposed monastic predecessor of Antony. Jerome was already showing himself to be both a man of letters and a devoted (even extreme) Christian.

Although his time in Constantinople was brief, Jerome had significant experiences there. Chief among these were his interactions with Gregory of Nazianzus, from whom he deepened his understanding of Greek theology and developed his early admiration for Origen. In Constantinople, Jerome continued his literary output with an exegetical letter on the sixth chapter of Isaiah, a Latin translation and update of Eusebius of Caesarea’s Chronicon (a chronicle of the world from Abraham to Constantine) and translations into Latin of Origen’s homilies on Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. In 382, Jerome headed for Rome together with bishops Epiphanius of Salamis and Paulinus of Antioch in order to attend an ecclesiastical assembly. Jerome returned to Rome with knowledge of Greek language and theology, Eastern monastic experience and biblical learning, including some Hebrew, that was quite rare for any Latin Christian of his time.

In Rome, Jerome came quickly into favor with Bishop Damasus. Jerome functioned as a secretary for Damasus, composing official correspondences for the East and West. Jerome also served Damasus as an advisor in biblical learning; thus, at the Roman bishop’s urging, Jerome translated Origen’s homilies on the Song of Songs and undertook to revise the then-current Latin versions of the Psalms and the Gospels according to the best available Greek texts. The letters that Jerome wrote during his stay in Rome show him to be growing ever more competent and enthusiastic in his Hebrew studies, as he read Hebrew with Jews and compared the Hebrew text with the traditional Greek Old Testament (the Septuagint [LXX]) and the Greek version of Aquila (see below). Jerome showed the same enthusiasm for his rigorous ascetic ideals, promoting poverty, fasting, self-denial, and above all, virginity. From this period comes Jerome’s treatise Against Helvidius, defending the perpetual virginity of Mary. The most ardent followers of Jerome’s program of biblical learning and asceticism were well-born women in Rome, many of whom looked to Jerome for guidance in Christian discipleship. Prominent among these women were Marcella, a leader among ascetic women in Rome and Jerome’s best Hebrew student, and the wealthy widow Paula, who, together with her daughter Eustochium, shared Jerome’s devotion to serious Scripture study and Christian self-discipline.

Unfortunately for Jerome, not everyone in Rome appreciated his ideals for the Christian life. Jerome came under criticism for revising the Latin Gospels and changing some of the traditional wording, even though he was basing himself on the original Greek. This would not be the first time that Jerome was maligned for his pioneering biblical scholarship. More significantly, however, many in Rome began to feel that Jerome’s program of ascetic denial was too harsh. For example, a young woman named Blesilla, a follower of Jerome’s teaching, died from complications related to excessive fasting, and Jerome was widely blamed. It was also regarded as a point of suspicion that Jerome spent so much time in the company of women. When Damasus died in 384 and Jerome no longer enjoyed the patronage of the Roman bishop, formal charges were brought against him, and he was forced to leave the city in 385. Jerome decided to return to the East, this time accompanied by his closest friend, Paula.

Jerome and Paula, together with Paula’s daughter Eustochium and a company of servants, journeyed to Palestine and immediately made a trip to Egypt. While in Egypt, they listened to the teaching of Didymus the Blind in Alexandria and visited the monks in the desert. Then, in 386 the group returned to Bethlehem, where Paula, who was quite well-off, provided the resources to establish a pair of monasteries, one for men supervised by Jerome and the other for women overseen by Paula. These monasteries were centers for the poor and for pilgrims from the West, where aid was given to those in need and where Jerome, for his part, was afforded the time he needed to write.

Jerome lived in Bethlehem for the rest of his life, and his arrival in 386 marked the beginning of a very productive time for him as an author. Jerome composed several reference works that served to demonstrate to readers the value of Hebrew learning, such as his Book of Hebrew Names, Book of Hebrew Place Names and Hebrew Questions on Genesis. Jerome wrote exegetical works on the Psalms and Ecclesiastes, both of which reflected his ever-increasing command of Hebrew and Jewish traditions, and he produced commentaries on Galatians, Ephesians, Titus and Philemon. The monastic life continued to hold Jerome’s attention, as he wrote two more “lives” of idealized ascetic characters, The Life of Hilarion and The Life of Malchus the Captive Monk. Jerome likewise continued his work as a translator, rendering into Latin Origen’s homilies on Luke, Didymus’s treatise On the Holy Spirit and several books of the Old Testament (e.g., Proverbs, Chronicles and Job) in accordance with Origen’s version of the LXX (see below). Throughout his early years in Bethlehem and for the rest of his life, Jerome stayed in constant contact with his friends in Rome through letters. Most of his works were written with this audience in mind. For Jerome, publication meant sending his compositions back to Rome where his friends, such as Marcella and Pammachius, would pay for copies to be made and circulated among those interested in Jerome’s learned and ascetically oriented writings.

A new phase of Jerome’s life began in 391 with the start of his translation of the Old Testament from Hebrew into Latin.4 Jerome referred to this translation as his version of the Old Testament iuxta Hebraeos (“according to the Hebrews”); it was not called the Vulgate (“common” edition) until centuries later. Partly because of the newness of the work he was doing on the biblical text, and partly because of his reliance on Jewish sources, Jerome was sharply criticized for making this translation, as for example by Augustine, who only later in life came to recognize the value of Jerome’s version.5 Jerome completed his translation iuxta Hebraeos (his IH edition) in 405, and with each book that he translated he included a preface in which he explained his work and defended himself against his detractors. Controversy likewise surrounded Jerome during these years because of his ascetical views. In 393, Jerome wrote two books Against Jovinianus, in refutation of a certain Jovinianus, who argued that fasting is no better than eating with gratitude to God, and virginity is no better than faithful Christian marriage. Even though Jovinianus’s views had already been condemned in Rome by the time Jerome composed his refutation, the forcefulness with which Jerome extolled virginity and disparaged wedlock offended many Christians in Rome, to the extent that Jerome’s friends tried to remove the work from circulation in order to save further damage to his reputation. The IH translation project and Against Jovinianus represent well Jerome’s dual concerns for high-level biblical scholarship and high-intensity Christian self-discipline. Jerome’s writings in these areas gave rise to sharp disagreements, but his reputation continued to grow. One can see Jerome’s estimation of his own importance as a literary figure in his book published around 392, On Illustrious Men. In this work, Jerome surveyed the great (mostly) Christian writers in history, beginning with Peter and ending with himself, allotting to himself the longest entry for any living writer.

Yet, the greatest and most painful controversy in Jerome’s life began later in 393, when Epiphanius, bishop of Salamis, came to Palestine in order to secure signatures on a document condemning Origen for some of his speculative theological ideas that had come to be regarded as heretical (see below). To state the matter briefly: in spite of his former praise of Origen (e.g., “the greatest teacher of the churches after the apostles,” Nom. Hebr., pref.) and his earlier enthusiasm for translating Origen’s exegetical writings, Jerome agreed to sign the condemnation; but Rufinus, Jerome’s boyhood friend who also translated Origen’s works and who now lived in Jerusalem, refused to condemn Origen. This caused a bitter and public feud between Jerome and Rufinus, which involved not only the Eastern bishops Epiphanius (against Origen) and John of Jerusalem (in favor of Origen) but also significant members of the church in Rome and their networks in the Latin-speaking world (e.g., Augustine was aware of the conflict and deeply saddened by it [Ep. 73.6]). After a brief reconciliation in 397, arguments and allegations erupted again in 398, culminating in 401 in Rufinus’s Apology Against Jerome and Jerome’s Apology Against Rufinus (401-402), in which both men attacked each other, and Jerome was particularly virulent in assailing his opponent’s integrity and orthodoxy. This dispute showed Jerome at his worst: too ready to strike back with venom when he felt that he had been slighted, and unmeasured in his attack, so as to escalate minor grievances into major conflicts. Jerome became more and more outspoken against Origen’s doctrinal errors from this time forward, even though he continued to consult Origen’s exegetical works and profit from them. Furthermore, Jerome continued to attack Rufinus for following the heresies of Origen, even after Rufinus’s death.

Still, this period was not entirely lacking in scriptural study for Jerome. During the brief reconciliation with Rufinus in 397-398, Jerome completed a commentary on Matthew, and during the middle of the 390s he began his series of commentaries on the minor prophets. Near the end of this phase of his life, however, he faced what was probably his greatest personal loss. In 404, approximately one year before the completion of his IH translation, Paula, his closest friend and partner in the cause of Christian monasticism in the Holy Land, died. Jerome’s Epistle 108, a long letter written in recollection and praise of Paula, reveals the depth of his admiration for her and was instrumental in Paula eventually receiving the status of sainthood.

Jerome’s last years kept him busy with controversy and scholarship. Unresolved issues related to the conflict over Origen still demanded Jerome’s attention in 406 and 407. For example, an old adversary named Vigilantius, who had earlier accused Jerome of sharing in Origen’s errors, came again into Jerome’s view, and in 406 Jerome composed his Against Vigilantius, in which Jerome combined harsh personal invective with refutations of Vigilantius, who apparently criticized certain practices related to the homage paid to relics, night vigils at martyrs’ basilicas and the sending of alms to Jerusalem. Jerome maintained his commitment to the monastic life, translating into Latin some monastic rules associated with the Egyptian Pachomius (ca. 292-346) and later taking into his monastery many people from the West who fled to the Holy Land after the sack of Rome in 410. As a result of the sack of Rome, Pelagius and his followers spread out to North Africa and beyond, and eventually their teachings came to Palestine. Jerome took up the task of correcting them in a relatively measured work, the Dialogue Against the Pelagians, written in 415. In the following year, Jerome’s monastery was attacked and burned by people identified by Jerome as followers of Pelagius. This hardship of Jerome’s old age may have slowed his work to some extent, but it did not deter him from continuing to write. Jerome’s later commentaries, such as the Commentary on Jeremiah, strongly reflect the background of the Pelagian debate, while still keeping in view the errors of Rufinus and Origen. The final fifteen years of Jerome’s life saw him at the height of his powers as a biblical scholar. Jerome completed his commentary on the minor prophets in 401, wrote an abbreviated commentary on Daniel in 407 and then followed up with commentaries on Isaiah (408-410), Ezekiel (410-414) and Jeremiah. Jerome began his commentary on Jeremiah in 414 and reached the end of chapter 32 by the time of his death in 419.




The Commentary on Jeremiah

Jerome was in his mid-sixties when he began to write his Commentary on Jeremiah in 414. He had been studying Hebrew seriously for more than thirty years, and he had already translated the book of Jeremiah from Hebrew into his native Latin, with the help of Jewish teachers and previous Greek translations. As shown by the detailed linguistic discussions in the commentary and the numerous citations and allusions to biblical and non-biblical texts, Jerome was still mentally sharp and full of energy, in spite of his often-poor health. Jerome composed this work “through the hand of secretaries” (bk. 1, prol.), that is, by dictating to a scribe who did the writing (bk. 2, prol.). As can be seen in his comments on Jeremiah 22:10-12 and Jeremiah 22:18-19, where he corrects at verses 18-19 the interpretation he gave at verses 10-12, Jerome did not go back and revise himself but marched along through the book passage by passage, taking each text as it came and doing his best to tie each passage into the flow of thought based on what came before.

Jerome dedicated his Commentary on Jeremiah to Eusebius of Cremona, a priest and long-time friend, to whom Jerome had dedicated his Commentary on Matthew in 398. This Eusebius had been instrumental in the conflict between Jerome and Rufinus over the purported heresies of Origen. In 398, Rufinus completed a translation of Origen’s On First Principles designed to put Origen’s teaching in a positive light. Eusebius of Cremona obtained a copy of this translation, falsified it (according to Rufinus Apol. Hier. 1.19-20) and gave it to Jerome’s friends in Rome, so that they could ask Jerome to make a new translation that would expose Origen’s errors (Ep. 83). By dedicating this commentary to Eusebius of Cremona, Jerome signaled his intention to continue to refute the heresies of Origen and to criticize Rufinus, who had died in 410.

Jerome does indeed continue to heap abuse on Rufinus, whom he scornfully refers to as Grunnius, that is, “Grunter,” which alludes to the grunting sound made by a pig.6 Jerome based this name for Rufinus on M. Grunnius Corocotta, the title character in a popular piece of satire from Jerome’s day called “The Last Testament of a Little Pig.”7 In the Commentary on Jeremiah, Jerome criticizes Rufinus for promoting the errors of Origen (e.g., Jer 28:12-14; 29:14-20) and for paving the way for the errors of Pelagius (bks. 1-4, prols.; Jer 22:24-27). It is unfortunate that Jerome felt the need to keep assailing Rufinus even after the latter’s death. Just after Rufinus passed away, Jerome wrote about him in the preface to his Commentary on Ezekiel: “The scorpion lies buried under the soil of Sicily among the vanquished giants Enceladus and Porphyrion; the many-headed hydra has at last ceased to hiss against me” (bk. 1, prol.).8 The Commentary on Jeremiah shows that even eight years later Jerome had not forgotten the grudge that he held against his boyhood friend who had become a bitter enemy.

By the time of the Commentary on Jeremiah, Jerome seems to have regarded Origen as the paradigmatic heretic, and he suggests often that Origen was the founder of Pelagianism (e.g., bk. 4, prol.). Beyond this, at a few points in the commentary Jerome mentions and refutes specific interpretations of Origen, touching on aspects of Origen’s thought that were considered problematic by many in Jerome’s day (e.g., Jer 24:1-14; 25:15-17; 27:2-4; 27:9-11). In Epistle 61.2, Jerome mentions four key points that he found objectionable in the teachings of Origen: Origen’s conception of the resurrected body did not show enough continuity with our present bodies; Origen taught that souls “fell” into bodies as a result of sin; Origen suggested that the devil might repent and be saved; and Origen identified the seraphim in Isaiah 6 as the Son and the Holy Spirit, thus making them less than divine.9 It is unclear to what extent Jerome is fairly representing the views of Origen, since there is much at stake for Jerome to make Origen out to be a heretic.10 Examples of Jerome’s criticisms of Origen in the Commentary on Jeremiah include Origen’s reading of the cup of divine wrath (Jer 25:15-17) as restorative rather than punitive, and Origen’s interpretation of Jeremiah’s charge to Judah that they should accept the yoke of Babylon (Jer 27:2-4; 27:9-11) as a charge to souls that they should willingly accept bodies. When Jerome alludes to Origen, it is always in order to criticize him, but he still makes constructive but unacknowledged use of Origen’s homilies on Jeremiah (e.g., Jer 29:21-23).

Still, the most prevalent theological adversary in the Commentary on Jeremiah is Pelagius. This makes sense in light of Jerome’s context: he wrote the Dialogue Against the Pelagians in 415, when he was just getting under way with this commentary, and his monastery in Bethlehem was attacked and burned in 416 by men thought by Jerome to be associated with Pelagianism. Jerome traces Pelagianism back to Origen and Rufinus, and he references his former refutations of Jovinianus when condemning Pelagius for his openness to remarriage after the death of a spouse (bk. 1, prol.; Jer 16:1-4). If there is a consistent theological thread that runs throughout Jerome’s Commentary on Jeremiah, it is his opposition to Pelagianism.11

The essential claim that Jerome ascribes to the Pelagians and attempts to refute is that Christians can achieve perfection in this life. Jerome accuses them of arrogance, of making themselves out to be equal with God and of following the teachings of Stoic and Pythagorean philosophy rather than Scripture. Jerome asserts that we cannot be perfectly free from sin in this life and that we should not boast in the power of our own will, as the Pelagians do, but in the love and justice of God.12 Jerome is certainly capable of finding in the biblical text genuine connections with his anti-Pelagian theological agenda; for example, the statement of Jeremiah 8:6 that “no one speaks what is right; no man repents of his wickedness,” taps into the larger theme in Jeremiah of the apparent inability of the people of Israel to follow God, which leads to their exile in Babylon and their eventual restoration through God’s initiative (cf. Jer 31:31-33). The prophet Jeremiah’s observation that no one says or does what is right—not even among the people of God—is theologically relevant to the question of Pelagianism, that is, the ability of the human will to respond rightly to God.

However, there are times when Jerome’s arguments against the Pelagians seem arbitrary. Thus, at Jeremiah 25:3, Jerome observes that the prophet repeats God’s commands over and over, thus showing (against the Pelagians) that God’s commands once given are not enough (i.e., we also need the special inner work of God’s grace). Yet, based on Jerome’s Dialogue Against the Pelagians (e.g., Pelag. 1.10; 1.14), one could see Pelagius responding that, if obedience comes from God’s working and not from the human will, what is the point of continuing to repeat these commands to the people? Do not these repeated appeals demonstrate that it is possible for the people to obey? In the end, Jerome has done the meaningful work of putting the book of Jeremiah into conversation with the issues raised by Pelagianism; it can be left up to Jerome’s readers to decide where he is most or least successful.




Jerome and the Ancient Versions of the Bible

One of the most prominent features of Jerome’s Old Testament commentaries is their extensive interaction with different versions of the Bible. Jerome grew up reading Latin translations of the Bible that were based on the LXX, the traditional Greek version used by most Christians.13 This Septuagint-based Latin Bible known to Jerome may conveniently be called the Old Latin translation (OL), but in reality it was not a single translation but a conglomeration of translations done over many years. Jerome generally referred to it as the “common edition” (editio vulgata). By Jerome’s day, the careful reader could observe many differences between one copy of the Latin Bible and another, and this sense of confusion only increased if one could consult the available Greek editions.

The problem was twofold. First, there had been no single authoritative Latin version, and many people tried their hand at translating this or that portion of Scripture from Greek into Latin; as Augustine said, “In the early days of the faith, whoever chanced upon a Greek codex, and thought himself to have even a little skill in both Greek and Latin, ventured to make his own translation” (Doctr. Chr. 2.11.16). Second, there was no single authoritative version of the Greek LXX. This collection of Greek translations of the Hebrew Scriptures was produced by Jews between the third and first centuries B.C.E., and it was largely adopted by early Christians as their Old Testament, serving as the primary scriptural foundation for the New Testament and early Christian worship and literature. Yet, partly due to a sense of inaccuracy vis-à-vis the current Hebrew text, and perhaps partly due to Christian appropriation, certain Jews in the second century C.E. produced new versions of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek. Aquila, a convert to Judaism from Pontus in Asia Minor, produced a literalistic version of the Hebrew Bible; Symmachus, a Jew (or perhaps Jewish Christian), made a more idiomatic translation; and a third edition, not far different from the LXX, was ascribed to a certain Theodotion, who apparently lived in the second century but primarily revised an earlier translation, since some readings cited as Theodotion already appear in the New Testament.14

These translations, in use among Jews by the early third century C.E., came to the awareness of Origen, who used them to create a multi-column Old Testament known as the Hexapla.15 This massive piece of scholarship consisted of six versions of the Old Testament presented in parallel columns for easy comparison: the first column gave the original Hebrew in Hebrew letters, the second gave the Hebrew words transliterated into Greek letters, the third column gave the literalistic version of Aquila, the fourth gave the more idiomatic rendering of Symmachus, the fifth gave Origen’s own version of the LXX, and the sixth column gave Theodotion. In Origen’s fifth column, he identified units of text that were present in the Hebrew but lacking in the LXX, and he added them into his copy of the LXX, borrowed from one of the other Greek versions (usually Theodotion), and he marked this with an asterisk. Furthermore, wherever a detail was present in the LXX but missing in the Hebrew, Origen would indicate this with an obelus. Origen’s aims in this process were partly apologetic (to help Christians know better how to argue from Scripture with Jews), partly textual (to help find the right reading of the LXX) and partly interpretive (to help Christians discover the full range of possible meanings of biblical words).16 But Origen’s work had a profound impact on the history of the LXX beyond what he imagined or intended.

Many people copied Origen’s fifth column without his critical signs (asterisks and obeli), thereby introducing words and phrases taken from the hexaplaric versions (Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion) into common use in their churches.17 By the time of Jerome, many churches in Palestine used copies of Origen’s LXX (i.e., the fifth column of the Hexapla without the critical signs), not necessarily knowing the critical work that stood behind it. Moreover, in Egypt most churches read an edition of the LXX produced by a certain Hesychius, and from Constantinople to Antioch Christians used an edition of the LXX produced by Lucian the Martyr. Jerome saw the whole world in conflict over this “threefold variety” (trifaria varietas).18 Confronted with this great diversity of editions of the LXX, the alternative Jewish translations of Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion, and the variety of readings floating around in copies of the Latin Bible, Jerome realized that the only way to solve the problem of the Old Testament text was to learn Hebrew and get back to the “Hebrew truth” (hebraica veritas).

The Hebrew text is the primary focus of Jerome’s attention in his commentaries on the prophets, but he makes constant use of other versions. His commentaries are broken up into sections that treat individual segments of the biblical text. For each segment of text (the lemma; plural is lemmata), Jerome starts out by giving his own translation into Latin based on the Hebrew. Jerome often follows this with a second translation of the whole lemma, this time based on the LXX. It is Jerome’s normal practice in most of his prophets commentaries to give the second translation according to the LXX in full, but in the Commentary on Jeremiah it is quite common for Jerome to give the biblical lemma only once—based on the Hebrew—and then to give alternative translations for specific words or phrases where the LXX differs in a significant way.19 It should be assumed in the commentary that the main translation of the biblical lemma is Jerome’s rendering based on the Hebrew, which usually matches his IH translation. If Jerome gives the LXX in full, he will introduce it with the letters LXX. When Jerome gives alternatives (e.g., at Jer 2:11, “Has a nation changed gods”—or “their gods”), it can be assumed that the alternative translation (in this case, “their gods” instead of “gods”) is the LXX, unless otherwise indicated in a footnote. The Hebrew text is generally the center of attention for Jerome’s literal exposition of the text, and the LXX is often used as part of Jerome’s spiritual interpretation (see below).

Besides discussing the LXX in comparison with the Hebrew, Jerome also cites the Jewish translations known from Origen’s Hexapla, Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion. Since Jerome did not have printed dictionaries or grammars that he could consult, and he did not always have a Jewish teacher available to ask, he used these translations as dictionaries and as linguistic commentaries on the Hebrew text. Jerome particularly appreciated Aquila for his literal adherence to the Hebrew, Symmachus for his clarity in rendering the sense of the passage and Theodotion for being closest of the three to the LXX.20 Jerome uses these hexaplaric versions in his exegesis, but he does not slavishly follow any of them, and sometimes he disagrees with all of them (e.g., Jer 7:17-19; 23:18; 32:35a). In a few instances, Jerome makes reference to a second edition of Aquila or a second edition of Symmachus. These are probably not second complete editions of these translations but alternative translations made selectively in the margins of Jerome’s copies of Aquila and Symmachus.21 Jerome uses all of these translations as scholarly commentaries, but he evaluates and employs them based on his own understanding of the Hebrew text.

The paragraphs above describe the ancient versions of the Bible that Jerome refers to explicitly in his commentaries. In addition to these, there are a few other ancient biblical texts that I will reference in my notes throughout the commentary. As will be discussed below, Jerome relied on the help of Jewish teachers to help him read and understand the Hebrew text. We obviously do not have transcripts of the conversations between Jerome and these teachers—how fascinating it would be if we did! But we can perhaps catch a glimpse into the information given to Jerome by these Jewish teachers by looking at ancient translations of the Bible into Aramaic. The most important of these translations is the Aramaic Targum to Jeremiah (Targ). Although no Aramaic translation of Jeremiah existed until after Jerome’s time, the later Targum to Jeremiah preserves earlier traditions on how Jews interpreted the Hebrew text at the basic linguistic level. When Jerome agrees in a distinctive way with the Targum, he may well be reflecting an ancient Jewish reading tradition, which he learned directly from a Jewish teacher.

The second Aramaic translation that we will reference is the Syriac Peshitta (Pesh). Syriac is a dialect of Aramaic used in Jerome’s day (and our own) by Christians living in Mesopotamia and further east. Although there is no evidence that Jerome ever consulted a written Syriac version of the book of Jeremiah, the Peshitta may have been based on a Jewish version, or as a Semitic Christian text it might reflect influence from Jewish traditions. Thus, in a more indirect way, the Peshitta might give us a window into what Jerome heard about the Hebrew text from his Jewish teachers. A related text that we will mention is the Syro-Hexapla. This was a translation of Origen’s version of the LXX (the fifth column of the Hexapla) into Syriac made by Paul, bishop of Tella, in the early seventh century. The Syro-Hexapla is important because it sometimes preserves the critical signs that Origen used in his fifth column, and so it is an important source for understanding Jerome’s use of the hexaplaric versions (Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion).

Regarding Jerome and his ancient versions of the Bible, we may conclude by making a brief comment about his Hebrew text. Never in the Commentary on Jeremiah does Jerome indicate that he is aware of textual diversity in the Hebrew. His Hebrew text generally agrees with what we know later as the Masoretic Text (i.e., the medieval Jewish text that serves as the basis of modern English translations), except that Jerome’s Hebrew Bible does not include any written indications of vowels or accents, as do the later Masoretic manuscripts. Where we have evidence in Jerome, in places where the Masoretic tradition distinguishes between what is written (Ketiv) and what is read (Qere), Jerome agrees once with the Ketiv (Jer 6:6b-7a) and three times with the Qere (Jer 8:7; 19:1-3a; 31:38-40).22




Influences on Jerome’s Exegesis

Jerome was quite proud of the fact that he was not self-taught.23 According to Jerome, the key to acquiring knowledge is to sit under great teachers, and this he attempted to do throughout his entire life. He was indeed a lifelong learner. As mentioned above, Jerome studied as a teenager in Rome with the greatest literary scholar of his day, Aelius Donatus, whom Jerome affectionately referred to as “my teacher.”24 In Epistle 84.3, Jerome reflects on his various teachers: “As a youth, I was carried along by a strong love of learning, and I did not, according to the presumption of certain people, teach myself. At Antioch I frequently heard the teaching of Apollinaris of Laodicea. . . . Yet, I went on to Alexandria to hear the teaching of Didymus. . . . And again, in Jerusalem and in Bethlehem, at great price and effort I had Bar Hanina as my teacher at night.”25 These comments may be taken as representative of the influences on Jerome’s exegetical method: classical, Antiochene, Alexandrian and Jewish. Each of these traditions had a significant influence on how Jerome interpreted Scripture.




Jerome and Classical Learning

As a young child, Jerome learned the basics of reading and writing from the schoolmasters employed by his parents in his hometown of Stridon. Jerome was sent to Rome for further education at around twelve years old, and his first course of study was grammatice, literary studies. In Jerome’s world, grammatice did not refer merely to the study of grammar in our sense of the word, but to the mastery of language through the interpretation and appreciation of great literature.26 His studies in grammatice prepared Jerome to receive instruction in rhetoric, which started in his late teens. While rhetoric focused on expression, it also included continued exposure to the literature of great speakers of the past. Thus, by the time Jerome was in his early twenties and ready to begin his career, he had been thoroughly grounded in the thought patterns and texts of classical antiquity.

At some point after Jerome gave up his ambitions for a secular career and devoted himself to the service of the church, he came to experience an inner conflict between his love of classical literature and his love for Christ. When he first seriously encountered the language of Scripture, he found it repellent in comparison with the language of classical authors such as Quintilian, Cicero and Pliny, and it took some effort on his part, including learning Hebrew, to overcome this initial aversion.27 During his stay in Rome, when he was vigorously promoting Christian asceticism and was immersed in scriptural study, Jerome wrote a lengthy letter to Paula’s daughter Eustochium, instructing her on how to devote her life properly to Christian virginity. In this letter, Jerome reports a dream that he had while in the Syrian desert, in which a heavenly Judge summoned him before the judgment seat and condemned him by saying, “You are a follower of Cicero, and not of Christ” (Ep. 22.30). According to Jerome, he vowed to stop reading secular literature and to devote himself exclusively to the books of God. In a symbolic way, this vow definitely captured the tone of the rest of his life. He did indeed commit himself until the day of his death to expounding sacred Scripture.

At the same time, Jerome’s renunciation of secular literature did not hold up at the literal level. It is true that Jerome claimed that his constant references to classical authors were due to his remarkable memory, which always retained the impress left on him by the classics (Ruf. 1.30). But it has been shown that Jerome knows classical sources later in life that he never used earlier, such as Pliny the Younger and Cicero’s philosophical works, suggesting that he read these works in his later years.28 Moreover, as Rufinus pointed out, Jerome taught classical authors to children while living in Bethlehem (Apol. Hier. 2.11). In reality, instead of viewing Jerome’s dream as a failed commitment not to read the classics, it is better to see Jerome’s sentiments as expressed in Epistle 22 as a reflection of his desire to devote all of his being, including his strong knowledge of classical literature, to Christ and the interpretation of Scripture.

The influence of Jerome’s classical education is most obvious when he quotes directly from a pagan author. His favorite authority to cite is Virgil, whom he quotes nine times.29 An example may be taken from Jerome’s comments on Jeremiah 4:12b: “And now I—but I speak my judgments on them!” Jerome identifies this as the literary figure aposiōpēsis, which he illustrates by citing Virgil’s Aeneid 1.135, the same passage used by Quintilian to illustrate this figure in The Orator’s Education 9.2.54.30 Besides named authors, Jerome also sometimes quotes a “saying of the philosophers” (e.g., Jer 5:26-27a) or an “old saying” taken from a pagan author (e.g., Jer 1:11-12). When the ultimate source of the quotation is Greek, Jerome is most often dependent on Latin authors for his information, but there are times when Jerome may have read the Greek pagan author.31

Yet, a more substantive influence on Jerome’s biblical scholarship can be seen in his systematic application of the principles of grammatice to his literal exposition of Scripture. The four parts of grammatice, as given by the first-century B.C.E. Latin scholar Varro, were lectio (reading aloud), enarratio (explanation), emendatio (textual criticism) and iudicium (literary judgment).32

The first element of interpretation, lectio, consisted in reading the text out loud correctly. Because most texts in Jerome’s time lacked punctuation, even the act of reading a text out loud constituted a significant level of interpretation. Through oral expression, one could indicate the proper division of words and clauses and show by voice inflection who was the speaker in a dialogue and whether a sentence should be read as a statement or a question. In the Commentary on Jeremiah, Jerome talks about the pronunciation of Hebrew consonants (e.g., Jer 19:1-3a) and the vocalization of words (e.g., Jer 9:22); the division of clauses (e.g., Jer 12:11b-12); the interrogative tone of a sentence (e.g., Jer 8:12a); and the identity of the speaker, that is, whose persona (e.g., the Lord, Jeremiah, the city of Jerusalem, the people) is speaking the words in the text.33

Jerome’s greatest emphasis as a commentator lay in the area of enarratio: the exposition of the text, the explanation of difficulties, linguistic analysis and the discussion of background information. Roman grammarians such as Donatus explained difficult words (glossemata), resolving ambiguities and sometimes appealing to Greek (or even Punic or the like) in order to expound the meaning. Jerome devotes considerable attention to biblical glossemata, resolving ambiguities by going back to the Hebrew (e.g., Jer 2:1-2a) and even bringing in additional languages (such as Syriac, at Jer 6:6b-7a). Jerome explains features of the grammar (e.g., Jer 2:12-13) and syntax (e.g., Jer 31:37) of the text, using standard classical categories. Jerome follows the grammatical model by identifying various tropes and figures in Jeremiah, such as hyperbolē (e.g., Jer 4:23-26), metaphora (e.g., Jer 6:2-4a) and synekdochē (e.g., Jer 15:10a). Throughout the commentary Jerome offers paraphrases of the biblical text, often introducing his paraphrase with the phrase sensus est (“The sense is,” which is the standard grammarian terminology). Many times, Jerome paraphrases both the Hebrew text and the LXX in order to show how they differ in general sense. Through his use of paraphrase in particular, Jerome’s appropriation of enarratio went beyond the atomistic approach that sometimes characterized ancient commentary.34

One final element of enarratio that deserves special attention is Jerome’s exposition of historia, or narrative background material. In the classical sense, historia would include any background material relevant to the interpretation of a discourse or poem, including even mythological narratives to which allusions were made in the text. For Jerome, most of the historia necessary for the interpretation of the prophets is to be found in the Bible itself (e.g., the book of Kings), which he took to be historical in the modern sense. Jerome often associates historia with the Hebrew text, as at Jeremiah 22:18-19, where he interprets the text by bringing in what “the Hebrew historia” narrates, and then proceeds to explain the historical background of the text through the biblical books of Kings and Chronicles. Jerome’s frequent appeal to the historia of the text demonstrates that he values the historical context of Jeremiah.

The third stage, emendatio, encompassed more than just textual criticism in the modern sense—it extended to the correction of both manuscript errors and faults of language. Jerome never presumes to correct the style or usage of the Hebrew Bible, but he does reflect the practice of emendatio in his remarkably advanced views on textual criticism.35 In this area, Jerome broke new ground in the study of the Bible by combining the insights derived from classical emendatio with his return to the “Hebrew truth.” Jerome understood the critic’s job to be to restore the original form of the text by correcting errors in transmission, which could arise through scribal carelessness or when scribes (wrongly) thought they were fixing a mistake.36 Jerome recognized the potential text-critical value of ancient translations of the New Testament,37 and he was generally aware of the value of good manuscripts;38 but for the Old Testament, the single standard for any reading was the Hebrew text that Jerome consulted, the originality of which he virtually never questioned.39

Jerome gives considerable attention in the Commentary on Jeremiah to identifying places where the Hebrew contains something lacking in the LXX, or, less often, where the Hebrew lacks something present in the LXX.40 Jerome also treats differences between the LXX or other Greek versions and the Hebrew where the key to resolving the conflict is a presumed misreading of the Hebrew text on the part of the Greek translators. Especially interesting examples include errors due to the misreading of similar Hebrew letters (e.g., Jer 15:12; 31:2) and an error due to the LXX’S alleged misunderstanding of the sense (Jer 22:29-30), where Jerome solves a theological conundrum through his textual criticism. A final feature of Jerome’s emendatio on the book of Jeremiah is his occasional references to the critical signs used in Origen’s Hexapla (see above). On three occasions, Jerome explains that material found in the Hebrew but absent from the LXX was supplied by Origen in the Hexapla, borrowed from the version of Theodotion and marked with an asterisk (Jer 2:1-2a; 29:14-20; 30:10-11).

Iudicium, the final stage of grammatice, involved giving an overall assessment of the aesthetic quality and stylistic features of a work. The grammarian would make observations about what a given author was best at expressing, the most outstanding features of his style and the general spirit embodied in his work. Other aspects of this artistic criticism included the comparison of one author with another and the assessment of how the author in question fit into the literary canon. As part of iudicium, grammarians rendered judgments on the authenticity of works ascribed to particular authors. Such a decision could be made for a given work by carefully comparing its stylistic qualities with the usual style of the author, making the question of authenticity a natural outgrowth of the task of iudicium.

Because Jerome’s focus as a commentator was on the theological and moral message of Scripture, he does not give much attention to iudicium. Jerome only rarely comments on the aesthetic dimension of Jeremiah (e.g., at Jer 6:2-4a; 22:18-19); this is perhaps because he considered Jeremiah to be a rustic fellow from a small village.41 But in one component of iudicium, the question of authenticity, Jerome was thoroughly invested. Jerome’s grammatical training in this area is evident in On Illustrious Men, in which he indicates that the book of Hebrews is not considered to be one of Paul’s letters “because of its dissonance with his style and expression” (Vir. Ill. 5.10; cf. 15.2); he says that 2 Peter is considered by many not to belong to Peter “because of its disagreement in style with the previous letter” (that is, 1 Peter; Vir. Ill. 1.3); and regarding the writer Modestus, he says, “Other works circulate under his name, but they are repudiated by scholars as pseudepigraphic” (Vir. Ill. 32.2). In this last comment, he uses the same word (“pseudepigraphic”) in rejecting these works falsely ascribed to Modestus as he does when rejecting the so-called Epistle of Jeremiah in the prologue to book 1 of the Commentary on Jeremiah. Jerome rejected the letter of Jeremiah and the book of Baruch because, although they may be in the LXX, they are not in the Hebrew. For Jerome the Christian grammarian, the “Hebrew truth” served as the ultimate standard for authenticity.




Jerome and Jewish Learning

Jerome began his study of Hebrew under the instruction of a Jewish convert to Christianity during his stay in the Syrian desert between 375 and 377.42 In Commentary on Jeremiah 25:26c, Jerome describes how the rudiments of the Hebrew alphabet were taught by reciting the letters forwards, backwards and then “transposed,” and his description matches what we know from rabbinic sources. Jerome refers frequently to his first Hebrew teacher, with whom he apparently read quite a lot.43 Jerome references several other Hebrew teachers, most of whom were Jews whose assistance Jerome needed for specific projects, such as the Jewish scholars who helped him translate Chronicles, Job and the Aramaic Tobit (Pref. LXX Par.; Pref. IH Job; Pref. Tobit). Jerome’s best-known Hebrew teacher was a certain Bar Hanina, who apparently taught Jerome at night; Jerome likened this to the nighttime visit of Nicodemus in John 3 (Ep. 84.3; Ruf. 1.13). In Epistle 36.1, written during his stay in Rome, Jerome mentions a Jew who brought him numerous volumes (mostly biblical texts?) that needed immediate attention so that they could be returned to the synagogue as soon as possible.44 Jerome could not have attained competence in reading Hebrew without the help of these Jewish teachers, and it is worth reflecting on their impact on his biblical interpretation.

In Jerome’s day there were no written Hebrew grammars or dictionaries. Moreover, since Hebrew was not a broadly spoken language but was used only within pockets of Judaism for specific purposes, it was impossible for Jerome to develop his skills by living in a Hebrew-speaking environment, as he did with Greek.45 Jerome was able to acquire reading and perhaps hearing proficiency in Hebrew by learning from Jewish teachers and by consulting the “Jewish” hexaplaric versions, Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion. No Christians in the mainstream church made use of Hebrew or copied Hebrew manuscripts. The only copies of the Hebrew Bible available to Jerome were preserved by Jews. Jewish sources were necessary to understand the basic meanings of Hebrew words and the grammar of Hebrew. It is not surprising, therefore, that Jerome sometimes included Jewish interpretations of the Hebrew text as part of his return to the “Hebrew truth.” Of course, Jerome used his own wits to sort out which linguistic reading to favor among those presented to him by Jewish teachers or the hexaplaric versions, and he could choose to adopt or reject Jewish traditions relating to the broader interpretation of the text. But Jerome did indeed absorb a great deal of Jewish linguistic exegesis and a considerable amount of broader Jewish exegesis into his commentaries.46

Although Jewish exegesis in Jerome’s day could be highly creative and was not overly literal by today’s standards, Jerome’s Jewish contemporaries read the Hebrew Bible in such a way that “Israel” referred to the national people (and not a spiritual group), Nebuchadnezzar was a Babylonian king (and not the devil), and so forth, so that it corresponded to the literal (ad litteram) or historical (iuxta historiam) sense of the text as described by Christians. For Jerome, most Hebrew and Jewish exegetical material belonged to the exposition of the text at the literal level; the only major exceptions were Hebrew proper name etymologies, which belonged to the spiritual exposition (see below). Generally, Jerome appropriated what he learned from Jews through the grid of his training in formal literary interpretation (grammatice); for example, Hebrew language data could be used to solve grammatical difficulties or describe literary figures; also, Jewish traditions about biblical times and the lives of biblical characters were interpreted by Jerome as information useful for explaining the historia of the text (e.g., Jer 7:30-31).47 The value placed by Jerome on the literal sense of the Hebrew sometimes led him to correct the well-intentioned but uninformed spiritual readings of his fellow Christians.48 At the same time, Jerome could also use the Hebrew to discover a Christian theological meaning that was absent from the LXX (e.g., Jer 23:36b-40; cf. Comm. Isa. 2:22).

As a final note on the influence of Jewish learning on Jerome, it is necessary to say something about Jerome’s sources for his Jewish traditions. In a few places, Jerome reports an exegetical tradition as if he received it directly from a Jew, when in fact it appears that he borrowed it from Origen or Eusebius of Caesarea.49 Yet, such examples of simple borrowing are rare. In general, Jerome offers much more by way of Jewish traditions than any of his Christian predecessors, and he adds new Jewish material to the traditions that he appropriates from others.50 At the same time, even if we acknowledge that Jerome learned Jewish traditions firsthand from Jews, there are still some complexities involved in assessing what Jerome reports about “the Jews” or “the Hebrews.”51

First, when Jerome reports a supposed Jewish custom or tradition and supports his statement with a reference to the Bible, it is always possible that he is deriving this information from Scripture and not from the actual practice of contemporary Jews.52 Second, because Jerome associated Jewish exegesis with the literal sense, in some cases Jerome may identify his literal exposition as what “the Jews” say, not because he received an explanation of the given passage from a Jew but because it is the literal explanation and therefore constitutes what the Jews might be expected to say.53 Third, Jerome often mentions the “Jews” in the same breath as “our Judaizers,” namely, Christians whose views Jerome regards as excessively “Jewish”; in these cases, the primary target is not Jews but Jerome’s Christian interlocutors.54 Fourth, Jerome occasionally describes an interpretation as what “the Jews/Hebrews think,” but the Jewish sources preserved from late antiquity give a different interpretation altogether (e.g., Jer 15:17-18; 22:10-12). This does not necessarily mean that Jerome’s Jewish tradition is inauthentic. For most exegetical questions (certainly in the book of Jeremiah), there was no single authoritative interpretation that represented what all Jews thought. Even rabbinic texts, which represent a select group among Jews in Jerome’s day, can give multiple different interpretations of the same passage. Thus, when Jerome’s tradition contradicts what is found in a rabbinic text, it may be that Jerome’s Jewish informant gave a different answer from what we find in rabbinic texts. Any given statement of Jerome on what “the Hebrews say” should be taken as no more than the explanation given to Jerome by a single Jewish scholar.

Jerome’s Commentary on Jeremiah contains numerous Jewish traditions for which parallels can be found in rabbinic sources.55 A striking example is Jerome’s report about the seven types of gold in his comments at Jeremiah 10:6-10. Another fascinating case is at Jeremiah 31:15, where Jerome gives a Jewish tradition that does not aid his own interpretive agenda but was so interesting to Jerome that he decided to give it anyway. Jerome made much constructive use of this material in his Commentary on Jeremiah; but he also expresses negative views about Jews at various points. We will need to address this below in “Understanding Jerome for Today.”




Jerome and the Christian Spiritual Sense

Jerome’s aim was not only to explain the literal (ad litteram) and historical (iuxta historiam) sense of the biblical text but also to expound the abiding meaning of the text as seen through the lens of Christ. Jerome typically gives a twofold interpretation of each passage, one historical and the other spiritual.56 Jerome associated the literal sense with the “Hebrew truth” and with Jewish learning.57 Jerome did not have a negative view of the historical sense but saw it as an important part of the meaning of Scripture, which nevertheless needed to be combined with the spiritual sense.58 Jerome saw his task as “to mix together our tropology with the historia of the Hebrews” (Comm. Zech., prol.); and elsewhere he says, “I formerly resolved to deliver to Latin ears the secrets of Hebraic learning and the hidden knowledge of the teachers of the synagogue, insofar as it touches on the sacred Scriptures; for this reason, I must outline the historia in the passages which are most obscure. Likewise, I must set forth that which I have received from the authors of the church” (Comm. Zech. 6:9-15; cf. Comm. Jer., bk. 3, prol.). We have already seen how the classical system of grammatice and Jewish learning provided tools for Jerome to use in explaining the historical sense. Now, we may consider how Jerome incorporated traditions that he received “from the authors of the church” in order to perceive the Christian spiritual meaning of the book of Jeremiah.

For Jerome, all Old Testament texts can have some application to Christ and the church. On a few occasions, Jerome thinks that the text speaks of Christ in a directly prophetic way (iuxta prophetiam), so that no higher meaning is necessary.59 In other cases, Jerome grounds his spiritual meaning in the historical sense by pointing out some way in which the wording of the text was not properly realized in the historical fulfillment, so that a further fulfillment in Christ is necessary. The text is seen to be fulfilled “in part” in Old Testament history, but “more fully” in Christ (e.g., Jer 7:27-28; 16:14-15; 31:10-14). This is similar to Antiochene exegesis of the prophets and can be traced back to Jerome’s reading of Antiochene commentaries and perhaps to the influence of Apollinaris of Laodicea.60 Most often, however, the christological meaning is explained as the second component of Jerome’s double exposition (historical, then spiritual), where Jerome sees an analogy between the historical meaning and the spiritual. Thus, regarding the “scorching wind” that comes against Jerusalem (Jer 4:11-12a), Jerome says, “According to historia you should understand the ‘scorching wind’ as Nebuchadnezzar, who consumed the entire world. But according to tropology, the ‘scorching wind’ is the adversarial power [the devil], who comes from the desert and the wilderness, where there is no shelter of God, and tries to destroy God’s church.” This kind of exegesis operates from the belief that God works according to certain patterns and that the manner of God’s dealing with biblical Israel naturally offers paradigms for how God acted through Christ and deals with the church. The historical meaning is valid and useful for Jerome, but it is expected that a Christian expositor should unfold these paradigms and explain how the text relates to Christ and the church. As Jerome says, “Whatever was said at that time to the Israelite people now is referred to the church, so that ‘holy prophets’ become ‘apostles and apostolic men,’ and ‘lying and frantic prophets’ become ‘all the heretics’ ” (Comm. Ezek. 13:1-3a; cf. Comm. Jer. 30:18-22). This represents the Alexandrians’ influence on Jerome’s exegesis.

Jerome uses several traditional Christian terms to identify the spiritual meaning of the text. In general, these terms are used without any distinction between them. They may be regarded as synonyms. A common term in Jerome is “tropology” (Gk tropikōs; Lat tropologia), which in the field of rhetoric referred to the figurative sense of a word as opposed to its literal or proper sense, but in Christian exegesis after Origen became a technical term for the spiritual sense.61 Another regular term in Jerome is the word anagogy (Gk anagōgē, “elevation”), which also goes back to Origen as used in this sense. Other terms, such as intellegentia spiritalis (“spiritual understanding”), sacramenta (“mysteries”) and the Greek allēgoria appear in Jerome’s exegesis. Jerome usually offers only a twofold exposition, but occasionally, influenced by Origen, Jerome operates with a threefold system of scriptural senses.62

One final element of Jerome’s spiritual exegesis that requires explanation is his exposition of etymologies of proper names. It was a common belief among learned readers in the Greek tradition that the etymologies of proper names conveyed essential information about the things named. This thinking stemmed from theories of Plato and the Stoics regarding the connection between words and things.63 By the time of the New Testament, pagan Greek scholars regularly practiced symbolic exegesis of proper name etymologies when reading Homer.64 In due time, Hellenized Jews, such as Philo, applied this practice to the Bible.65 From there, it became part of the tradition of Christian spiritual exegesis.66

In the early centuries of the Christian era, various name lists (Onomastica) circulated in Greek, which listed proper names in the Bible together with their supposed etymological meanings. Jerome’s Book of Hebrew Names was a translation and mild revision of an earlier Greek list that Jerome ascribed to Philo (on the authority of Origen) but which may have gone back earlier than Philo.67 Such name lists represented one of the only avenues prior to Jerome through which information about the Hebrew language made its way into the Christian world. Although Jerome generally broke new ground in the realm of Christian Hebrew scholarship, he did inherit a long tradition going back to Philo and Origen of using Hebrew etymologies as part of allegorical exegesis. Whereas the rest of Jerome’s Hebrew philology focused on the literal sense, Jerome continued to employ the traditional Hebrew etymologies in the traditional way, that is, allegorically.

Jerome’s dependence on earlier Greek sources, both commentators (such as Origen) and name lists, can be seen in the footnotes of the commentary, where I identify parallels between Jerome’s etymologies and those of Philo, Origen and the Onomastica.68 Jerome learned Hebrew from Greek translations (Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion) and from Jews with whom he probably spoke Greek,69 and he similarly regarded Greek Onomastica and Origen as legitimate sources of Hebrew information, even though they sometimes reflect errors that one would not expect to find in Jerome. Occasionally, Jerome corrected these errors (e.g., “Sesach” at Jer 25:26c), but often he did not (e.g., “Mahseiah” at Jer 32:12). In general, Jerome’s aim in giving these etymologies was not to explain the literal sense of the text according to the Hebrew but to give a traditional Christian interpretation. Thus, understandably, he usually gave a traditional etymology already known to earlier Greek sources.




Understanding Jerome for Today

Jerome wrote his Commentary on Jeremiah for Christians who were serious about the study of Scripture and devoted to proper Christian thinking and living. Christians today who share these commitments will find much that is immediately meaningful for them in Jerome’s comments. At the same time, Jerome lived in a cultural context very different from the western world in the twenty-first century. Moreover, his comments obviously cannot reflect the advances in scholarship that have come about subsequent to his time. I would therefore like to make a few suggestions on how best to profit from reading Jerome’s Commentary on Jeremiah today. I obviously cannot address every concern, but by touching on some significant issues, I hope to encourage faithful and thoughtful reflection on the whole task of reading this ancient commentary.

First, Jerome’s perspectives on whomever he regards as the “other” are generally uncharitable and reflect the narrow mindset of the Greco-Roman world. Jerome criticizes theological adversaries harshly and without much sense for the possibility of middle ground, even when his own views, when expressed in calmer moments, are moderate. His depictions of the beliefs of others, such as Pelagians or Origenists, must be interpreted not as straight fact but through the lens of Jerome’s rhetoric. Furthermore, Jerome inhabits an intellectual world that does not ascribe to women the same dignity as men, in spite of his friendships with extremely capable women, such as Paula and Marcella. Thus, we should not be surprised to find Jerome mocking Pelagius as a “crazy old woman” (Jer 17:1) in the tradition of Roman satire,70 or frequently drawing the connection between contemporary heresies and “weak women.”71 Moreover, many of Jerome’s statements about Jews reflect the Christian-Jewish polemics of the fourth and fifth centuries72 and should be regarded as unacceptable. Jerome believes that “the rejection of the Jews is the occasion of our salvation” (Jer 30:23-24; cf. Jer 10:12-16; 15:9), and he comments with approval on the calamities that befell Jews (e.g., Jer 2:14a; 18:17; 19:10-11a).73 Such ideas are not commensurate with Christian faith and should not be promoted or accepted by Christians.

While it can and should be difficult for us to read such views expressed by a major Christian figure of the past, it is also important to remember Jerome’s social location and the limits that we all face as people living in a given time and place. The negative attitudes that Jerome sometimes expressed about women are balanced by the respect and esteem that he showed to his women friends, such as Marcella, whom Jerome approvingly says taught men, including priests, in Rome (Ep. 127.7). Likewise, Jerome’s whole argument on behalf of the “Hebrew truth” presumed that the Jews continued to possess essential truth for understanding the Scriptures, and Jerome’s personal contacts with Jewish teachers must have resulted in some genuine friendships, despite Jerome’s acquiescence in his writings to standard anti-Jewish polemics. Thus, even though Jerome did not transcend the limitations of his age in these areas, his experiences and his reflective nature allowed him to take some steps in the right direction.

As for the substance of Jerome’s commentary, I will make a few observations on how best to profit both from Jerome’s literal exposition and from his spiritual exposition.

Regarding Jerome’s exegesis at the literal/historical level, it may be acknowledged that his Commentary on Jeremiah reveals certain deficiencies when compared with modern commentaries of comparable scholarship. Jerome believes that his Hebrew text always represents the original text of Jeremiah vis-à-vis the LXX, whereas modern scholars generally conclude that the LXX more often reflects an earlier Hebrew text.74 Also, there are times when Jerome would have benefited from today’s knowledge of ancient Near Eastern Semitic languages; for example, at Jeremiah 7:18, it would have helped Jerome to know that there is an Akkadian word, kamānu (“cake”), that is related to the Hebrew word kwnym. Most important, Jerome does not give as much attention as do the best modern commentaries to broad themes that extend throughout the entire book. All of these criticisms are valid from this perspective.

At the same time, Jerome’s literal exegesis is certainly more than just a relic from the distant past. Jerome constantly shows how one passage connects with another, how the flow of thought unfolds within a passage and how the historical context of Jeremiah illuminates the individual prophecies. Jerome’s extensive use of paraphrase makes him a helpful guide for grasping the sense of a passage, and he can be quite adept at summing up the key idea. Thus, at Jeremiah 1:7-8 (v. 8: “Be not afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord”), Jerome astutely observes, “The Lord rescues the prophet not in the sense that he will avoid persecutions and difficulties—since we read that he suffered many things—but such that, while enduring all these things, he will overcome them and not yield to the difficulties.”

Moreover, Jerome’s treatments of individual words remain valuable for serious students of Scripture. Many of Jerome’s comments on the meaning of Hebrew terms are well in line with modern scholarship (e.g., Jer 3:2a; 7:17-19; 13:18-19; 19:1-3a). In other cases, Jerome’s analysis is suggestive for possible solutions, or else he transmits information that could be useful for clarifying the text.75 Jerome reports numerous readings from the Greek translations of Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion, whose renderings show how the Hebrew word in question was understood in the second century C.E. or earlier. Furthermore, Jerome’s distinctive views about Hebrew words represent Jewish traditions from the late fourth or early fifth century C.E.76 The interpretations given by Jerome and the hexaplaric versions are centuries older than the medieval traditions (vocalization, accents, etc.) of the Masoretic Text. Although one should not read the Hebrew Bible strictly through the lens of Jerome and the ancient versions (and the evidence transmitted is not always uniform), it is difficult to justify placing great confidence in the medieval Masoretic tradition while ignoring the earlier evidence of late antiquity. I hope that modern scholars will make more use of Jerome’s commentaries and the hexaplaric versions in their study of the Hebrew Bible.77

Regarding Jerome’s spiritual interpretation, one can likewise identify both limitations and possibilities for insight. As for limitations, even setting aside the element of anachronism involved with all readings that seek contemporary meaningfulness, Jerome’s dichotomy between the historical and the spiritual senses was sometimes so drastic that a clear connection between the two is not obvious. This lack of natural flow from one sense to the other is most evident when Jerome capitalizes on textual obscurity or proper name etymologies for his spiritual interpretation. Conversely, Jerome is most successful as a Christian spiritual interpreter when he takes his lead from the literal interpretation and follows it through into the Christian fulfillment of the original motif. Much of the Old Testament communicates through cultural symbols and archetypes (e.g., land flowing with milk and honey), and Jerome often succeeds in showing how the pattern is summed up in Jesus. In his Commentary on Nahum 2:1-2, Jerome expresses his struggle to hold the two senses of Scripture together: “It is essential that I steer the course of my discussion between historia and allegory, as if I were threatened with shipwreck and steering carefully between rocks and crags.”78

As an example of Jerome’s spiritual exegesis, we may consider his comments on Jeremiah 1:10: “See, I have set you this day over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.” Jerome begins with a textual detail, noting that the verb “to overthrow” is absent from the LXX. After this, Jerome describes the key point of the passage that sets the stage for the rest of the book: “that the two favorable actions come after the four harsh ones.” Indeed, Jeremiah’s prophetic career will involve announcing harsh judgments, which must, as the prophet asserts, precede restoration. As Jerome explains, “good things cannot be built until the bad things are destroyed, and the best cannot be planted until the worst is wiped out.” Jerome then connects this principle from Jeremiah to the teachings of Jesus, reminding us that the plant not planted by God must be uprooted (Mt 15:13) and that the structure not built on the rock will fall (Mt 7:25-27). In other words, if the foundation is bad, what is above it will not stand. Next, Jerome applies this to his day by equating the weak structure with perverse doctrine that is not built on Jesus. Humility is the product of doctrine that is truly built on Jesus, and so perverse doctrine is that which is built on prideful human wisdom; it is this pride that must be eliminated before what is humble can be built in its place. The church is built on this foundation of humility, as Paul says, “You are God’s building, God’s field” (1 Cor 3:9), because humility is the way of Christ, who first defeated the prideful power of the devil (allusion is made to the temptation of Jesus) and afterwards was exalted.79 Finally, at the end of his discussion, Jerome affirms that the text does apply to Jeremiah, based on what we read about Jeremiah in the rest of the book. Thus, Jerome describes the sense of the passage for the book of Jeremiah, lays out the basic principle and then applies it, through the lens of the New Testament, to his own Christian readers and to Christ. He explains the spiritual meaning, but he also maintains the historia.

Although most Christians today do not talk about multiple senses, or about tropology, Jerome’s spiritual readings can be understood and appreciated today as the perceptions of literary motifs or cultural archetypes. Our vocabulary may be different, but the basic concepts are quite similar. For example, in Jeremiah’s day, the people refused to acknowledge their sinfulness, as Jeremiah expresses in Jeremiah 2:23a: “How can you say, ‘I am not defiled, I have not gone after the Baals’?” Jerome applies this text through tropology to people of his day who refuse to acknowledge their vices. Jerome probably has in mind the Pelagians. It is the same motif. Similarly, in Jeremiah’s day, greedy people turned the temple into a den of robbers (Jer 7:11), and Jerome compares this with the church (= the temple) being led astray by greed, as when Christians prefer the wealth of kings to a wretched-looking coat. This was an important theme for Jerome the ascetic. As another example, Jerome says that the “land flowing with milk and honey” (as promised in Israel’s covenant with God) was originally a hyperbolic expression for a land that abounded in material things, but for Christians it represents the church, which abounds in good teaching about Christ (Jer 11:5a). This is a traditional Christian appropriation of the concept of place as it relates to God’s blessings (see Heb 4; 11:10). Today’s Christian readers and preachers can discover much profit in Jerome’s spiritual interpretations. Despite differences in categories and terms, the same Christian faith continues to speak throughout the centuries.




Text and Translation

The edition used as the basis of this translation is that prepared by Siegfried Reiter, Sancti Eusebii Hieronymi in Hieremiam Prophetam Libri Sex (Leipzig: Freytag, 1913), which is volume 59 in the series Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiaticorum Latinorum (CSEL). In the few places where I have deviated from Reiter’s reading, I have indicated this in the footnotes. Reference is also made to the older edition of the Commentary on Jeremiah edited by Dominic Vallarsi, Sancti Eusebii Hieronymi Stridonensis Presbyteri Operum. Tomus Tertius (Verona, 1735).

In keeping with the goals of the series, I have attempted to make the commentary as readable as possible within the confines of the commentary genre in general and the technical nature of some of Jerome’s comments.

When discussing a Hebrew word, Jerome often gives his own transliteration of the word into Latin. In the translation of Jerome’s comments I have left these transliterations exactly as Jerome gave them, so that today’s English readers can see how Jerome heard these Hebrew words and represented them in Latin. In addition, I always provide a footnote that gives a standardized transliteration of the Hebrew word according to the medieval Masoretic tradition. For example, at Jer 1:11-12 Jerome discusses a word play between two similar sounding Hebrew words. The text of the commentary gives these words as saced and soced, which is precisely how Jerome transliterated them into Latin. In the footnote below, however, I give the transliterations as šāqēd and šōqēd, which follows modern conventions for transliterating Hebrew into English according to the Masoretic pronunciation.

The biblical texts cited in the lemmata and quoted by Jerome in his comments are translated with reference to modern English translations, so as to be recognizable to English readers, but they do not match any English translation of the Old Testament. In each case, I have tried to capture the essential elements of Jerome’s understanding of the text that he is translating (as shown by his Latin), whether it is the Hebrew text, the LXX or one of the hexaplaric versions (Aquila, Symmachus or Theodotion). It should be noted that, although Jerome almost always follows his own translation of Jeremiah “according to the Hebrews” in giving the lemmata in the commentary, he often quotes the Old Latin edition (based on the LXX) when quoting a passage from elsewhere in the Bible. This is especially noticeable in his quotations of the Psalms. This probably reflects the fact that he is quoting these “remote” verses from memory, which also explains why these quotations are not always exact.
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