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Introduction

hat any of the writers of the early church wrote with the idea someone
would later read their writings with the purpose of examining the continuity,
discontinuity, and hermeneutical developments from one time period to the next
is doubtful. The apostles and the church fathers wrote for their churches and
against their opponents, both to advance and to defend the Christian faith as they
interpreted it. Even though the articulation of their faith was influenced by their
context, culture, tradition, and presuppositions, all shared a common belief in the
Bible as the primary source and authority for the Christian faith. Studying and
interpreting the Bible was natural for members of the early Christian community,
having inherited the practice from late Judaism. Virginia Stem Owens has
suggested that studying literature developed from the practice of studying and
interpreting the Bible:

We in fact got the whole idea of literature as something to be taught and
studied because we already developed the habit with the Bible, the central

text of Western civilization. At least ever since that category of teachers
called rabbis sprang up in the first century and compiled the Midrash, a
collection of rabbinical commentary on the Hebrew scriptures, we have
been gnawing away at texts, chewing the gristle, sucking the marrow from
the bones that are words.'

It is true that, from the beginning, Christian interpretation of Scripture has
inherited the approaches to interpretation found in the writings of both
intertestamental Judaism as well as that of the contemporary GraecoRoman
world. From this dual heritage, Christian interpretation adopted characteristics of
extreme literalism and extreme fancifulness-the first resulting from an
unquestioning belief in the divine origin, nature, and authority of the Scripture,
word by word; and the latter developing from a desire to discover a deeper
meaning hidden in the Bible, or to sanction certain practices either not
mentioned or even contradicted by the written Word. Because of this heritage
there is an observable continuity with the hermeneutical methods of the rabbis



and Philo as well as the followers of Plato and Aristotle. Yet, a discontinuity is
also evident as early Christianity attempted to break with Judaism and the
surrounding Graeco-Roman religions to establish its uniqueness.

This book traces the developments in early Christian interpretation, noting
both continuities and discontinuities. The study will begin with Jesus and
observe the developments to the time of the historic Council of Chalcedon (A.D.
451). In order to observe these developments, the discussion will note the
influences, philosophy, theology, and tradition that influenced each period. We
shall also see what responses or reactions were triggered by interaction with
previous approaches. Through this method, we shall be able to observe
continuity, diversity, and development in early Christian interpretation.

At the outset certain key terms must be defined. Other important terms are
defined or described in the glossary. By "Scripture" we mean the Old Testament
and the New Testament, the sixty-six canonical books accepted by the church.
While we will refer to the significance of the canon to matters of interpretation,
the concept of an approved canon will be accepted as a historical given.
Hermeneutic derives from hermeneuein (Luke 24:27; Acts 8:35) and means to
interpret, explain, transpose into another language, or bridge a gap. When we use
the term in the singular, hermeneutic, it refers to the general theory of
interpretation applied to various literature-legal, biblical, medical, philosophical,
historical. The plural usage, hermeneutics, in our study refers to special
approaches focusing upon the interpretation of the biblical materials.
Hermeneutical means of or pertaining to the interpretation of Scripture. While
contemporary discussion of hermeneutics makes an important distinction
between exegesis and hermeneutics, there was little or no difference in these
ideas during the time period under consideration: the early church and the
patristic period through the middle of the fifth century. I have chosen to use the
words exegesis and hermeneutics, as well as exegetical and hermeneutical,
interchangeably.

We may now direct our attention further to the need for this study. As we have
noted, hermeneutics concerns itself with the developing principles and rules for a
proper understanding of texts, including the Bible. This work concentrates upon
the understanding of the Bible in the early Christian church and seeks to
discover the significance of these approaches for contemporary hermeneutical
discussion. One of the central concerns in contemporary theology and biblical



studies has been the interest in hermeneutics. Hans-Georg Gadamer, in his
magnum opus, Truth and Method, says, "Nowhere is the debate of the
contemporary hermeneutical problem so lively as in the area of protestant In
How to Read a Book, Mortimer J. Adler says, "The problem of reading the Holy

Book-if you have faith that it is the Word of God-is the most difficult problem in
the whole field of reading."3

The current discussion includes many trends, theories, and approaches that
cause the student or experienced scholar to experience a certain degree of
bewilderment. Several recent studies that have traced these trends include
Donald K. McKim, ed., A Guide to Contemporary Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1986); Terence J. Keegan, Interpreting the Bible(New York: Paulist,
1985); Robert K. Johnston, ed., The Use of the Bible in Theology (Atlanta: John
Knox, 1985); D. A. Carson, "Hermeneutics: A Brief Assessment of Some Recent
Trends," Themelios 5:2 (January 1980): 12-20; I. Howard Marshall, ed., New
Testament Interpretation: Essays on Principles and Methods (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1975); David Alan Black and David S. Dockery, eds., New Testament
Criticism and Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991); and Grant
Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1991).
This work attempts to look at the present by looking at the past, the approach
being to employ a historical examination of the use of the Bible in the early
church to elucidate the contemporary hermeneutical task in order to help us
unfold the meaning of Scripture for the contemporary reader.

The major contribution of this work is its reflection on the principles and
framework in which the biblical writings were interpreted by different groups
and individuals at various times in early Christian thought. The principles reflect
the methodology by which the language of biblical revelation was scrutinized so
that it yielded insight into God's plan of redemption and its ramifications for the
life of the Christian community. We shall see how biblical interpretation
determined theology and also how theology shaped biblical hermeneutics. It will
be noted that not only theology, but also philosophical presuppositions and
hermeneutical concepts taken over from the literary culture of the surrounding
world were often developed into new, creative paradigms of interpretation. In
order to do so, we will draw from the observations concerning development and
paradigmatic advancement of Peter Toon, Jaroslav Pelikan, and Thomas Kuhn.

Pelikan has reminded us that development includes not only change and



diversity but also continuity. Thus our use of the term development is not
equivalent with a traditional scientific or biological concept of evolution.
Development includes broader ideas than the simple to the complex, or the basic
to the advanced, as has been noted by C. F. D. Moule in The Origin of
Christology.4 We shall consider, in this regard, such questions as, Is it possible
that development does not necessarily advance? Does the development have
continuity? If it does have some degree of continuity, often expressed as unity
and diversity, what is the central thought within the continuity?

Most scholars will acknowledge some form of development both in the
biblical revelation and in Christian theology. Sometimes this is referred to as
"advancement in religion," emphasizing the evolving human thought; or
"theological development,” emphasizing both the human and divine aspects of
theology; or "progressive revelation,” primarily focusing upon the divine
overview; of human understanding.

Various models of development have been constructed in order to characterize
what is meant by the idea of development. Models of development include (1)
contextual, (2) syllogistic, (3) innovational, and (4) inherent advancement. Each
of these, to various degrees, is present in the early church's hermeneutical
developments. A contextual model seeks to account for change by the
circumstantial and contextual nature of the interpretation. A syllogistic model
maintains that innovations may appear in later formulations, but in reality, these
are more precise explications and applications of what was already implicit in
earlier statements. With this approach, an analogy can be drawn to syllogism in
which what appears to be an innovation in conclusion is really only the logical
deduction already contained in the major and minor premises and is a new
development only in the sense that it has not been explicitly seen to be the case
before. A third model emphasizes the innovations in the growth of interpretation
and minimizes any connections with the foundational core. The final model,
inherent advancement, can be illustrated by the example of a growing plant and
its relation to the original seed; it argues that genuine growth involves
innovations of structure and expression. The stalk, leaves, and flower or fruit of
a plant are more than mere reproductions of the original seed, yet the growth is
always controlled and judged by what is inherent in the seed itself. Based on
these models, we shall note the different varieties of development present in the
early church's hermeneutical perspectives.



The uniqueness of this study involves not only the comparison of the
hermeneutical debate in the early church with the contemporary issues in
modern hermeneutical theory, but primarily the synthetic overview of the
patristic approach to Scripture. There is no shortage of works on particular
individuals or groups, but there is a need to see the broad picture of the early
church's hermeneutical perspectives. Coupled with this overview of the church's
hermeneutics are matters of the relationship between Scripture and tradition.
How are the methods of interpretation related to early church creeds and
councils? Aloys Grillmeier observes that "the study of the use and understanding
of scripture would be of the greatest significance" for the whole of patristic
theology." This observation provides much of the motivation for the present
work.

In the past few years, there have been several studies on the history of
interpretation in general, or patristic interpretation specifically. Each of these has
built upon and advanced the classic work by Frederick W. Farrar, History of
Interpretation. These recent studies include Moises Silva, Has the Church
Misread the Bible?: The History of Interpretation in the Light of Current Issues;
Karlfried Froehlich's brief survey in Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church;
John Rogerson's and Barnabas Lindars's contributions in The Study and Use of
the Bible; Rowan Greer's section in Early Biblical Interpretation; and the initial
section of Robert M. Grant's overview, A Short History of the Interpretation of
the Bible. Yet, much of the recent work in hermeneutics has briefly surveyed or
passed over the patristic contributions. For instance, the work of Jack B. Rogers
and Donald K. McKim, The Authority and Interpretation of the Bible: An
Historical Approach, makes a significant contribution to the history of the
church's use and understanding of the Bible, yet it devotes only 34 of 471 pages
of text to the early church. Likewise, W. G. Kiimmel, in The New Testament:
The History of the Investigation of Its Problems, gives only 6 of 461 pages of
text to the early church period as he discusses problems in the history of New
Testament interpretation. While volume 1 of The Cambridge History of the Bible
covers many of the major areas clearly and competently, it does not deal with the
less significant persons or provide a picture of development and continuity in the
early church. There is a need for a synthesis on the early church comparable to
the excellent work of Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages
(2d ed.). The scope of this work is not as thorough as Smalley's work, yet we
hope it is an initial contribution toward that end. The unique contribution of this



book is its overall summary and synthesis of early church interpretation and its
attempt to relate the insights of the early church to the current trends in
hermeneutics.

There have been at least three different approaches to patristic hermeneutics.
The first concentrates on describing how the text of Scripture is assimilated by
the theology of the early church. Characteristically, this approach has concluded
that exegesis in the early church is, in reality, eisegesis, reading the meaning of a
passage into Scripture rather than a reading of the meaning out of Scripture. This
approach views the early church's interpretation as a major misunderstanding of
the Bible. A second approach to patristic hermeneutics is a descriptive method
that does not seek to evaluate the correctness or validity of the interpretations.
The first approach sees exegesis subsumed under theology, while the role of
theology is neglected in the second. The third approach focuses upon the
methods, more than the content, of the early church interpreters. The strengths of
the third approach enable us to see the relationship between Christian exegesis
and its Hellenistic and Jewish sources, as well as the relationship between the
various Christian perspectives. The first approach asks, Have the patristic
exegetes rightly understood Scripture? The second asks, What was their
understanding of the meaning of Scripture? The final approach asks, What
methods and principles did they use to interpret Scripture? In our examination,
we shall focus upon the third question, while not neglecting the first or second.

We have mentioned that our study will begin with Jesus' own interpretation of
the Old Testament Scriptures. Included in this discussion of "christological
hermeneutics" will be the use of Scripture by the apostles, as well as a brief
discussion on the influence of Jewish hermeneutics.

We will next consider the apostolic fathers and the apologists. This will
include the work of Clement, Ignatius, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, and Tertullian,
especially as they reacted to heresy. In this period we shall also examine the role
of tradition, the rule of faith, and its relationship to biblical interpretation. The
next major period begins a formulated approach to hermeneutics beyond the
functional and authoritative methods previously practiced. During this time
period, from the middle of the second century to the middle of the third century,
biblical exegesis developed into an art and a science. The background of
allegorical interpretation and its influence on the school of Alexandria will be
closely examined. Our analysis will focus on the brilliant and creative work of



Origen. A halfway step between the Alexandrians and the Antioch school,
largely influenced by theological concerns, is found in the exegesis of the later
Alexandrians, including Athanasius and the Cappadocian fathers.

Our next period locates the beginning of historical and contextual
hermeneutics in the Antiochenes of the late fourth and early fifth centuries. We
shall analyze their reaction to and rejection of allegory, their understanding of
typology, and the role of authorial intention. Our discussion will concentrate on
John Chrysostom and Theodore of Mopsuestia. A final period features the
contributions of Jerome, Augustine, and Theodoret of Cyrus, all fifth-century
exegetes. In this chapter we shall observe the movement toward a catholic and
canonical synthesis that had some characteristic strengths and weaknesses of the
previous approaches. While this book will interact with numerous early church
representatives, it will concentrate mainly on Justin, Irenaeus, Origen,
Chrysostom, Augustine, and Theodoret.

Our final section will employ the early church as a window through which
insight may be gained for the contemporary discussion. Contemporary trends
and approaches that will be surveyed include (1) authorial-intent hermeneutics,
(2) textual hermeneutics, and (3) reader-approach hermeneutics. We shall
conclude by observing the significance of the early church's hermeneutical
approaches for understanding the contemporary hermeneutical debate. This final
aspect of the work is one of the unique features of the book.

That questions are still raised concerning the meaning of biblical texts is not
surprising. People wonder if there is more involved in understanding the text
than just a literal reading. With these thoughts in mind I have addressed the
subjects outlined with the idea that the use of the Bible in the early church may
shed some light on the reading of that same Bible in the latter part of the
twentieth century. The contemporary discussion of hermeneutics has centered on
the issues of the relevance and contemporization of Scripture for modern men
and women. The process whereby Scripture was interpreted and appropriated for
the purpose of explicating the Christian faith in the early church should prove
helpful for illuminating our contemporary work in biblical interpretation.



1

The First Centur%/:
The Beginning of Christian
Hermeneutics

From the beginning of the Christian movement, the early believers shared

the Holy Scriptures of the Jews. Following the example of Jesus, these believers
held that Scripture was first and foremost the authoritative, inspired Word of
God. Indeed, not only did the earliest church inherit its Scriptures from the Jews,
it also inherited various methods of interpretation and interpretations themselves.
The interpretation of the Jewish Scriptures by the earliest church, however,
included an additional factor that stamped a new meaning upon Scripture: the
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. In this chapter, we shall lay the foundation
for our study by examining briefly how Jesus and the apostles interpreted the
Old Testament.

Jesus and Christological Hermeneutics

Jesus and the Old Testament

The New Testament account of the ministry of Jesus maintains that Jesus

himself instructed his followers to show that his life and ministry fulfilled
Scriptures.' Although Jesus interpreted the Scriptures in a manner similar to his

contemporary Jewish exegetes, there also was novelty in his method and
message.

This new method was a christological reading, meaning that Jesus read the
Old Testament in light of himself. For example, in John 5:39-40, it is recorded
that Jesus said: "You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by
them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me"



(italics added). And in John 5:46: "If you believed Moses, you would believe
me, for he wrote about me" (italics added). On the Emmaus road Jesus said,
"How slow of heart [you are] to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did
not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory? And
beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said
in all the Scriptures concerning himself" (Luke 24:26-27).

Jesus understood the Old Testament christologically, and it is from him that
the church derives its identification of Jesus with Israel. In the temptation

narratives (Matt. 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13), Jesus' own estimation of his status and
calling is reflected in his answers from Deuteronomy 6-8. In this Old Testament
passage Moses, following the forty years of wandering in the wilderness,
exhorted Israel toward wholehearted obedience and continued faith in the divine
provision for them. It was a time of hunger and testing, preparatory to a special
task, in which God disciplined his nation Israel (Deut. 8:5), to teach them to
worship only the true God. Jesus, at the end of the forty days, accepted afresh his
messianic mission and his status as Son of God, seeing himself in some sense as
the new Israel, succeeding where the old Israel had failed." His belief in his
forthcoming resurrection after three days seemed to be motivated both by the

promises of Israel's resurrection (cf. Hos. 6:2) and by seeing himself in light of

the Jonah story (cf. Jon. 1:17; Matt. 12:40). He observed his own experiences

prefigured in the psalms of vindication and suffering, used both by individual
Israelites and by corporate Israel (Pss. 22, 41, 42, 43, 118).3

R. T. France sums up the evidence of the synoptic Gospels in these words:

He uses persons in the Old Testament as types of himself (David, Solomon,
Elijah, Elisha, Isaiah, Jonah) or of John the Baptist (Elijah); he refers to Old
Testament institutions as types of himself and his work (the priesthood and
the covenant); he sees in the experiences of Israel foreshadowings of his
own; he finds the hopes of Israel fulfilled in himself and his disciples, and
sees his disciples as assuming the status of Israel; in deliverance by God he
sees a type of the gathering of men into his church, while the disasters of
Israel are foreshadowings of the imminent punishment of those who reject
him, whose unbelief is prefigured in that of the wicked in Israel and even, in
two instances, in the arrogance of the Gentile nations.'

In all these aspects of the Old Testament people of God, Jesus saw




foreshadowings of himself and his work. This resulted in opposition from and
rejection by the majority of the Jews, while the promises concerning Israel were
partially fulfilled in the new Christian community. The history of Israel had
reached its decisive point in the coming of Jesus. The whole of the Old
Testament pointed to him. He embodied the redemptive destiny of Israel, and in

the community of those who belong to him that status and destiny are to be
fulfilled.5

Because Jesus saw himself as the representative of Israel, words originally
spoken of the nation could rightly be applied to him, and because Jesus is the
representative of humankind, words spoken originally by the psalmist can be
fulfilled by him (cf. John 13:18; 15:25; 19:28). For Jesus, the key to
understanding the Old Testament was located in his own life and work, for
everything pointed to himself. The New Testament writers, following the pattern

of Jesus, interpreted the Old Testament as a whole and in its parts as a witness to
Christ.'

This is not the place to evaluate the question of the relationship between the
Jesus of history and the picture presented of him in the Gospels. It would be
most surprising, however, if the new and radical way in which the earliest
Christians interpreted the Jewish Scriptures was entirely their invention and
owed nothing to Jesus himself.7 The gospel tradition indi cates that Jesus viewed
his mission as a fulfillment of the Scriptures and in a way that ran counter to the
assumptions and expectations of his closest followers as well as his opponents.8
We can content ourselves with C. K. Barrett's words: "The gospel story as a
whole differs so markedly from current (i.e., first-century) interpretation of the
Old Testament that it is impossible to believe that it originated simply in
meditations of prophecy; it originated in the career of Jesus of Nazareth."9

It is not surprising that in providing different pictures of Jesus' life, the biblical

writers saw that at almost every point his life had fulfilled the Old Testament.
His birth had been foretold (Isa. 7:14 = Matt. 1:23; Mic. 5:2 = Matt. 2:6); as had

the flight to Egypt (Hos. 11:1 = Matt. 2:15); the slaughter of the innocent
children by Herod (Jer. 31:15 = Matt. 2:18); and his upbringing in Nazareth (cf.
Matt. 2:23). The overall impact of his ministry had been described (Isa. 42:1-4 =
Matt. 12:17-21), as well as his use of parables in his teaching (Isa. 6:9-10; Ps.
78:2 = Matt. 13:14-15, 35). The message of Jesus' passion is filled with allusions
to the Old Testament, including accounts of the triumphal entry into Jerusalem




(Zech. 9:9 = Matt. 21:5), the cleansing of the temple (Isa. 56:7; Ps. 69:9 = Matt.
21:13), and the events surrounding the cross (John 19:24, 28, 36-37).10

The question that faces us for the purposes of our study is, How did Jesus
interpret the Old Testament so that this christological hermeneutic developed?
The answer to this question requires us to look carefully at the Jewish
approaches to biblical interpretation before and during the time of Jesus' life.

Jewish Approaches to Biblical Interpretation

Jewish interpreters, no matter how diverse their hermeneutical methods, found
agreement on several common points. First, they believed in the divine
inspiration of Scripture. Secondly, they affirmed that the Torah contained the
entire truth of God for the guidance of humanity. The texts, for the Jew of the
first century, were extremely rich in content and pregnant with plural meanings.
Richard N. Longenecker illustrates this with quotations from the rabbis:

From the school of R. Ishmael (second-generation Tannaim, C. A.D. 90-

130) we have the maxim: "Just as the rock is split into many splinters, so
also may one biblical verse convey many teachings" (b. Sanhedrin 34a).
Bemidbar Rabbah, the most recent of the pentateuchal Midrashim, dating
no earlier than the eleventh or twelfth century A.D. in its codified form,
expands this to insist, based on the numerical value of dgl (‘standard") in

Cant. 2:4, that the Torah "can be expounded in forty-nine different ways"
(Num. R. 2.3) and based on the value of yayin (wine), that "there are

seventy modes of expounding the Torah" (Num. R. 13.15f)."

Thirdly, Jewish exegetes, because of their view that the text contained many
meanings, considered both the plain or literal meaning and the implied
meanings. Lastly, they maintained that the purpose of all interpretation is to
translate the words of God into life, thus making them relevant for people in
their own particular situations.

Traditionally, four hermeneutical methods have been considered the primary
alternatives for studying the exegetical practices behind the New Testament
writers. However, we shall consider the typological along with the literal,
allegorical, pesher, and midrash, a total of five approaches.12 It is helpful to be
reminded that these classifications may not have always been consciously




considered categories for early Jewish interpreters. R. Loewe rightly notes that
in dealing with a system that thinks more wholistically, functionally, and
practically than it does analytically, that stresses precedent more than logic in
defense of its ways, any attempt at classification inevitably goes beyond that
system's explicit statements as to its own prin ciples.13 Nevertheless, as others
have suggested, the Jewish treatment of Scripture falls rather easily into one or
the other of these five categories.

Literal

Rabbinic literature contains a number of examples where the Scriptures were
understood in a straightforward fashion, resulting in the plain, simple, and
natural meaning of the text being applied to the lives of the people, particularly
in observing the deuteronomic legislation. The interpretation often was
extremely literal, as the comments on Deuteronomy 6:7 by the School of
Shammai illustrate. Deuteronomy 6:7 reads,

Impress them [the commandments] on your children. Talk about them when
you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and
when you get up.

The comments from Shammai note that "in the evening all should recline when

they recite the shema, but in the morning they should stand up, for it is written,
'And when you lie down and when you rise Again, on the treatment of the
"stubborn and rebellious son" in Deuteronomy 21:18-20, a strict literalism is
found in the commentary:

If either of them [the parents] was maimed in the hand, or lame or dumb or
blind or deaf, he cannot be condemned as a stubborn and rebellious son, for
it is written, "Then shall his father and mother lay hold on him"-so they
were not maimed in the hand; "and bring him out"-so they were not lame;

"and they shall say"-so they were not dumb; "this our son"-so they were not
blind; "he will not obey our voice"-so they were not

The literal interpretation was considered foundational for all other

hermeneutical developments. As S. Lowy comments, "the Rabbis considered the
plain interpretation of the laws, based mainly upon a literal understanding, as
being of equal value with 'things which even the Sadducees agree upon,' and




these should therefore be learned in elementary

Jesus occasionally adopted the literal approach, particularly with regard to
moral questions. In instruction concerning human relationships three examples
can be offered. Mark 7:10 (Matt. 15:14) reports Jesus rebuking the Pharisees
with straightforward explications from Exodus 20:12, "Honor your father and
your mother" and from Exodus 21:17, "Anyone who curses his father or mother
must be put to death.” Regarding marriage and divorce questions, he answered in
Mark 10:7 (Matt 19:5) with a literal quotation from Genesis 2:24, "For this
reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the
two will become one flesh." Since God had spoken quite plainly on these
foundational concerns, Jesus also interpreted them in a straightforward manner.

Midrash

Midrash was the term designating the normal way that the rabbis and
Pharisees interpreted Scripture. Renee Bloch goes so far as not to regard midrash
as a specific method of exegesis but rather as rabbinic exegesis in general. She
defines midrash as "an edifying and explanatory genre closely tied to scripture,
in which the role of amplification is real but secondary and always remains
subordinate to the primary religious end, which is to show the full import of the
work of God, the Word of Bloch notes five major characteristics in her
description of this approach: (1) its foundation is in Scripture; (2) it is

homiletical; (3) it seeks to clarify the meaning of the text; (4) it attempts to

contemporize the Scripture being considered; and (5) it seeks to discover the
basic principles inherent in the legal sections, with the aim of solving problems
not dealt with in Scripture (halakah = having reference to the full range of
hermeneutical devices involved), or it sets out to find the true significance of
events mentioned in the narrative sections of the Pentateuch (haggadah =
focused reference to the type of material treated).18 The ongoing discussion of
midrash has raised the question whether it is a literary genre or a hermeneutical
method. For our purposes midrash has the meaning of commentary, particularly
with the idea of making Scripture contemporary in order to apply it to or make it
meaningful for the interpreter's current situation.19

Midrashic syllogism is found also in the teaching of Jesus. In the Sermon on
the Mount, Jesus employed the midrash principle of moving from light to
heavy.20 "If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your




children, how much more (posoi mallon) will your Father in heaven give good
things to those who ask him" (Matt. 7:11). Similarly in Luke 12:28, Jesus
applied the parable of the foolish rich person with the following illustration, "If
that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today, and tomorrow
is thrown into the fire, how much more (posoi mallon) will he clothe you, 0 you
of little faith!"

Jesus confounded the Pharisees with Scripture by using their own
hermeneutical principles. When they objected to his disciples plucking and
eating grain on the Sabbath, he alluded to the time when David ate the Bread of
the Presence in the house of God, an act unlawful yet permitted in this case
because of the greater importance of the life of David, Israel's anointed king,
and, by analogy, argued that "the Son of Man is the Lord even of the sabbath"
(Mark 2:25-28).21 Jesus' use of midrash was basically apologetical, used in the
context of debate. His ingenious treatment of Scripture befuddled his opponents
on their own hermeneutical ground.

Pesher

Since the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in the middle of the twentieth
century, another hermeneutical method common among Judaism has come to our
attention. This approach, known as pesher, is usually described as an exegetical
method or collection of such interpretations (pesharim) that suggests that the
prophetic writings contain a hidden eschatological significance or divine
mystery that may be revealed "only by a forced and even abnormal construction
of the biblical text." F. F. Bruce, in his detailed work on the texts of the Qumran
community, has discovered that pesher often involved manipulation of textual

intricacies and can be frequently described as "atomistic interpretation."22 There

was a close relationship between pesher and midrash that is difficult at times to
distinguish.23 Isaac Rabinowitz offers a more specific understanding of pesher:

"a literary composition which states in ordinary language the realities thought to
be presaged (i.e. prefigured or portended) by the words of some portion of the

Hebrew Bible, words regarded whether as already fulfilled or as still awaiting
fulfillment."24

Rabinowitz's argument is built upon the accepted consensus of the connection
between pesher and dream interpretation as found in Genesis 40:5-22; 41:8-18
and Daniel 2:1-45; 4:4-27; 5:5-17, where the word pesher was actually used and




always within the context of dream interpretation. It is believed that pesher as
used in these Old Testament sources provides the foundation and background for
its meaning in Qumran literature. In both settings, the dream or prophecy was

perceived to contain a divine mystery which required interpretation, whether by
Joseph, Daniel, or the Teacher of Righteousness. Pesher, therefore, was a form of

interpretation whose solution could be reached only through divine revelation.
We can distinguish pesher from midrash by understanding midrash as a
contemporizing treatment of Scripture that sought to make God's Word relevant
to the present circumstances and ongoing situations, whereas pesher looked upon

the biblical material from the standpoint of imminent apocalyptic fulfillment. We

can describe midrash as "this has relevance to this" while pesher is "this is
that."25 The question that we must address is, How did Jesus employ pesher

exegesis?

Longenecker believes that Jesus used both literal and midrash approaches on

occasion, yet his most characteristic interpretation of Scripture was pesher.26 In
Jesus' first recorded exposition (Luke 4:16-21), he read and interpreted Isaiah
61:1. After reading the text, he rolled up the scroll, handed it to the synagogue

attendant, and sat down to speak, claiming, "Today this scripture is fulfilled in
your hearing." John 5:39-47, which we mentioned earlier, also explicitly states

this fulfillment theme. L.ongenecker provides examples that indicate all four

Gospel writers believed that Jesus viewed the Old Testament from the

perspective of his own ministry, that the fulfillment theme was a definite element
in his teaching, and that he often treated selected biblical texts in a fashion that

we have called pesher. If we had only the two passages cited, it would be

possible to claim that Jesus himself gave impetus to the fulfillment theme and
the pesher approach to Scripture in the early

Allegorical

The most prominent practitioner of allegorical exegesis among first-century
Jewish interpreters was Philo of Alexandria, a contemporary of Jesus whose

major work was simultaneous with the earliest days of the church. For Philo,
Scripture had two levels of meaning: (1) the literal and (2) the underlying
meaning. This underlying meaning was recovered only through allegorical
exegesis which, according to Harry A. Wolfson, means "the interpretation of a

text in terms of something else, irrespective of what that something else is."28
Although allegorical exegesis was widespread among Jews of the first century, it




was not dominant in Palestine. There seems little evidence of allegorical
exegesis in the New Testament, and none to support such usage by Jesus.29

There was usage of allegory in Jesus' parables, but no example of an allegorical
method of interpretation.30

Typological

Typological exegesis seeks to discover a correspondence between people and
events of the past and of the present or future.31 The correspondence with the
past is not necessarily discovered within the written text, but within the historical
event. This approach can be distinguished both from prophecy, where the text
functions only, or primarily, as a prediction of the future, and from allegorical
hermeneutics, where the correspondence is found in the hidden meaning of the
text and not in the history it presents. Typological exegesis does not ignore the
historical meaning of a text, but begins with the historical meaning.32

Typological exegesis then is based on the conviction that certain events in the
history of Israel prefigure a future time when God's purposes will be revealed in

their fullness.33

Jesus is recorded as pointing out typological correspondences between earlier

events in redemptive history and circumstances connected with his person and
ministry. Longenecker suggests three examples where Jesus invoked this
correspondence theme: (1) Matthew 12:40, where Jesus paralleled the
experience of Jonah and his own approaching death and entombment; (2)
Matthew 24:37, where the relationship was drawn between the days of Noah and
the days of "the coming of the Son of Man"; and (3) John 3:14, where Jesus

connected the elevation of the serpent in the wilderness to his own approaching
crucifixion.34 In each case, "Jesus viewed these Old Testament events as

typological, pointing forward to their fulfillment in his person and ministry-not
just analogies that could be drawn for the purpose of illustration."3s

Apart from the literal usage of the Old Testament for moral injunctions, the
other approaches to the Old Testament Jesus used have an obvious christological
reference. No one single image or pattern, no one motif or theme can adequately
express this concept, yet what is emphasized throughout the New Testament is
that numerous themes, images, and motifs of revelation and response are
fulfilled in Jesus Christ. The note of Philip's jubilant words, "we have found
[him]" (John 1:45), was echoed by the Gospel writers as the way to interpret the




Old Testament events, pictures, and ideas. It was not so much one fulfillment

idea, but a harmony of notes presented in a variety of ways by different
hermeneutical methods.36 The teaching of Jesus and his hermeneutical practices

became the direct source for much of the early church's understanding of the Old
Testament. The church appears to have taken Jesus' own interpretation of
Scripture and its themes as paradigmatic for their continued exegetical endeavor.
We must now direct our attention to the apostles' hermeneutical practices before
beginning our concentration on the postapostolic church.

The Apostles and Christological Hermeneutics

In the record of the missionary preaching of the apostles in Acts, the apostles'
eyewitness testimony concerning the mighty acts of God was always
accompanied by a word of Scripture that shed light on the age (Acts 1:21-22;
2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:41; 13:31). From the very beginning, the apostolic witness
of the New Testament was linked to the prophetic witness of the Old Testament
in order to evoke faith through the witness of the Spirit (Acts 2:33; 5:32).
Certainly diversity is evident in the apostolic testimony, but the common element
in the church's preaching was the lordship of Jesus Christ. The central point in
the church's preaching was the heavenly lordship of Jesus Christ. He had been
put to death as Messiah, and was also raised as Messiah (1 Cor. 15:3-4), ready at
God's right hand to be the agent of his kingdom (Heb. 1:1-3). Thus the renewal
of the preaching of Jesus after his crucifixion carried with it a statement
concerning his own person and function, and reception of the message involved
acknowledgment of Jesus as the exalted Lord and allegiance to him. This greatly
influenced the church's reading of its Scriptures, the Old Testament, and had
literary consequences for the development of the New Testament. By reading the
Old Testament in this fashion, the church preserved the christological approach
that it learned from Jesus. In this section we shall examine the usage of Scripture
by four writers of the New Testament outside the Gospels: Luke (Acts), Paul,
Peter, and the author of Hebrews.

Luke

We have considered the Gospel writers' understanding of the Old Testament as
it was presented through the voice of Jesus himself.37 Now we turn to the early
church's message in Luke's work known as the Acts of the Apostles. Luke's work
is not only a history of the early church but also an apologetic for its existence




based on the revelation of God in the Old Testament. Both Jesus and the
Scriptures testified to the witness of the Spirit. It was the Spirit who continued to
direct the early church in its christological interpretation of the Old Testament.38

To account for the beginning of this most original and fruitful process of

rethinking the Old Testament, C. H. Dodd suggests the church needed a creative
mind: "The gospels offer us one [Jesus]. Are we compelled to reject the

offer?"39

One obvious factor is that the Old Testament passages in Acts are set entirely
within Jewish contexts, with the one exception of Paul and Barnabas at Lystra
(Acts 14:15). The dominant portion of the quotations and allusions occur in

chapters 1-15. This indicates that it was only among Jews that such a direct
appeal to the Old Testament would have been appreciated or understood.40

Literalistic and midrashic modes of exegesis are present in Acts (Acts 3:25 =
Gen. 12:3; Acts 2:25-28 = Ps. 16:8-11 /Ps. 110:1),41 but what appears to be most
characteristic are pesher and typological approaches.42 These approaches,
coupled with concepts of corporate solidarity and correspondences in history,
provide a way to understand the biblical message and history from a
christocentric or christological perspective.

In Stephen's defense of the expansion of Christianity, given prior to his
martyrdom at the hands of the Jewish authorities, he took what Jesus said about

the prophets serving as types of his own ministry and suffering and reshaped
them into a finished typology by giving them special application to Moses (Acts
7:17-43). The Mosaic period served as a model for the new age since Moses
referred to himself as a type of the future deliverer (Acts 7:37 = Deut. 18:15). In

the new age, the fulfillment of the promises made to the nation of Israel was
inaugurated. Moses' actions, like those of Jesus (Acts 2:22) and the apostles

(Acts 4:30), were accompanied by signs and wonders (Acts 7:36). Like Jesus,
Moses became "a man powerful in speech and action" (Acts 7:22 = Luke 24:19)
and likewise, was rejected by his people (Acts 7:27), though God gave him the
honor of being a deliverer of his people. The description given of Moses has led
Leonard Goppelt to offer the following conclusion: "By crucifying Jesus the
present generation has completed what their fathers did to Moses, the prototype

of the redeemer, and to all the prophets who predicted the coming of Christ"
(Acts 7:51-52).43




Further examples could be offered, but this one chapter (Acts 7) illustrates
how the early church preserved the typological and pesher approaches that Jesus

taught and modeled for them, thus shaping their interpretation of the Old
Testament as the basis of their preaching of salvation. For the earliest believers,
this meant that the living presence of Jesus, through his Spirit, was to be
considered a determining factor in all their biblical exegesis and also that the Old
Testament was to be interpreted christologically. W. D. Davies has noted that
there existed the expectation that the coming of the Messiah would make plain
the enigmatic and obscure in the Torah.44 Such an expectation seems to have
developed into a basic conviction among the earliest believers, as evidenced by
their hermeneutical approaches. We shall find the same thing in the other groups
of New Testament Scriptures.

Paul

As the church and its missionary endeavors grew, there was bound to be a
need to continue contact and consultation with the new churches. These practical
concerns were handled by sending letters, and so the internal life of the church
included written correspondence. Apostolic instruction by letter produced a type
of writing for which there are few ancient parallels. The letter of Christian
instruction was in fact almost as distinctive a Christian contribution to literary
types as the written gospel.45 The idea of collecting these letters and preserving
them for posterity developed after the letters had been written. When Paul wrote
his letters, there were no Christian books. His library was the Old Testament, and
his interpretation of those Scriptures must now be considered.

The way Paul used Scripture was not exactly identical with the way it was
used in the Gospels. Yet, Paul generally shared the current exegetical
presuppositions and attitudes toward Scripture.46 His own experience and

background would lead us to expect this. Furthermore, Dodd has shown a

commonality among Paul and the rest of the New Testament writers in their use
of the Old Testament.47

The consensus among Pauline scholars recognizes that Paul understood the

Old Testament christologically and that he worked from two primary
presuppositions: (1) the messiahship and lordship of Jesus, as validated by the

resurrection and witnessed to by the Spirit and (2) the revelation of God in the
Scriptures of the Old Testament.48 Paul's starting point was the scriptural text in




its context. L.ongenecker has insightfully observed, "While the early Christian

leaders at Jerusalem characteristically began with Jesus as the Messiah and

moved on to an understanding of the Old Testament from this Christocentric
perspective, Paul usually started with the text itself and sought by means of a

midrashic explication to demonstrate Christological significance."49

This is not to suggest an extreme dichotomy between Paul and Jesus nor to
elevate one approach as superior to another, but only to point out that the Pauline
approach to the Old Testament varied to some degree from that practiced by
Jesus and the earliest Jewish Christians. Most likely, the variety can be traced to
differences in training, differences in the ideological environments confronted in
the missionary enterprise, and dif ferences in personal spiritual experiences.50
Recognizing these variations, let us look at some examples from the writings of
the apostle.

Paul manifested such a wide range of the various uses of the Old Testament
that we cannot give special treatment to his particularities. It is significant to

note that, for Paul, the Old Testament was credible only when it was believed to
be the Word of God, whose authority must be reverenced (Rom. 3:1-2; 7:12, 14;
Gal. 3:17).1' It is also apparent that the large majority of Paul's Old Testament
quotations and allusions are found in the four major books: Galatians, Romans,
and 1 and 2 Corinthians, and moreover, half of these occur in Romans.52

At times it is difficult to discern exact allusions and conflated ideas from the

Old Testament because biblical language is found throughout the Pauline corpus.

The Old Testament, notes E. Earle Ellis, "was for Paul not only the Word of God
but also his mode of thought and speech” and thus parallels of language are

inevitable.53 Like the usage in Acts, the dominant usage by Paul in the four
major books can be traced to the hypothesis that, in one way or another, these

communities primarily had Jewish audiences or were affected by some Jewish
teaching.54

The apostle's usage of the Old Testament demonstrated the influence of his
rabbinic training. Thus the apostle primarily read the Scriptures from his
midrashic heritage. The seven principles of midrash interpretation attributed to
Hillel are apparent in several places in Paul's letters. The idea of "light to heavy"
(rule 1) is expressed in his argument in Romans 5:12-21. Romans 4:1-12 (which
brought together Gen. 15:6 and Ps. 32:1) demonstrated the concept of analogy



(rule 2), comparing Abraham, David, and the Christians in Rome. The other
rules or principles are evident, but one more illustration should suffice. The idea
of context (rule 7) is exemplified in Romans 4:10 where Abraham was
accounted righteous before his circumcision and in Galatians 3:17 where God's
promise was confirmed 430 years before God gave the law. As with Jesus, Paul
interpreted the moral passages of the Old Testament commandments (Exod. 20)
quite literally as he applied them to various ethical issues. He quoted Leviticus
19:18, "love your neighbor as yourself" (Rom. 13:9; Gal. 5:14), as the
overarching principle from the Old Testament teaching.

Paul also employed Scripture typologically (Rom. 5:12-21; 1 Cor. 15:20-22;
Gal. 3:10-12; 1 Cor. 10:1-11).55 In Romans 5:14, the typological concept
produced a tension which broke through the typological method.56 Paul's point

in this exposition was that the world and history of the first Adam stand over

against those of the last Adam, and have been overcome by the latter.51 Adam is
designated a type of the one to come.58

The most obvious usage of typological exegesis found in Paul's writings is 1
Corinthians 10:1-11. Paul used the typology concept to interpret the events in the
Corinthian church in the light of Israel's experiences in the wilderness.59 The
punishment of God's ancient people that followed their disgraceful practices was
seen as a prefiguration of judgment on those who abused the Lord's Supper.60
The typological method was employed to expound the analogous relationship of

concrete historical Old Testament events, in the sense of the past prefiguring
present or future eschatological happenings.61

Contrary to Richard M. Davidson, who understands typology in a causeand-
effect relationship, Paul used the concept to mean that after the fact one saw a
correspondence between earlier biblical events and the current situation.62 Paul
did not understand the events surrounding the exodus as prophetic of the
Corinthian situation; rather they should be understood as divinely given

instruction. Granted they prefigured, but they did not demand further
fulfillment.63

The question regarding Paul's usage of allegorical and pesher interpretation
has brought many diverse responses. Some scholars, such as James D. G. Dunn
and Longenecker, see 1 Corinthians 9:9-10, Galatians 4:22-3 1, and 2

Corinthians 3:7-18 as examples of a form of allegorical interpretation.64 Others,




among them A. T. Hanson, reject any idea that Paul used allegorical
interpretation.65 The issue at stake is the important distinction between allegory
and the allegorical method of interpretation. Allegory is a continuous metaphor
which already includes in itself the intention of having more than one point.
Allegorical interpretation, on the other hand, is an attempt to find a hidden

meaning quite different from the intended or historical one. Like Jesus, Paul
used allegory to communicate his story, but did not seem to adopt outright an
allegorical methodology.66 The most debated of the Pauline passages is

Galatians 4:22-31. It will be helpful for us to view briefly this passage. The verb
allegoreo (to say an allegory) occurs in Galatians 4:24 in a participle form,

translated "which things are figurative." Paul is comparing Hagar to Sarah, the
old covenant with the new.67

The two women represented the two covenants. One was from Mount Sinai,
bearing children for slavery; she was Hagar. Paul compared Mount Sinai with
the present Jerusalem, symbolizing bondage to the law. He then contrasted it
with the Jerusalem that is above, which is free and is our mother (Gal. 4:26).
Longenecker is correct in his observation that Paul is adopting a rabbinic
methodology to "counteract in particular the Judaizers' application of this Jewish
motif which argued in effect that Paul's teaching is the elemental while theirs is
the developed."68 The context was obviously triggered by polemical debate and
was strongly circumstantial.69 Like Jesus, Paul adopted an approach similar to
the allegorical method for both apologetical and polemical purposes. Yet, in this
instance, allegory was really an elaborate piece of typology. Paul's use of
allegoreo should not be interpreted in light of third-century Alexandrian exegesis
which was bound up with philosophical ideas alien to Paul.

Finally, a word must be said about Paul's usage of pesher. Ellis notes more

than twenty occurrences of Pauline pesher. One of the clearest examples, found

in Ephesians 4:8, involves a textual variant that has a definite bearing on the
interpretation of the passage.70 Ephesians 4:8 is a reference to Christ's ascension

and triumphant procession based upon Psalm 68:19, a psalm associated with
Pentecost in the synagogue calendar. The Old Testament passage presented a
picture of a victorious king ascending in triumphant procession, attended by a
long train of captives, receiving tribute from his subjects. Psalm 68 reads, "When
you ascended on high, you led captives in your train, you received gifts from
men." Ephesians 4:8 says, "When he ascended on high, he led captives in his



train and gave gifts to men."

Undoubtedly, Paul has adopted a Targum reading that speaks of "giving" gifts
rather than the Hebrew text which speaks of the Lord as receiving The passage
in Ephesians is not a direct quotation from the Hebrew text and represents an
example of pesher exegesis, which, according to Dunn, exemplifies "that the
sense of the text is significantly modified by means of altering the text form."72
From these observations we can posit that Ephesians 4:8 offers a christocentric
explanation of what God is doing in history distinct from the setting and
situation described in the

Paul's apostolic qualifications were unique and therefore his understanding of
the Old Testament could not be directly related to the teaching and example of
the historical Jesus. He was, however, well schooled in the rabbinic tradition of
Old Testament interpretation; yet he had been confronted by the exalted Lord
himself, and that encounter brought about a change in his view of the Old
Testament. Now he viewed the Scriptures from the pattern of redemptive history
grounded in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.

Peter

The writings of the apostle Peter are not as voluminous as Paul's or Luke's, yet
his importance in the early church is unquestioned.74 Peter frequently used a

typological approach to the Old Testament that served as an excellent means of
assuring the church of its salvation. His basic state ment about the Old Testament
can be found in 1 Peter 1:10, a verse that expresses a point of view that is
distinctively typological.75 The usage of the Old Testament by the apostle Peter

was in continuity with early Christian interpretation and mirrored a distinctly

apostolic treatment. There are a number of parallels between its teaching and
those attributed to Peter in the Book of Acts.76 Peter's typological approach

paralleled Paul's, as is evidenced in 1 Peter 3:21.77 Noah's deliverance through
the waters of the flood was seen as a prefiguration and type of the saving event
of baptism, which thus became the antitype. The typological material that was
appropriate for the purpose of the epistle was not only Christ's life and death, but
the church's corporate salvation in relation to the exalted Jesus.

First Peter, broadly speaking, can be considered an exposition of Isaiah 53.
The author employed phrases from this prophecy to describe the sufferings of



Christ (1 Pet. 2:22-25). The comparison of Jesus with a lamb (1 Pet. 1:19) found
its basis in Isaiah 53:7. The price of redemption (1 Pet. 1:18) was grounded in
Isaiah 52-53. The epistle presented a typological comparison that communicated
that Jesus' death was effective because .when he offered his blood, Jesus acted as
a lamb suitable for sacrifice." Even in this brief analysis we can see that Peter
interpreted the Old Testament in a truly typological fashion that appears to
conflate the patterns of Jesus, the early church in Jerusalem, and a Pauline
influence.

Author of Hebrews

The author of Hebrews is unknown to us, but what is known is that the author
was thoroughly immersed in the Old Testament, viewing it as a divine oracle
from first to last. As Bruce has indicated,

It is a divine oracle ... not only passages which in their original setting are
the direct utterance of God (such as Psalm 110:4, ...) but others are treated
as spoken by God-like the words of Moses in Deuteronomy 32:43 (Hebrews
1:6) and the words of psalmists concerning the messengers of God (Psalm
104:4, quoted in Hebrews 1:7), addressed to a royal bridegroom (Psalm
45:6f., quoted in Hebrews 1:8f.), or addressed to God (Psalm 102:25-27,
quoted in Hebrews 1:10-12). Chapter 3:7 introduces a quotation from Psalm
95:7-11 with the words "even as the Holy Spirit saith"-words which apply
not only to the divine utterance quoted in Psalm 95:8ff., but the psalmist's

cry which precedes them: "0 that you would hear his voice today!" (Psalm
95:7b). In the details of the Old Testament sanctuary the Holy Spirit
signifies spiritual truths for the present time (Hebrews 9:8). The psalmist's

words of consecration and obedience in Psalm 40:6-8 are spoken by the
Messiah .when he cometh into the world" (Hebrews 10:5-7).7B

From this brief overview, we can see the dominance of the Old Testament as a
foundation for the Epistle to the Hebrews. Yet, the letter cannot be classified as a
typical representative of biblical interpretation in the apostolic period.79 It was
generally assumed by many interpreters in the early part of this century that the

author of Hebrews was influenced by Philo and the Alexandrian philosophy.
With the work of Celaus Spicq, however, this approach has been reversed. The

explanations given in the epistle combine elements of pesher interpretation,

viewing the Old Testament as a mystery that anticipates explanation,80 and a




form of messianic typology. Spicq observes, "We never find in our author the
least trace of that allegorical exegesis which was to remain, alas, the specialty of
the Alexandrian school."81

The author of Hebrews builds his argument around (1) Psalm 2; 2 Samuel 7;

and Deuteronomy 32; (2) Psalm 8:4-6; (3) Psalm 95:7-11; (4) Psalm 110:1-4; (5

Jeremiah 31:31-34. While these verses may have carried some messianic
nuances in certain quarters of pre-Christian Judaism, the author seems to have
given these passages a new christological meaning that had possibly developed
within the church.82 How he brought these passages together is unknown. He
may have adopted some particular collection of messianically relevant texts
known to his readers. Or it may have been his own original contribution to the
church's Christology. To date there is no consensus on this point in the study of
Hebrews, so all we can do is suggest hypotheses.

What can be ascertained is that these Old Testament passages were interpreted
to point to the coming of Messiah. They were used to underscore the

incompleteness of the old economy under Moses and looked forward to a
forthcoming consummation.83 The author depended upon a typological
approach that combined the ideas of the corporate solidarity of the people of
God with historical correspondence. This can be summarized in one statement,

as Longenecker suggests. The author of Hebrews approaches the Old Testament
with a straightforward question, What do the Scriptures mean viewed from a

christocentric perspective?84 While there is originality in his approach, he was
still in continuity with the christological hermeneutic that had preceded him.

Conclusion

We have noted the approach that Jesus and the apostles employed when

interpreting the Old Testament. We have seen that they were dependent upon

hermeneutical practices established in late Judaism, but they adapted the
methods to the church with the addition of a christological focus. The early

church, probably unconsciously rather than intentionally, practiced the exegetical

procedures of later Judaism, but the Jewish context in which the New Testament

was born was not the primary paradigm for the formation of Christian
hermeneutics. As C. F. D. Moule maintains, "At the heart of their biblical

interpretation is a christological and christocentric perspective."85




Jesus became the direct and primary source for the church's understanding of
the Old Testament. The new paradigm developed because the prior paradigm
lacked the christological focus. What was needed was a hermeneutical
perspective that could transform the Torah into the messianic Torah.86 Thus,
through the pattern that Jesus had set and his exalted lordship expressed through
the Spirit, Jesus served as the ongoing source of the early church's hermeneutical
approach to the Scriptures. The christological perspective of the -earliest
Christians, therefore, enabled them to adopt Jesus' own usage of the Scriptures as
normative and to look to him for guidance in their hermeneutical task. We will
now move to the second century to see if this pattern continues among the
apostolic fathers.




2

The Second Century:
From Functional
to Authoritative Hermeneutics

While the apostolic fathers were on the whole more wildly fanciful

than the New Testament writers, they followed the New Testament exegetical
pattern and remained, like the apostles, christocentric in their interpretation. At
the close of the apostolic age, some marked changes began to occur; primarily,
the New Testament was in the process of being recognized as Scripture. The
relation of the New Testament to the Old Testament was the issue raised by the
Gnostics and the issue confronting the second-century church. Marcion and the
Gnostics abandoned the Old Testament as a Christian book, and recreated New
Testament texts to suit themselves. The motivating factor that raised the issue
among the orthodox Christians was the Gnostic view that the God of the Old
Testament was incompatible with the God revealed in Christ in the New
Testament. As texts were challenged, altered, and even abandoned, the church
had to demonstrate on biblical grounds that the same God was revealed in both
Testaments and that, therefore, the church should not abandon the Old
Testament. This chapter will focus on how the apostolic fathers continued the
New Testament hermeneutical practices and how they modified those practices
so that the emphasis was placed on the moral usage of Scripture. I have chosen
to identify this approach as a "functional hermeneutic." By this I mean the
readers applied the text to their own context and situation without attention to its
original context or situation. Meaning was bound up with Scripture's functional
application. Thus, Scripture explained to the church, primarily on the basis of the
words of Jesus, what it was to do. Similarly, the Gnostics turned to the words of
Jesus for their authority, yet they were considered heretics. The church was faced
with new problems. Which approach to the words of Jesus was correct? By what



authority could this be known? This chapter addresses these concerns.
Functional Hermeneutics in the Apostolic Fathers

The formation of the New Testament was part of a larger process of the
beginnings of Christian literature. The separation of the New Testament from the
rest of these writings gradually began to take place as the New Testament canon
took shape. The collection, usage, and prestige of the widely accepted apostolic
writings boosted them to the position of priority and authority for the ongoing
life of the church. Before examining the use of Scripture among the second-
century church leaders, it will be useful to note that the church's hermeneutical
concerns developed in the church's worship.

The Church's Worship

Biblical interpretation was grounded in the church's exposition, not in the
theoretical analysis of the academy. Following the synagogue pattern, the
exposition of the Word was of utmost importance in the church's worship. The
church's pattern followed that established by Jesus' exposition of Isaiah 61 at the
beginning of his ministry, which he interpreted in light of his own messianic
mission (cf. Luke 4:16-27), and continually practiced in the early church's
worship (cf. Acts 13:14-44; 14:1; 17:1; 19:8).

Justin Martyr, in his First Apology, a work written to the emperor Antoninus

Pius (ca. A.D. 150), summarized an early church worship service into two basic

parts.' Such a service was similar to the following outline:

1. The Liturgy of the Word
a. Lessons from the Old and New Testaments
b. Sermons
c. Prayers
d. Hymns

I1. The Liturgy of the Eucharist



a. Kiss of Peace
b. Offering of Bread, Wine, and Water
c. Prayers and Thanksgiving over Bread and Wine
d. The Narrative of the Last Supper and a Command to Continue in It
e. Amen, Said by All the People
f. Communion/Lord's Supper

g. Concern Offered for the Poor and Reserved Portions of the Supper Taken by
the Deacons to Those Absent

Our concern is of course with the first half of the service, the Liturgy of the
Word.

In 1 Timothy 4:13, the young Timothy was exhorted to devote attention to the
public reading of Scripture. The matter of public reading of Scripture, which was
given by the inspiration of God, was able to make the hearer wise unto salvation
which is in Jesus Christ. For this reason, the place the reading and exposition of
Scripture held in the divine ordering was always considered central. The model
Christian service, like the worship of Judaism, was a word-of-God service.' The
reference in 1 Timothy was the first historical allusion to the use of the
Scriptures in the church's liturgy. Justin described a second-century service in
Rome in chapter 67 of his First Apology: "The memoirs of the Apostles and the
writings of the Prophets are read as long as time permits. Then, when the reader
has finished, the President speaks admonishing and exhorting the people to
follow noble teaching and examples."3 We learn from this that by the time of the
apologists, the New Testament had reached a similar canonical status as the
Torah and Prophets of the Old Testament.

The New Testament letters were read in the public meeting of the churches
(cf. Col. 4:16; Rev. 1:3). Apparently the apostles expected their letters to be

accepted as authorities in their own lifetimes (cf. 2 Thess. 2:15; 2 Pet. 3:15-16).
The letters were gradually accepted and circulated and read aloud in the public

gatherings. In this way they became the object of study and meditation. Polycarp
wrote two letters to the Philippians (ca. A.D. 110-117) and said of the Pauline




letters, from the study of which you will be able to be built up into the faith."4

The reading of Scripture was accompanied by its exposition. Almost all of the
church's interpretation of Scripture and corresponding theologizing developed
from the sermon. The real meaning of preaching was set forth by the apostle
Paul in 1 Corinthians 1:17-23. He claimed he came to preach the gospel, which
he identified as the message of the cross, Christ crucified. This preaching came
in demonstration of the Spirit's power so that faith would be in demonstration of
God's power (cf. 1 Cor. 2:1-6). The apostles' theology of preaching was built

around the elements of the kerygma: the incarnation, death, burial, resurrection,
and ascension of Christ. In this sense preaching in the context of the worshiping

community reenacted the event of Christ, the event that provided shape and
meaning not only to worship but to the lives of the worshipers.'

The church's preaching understood the Old Testament Scripture in terms of
Christ's coming. This was evidenced in their attitude toward the Old Testament.

They regarded the law and the prophets as well as the events and worship of
Israel as part of the Christian tradition because they believed that they testified to

Jesus Christ. Paul, for example, in 1 Corinthians 15:3-4, insisted that everything
regarding Christ took place "in accordance with the Scriptures." Soon, a

typological interpretation of the Old Testament became a standard way of
expounding the Scriptures in the church's worship. For example, the Epistle of

Barnabas, a treatise written around A.D. 135 in Alexandria, claimed that "the
prophets having obtained grace from him (Jesus Christ), prophesied concerning
him."6 In Melito's Paschal Homily, written around A.D. 170, the paschal lamb in
Exodus 12 typologically pointed to Christ, the true paschal lamb. Thus it was
through the early church's preaching that the initial typological exegesis was
practiced. But this approach was not dominant until the middle of the second
century. First, let us look at the functional approach of the apostolic fathers.

The Apostolic Fathers

The title apostolic fathers functions as a designation of a group of church
leaders and their writings between A.D. 90 and 150. It is possible, though not
demonstrable to the point of certainty, that at least two of their writings were at
least as old as parts of the New Testament. First Clement has been dated shortly
after or during the persecution under Domitian (ca. A.D. 96), and the Didache, a
treatment summarizing the teaching of the New Testament tradition, was



probably authored in the early second century and possibly even before the close
of the first century.

The interpretation of the Old Testament to show how the life and work of
Christ was prefigured by the Old Testament writers is not as prominent in the
apostolic fathers as in the New Testament. This should not surprise us when we
consider that the Fathers were primarily concerned with moral and ethical
instruction, rather than explaining the significance of the life and work of Jesus.
This is not to imply the absence of a christological reading of the Old Testament;
in the letter of Ignatius to the Magnesians (chap. 9), for example, the Old
Testament prophets were described as the disciples of Christ, who waited for
Christ as their teacher, and who Christ raised from the dead when he came. In I
Clement the author exhorted his readers to a life of humility illustrated not from
Christ's earthly life, but from the passion accounts prefigured in Isaiah 53 and
Psalm 22.

At one time or another any or all of the following have been included in the
collective title of apostolic fathers: Barnabas, 1 Clement, 2 Clement, the
Didache, Diognetus, the Doctrinal, Ignatius, the Martyrdom of Ignatius, Papias,
Polycarp, the Martyrdom of Polycarp, Quadratus, and the Shepherd of Hermas.

The recognized standard work, The Apostolic Fathers: A New Translation and
Commentary, edited by Robert M. Grant (1964), includes I Clement, 2 Clement,
Barnabas, the Didache, Ignatius, Polycarp, Martyrdom of Polycarp, Papias, and
the Shepherd of Hermas.1 Grant, commenting on the term, explains: ""Fathers'

has come to mean 'significant orthodox writers of the past’; 'apostolic' in the
early usage referred to those who were not apostles but were disciples of

apostles. The two words combined thus referred to the earliest orthodox writers
outside the New Testament."8 Apart from the Didache, which was didactic, and

the Shepherd of Hermas, which was apocalyptic, the rest of the works were

epistolary in style. For our purposes, an examination of Clement and Ignatius
will give us an adequate picture of the use of Scripture in the apostolic fathers.9

Clement

First Clement, a letter from the church at Rome to the troubled church in
Corinth, has been traditionally ascribed to Clement of Rome near the end of the
first century (ca. A.D. 90-100). The letter began with a common epistolary
salutation, he ekklesia tou Theou he paroikousa Romen tei ekklesiai Tou Theou




tei parakousei korinthon (The church of God which sojourns in Rome to the
Church of God which sojourns in Corinth). Elements in I Clement indicated a
use of both Greek and Jewish-Christian sources.10 Hellenistic influences may be
seen in such examples as the stoicism of 1 Clement 2011 and the use of some
Platonic terms.12 Further, a Hellenistic style underlies the letter, suggesting that
Clement was evidently trained in the school of Hellenistic rhetoric evidenced by
the flowery praises he used to address the Corinthians in the early chapters.
Herbert T. Mayer notes, "Perhaps he can be classified as basically a Hellenist

exegete who had been trained to study ancient documents primarily to obtain

moral examples from them by separating the events from their original historical
contexts and demythologizing all possible offensive connotations."" Jewish

Christian influences may be seen in frequent quotations of and allusions to the
Old Testament, intertestamental writings, and the New Testament.

Regarding the use of the Old Testament, 1 Clement included 166 quotations or
allusions.14 He never quoted the New Testament verbally. Sayings of Christ

were given now and then, but not in the words of the Gospels. It cannot be
demonstrated, therefore, that Clement knew the synoptic Gospels. He mentioned

Paul's First Epistle to the Corinthians, and also appeared to imply knowledge of
Second Corinthians. He certainly knew Romans, Titus, and other Pauline letters.
He referred to James and 1 Peter, but Hebrews was the most frequently
employed of all New Testament books. For Clement, God's revelation can

primarily be found in Old Testament Scripture. Clement quoted it over and over
with the introductory formulas gegraptaill (it is written) and legei hegraphelb

(the Scripture says), which designated divine authority. Scripture is ho hagios
logos (the holy word),17 for it is God who speaks in it.18 Therefore, nothing
which is written in it can be false,19 and he offered praise because his flock was
well versed in Scripture.20

Clement interpreted Scripture in a christological fashion, not unlike his
predecessors. Yet he did not so much seek to discover the Old Testament's
message concerning the work of Christ, but offered the pictures of Christ as
basis for moral obedience. In 1 Clement 16, we find the prophecies of the
servant song in Isaiah 53 applied to Jesus. Like the author of Hebrews, he was
especially fond of Psalms 2, 22, and 110, as is seen in 1 Clement 36.

He generally took the biblical texts in their literal sense and, in a characteristic
functional way, applied them to the Corinthian situation. At times, he even used




the words of the prophets or the apostles as though they were his own. Only
once, in I Clement 12:7-9, did he attempt a spiritual interpretation. He did,
however, use the term gnosis (knowledge) quite frequently as though he

acknowledged some hidden meaning in Scripture.21

He held forth Jesus as a model for piety (1:2), for help in suffering (2:1), for
humility (16:2), and for self-emptying (7:4; 12:7; 21:6; 49:6). These examples
did not come from the Gospels, but apparently from a developing tradition
concerning Jesus. In 1 Clement 19:2, he said, "We, who are partakers of so many
great and glorious deeds, let us return quickly to the goal of peace which has
been handed down (from 'paradidonai') to us from the beginning." This tradition
had not yet developed into any sort of doctrinal creed or rule of faith, though
such possibilities were implicitly present.

Ignatius

Seven letters by Ignatius, bishop of Antioch (ca. A.D. 35-107), are generally
accepted as authentic: (1) the Ephesians, (2) the Magnesians, (3) the Trallians,
(4) the Romans, (5) the Philadelphians, (6) the Smyrnaeans, and (7) Polycarp.
These letters, from the beginning of the second century A.D., were apparently
written by Ignatius as he traveled on his way to his anticipated martyrdom in
Rome. They were written to churches whose messengers Ignatius had met,
churches in cities in Asia Minor where he stopped on his journey to Rome, to the
church at his intended destination, and to Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna.22

The name of this apostolic father was Roman, or rather ancient Italian, not
Greek or Syrian, as we might have expected.23 The most ancient reference to

Ignatius is found in Polycarp, and this reference tells us nothing about the period
prior to Ignatius's own writings. It must be remembered that Ignatius's writings

were not autobiographical, but pastoral in nature. Thus, "practically nothing is
known about his birth, education, background, or employment."24 I.. W.
Barnard's summary is appropriate: Ignatius appeared for only a brief moment, as

the author of seven pastoraltype letters, all probably written within a fortnight,
then he disappeared from sight leaving behind only scanty personal references
and the basis for later embellished legends.25

Ignatius was one of the most creative minds of the second century. Let us
examine how this creative mind interpreted Scripture.



In comparison with Clement, it is remarkable how little use Ignatius made of
the Old Testament. There are only two actual quotations,26 though there are
possibly eight other allusions. Both quotations are introduced by the formula
gegraptai (it is written). The first of the two passages from Proverbs, "God
resists the proud," is shared by Ignatius with New Testament writers (James 4:6;
1 Pet. 5:5); the second, "the righteous one is his own accuser,"” was not quoted by
others, but does indicate Proverbs was a favorite book for Ignatius.21 Even this

scanty evidence indicates the authority the Old Testament Scripture must have
had for Ignatius. The allusions suggest Ignatius knew something of the Old
Testament, though it cannot be said that his mind was steeped in it.28

Ignatius was highly influenced by the Pauline letters and seems to have had 1
Corinthians memorized. There are almost fifty references to this one book alone
in his writings. A few illustrations will show the remarkable care with which
Ignatius used the apostle's writings. In Ephesians 17:2-18:1 Ignatius wrote,

Why are we foolishly perishing, ignoring the gift which the Lord has truly
sent? My spirit is devoted to the cross, which is a stumbling block to the
unbelievers but salvation and eternal life to us. Where is the wise man?
Where is the debater? Where is the boasting of the so-called intelligent?

Here Ignatius was clearly following 1 Corinthians 1:18-20 with remarkable care.
The Pauline passage reads,

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but
to us who are being saved it is the power of God.... Where is the wise man?

Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God
made foolish the wisdom of the world?

He also used isolated phrases from Paul's first letter to the Corinthians in
Trallians 12:3 and in Romans 5:1:

I need your love, so that I may be judged worthy of the lot which I am set to
obtain, "lest I be found a castaway" (cf. 1 Cor. 9:27).

I became more of a disciple because of their wrong doing, "but not by this
am I justified" (cf. 1 Cor. 4:4).



These three texts illustrate the functional hermeneutic employed by Ignatius. He
could take Pauline expressions from their contexts and use them in his own
context. This functional usage hardly surprises us. In fact, Ignatius could not
have used Pauline expressions in Pauline contexts. This indicates that exegesis
was not yet the art form it would become with the Alexandrian, not a science as
it would become with the Antioch school.

It should also be observed that Ignatius felt unrestrained to paraphrase Paul's
words in various contexts. In 1 Corinthians 6:9-10, Paul wrote,

Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do
not be deceived ...

He continued by defining certain types of unrighteous practices. Ignatius used
these verses in several ways. He paraphrased them in Ephesians 16:1:

Do not be deceived, my brothers; those who corrupt families will not inherit
the kingdom of God.

Another matter was emphasized as he used the passage in Philadelphians 3:3:

Do not be deceived, my brothers; whoever follows a schismatic will not
inherit the kingdom of God.

What we see in these examples is that Ignatius uses Pauline words and even
synthesizes them with other New Testament thoughts without attempting an
exacting exegesis of what Paul said. Ignatius also uses the apostle's words as his
own in the form of an allusive quotation (cf. Eph. 21:2; Magnesians 14; and
Trallians 13:1 using Pauline phrases from 1 Cor. 15:8). All three of these forms
of quotations or allusions underscore Ignatius's functional hermeneutical
method. As Grant has concluded, "Any idea of exactness in analyzing his usage
must be read in by the analyst. It does not exist in Ignatius' own writings."29

Ignatius served as a transitional figure. As has generally been the case in

theology, a paradigm shift brings something new while maintaining much of
what has preceded it. With Ignatius, who was perhaps fifteen years later than

Clement, we have an initial movement toward an authoritative or apologetical
hermeneutic. By this I mean Scripture could be used to show the false beliefs of




the heretics. This was done by establishing the correct theological meaning of
Scripture, with the guidance of the bishop. He warned the congregations against
heretics and urged them to close unity in submission to the hierarchy, especially

the bishop. As the church faced conflicts, the rise of heretics, docetics, and
Judaizers, Ignatius appealed to the authority of the bishop as the exemplar of

orthodoxy.30 Thus it was the need to address the rise of heresy and the equal
need for church unity that initially pushed the church in the direction of
authoritative hermeneutics.

It has been widely assumed that the early Christian communities were
governed by colleges of elders, as Jewish synagogues were, and that in the

course of time a monarchial episcopate or single bishop developed.

Disagreement about when and how this happened is also widely known. The
need to have a liturgical president, not unlike the ruler of the synagogue, may
have enhanced the process. But by the time of Ignatius of Antioch it was
possible to claim that the bishop or his representative was essential for the
meeting.of the church.31 Ignatius underlined the importance of the bishop in the
church.32 Nothing was to be done in the church without the bishop (Magnesians
7:1; Polycarp 4:1). This new emphasis in church government and policy paved
the way for the development of an authoritative exegesis in the latter part of the
second century. Ignatius apparently knew at least the Gospels of Matthew and
John and Paul's letters to the Corinthians. His marvelous memory and creative
skill enabled him to use and interpret these works in a functional manner for the
church of his day.33 We have observed the beginning of a paradigm shift or
devel opment toward an authoritative exegesis. We must now examine the events
that brought about such a movement.

Heresy, Orthodoxy, and Hermeneutical Confusion

In a very basic way, the hermeneutical task facing the second-century church
was to show the continuity of the Old Testament with the New or, put another
way, how the OIld Testament could remain the church's Bible. Galatians,
Colossians, John, 1 John, and 1 Peter especially evidence the struggles of the
early Christians. During the second century, and especially in the latter half of
that century, the rise of heresies became so widespread that they provoked in the
church at large a reaction that was to be of enormous significance for the history
of Christian thought and Christian hermeneutics.



Judaizing Christianity

The initial challenge to the young church was that of its relationship to
Judaism and especially to groups of Jewish Christians known as Judaizers. The
first church council was called to wrestle with this issue (cf. Acts 15). The issue
was larger than whether Christianity was a sect of Judaism or an autonomous
movement. Rather, it had to do with how Christians, and especially Gentile
Christians, were to relate to the laws and rituals of Judaism.

The relationship of Christian believers to the law of the Old Testament
brought at least four different responses. First, there were some moderate

Judaizers who themselves obeyed the law but did not seek to compel others to do
s0. Second, a more extreme group not only followed the law but felt that all true

Christians should do the same.34 A third response, however, affirmed that all

must obey the law of the Old Testament; thus, Paul's teachings about the law
were apostate and all who followed Paul were likewise apostate.35 Coupled with

this affirmation was an adoptionist Christology which maintained that Christ was
not divine from the beginning, but had been adopted as Son of God because he

so _capably and excellently fulfilled the law.36 Finally, at another level there
were debates over the relationship between Christianity and Judaism that
attempted to reinterpret not only Christianity itself, but Judaism as well. This

type of Judaizing Christianity was also influenced by Gnosticism.37 It
maintained that all should keep the law of the Old Testament, as well as rituals

like circumcision, and that Jesus was only a prophet. It also expounded certain
Gnostic _teachings related to dualism, numerology, and astrological

speculation.38 The challenge for the early church was to demonstrate how the
Old Testament was to be interpreted, clearly showing the superiority of the New
Covenant to the Old in a way that the church could still call the Old Testament
its Scriptures without being bound to the law of the Old Testament. Two answers
were proposed: (1) the typological approach of Justin Martyr, in chapter 40 in his
Dialogue with Trypho, and (2) the imaginative allegorical approach advanced by
Origen and the Alexandrians.

Gnosticism

Gnosticism was such a broad movement that a nearly all-encompassing
description is needed to define it. The breadth of the Gnostic orientations has
been confirmed by the discovery of a Gnostic library at Nag Hammadi in Egypt.



Fifty-two tractates, six of which are duplicates, are included in the thirteen
ancient codices. A large number clearly present a Christian Gnostic perspective,
the most familiar being the Valentinian gospels: the Gospel of Thomas
(composed of brief sayings of Jesus); the Gospel of Philip (a collection of
sayings and esoteric arguments); and the Gospel of Truth (a discourse on deity
and unity reflecting language of the canonical fourth Gospel). Also included
among the Christian Gnostic tractates are the Apocryphon of James, the Acts of
Peter and the Twelve Apostles, the Treatise on the Resurrection, the long
collection known as the Tripartite Tractate, and three editions of the Apocryphon
of John.

Before the Nag Hammadi discoveries, our understanding of Gnosticism was
almost totally dependent upon the second-century apologists, who have been
referred to as heresiologists. The heresiologists regarded Gnosticism as the
product of the combination of Greek philosophy and Christianity. Tertullian, a
late second-century apologist, for example, after describing the Gnostic heretics,
declared, "What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What Concord is there
between the Academy and the Church? What between heretics and Christians? . .
. Away with all attempts to produce a mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and
dialectic composition."39

This view was accepted and articulated by historical theologians before the
Nag Hammadi findings. An understanding of Gnosticism as an acutely
secularized or philosophically tainted Christianity has been challenged in recent
times by some who have contended that Gnostic thought was more narrowly
conceived, grounded in Jewish apocalyptic.40 Yet, the broader concept of Hans
Jonas seems more encompassing and accurate. Jonas suggests that Gnosticism
was a general religious phenomenon of the Hellenistic world and was the
product of the fusion of Greek culture and Oriental religion. The Greek
conceptualization of Eastern religious traditions-that is, Jewish monotheism,
Babylonian astrology, and a philosophical dualism-formed the basis of
Gnosticism.41

When Gnosticism is defined so broadly, we hardly know where the challenge
was specifically effected. When the general Gnostic view was conjoined with
Christian teaching, Christians felt that their faith was threatened on three basic
points: (1) the doctrine of creation and of the divine rule over the world; (2) the
doctrine of salvation; and (3) Christology.



Gnosticism was opposed to the traditional Christian doctrine of creation
because it saw the material world as the result of an error committed by an
inferior and evil being, not the work of the eternal God. According to
Gnosticism, the things of this world are not merely worthless, but evil. In this,
Gnostics were diametrically opposed to the Judeo-Christian doctrine of creation,
which maintained that all things were created good by a good God, who still acts
in the history of the world.

Similarly, the doctrine of salvation among Gnostics was at odds with
mainstream Christian thought. In Gnosticism, salvation consisted in the
liberation of the divine and immortal spirit that was imprisoned within the
human body. The role of the human body in the plan of salvation was merely

negative. Contrary to this Gnostic aberration, traditional Christianity affirmed

that salvation included the human body, and that the final fulfillment of God's
plan for the salvation of humankind would not take place without the

resurrection of the body.42

This Gnostic dualism had definite consequences when applied to Christology.
When matter was not considered the product of the divine will, and especially

the matter that formed the human body, but rather the product of some other
principle that was opposed to that will, it therefore followed that matter and the
human body could not serve as a vehicle for the revelation of the supreme God.
The results of this approach to Jesus produced at least two forms of Gnosticism.
One class of early Gnostics separated the spiritual being Christ from the man
Jesus. They supposed that the Christ entered Jesus at the time of his baptism, and
left him at the moment of his crucifixion. Thus the Christ was neither born a man

nor suffered as a man. In this way they obviated the difficulty, inseparable to the

Gnostic mind, of conceiving the connection between the highest spiritual agency
and gross corporeal matter. This was involved in the church's doctrine of the

incarnation and passion. The other class of Gnostics assumed that the human
body of Jesus was only a phantom body, and not real flesh and blood.43 Thus his
sufferings and his death could not have been real, for it was inconceivable that

the supreme God would thus give himself up to the evil and destructive power of
matter. This was why orthodox Christians saw Gnosticism, not as a different
version of their own faith, but as heresy, an attempt to deprive that faith of the

very heart of its message.44 Gnosticism shared these common beliefs among its
specific forms articulated by Marcion, Valentinus, Ptolemy, and Basilides among




others.41 One common thread among the forms of Gnosticism was its functional
hermeneutic. Of particular interest to Gnostic interpreters were the stories of

Genesis, the Gospel of John, and the Pauline Epistles. In fact, Gnostics such as

Heracleon and Ptolemaeus were the first commentators on the fourth Gospel.
They tended to use biblical texts for their own purposes. The Christian

apologists were scathing in their denunciations of the Gnostics, who were
perceived as leading Christians astray by the manipulation of words and the
twisting of scriptural meanings. Irenaeus likened such interpretations to someone
who has taken apart a beautiful picture of a king and reassembled it into a
picture of a fox.46 Let us now see how the Gnostics applied their functional
hermeneutical method to their philosophical and theological presuppositions.

Marcion

Marcion was a native of Pontus, where he was a prosperous shipmaster. He
taught in Rome (ca. A.D. 140-155). He made an absolute distinction between the
God of the Old Testament, who was perceived as harsh and rigorous, and the
good God of the New Testament, who was completely love. He also affirmed the
common Gnostic dualism and docetism.

At the time of Marcion, during the early and middle decades of the second
century, the interpretation of the Jewish Scriptures remained the central
hermeneutical task. This held true even in the case of Marcion, whose
polemically-reduced Christian canon was probably the signal leading to the
formation of an authoritative collection of apostolic writings among other
Christians of the second century.47 He reached the conclusion that he had to
reject the Jewish Scriptures as the work of a wrathful, vicious, evil God who was

opposed to the God of love proclaimed by Jesus and revealed to Paul. Suspicious

of the harmonizing tendency of allegorical and typological exegesis, he declared
that only the Epistles of Paul, the true apostle,48 and portions of Luke's Gospel,

purged of Jewish contamination, were acceptable for Christian use.

Marcion believed that the Scriptures should be taken literally and

authoritatively, but his presuppositions forced him to eliminate most of what was
recognized as Scripture by the professing church. He thus arrived at a truncated

canon. Marcion's approach was condemned and the Jewish Scriptures in their
Christian understanding were retained as the inspired prophetic witness of the
truth of the Christian faith.49 It has been suggested that Marcion was perhaps a




greater danger to the church than any of the other early heretics. In many ways,
answering Marcion's challenge created for the church a different set of problems
of similar magnitude. As Karlfried Froehlich has noted, the Jewish Scriptures in
their Christian understanding

had proved to be a most effective apologetic and missionary tool. At the end
of the controversy stood a normative Christian canon in two parts. But the
decision against Marcion also had a disturbing consequence. By making the
Jewish Scriptures resolutely a Christian book the Old Testament, which had
only one legitimate continuation: the New Testament, the emerging
Christian movement defined itself once more in sharpest antithesis to the
Jewish community. In fact, the tighter the grip of Christians on the Jewish

Scriptures, the deeper the estrangement from the community of living
Jews.so

The church was now faced with challenges from two quite different

perspectives. It was the task of the apologists to demonstrate the continuity of
the two Testaments to the Gnostics and the discontinuity of the same Testaments
to the Judaizers. The challenge rested with the "right" understanding of John and
Paul.51

Valentinus

Valentinus was born on the Egyptian coast soon after A.D. 100 and received a
thorough Hellenistic education in Alexandria. When he was introduced to
Christianity is unknown, but tradition maintains that he had very close relations
with the church in Rome. It has been suggested that his character and power
were so clearly recognized in the church that he was on the verge of becoming a
bishop when his heresy disqualified him. He has long been regarded as the
greatest of the Gnostics, an acute thinker with a touch of mysticism and a
philosopher's delight in contemplating things sub specie aeternitatis.12

The Valentinians seem to have been the first group in Christendom to have

produced commentaries on early Christian writings, especially the Gospel of
John and the Pauline corpus. Elaine H. Pagels has summarized the purpose of
Valentinian exegesis as the coordination of Gnostic cosmology and soteriology
with a hermeneutical grid extracted from the Pauline epistles.53 His
hermeneutical approach was more sophisticated than Marcion's, beginning with




a simple literal interpretation of the biblical passages and moving to a more
esoteric instruction on ethical and spiritual truth.54

Other Gnostics

Ptolemy, Basilides, and Saturninas continued the Gnostic influence into the
third century. The functional hermeneutic of Gnosticism was exercised through

their philosophical, cosmological, and theological grid. All the Gnostics

regarded the Old Testament and the New Testament as revelations of two
different deities. They looked upon the God of the Jews as far inferior to the

Supreme Being, called by them the Abyss. The God of the Old Testament, often
referred to as the demiurge, was the creator of the evil world. Some Gnostic

groups considered the demiurge completely separated from and opposed to the
true God. The rise of Gnosticism compelled Christians in the second and third
centuries to think through the limitations of their functional hermeneutic. This
led to the rise of antiGnostic works, an authoritative hermeneutic, and the rule of
faith. Gnosticism also provided a powerful impetus to the formation of the New
Testament canon of Scripture, for the Gnostics claimed to have the authoritative
Gospels and Epistles, though they did not usually agree among themselves. It
thus became imperative for the church to distinguish between spurious and
genuine scriptures to establish the normative New Testament canon.55 Before
viewing the church's response to the Gnostic challenge, we must briefly look at
one more group that claimed authoritative revelation competing with the beliefs
of the early church.

Montanus/Montanism

Montanus, a Phrygian Christian, began to prophesy in the small village of
Ardabar in Phrygian Mysia about A.D. 170. Two women, Priscilla and

Maximilla, who also prophesied, became his devoted followers and were

influential in the dissemination of his teachings.56 The followers of Montanus
and the prophetesses were usually referred to as Cataphrygians by the Fathers,

the title indicating the Phrygian provenance of the movement. They preferred the
term the new prophecy when referring to themselves. They were later called
Montanists after their founder.

The Fathers indicated that the Montanists produced numerous treatises. Apart
from the treatises written by Tertullian after he had adopted Montanism, all other



treatises perished. Our understanding of Montanism depends primarily,
therefore, on those few Montanist fragments preserved in the Fathers.

The Montanists' hermeneutical method was strongly related to their name, "the
new prophecy.” The new prophecy"” was a summons to pre pare for the return of
Christ by heeding the voice of the Paraclete speaking, often in the first person,

through his prophetic mouthpieces. The manner of their prophecies, which
included ecstatic utterances, were perceived to run counter to the tradition of

orthodox Christian prophecy. Nothing strictly heretical could be charged against
Montanists. Yet the prophets' extravagant pretensions, while not intended to

displace the emergent New Testament, were felt to threaten the authority of both
Scripture and the bishop. Recognition of the Paraclete in the new prophecy was
their touchstone of

Montanists developed a "Spirit-led" illumination (cf. John 14-16) that added a
new prophetic dimension to the prevailing functional exegesis. As it had with
Gnosticism, the response by the apologists and heresiologists focused on the
authority of the bishop and the primacy of the rule of faith. Whether Montanism
arose because of the church's trend to ground its authority in the bishop, canon,
and creed as an attempt to revive a more primitive form of the church, or
whether its appearance was simply coincidental to this trend has not been
conclusively determined by church historians and is beyond the scope of this
work. It was, nevertheless, the issue of authority that was problematic for the
church and brought the response of an authoritative hermeneutic.

The Hermeneutical Responses to the Challenge of Heresy

In the latter part of the second century the church had to demonstrate that the
God of Israel was also the God of the church. The challenge involved confirming
for the Gnostics the continuity between the Testaments; and demonstrating to the
Montanists the development, as well as the cessation, of revelation; and
convincing the Judaizers within Christianity as well as Judaism in general of the
discontinuity of the two Testaments. Two responses arose: (1) the typological
hermeneutics of Justin Martyr, and (2) the authoritative approach of Irenaeus and
Tertullian.

Justin Martyr



His Background

The scant knowledge of Justin's life (ca. A.D. 100-165) is based largely on his
own words supplemented by references from his pupil Tatian, brief oblique
references in Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Epiphanius, and the witness in Eusebius.
In the opening words of the First Apology he identified himself as "Justin, the
son _of Priscus and the grandson of Bachius native of Flavia Neapolis in
Palestine."58 In his Dialogue with Trypho he described himself as a Samaritan,
although in a fashion that distanced him from their influence: "For I gave no

thought to any of my people, that is, the Samaritans, when I had a
communication in writing with Caesar."59 He appears to have been a

representative of the Graeco-Roman urban middle class, "loyal, detached from
ancient tradition, and cosmopolitan in outlook, intellectually active and

interested, honest of mind, and economically independent."60

Justin described his philosophical quest in Dialogue with Trypho 2. He first
attached himself to a Stoic, then he studied with a shrewd Peripatetic, later
followed a celebrated Pythagorean, and finally became a Platonist.61 While
some historians offer the possibility that Justin's philosophical journey was only
a_stereotyped formula, Barnard insists Justin actually followed a fourfold
philosophical odyssey.62 It should be noted that Justin did not consider
Christianity the next step on his quest, or a better version of Greek philosophy.
He believed his turn to Christianity was a genuine conversion from his past and,
as David F. Wright observes, "Only insofar as the Greek sages are in accord with
Christian doctrine does Justin acknowledge them as teachers of truth."63 Or, as
Henry Chadwick contends, "Justin does not merely use Greek philosophy; he
passes judgment on it."64

Of the surviving works of Justin, only three are considered to be genuine: The
First and Second Apologies and The Dialogue with Trypho. The Apologies
preceded the Dialogue, but the latter work was the locus of Justin's hermeneutic.
Through the use of typological exegesis, Justin attempted to persuade Trypho,
probably an imaginary dialogue partner, that Judaism was solely a preparation
for Christianity and that the latter is certainly superior. Jon Nilson considers the
actual audience of the Dialogue to be non-Christians at Rome who were
favorably disposed toward both Chris tianity and Judaism, but unable to
distinguish between the two.65 Trypho, ignorant of Hebrew and interested in
philosophy, represented the kind of Jew that Justin sought to persuade. He served




as a good sparring partner for Justin to prove the superiority of A. J. B. Higgins
cautions, however, that even if the Dialogue actually took place, there is no
reason to accept that Trypho gives an accurate report of contemporary Jewish
beliefs: "The fact is that Justin has overplayed his role of Christian apologist."67
Trypho must be taken as representative of Judaism only insofar as he represented
the larger known consensus. While paying careful attention to these cautions and
concerns, our purpose is to see how Justin interpreted Scripture, even if he
overstepped the boundaries in his apologetics.

His Hermeneutical Approach

For Justin both general and special revelation were the outgrowth of the
Logos.68 Pagan philosophers possessed the L.ogos, Jesus was and is the L.ogos,
and the Bible contains the written residue of the L.ogos. His view of biblical
revelation allowed little room for development of the message from the Old
Testament period to the New. This formed the basis of his views concerning the
authority of biblical inspiration resulting in a noncontradicting Bible.69 He
seemingly had little concern for Scripture's original context or the meaning of
Scripture for its original readers. His typological exegesis was characteristically
christocentric; the Old Testament in its entirety pointed to Jesus.70 In
demonstrating the christocentric nature of Scripture, Justin used terms such as
"mystery, announcement, signs, parable, symbol and All six of these terms were

essentially synonymous, indicating a representative or inner meaning of an act or
a_person representative of a later act or incident. At times it is difficult to
distinguish between an allegorical interpretation and a typological one because
Justin seemed to delight in finding esoteric meaning in cryptic passages.72 Any

person or event in the Old Testament that foreshadows an episode in either the
life or work of Christ was gladly employed.73

Willis A. Shotwell has analyzed and compared the hermeneutical approach of
Justin with that of Jesus, Paul, and other New Testament writers. Justin shared a
christocentric use of the Old Testament with Jesus and the apostles. He, like the
New Testament writers, used midrashic methods to argue for the relationship of
Judaism with Christianity while contending for the superiority of the latter.
Justin argued from minor to major, from general to particular, and from analogy
in the New Testament. It has been pointed out that there were at least forty
Justinian parallels with rabbinic exegesis.74




Justin used rabbinic methods to his advantage so that his arguments and

counter arguments could spring from this approach. Trypho used the Haggada,
but Justin also employed haggadic material to further his apology. Upon

examination there appears substantial agreement between the hermeneutical
principles of Justin and those of Hillel regarding some of his basic principles in
the exegesis of

In following the christocentric hermeneutics of the New Testament writers and
employing the principles from Hillel, Justin linked the Old Testament to the
New, the very antithesis of both Judaism and Marcionite Gnosticism. Marcion's
total rejection of the Old Testament was the exact opposite of Justin's typological
viewpoint. Drawing on real or supposed messianic prophecies from the Jewish
tradition, he argued that Jesus clearly was the expected Messiah who fulfilled all
of the Old Testament Scriptures literally or typically. Thus Justin established his
apologetic method on proof from prophecy. His writings, primarily the Dialogue,
served as a gold mine of information on second-century Christian typology. In
line with the developing Christian creed, the rule of faith, Justin found all the
major features of the creed prefigured in the message of the Old Testament text,
as summarized by Froehlich:

Christ's virgin birth; his healing ministry, suffering, death and resurrection;
Christian baptism; the church. Types of the cross were of particular interest:

Justin found them not only in the figure of Moses praying in the battle

against Amalek (Exod. 17:10-11) or in the horns of the wild ox (Deut.

33:17) but in every stick, wood, tree mentioned in the Bible.71

The immense range of types illustrates Justin's christocentric-typological
exegetical method. The usage of the creed paved the way for the forthcoming
authoritative exegesis used to respond to the challenges of the heretics.

Irenaeus and Tertullian

The church's estimate of its theological norms underwent certain adjustments
in the final decades of the second century. While the Old Testament was being
challenged by the Gnostics, the established church was simultaneously
promoting the apostolic Scripture to a position of supreme authority. This
developing perspective was assisted and indeed made possible by the recognition
of the New Testament as fully canonical and entitled to equal status alongside



the Old as God-inspired Scripture.

Equally important historically and more significant hermeneutically, the
distinction between Scripture and the church's living tradition, as coordinate

instruments in conveying the apostolic testimony, became more clearly

appreciated, and a growing importance, if not a primacy, began to be attached to
the latter." This development resulted from the great struggle between orthodoxy

and the Gnostic heretics previously described. Irenaeus claimed that not only did
the Gnostics exploit Scripture to their own ends, but one of their successful
techniques was to appeal, in support of their positions, to an alleged secret
apostolic tradition (the gnosis) for which they alone claimed to have access.78

This developing, more mature position is exemplified, with minor differences,
in the writings of Irenaeus and Tertullian. J. N. D. Kelly comments, "For both of
them Christ Himself was the ultimate source of Christian doctrine, being the
truth, the Word by Whom the Father had been revealed; but He had entrusted

this revelation to His apostles, and it was through them alone that knowledge of
it could be obtained."79

Their Background

It will be helpful to glance briefly at the background of these two giants of the
second-century church. Irenaeus (ca. A.D. 130-200) in his youth was influenced
by Polycarp (ca. A.D. 70-160), bishop of Smyrna and probable disciple of the
apostle John. Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons in Gaul, in seeking to be faithful to the
meaning of his name ("peaceful"), sought to mediate between the churches of
Asia Minor and Rome in the Montanist and the Quartodiciman disputes.

Irenaeus's two major treatises survive: (1) The Proof of the Apostolic

Preaching, and (2) Against Heresies: Refutation and Overthrow of the Gnosis
Falsely So Called. The first was believed to have been written for an apologetic
or a catechetical purpose. It presented Christ and Christianity as the fulfillment

of the Old Testament by means of a christological-typological reading of the
text. Salvation history was structured according to the various covenants of God

with man. The second was a polemical work opposing Gnosticism. Against the
Gnostics' mythological interpretation of Scripture, association of matter with
evil, and spiritualizing eschatology, Irenaeus proposed an interpretation of

Scripture according to a summary of the apostolic preaching, called the




regulafidei (rule of faith). Irena~!us was the earliest author whose works survive

to argue from Scripture as a whole, New Testament as well as Old Testament,
and a range of New Testament writings similar to the present canon.SO

Tertullian (ca. A.D. 155-255), whose full name was Quintus Septimius Florens
Tertullianus, was born in Carthage, near modern Tunis in North Africa,
sometime after A.D. 150. He probably came from a middle-class family and

received a sound literary, legal, and philosophical education that included a good
knowledge of Greek. Very little, or nothing at all, is known of his private life or

occupation, apart from the fact that he was married, though it is probable that his
wife died young.81

A number of puzzling features about his writings defy solution in our present
state of knowledge. For example, it is unknown how he was able to write so
freely at a time when the church was suffering persecution, nor is it at all certain
exactly how he related to the church at Carthage. According to church tradition,
he became a presbyter in the Carthaginian church, a conclusion that appears
accurate, although Tertullian never referred to himself as an officeholder in the
church. Like Clement of Alexandria and Origen, he never rose above the rank of
presbyter. In Tertullian's case, it was probably because of his later Montanist
association. One of the more puzzling things about Tertullian, a man who
devoted so much of his time to both apologetical82 and polemical83 works, was

his pilgrimage into Montanism in his latter years.84

The Montanists "new prophecy" had predicted the end of the world would

occur in A.D. 177. Tertullian was drawn to Montanist teachings about thirty
years afterwards, when the falsity of the "new prophecy" would have been

obvious to everyone. Yet, it may not have been the prophetic element that was
attractive to him, for he was noticeably selective in his use of their writings,
saying nothing about the end of the world, but concentrating almost entirely on
their holiness teachings. It seems plausible, therefore, that Tertullian saw

Montanism as a movement that advocated some of his own teachings. Nothing is

know for certain about his death, though tradition maintains that he died at
Carthage sometime after 212.85

Their Hermeneutical Approach

The task faced by these two important thinkers was to demonstrate the unity



of the Testaments and the validity of the complete New Testament in light of the
challenges from Marcion and other Gnostics. The rise of a specifically Christian
literature solved some problems, for the main outlines of the gospel were now

fairly well fixed, not to say preserved, but the diversity within the New
Testament raised new issues.86 As we have noted earlier, Marcion solved the

problem rather neatly, by merely rejecting much of the Christian tradition and
what was to be the Christian Scripture. According to Irenaeus, it was
characteristic of heretics that they took only a part of the evidence: "The
Ebionites or Jewish Christians used only Matthew; Marcion took Luke;
Docetists who separated 'Christ’ from Jesus, used only Mark; Valentinian
theosophists liked John."87 Also, the followers of Marcion claimed that Paul
alone knew the truth of revelation.88 What was to be done under such
circumstances? Obviously the former functional usage of Scripture was in need
of an expanded paradigm.

Irenaeus presented the view accepted by most. He maintained that the true
interpretation of the Scriptures was to be found among those who had received

the apostolic tradition along with the apostolic succession, and who possessed
the charismatic gift of truth.89 Irenaeus contended:

True "gnosis" is the teaching of the apostles, and the ancient structure of the
church throughout the world, and the form of the body of Christ in
accordance with the successions of bishops to whom the apostles delivered
the church which is in each place; this teaching has come down to us,
preserved without any use of forged writings, by being handled in its

complete fullness, neither receiving addition nor suffering curtailment; and
reading without falsification, and honest and steady exposition of the

scriptures without either danger or blasphemy; and the special gift of

As can be observed, Irenaeus's rule of faith" was not exactly a law, and yet by
this time it had become an external authority that would permanently fix the
meaning of Scripture. This produced a hermeneutical method in which church
tradition determined the meaning of Scripture. By this, a hermeneutical circle
was enacted: church tradition was created by the interpretation of Scripture and
the interpretation of Scripture was then governed by the church's tradition in the
rule of faith.

Because Irenaeus's writings were primarily polemical, his arguments tended to



reduce themselves to the claim that there is but one God, the Creator, who is the
God of Jesus Christ and the God of both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New
Testament. If we look beyond the polemical nature of the work, however, we can
see that his understanding of Christianity focuses upon Jesus Christ as Savior,
adopting and expanding the christological hermeneutic present in the church
from Jesus to Justin Martyr.

We can summarize Irenaeus's hermeneutical practice in the following way. His
conviction concerning Scripture, both in theory and in practice, was that the Old
Testament and New Testament represented a unity. The prophets were fulfilled in

Christ.92 The apostles, meaning the entire New Testament (the apostolic
preaching), in turn preached the same God the Father, the Son, and Spirit and the

same economy of salvation. The heretics, on the contrary, according to Irenaeus,
chose from the whole of the Scriptures what seemed to them to support their
particular But, as Irenaeus showed again and again, because of the unity of the
underlying message, their errors could be refuted even from their own restricted
scriptures themselves.

The rule of faith preserved the apostolic tradition in the church and functioned
as the normative guide for interpretation. In this connection, we can better
understand the meaning and function of the rule of faith. While defined in
several ways, the rule of faith could be best expressed as the church's belief "in
one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and the sea, and all
things that are in them; and in one Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who became

incarnate for our salvation; and in the Holy Spirit."94 This contained, in
summary form, the fundamentals of the apostolic preaching which were
preserved, one and the same, by the succession of bishops in the whole church. It

did not add to the content of Scriptures, since the same teaching was found in
both; actually it could be unfolded in detail.95 It could and did function,

however, as a criterion against the misinterpretations of the Scriptures by the
heretics.96 While we have mentioned Irenaeus's classic illustration, it is worth
noting again. The heretics were like those who take apart an artful mosaic of
precious stones representing the image of the king and compose with the same
pieces an inferior picture of a fox.97 Extending this comparison beyond its
explicit use by Irenaeus, it can be said that the rule of faith provided the essential

Christian message transmitted by the apostolic preaching and writings, enabling
the church to recognize any heretical distortion for what it was.98




In dealing with the heretics who were using the Bible to defend their position,
Tertullian forced them to take their stand on two questions: (1) Whose are the

Scriptures? (2) How should they be understood? The Scriptures belonged to the
church, not the heretics; the heretics could not use them. He commented, "Only

the churches which stand in the succession of the apostles possess the teaching
of Christ."99

Tertullian was not as consistent as Irenaeus. As Grant notes, Tertullian "in
exegesis shows his characteristic mixture of good sense with occasional
Sometimes he was literal, sometimes wildly fanciful. The authoritative exegesis
of this time made available an allegorical interpretation within certain limits.10'
The first use by Tertullian of the term rule of faith occurred in Against Marcion
4.2.5. For Tertullian, this passage used the synonyms: "the Gospel," "the Faith,"
"the Kerygma," "the Apostles," and "the authority of Christ."102

Certainly Irenaeus was the father of authoritative exegesis, but as can be seen
from Tertullian's Against Marcion and On Prescription Against Heretics,

Tertullian shifted the issue from a right understanding of Scripture to the more
sharply stated issue of whether the Gnostics could even use Scripture. According

to Tertullian, arguing with Gnostics about scriptural interpretation was useless.
He reached this conclusion after realizing that functional exegesis produced
ambiguity at best and opened the door for heretical interpretations to dictate the
theological agenda. He moved the issue away from interpretation to question the
heretics' very right to use Scripture at all.lo3 Apostolic Scriptures, he argued,

belong to the apostolic church, as did the apostolic tradition contained in the rule
of The Gnostic heretics, in Tertullian's approach, had no right to use apostolic

Scripture because only the public succession of teaching passed down in the
churches could measure apostolicity and correct interpretation. "Apostolicity”
and "correctness" were grounded in the rule of faith."" In contrast, the Gnostics

who championed Matthew 7:7 ("Seek and you will find") as their warrant

continually searched for the secret knowledge (gnosis) to read Scripture.
Tertullian countered with Pauline warnings from 2 Timothy 3:7, that the
Gnostics were "always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth." For
true believers, the search had ended. The true faith, understood through the rule
of faith, had been found and now must only be defended against its erosion by

ideal and unfounded curiosity. As Froehlich summarized, For both Irenaeus and
Tertullian, illicit curiosity is the true danger of a Gnostic hermeneutics of




Conclusion

In the second century, the apostolic fathers, apologists, and heresiologists
found the true understanding of the Bible in the teaching of the apostles. But the
rise of Gnosticism and other challenges to accepted orthodoxy caused the
functional exegesis of the apostolic fathers to receive further hermeneutical
development. For if a functional exegesis resulted in the possibility of
hermeneutical confusion and ambiguity, as well as bringing about questions
regarding the unity of Scripture and its message, then an authoritative answer
must be found to handle such matters.

The second century saw the rise of a normative canon, an authoritative bishop,
and an accepted rule of faith. Beginning with Ignatius and progressing with
Justin, Irenaeus, and Tertullian, there developed the contention that if anyone
wished to know the true meaning of Scripture, he or she must interpret the texts
under the guided authorities of the rule of faith and the bishops or presbyters of
the church. All other interpretations were viewed as alienated from the truth and
unacceptable in the church.107

Rowan A. Greer incisively and a helpfully summarizes this period:

1. A Christian Bible is the product of the formative period of early
Christianity (30-180 c.E.). Before Irenaeus, we find the church struggling
to define its Scriptures and to come to terms with their interpretation, but it
is only by the end of the second century that the diversity of earliest
Christianity has yielded to an ecumenical unity. The emergence of a
Christian Bible is a central feature of that unity.

2. Basic to the task of the formative period is the transformation of the
Hebrew Scriptures so that they may become a witness to Christ.

3. With Irenaeus we find the first clear evidence of a Christian Bible and also
a framework of interpretation in the church's rule of faith. The rule of
faith, as a kind of creed, outlines the theological story that finds its focus
in the incarnate [.ord.108

Reading the Scripture through this theological grid at times forced the biblical
text into a preconceived set of theological convictions. Usually the text was



interpreted without regard to its literary or historical context. But in light of the
challenges faced by the church, this hermeneutical approach appeared to be the
proper response. Included in the second-century hermeneutical approach was a
continuity with the typological-christological methods of Jesus and the apostles.
The addition of the rule of faith expanded the hermeneutical paradigm by
providing the presuppositions through which Scripture should be read. This
resulted in a hermeneutical circle that safeguarded the church's message but
reduced the possibility of creativity among individual interpreters. The authority
of the church, the canon, and the church's faith had been exalted, but the liberty
of the human spirit tended to vanish. This tension had to be faced with the
creative genius of the Alexandrians, Clement, and Origen. We must now see if
the work of the Alexandrians supplemented or supplanted the conclusions of the
second-century church.



3

The Alexandrian School:
Allegorical Hermeneutics

hile several Christian writers of the second and third centuries
engaged in biblical interpretation, the first important scholarly commentator was
Origen of Alexandria. He brought the touch of a master to what had "been
nothing much more than the exercise of amateurs."1 He was the greatest of the
interpreters associated with the Alexandrian school of interpretation, those
Christian scholars who understood biblical inspiration in the Platonic sense of
utterance in a state of ecstatic possession. Therefore it was appropriate that the
words imparted in this way should be interpreted mystically if their inner
significance was to be known.2 In this chapter we shall examine the background
of allegorical hermeneutics, its application and usage at Alexandria, two
representative practitioners, and responses from later theologians.

The Background of Allegorical Hermeneutics

Contemporary scholarship has questioned whether we can properly speak of a
"hermeneutical school” of Alexandria.' Yet, we shall, following tradition, refer to
the Alexandrian school without implying a fully-orbed school. Philo, a
contemporary of Jesus and the apostles, seems to have been largely without
influence in his own Jewish community as the articulator of allegorical
hermeneutics in Alexandria and forerunner of the hermeneutics of Clement and
Origen. It will be helpful to observe the beginnings of allegorical interpretation
and its influence on Philonic exegesis.

We know the first allegorists, like the earliest Greek philosophers, only
through the fragments of their work preserved by later authors.4 Most ancient
witnesses as well as the majority of modern scholars regard Theagenes of




Rhegium as the founder of the practice of allegorical interpretation, though some
suggest Pheresydes of Syros5 (early sixth century B.C.), based on a quotation
from Celsus's True Word found in Origen's refutation:

Celsus says that the words of Zeus to Hera are the words of God to matter,
and that the words to matter vaguely hint that at the beginning God divided
it in certain proportions, bound it together, and ordered it and that he cast
out all the demons round it which were arrogant, inflicting on them the

punishment of being sent down here to earth. He maintains that Pherecydes

understood these words of Homer in this way, when he said: "Beneath that
land is the land of the Tartarus, and it is guarded by the daughters of Boreas,

the Harpies and Thyella; there Zeus casts out any of the gods if ever one
becomes arrogant."6

Regardless, the allegorical tradition began in the pre-Socratic period of classical

Greece, which eventually influenced much of pagan, Jewish, and Christian

philosophical and religious expression. Several major works have traced this
history of allegorical interpretation.7 The seedbed of allegory is found in the

primitive philosophers' practice of expressing philosophical ideas with
mythological imagery. The technique was especially popular with the Sophists,
less prominent with Plato, and all but ignored in Aristotle. E. Zeller's treatment
of Stoic allegorism is set in the context of the relation of Stoicism to popular
religion. While perfectly capable of criticizing the superstitious excesses of the
popular cult and mythology, the Stoics nevertheless sought to discover, in the
inappropriate form, an essentially true content. This attempt led to allegorical

interpretation that served to bring the old myths, taken mainly from Homer and
Hesiod, into relation with the philosophy of the interpreters. Etymology was the

principal instrument for this activity.'

The next major instance, taken in historical order, that so influenced the
Alexandrians was that of heterodox Judaism. While other groups and individuals

practiced allegorical interpretation, Philo Judaeus of Alexandria dominated.
Philo regarded the Jewish Scriptures as the divinely inspired, infallible, and all-

sufficient Word of God which required an unconditional submission by the
interpreter. The Alexandrian Jews were more cosmopolitan than many of their
Palestinian relatives, especially the lower classes of Palestinian Judaism that

tended to be reactionary as a result of their disenfranchisement. Furthermore, the
Alexandrian Jews were more directly exposed to Greek culture and philosophy.




It is not surprising, therefore, that a Jew such as Philo, antecedently committed
to the Bible as the Word of God on account of his Jewish background yet also

anxious to be a modern person of his time and a philosophically sophisticated
man, would adopt a method to bring these commitments together. As Samuel
Sandmel has emphasized, Philo wished to maintain Jewish conformity to the
laws in a literal sense, yet he seemed to regard that literal observance as rather
secondary.9 The significant thing for Philo was the philosophical meaning
contained in the Bible discoverable by allegorical interpretation. For Philo, this
philosophical meaning was the practice of religion, culminating in the mystic
vision or holy communion with God. His eclectic appropriation of Greek
philosophy was primarily an attempt to communicate the truth of Judaism to his
enlightened Hellenistic contemporaries. Donald A. Hagner comments:

Basic to Philo's entire approach is the fundamental dualism between
material and non-material. It is the latter, the intelligible world, which is
ultimately all-important to Philo, who by his allegorical exegesis presses
consistently beyond the material, whether in matters of understanding or
conduct, to Plato's transcendent realm of Ideas. Philo borrows the Stoic
concept of the L.ogos as the mediating factor between the transcendent God
and the material world.10

Philo interpreted Genesis 1:1 as the forming of an incorporeal pattern, like a
Platonic Idea. In connection with the six days of creation, his discussion of the
qualities of the number six showed Pythagorean influence. He offered a meaning
for the four rivers of Paradise (Gen. 2:10-14) as prudence, self-mastery, courage,
and justice, the cardinal Platonic virtues. It has been suggested that there are
parallels in method and wording between Philo and John (John 1:3), where the
Logos, the Word, is the agent in creation; and between Philo and Hebrews (Heb.
8-10), where the earthly tabernacle is the copy of the heavenly.

In general, Philo regarded the biblical text as having a multiplicity of
meanings. Because of his view of inspired Scripture, every expression, every
word, and even every letter contained a meaning. Etymology was an important
way to discover the hidden meaning of words, and numbers were also a fruitful
source for allegorical exegesis.

Philo's purpose was apologetic in the sense of wedding together Judaism and
Greek philosophy." In his mind, Judaism, properly understood, differed little




from the highest insights of Greek revelation. God revealed himself to the people

of Israel, God's chosen nation, but this revelation was not radically different
from his revelation to the Greeks. The point of tension arose for Philo with

Israel's understanding of their election and special place in God's redemptive
plan and with the theological distinction between revelation in Scripture and
revelation in nature. Robert M. Grant notes that Philo attempted to deal with this
problem by trying to explain away Israel's election and the apparent
anthropomorphisms of God used in Scripture in favor of a philosopher's God and
a_Hellenistic internationalism. For the Philonic and Platonic tradition the
allegorical hermeneutics of the Christian school at Alexandria, called
Didaskaleion, developed1? and produced some of the greatest scholars of the
early church, particularly Clement and Origen.13 They had to face challenges to
Chris tianity from many sources, including Greek philosophy,14 Graeco-Roman
and Egyptian religions,15 and Gnosticism.16 At the end of the second century
and the beginning of the third, Alexandria was one of the primary cities of the
Roman Empire. By the time of Clement and Origen, the city had become a rich
center of knowledge and wisdom. Justo L. Gonzalez notes that the city

was like a pot boiling with diverse teachings, all eclectic in nature: the

Gnosticism held by Basilides, the Neoplatonism of Ammonius Saccas and
Plotinus, the Hellenistic Judaism that followed in the tradition of Philo, and

the esoteric and Platonist Christianity of Clement and Origen."7

It was this setting and background coupled with these challenges that caused the
paradigm of authoritative hermeneutics of the second century to be expanded by
the Alexandrians' allegorical approach.

The Development Beyond Authority at Alexandria

The approach of the late-second-century fathers, however, could not stem the
challenge of the times. A more mature and scientific hermeneutical methodology
was the direction for the future. The movement and maturation came from the
famous teachers at Alexandria: Pantaenus (late second century), and of course
Clement and Origen. The primary challenge facing the church of the third
century paralleled that of the previous century.

The church recognized that many Gnostic teachings were inconsistent with the
rule of faith advanced by Irenaeus and Tertullian. The rule excluded the Gnostics



by insisting on the identity of Jesus' Father with the God of the Old Testament,
the applicability of Old Testament messianic passages to Jesus, and the
genuineness of the humanity of Jesus. This nascent form of orthodoxy did not
lack capable defenders, and Origen possibly knew the articulate anti-Gnostic
work by Irenaeus.18 When the second-century heresiologists had no further
answers to the Gnostics' questions about the character and work of God, after
exposing the principal inconsistencies and absurdities of the heretical system, the
Fathers resorted to denying the Gnostics their right to use Scripture, extolling the
virtues of simple faith. Both Irenaeus and Tertullian contended that there were
many questions that really should not be raised. If Irenaeus, the finest defender
of orthodoxy in the second century and the able articulator of the hermeneutical
framework, the rule of faith, found himself reduced to such a position, we can
imagine that others in the church retreated even more quickly. This approach was
not satisfactory for the Alexandrians, particularly Origen. The Alexandrians did
not think it was sufficient to expose the flaws of Marcion, Valentinus, and other
Gnostics, if perhaps the faith professed and taught was similarly untenable. The
answer was found in a comprehensive hermeneutical system. This system
attempted to retain the rule of faith as well as both Testaments of the biblical
canon while simultaneously seeking to meet the challenges raised by the
Gnostics.t9

The Alexandrians were exposed to Christianity, Hellenistic philosophy, and
Gnosticism, seemingly conflicting systems. Like Philo and Judaism, so with the
Christian church at Alexandria: there was a strong commitment to the reliability
of Scripture. Also, in line with Christian tradition, the Alexandrians maintained
the primacy of the rule of faith.20 But as far as Hellenistic thought was
concerned, the Christian rule of faith was just one more barbarian superstition.21
The Bible, measured by Greek aesthetic standards, was not worthy of serious
study because none of its books conformed to accepted genres or acceptable
literary Greek. Gnosticism not only raised questions, but provided answers for
matters that the rule of faith did not even envision, thus either dismissing or
transforming accepted biblical interpretation. The Alexandrians' intellectual

commitments demanded that they attempt to deal with these issues in a manner
superior to the approach of Irenaeus. Just as Philo had sought to reconcile

Judaism with Hellenism, particularly Platonism, so Clement and Origen turned
to Platonic philosophy and allegorical hermeneutics to handle the pressing
objections to the rule of faith and the Bible.22




The Art and Science of Allegorical Hermeneutics

The methods of exegesis adopted in the preceding periods were primarily of
two types: (1) the literal and (2) the typological, with a christological emphasis.
By literal interpretation, we are referring to the communicative value that
belongs to a statement in its own sociocultural context, whether regarded as the
"author's intention" or the "original hearers' understanding."23 The literal

meaning was primarily employed in passages dealing with moral issues, while
typological hermeneutics worked along very different lines. Following the
example of Jesus and the apostles, the church fathers practiced a hermeneutical
technique for bringing out the correspondence between the two Testaments and
took as its guiding principle the idea that the events and personages of the Old
Testament prefigured and anticipated the events and personages of the New. The
typologist took history seriously; it was the scene of the progressive unfolding of
God's consistent redemptive purpose. It was assumed that the same redemptive
plan could be discerned in the sacred history from creation to judgment, the

former stages serving as shadows of the latter. Christ was the ultimate climax;

because God in his dealings with humankind was leading to this point, it seemed
appropriate to find typological pictures or pointers in the experiences and events

of the chosen nation.24

There was, however, an approach separate and distinct from either the literal
or typological that had been practiced in an infant manner: allegorical
interpretation. Already in the Epistle of Barnabas, a century prior to Origen, an
Alexandrian type of allegorical exegesis had been practiced. Dan E. McCartney
has also discovered what he believes to be an allegorical approach in Justin
Martyr's hermeneutic of apologetics,25 but probably it is best understood as an
excess of the typological method when synthesized with his philosophical
theology.26 By the third century, the Alexandrian church was probably caught
between a desire to maintain the historical reality of the gospel events and the
need to contextualize the gospel or to experience it in a modern way. The
Alexandrian fathers, Clement and Origen, obviously felt this tension, as is
evidenced by Origen's attempt to defend the literal interpretation in De
Principles (On First Principles). They also advocated the validity of allegorical
hermeneutics, unlike those who decried such a practice because it was a method
completely accepted by the Valentinians. We shall now see how the
Alexandrians wrestled with these tensions while shifting the hermeneutical




paradigm beyond the authoritative framework of Irenaeus.
Clement of Alexandria
His Background

Titus Flavius Clement (ca. A.D. 150-215), considered by many to be the first
Christian scholar, became the leader of the Alexandrian school in A.D. 190, a
position he held until after the turn of the century. His principal literary works
produced during this time were the trilogy of Protrepticus (Exhortations to
Conversion), the Paidagogus (The Tutor) and Stromateis (Miscellanies). The
Logos, according to Clement, first of all converts us, then disciplines us, and

finally instructs us.27

His Hermeneutical Approach

Clement, Origen's predecessor at Alexandria, found a solution to the tension
faced by the church by seeing the literal meaning as a "starting point," suitable
for the mass of Christians, and as something that piques the curiosity of the more
spiritually advanced. He suggested that "finding the deeper meaning is thus the
process by which God gradually, by means of parable and metaphor, leads those
to whom God would reveal himself from the sensible to the intelligible
world."28 It is clear that the Alexandrians lived in a complex hermeneutical
environment. Out of this environment Clement began to forge a hermeneutical
methodology. He believed that in every text there was always one or more
additional or deeper meanings beyond and above its primary or immediate sense.
These deeper meanings were to be uncovered through allegorical interpretation.
This method insisted that the literal sense, particularly of historical passages, did
not exhaust the divinely purposed meaning of such passages, but that they also
included a deeper, higher, spiritual, and mystical sense. The literal sense
indicated what was said or done, while the allegorical showed what should be
believed. The allegorical approach, then, was adopted for apologetical and
theological purposes.

Clement believed that this method should be used because God's bountifulness

was such that it would be folly to believe that there could only be one teaching in

a particular text.29 He maintained that God is so loving and merciful that in the

same text he can reveal himself from the wise to the ignorant, speaking to them




at whatever level of perception each group of believers possessed. The first of
his hermeneutical principles, then, included two levels: first, the literal sense
must be observed, and then, the allegorical sense must be discovered. Yet, this

allegorical interpretation must not discard the primary meaning of the text unless
such meaning violated what was previously known of God's character and

dignity. Neither was this first principle one which was a boundless allegorism,
for the rule of faith still provided a framework for interpretation.30 In fact, there
were many cases where the levels of interpretation were blended so that the
resulting exegesis was typological rather than allegorical.

Clement occasionally echoed the ideas of Tertullian, making the rule of faith
the norm for the interpretation of Scripture, and maintained that since the [.ogos
himself has descended from heaven there was no need to run to Athens in pursuit
of human wisdom.31 Yet Clement's approach to the question of authority in
religion was generally quite different from Tertullian's. He concerned himself
very little with the hierarchically organized church and its successions of
accredited teachers passing on the apostolic doctrine in the apostolic sees.
Likewise, in contrast to Tertullian, he welcomed the insights of Platonic

philosophy as a propaedeutic by which minds can be trained to receive the full
truth revealed by Christ.32

Clement contended that Platonism was given to the Greeks as preparation for
the coming of Christ and the calling of the Christian community, just as the
Mosaic law was given to the Jews for the same purpose.33 The knowledge of
truth gained by the philosophers was incomplete and partial.34 Yet, even if
Platonism did not grasp the truth, and failed to supply strength to obey the Lord's
commands, it did nevertheless prepare the way for the supremely royal
teaching.35 From this expansion of the rule of faith by the use of Platonism,
Clement expanded the hermeneutical insights of the early church.

Clement's second principle was that each text should be interpreted in the light
of the rest of Scripture. This step involved understanding a text in its immediate
context and beyond, seeing how similar ideas, words, things, names, and
numbers are understood and then transposing that sense to the text currently

under consideration. It was at this point that Clement's exegesis often resulted in
its most extravagant interpretations, following Philo, using etymology and

numerology to discover or create meanings.16




Like his predecessors, Clement aimed to show how Christ was the supreme
source and content of knowledge in its most profound sense. In using the Old
Testament, his approach was that Christ has spoken in the Old Testament, and
that what he said there was both anterior to, and the source for, all that was best
in Greek philosophy.

Clement's Paidagogus presented the divine Word as the teacher and trainer of
humankind from the beginning. He acknowledged, "Our Instructor is the holy
God Jesus, the Word, who is the guide of all humanity. The living God himself is
our Instructor."37 The Alexandrian theologian contended that the divine Word
was the Instructor of Abraham, Jacob, and Moses, and he emphasized that
according to John 1:17, the law was given through Moses, not by Moses.38
Thus, Clement affirmed the highest possible view of the Mosaic law because it
was the teaching of the divine Word, the Logos, himself. The law is not the
cause of sin but a revealer of sin when the law is disobeyed.39 It is not contrary
to the gospel but in harmony with it, and therefore binding upon all. Thus,
according to Clement, the Mosaic law was the source of the laws formulated by
Plato.40

Not every part of the Mosaic law, however, was to be interpreted in the same
way. Clement, therefore, divided the Mosaic writings into four aspects:

the historic, and that which is specially called the legislative, which two
properly belong to an ethical treatise; and the third, that which relates to
sacrifice, which belongs to a physical science; and the fourth, above all, the
department of theology, the vision.41

Usually, the historic part of the Pentateuch was interpreted literally and the other
parts were assigned a spiritual or an allegorical meaning. Yet, examples of

allegorical interpretation of historical narratives can certainly be found.42 In
many cases, Clement applied the spirit of the law to form the basis for Christian

and spiritual obedience.43 For instance, in dealing with the clean and unclean
beasts he said, "The Instructor, by Moses, deprived them [the Jews] of the use of
innumerable things, adding reasons-the spiritual ones hidden; the carnal ones
apparent, to which indeed they have trusted."44 The hidden meaning of the
division between clean and unclean creatures, discovered by his allegorical
interpretation, was interpreted to be the distinction between the church and
heretics.




Clement, in interpreting the story of Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar (Gen. 16),

understood Abraham's choice for Hagar as an example of choosing only what

was profitable from Platonic philosophy, and when Abraham said to Sarah,
"Your servant is in your hands" (Gen. 16:6), it meant that Abraham embraced

secular culture as a handmaid, but God's knowledge he honored and reverenced
as a true wife.45

With Clement, a point of unifying harmony was reached between the
Testaments through his implementation of Platonic thought and allegorical
exegesis. The tension between law and gospel was eliminated because the same
Instructor gave both, not merely to Israel and the church, but to all men and
women.46

The goal of interpretation was to obtain "true gnosis,” including both
intellectual as well as ethical qualities, in contrast to the "false gnosis" of the

Gnostic heretics. Allegorical interpretation along with Platonic dialectics and
personal inspiration were the means by which true gnosis was achieved.47 His
methods and aims, allowing for the distinction between Christian and Jew, were
Philo's: (1) apologetic in the face of pagan philosophical polemics in Alexandria,
with which the old christocentric typology could not cope; and (2) an allegorical
interpretation that went beyond, and sometimes evidenced complete disregard
for, the literal-historic sense. Thanks to allegorical hermeneutics, Clement was
able to accept the Scripture without surrendering his broad and universalistic
outlook. Grant has analyzed five ways that Clement interpreted Scripture: (1)
historically, (2) doctrinally, (3) prophetically, (4) philosophically, and (5)
mystically.48 Of these, the historical and doctrinal were fairly literal, the
prophetic was typological in the tradition of the apostles and the Fathers, and the
philosophical and mystical were allegorical after the manner of the Stoics and
Philo. In Clement's exegesis the allegorical was certainly uppermost.49

Clement's hermeneutical approach has been evaluated differently by scholars
of various traditions. For some, he was a praiseworthy pioneer breaking free
from a hampering authoritative traditionalism, boldly putting the meaning of
Scripture in contemporary forms and making significant breakthroughs into
educational circles. For others, he was a man of compromise, wedding Scripture
with forms of Platonic philosophy and Gnosticism. A better evaluation is that
Clement's approach had ultimately a strategic rather than a material character. It
is important to see how Origen implemented this strategy to raise allegorical



interpretation to new heights.
Origen

His Background

Origen (ca. A.D. 185-254) was undoubtedly the prince of Christian allegorical

interpreters, its most extensive practitioner and its most adequate exponent. Most
of the information about the life of Origen can be located in the sixth book of
Eusebius's Ecclesiastical History. Origen, born in Egypt, studied under Clement
in the school of Alexandria. He followed Clement as the leader and primary

teacher in this school, a position he held for twentyeight years while pursuing an

ascetic and extremely pious life. In his early manhood, he sought literally to
obey the teachings of Matthew 19:12: "For some are eunuchs because they were

born that way; others were made that way by men; and others have made
themselves eunuchs because of the kingdom of heaven. The one who can accept
this should accept it." In order to obey this teaching, he castrated himself,
probably so that he could instruct his female students without fear of scandal.
Thousands came to hear him. According to tradition, a wealthy convert hired
secretaries to write down his lectures and then published them. This accounts for

his prolific literary accomplishments (more than two thousand different works).
Having studied with the father of neo-Platonic thought, Ammonius Saccus, his

work was greatly influenced by this approach.50

His Hermeneutical Approach

Origen's linguistic and textual equipment was unrivaled; his mastery of the
whole realm of contemporary learning was unsurpassed. Yet, because of his neo-
Platonic bias, even when he brought the whole weight of his scholarly gifts to
the biblical text, he often failed to appreciate the biblical writer's sense of
history.

Although Origen was far from being literalistic in his interpretation of the

sacred text, he strongly affirmed the literal inspiration of every word of

Scripture.51 The most obviously determinative, explicit assumption Origen
made regarding the biblical text was that it is of divine origin. In Against Celsus,

Origen maintained, "For it was fitting that the creator of the whole world should
have appointed laws for the whole world and given a power to the words that




was able to overcome men everywhere."52 And in another passage he said, "The
Logos of God arranged the scriptures and spoke them."53 R. P. C. Hanson cites
A. Zollig: "For Origen, holy scripture has a divine nature, and this not simply
because it contains divine ideas, nor because the breath of the divine Spirit
breathes in its lines . . . but because it has God as its author."54 For this reason
Origen took the task of restoring the original biblical text and interpreting it as so

important.ss

The literal sense of Scripture, however, was not necessarily the primary sense.
Like Clement, Origen thought it absurd that a God-inspired Scripture should not

be interpreted in a spiritual manner, which meant finding the deeper meaning in
the text. From this supposition Origen developed a threefold hermeneutical

approach. He thought that Scripture had three different, yet complementary,
meanings; (1) a literal or physical sense, (2) a moral or psychical sense, and (3)
an allegorical or intellectual sense. The threefold sense was based upon his belief
in_a corresponding threefold division of humankind: (1) the physical, (2) the
emotional or psychical, and (3) the spiritual or intellectual.56 In classifying the

different senses, he followed Clement and Philo, though he adopted three senses

instead of the prior two. Yet in his spiritualization of Scripture, he often "out
Philos Philo."57 Rarely did he develop his exegesis in a systematic manner

based upon the threefold meaning of the text. Generally, he worked with just two
meanings: the literal and the spiritual. Moreover, there are places where he found
numerous spiritual meanings in a single text, thus creating an entire scale of

allegorical interpretations.58

It is extremely problematic to enumerate the principles behind Origen's
hermeneutical procedure. Gonzalez has perceptively enumerated the foundations
of this procedure. First, every text is pregnant with profound mysteries and
should be discovered through allegory. Second, nothing should be said of God

which is unworthy of him. Third, each text was to be interpreted in the light of
the rest of Scripture. Finally, nothing contrary to the rule of faith was to be

affirmed.19 While some in the history of the church have regarded Origen's
approach as heretical,60 his brilliance and groundbreaking work cannot be
ignored. It should also be noted that Origen affirmed the primary doctrines of the
Christian and felt no freedom to deny the essence of the rule of faith.62
Therefore, as we shall see, the rule of faith served to keep his interpretation-at
least in part-within the sphere of the traditional doctrine of the church. Because




of Origen's prominence and importance, it will be necessary to analyze his
hermeneutical approach more extensively than that of any other individual in
this work. Having summarized his foundational principles, we can now look
more carefully at his method and purpose.

An Analysis of His Hermeneutical Method

Karen Jo Torjesen has identified a pattern present in Origen's exegetical
method, regardless of the genre of Scripture being interpreted. These steps can
be distinguished and identified in terms of the question which is posed to derive
each step. In the initial step Origen queried, What is the grammatical or literal

sense of the text? Included in this step was the question, What is the historical

reality to which the grammatical sense refers? Second, he asked, What is the
allegorical sense of the passage, which he understood as the intention of the

Holy Spirit, in Scripture? Third, Origen questioned, What is the role of church
tradition or other Scripture in understanding a text?" We shall now look at
Origen's approach to these three questions.

Literal Sense. With very few exceptions, Origen's interpretation began with

the citation of the text. The grammatical sense of the text functioned as the
foundation stone of the interpretation. Origen distinguished between the text as a
written document, the letter, and the history or event that stood behind the text.

The words of the text had a special meaning for Origen, for their origin rested in
a historical spiritual process in the historical moment of inspiration. The words

were chosen both by the human writer and by the Holy Spirit for one and the
same purpose, which is to teach the mysteries of the L.ogos to the following
generations. It was the very literalness of Scripture that demanded a referential
meaning.64 The referential meaning points to the reality to which the
grammatical sense referred. These two aspects taken together constitute what
Origen understood as the literal sense.

Perhaps the literal sense is one of the more neglected areas in the study of

Origen. In his words, The passages that are true in their historical meaning are
much more numerous than those which are interspersed with a purely spiritual
signification."65 He certainly did not hesitate to regard much of the history

recorded in the Old Testament as authentic, and he certainly accepted the moral
teaching of Mosaic law, such as "honor your father and your mother" (Exod.

20:12), in its literal and grammatical sense.66




In Contra Celsum (Against Celsus), Origen identified three positive values for
the literal meaning: (1) the Bible contains true and important history;67 (2) the
literal meaning has an edifying value for the simple;68 and (3) the literal has an
apologetic value in attracting people to study the Bible.69 It should be noted that
this set him apart from Philo. It seems that Philo, in spite of his attempt to
preserve the literal meaning of the moral portions of Scripture, had virtually no
sense of history.70 For all Origen's desire to find deeper meanings, he was
sensitive enough to the New Testament and its message that he recognized its

historical foundations, though he did not hesitate to spiritualize its eschatology.
Also, one of the functions of the literal sense, according to Origen, was to attract

people to a study of the Bible so that they may proceed to the allegorical
meaning of texts.71

Spiritual Sense. The movement to the spiritual meaning of the text involved a
shift to another plan that included both moral and allegorical interpretations.

Origen assumed that generally there must be some correspondence between the
literal and spiritual meanings of Scripture.72 For the allegorical to be true, the

literal should also be true. At this step of interpretation, there was a concern for

the realm of spiritual and eternal realities. Torjesen has described the two
techniques Origen followed in moving from the level of the literal to the

spiritual.73 The first can be observed if it can be remembered that the literal
sense was representative of the spiritual realities; then the allegorical functioned
as a natural step to discovering the level of the spiritual and eternal.

In his interpretation of Jeremiah 1:10, Origen commented that Jeremiah
"received the word of God in order to tear down and destroy nations and
kingdoms."74 The text in Jeremiah reads:

See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms to uproot and tear
down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant.

Origen noted, The nations and kingdoms should not be thought of as physical
(somatikos), but rather allegorically (Tropologein) as the kingdom and nations of
sin."75 In this case the terms kingdom and nations have a historical reference on
the level of the literal-grammatical sense and have an allegorical meaning on the
level of the spiritual sense. That a single term contained the potential of a double
reference made the allegorical transposition possible.




The second way in which Origen made the progression from the literal to the
spiritual can also be illustrated from his Homily on Jeremiah.76 The first three
verses of Jeremiah 1 describe the time during which Jeremiah prophesied, from
the reign of Josiah to the reign of Zedekiah up until the time of the captivity of
Jerusalem. Origen interpreted the literal sense by showing what historical
questions should be answered (historia). Following this, he sought to discover
the spiritual (To Boulema). He noted,

God had judged Jerusalem on account of her sins and sentenced her to be
delivered into captivity, and when it was impending God in his love for men
as before, sent this prophet in the third reign before the captivity, so that

those willing to reconsider might repent through the ministry of the
prophetic word.77

The second approach was not an allegorical transposition, but rather was
accomplished simply by historical generalization. There was no double meaning
of the terms in this example, but an attempt to see what the historical revealed
about the nature of God and the form of his dealings with humanity.

For Origen, like the Hellenistic world at large, all divine texts were regarded

as bearing an allegorical meaning. Not only was this true, but for a text to be

divine, it must bear an allegorical meaning. If a text cannot be interpreted
allegorically, it must then be relegated to a state of unimportance.78 Therefore, if

a text is divine, it must be interpreted allegorically.

In Origen's polemic against Celsus, the arguments were concerned with these
matters. Celsus found fault with Christians for interpreting the Old Testament

allegorically.79 Origen brilliantly responded that Celsus had not played fairly by

saying that the Bible cannot be inspired because it cannot be interpreted

allegorically and it cannot be interpreted allegorically because it is not
inspired."80 This was likened by Origen to Trasymachus' restrictions on

Socrates which made the true answer an impossibility to provide. Of course,
Origen was also guilty of circular reasoning by affirming Scripture's inspiration

by the fact that it contained a hidden sense and that he knew that it had a hidden
sense because it was inspired.81

Origen shared Clement's view that the deeper meanings derived from
allegorical interpretation were for the spiritually mature.82 Origen's




hermeneutical procedure, as we have noted, was built upon the concept of a
double meaning of texts. Many have two meanings: one for the weak and one for
the intelligent; and often in the same text both were present for those who knew
how to hear it.83 For Origen, the ability to interpret allegorically was a mark of

intelligence and

This double meaning of Scripture indicated that often things were

communicated to the immature which may not be actually true but nevertheless
are designed for their good.SS At the point where Scripture's descrip tion of God

appeared contrary to Origen's presuppositions, he was forced to shift from the
text's literal sense to the spiritual. He thought, for example, that descriptions of
God's wrath were designed for immature believers.86 At this point the literal
meaning was forced to give way to the allegorical because when the literal sense
does not conform to preconceived proper expectations, the literal was
understood as being a form of accommodation to the weak, and was thus rather
facilely abandoned. Origen explained,

These truths were proclaimed still under the form of a story because they

were children ... but now to those who seek for the meaning and wish to
advance in it, what hither to were myths, if I may use the word, have been

transformed into the inner truth which had been hidden from them.87

This easily made it possible to eliminate difficulties raised by those who

challenged orthodoxy, but it certainly created the possibility for Origen to be
charged with what he wished to avoid, namely, that Christians were quick to flee

to allegorical interpretation.88 But Origen defended his usage because he
believed it was used by the ancients, Jesus, and the apostles.89 The allegorical
approach was an extension of the church's christological interpretation, for the
deeper meaning that Origen sought was christocentric. For Origen, Christ was
the center of history and the key to under standing the Old Testament. Christ had
superseded the laws and ceremonies of the Old Testament, and the literal
approach to its meaning had to be changed. Old Testament events, people, and
rules were really images or reflections of Christ or the body of Christ, and the
allegorical method revealed this truth. The spiritual meaning of Scripture in turn
provided the principles and methods that should govern the believers between
Christ's appearance in the New Testament and his second coming. Origen's
allegorical interpretation was generally limited only by his imagination. There
were, however, other parameters or safeguards that he established for himself:




(1) the Scripture itself and (2) the church's rule of faith.

Scripture and Tradition. While Augustine of Hippo is generally credited with
the phrase scriptura scripturam interpretatur, the idea was implicit in Origen. He
indicated that one must interpret obscure passages on the basis of more clear
texts, comparing text with text. He insisted that Scripture be taken not piecemeal
but as a whole, commenting, "Every interpretation which is outside scripture is

not holy.... No one can bring his own interpretations unless he shall have shown
them to be holy, from that which is contained in the divine scriptures."90
Included then in Origen's hermeneutical method was the concept that the
guardian of scriptural interpretation is the Scripture itself.

The church's faith, contained in the rule of faith, served as the ultimate
framework for Origen. While not abandoning intellectual rigor and calling upon
a new tool, allegorical hermeneutics, Origen, like Irenaeus and Tertullian, had to
struggle with the theological system of Gnosticism. Origen, as a champion of
traditional orthodoxy, maintained that allegorical interpretation must be
according to the rule of faith, which probably included the following items:

1. A doctrine of God. There is one God the Father, who created the universe
and governs it by providence. Worship is due to God alone, who gave the
law to the Jews and sent his son Jesus Christ to redeem the world.

2. A doctrine of Christ. Jesus Christ, the Messiah whom the Old Testament
foretold, was a man born of Mary, who as a virgin miraculously
conceived him. In Palestine he taught and performed miracles, was
crucified under Pontius Pilate, died, and was buried. He descended into
hell to liberate the righteous dead. He rose from the dead, appeared to his
disciples, and ascended into heaven, where he reigns with God the Father.
Christ will return to judge the living and the newly resurrected dead.
Jesus Christ is divine and hence worthy of worship but not identical with
God the Father.

3. A doctrine of the Spirit. God's Spirit inspired the prophets and apostles
who wrote the Bible and continues to animate believers.

4. A doctrine of spiritual beings. There are rational beings not confined, as
we are, to earthly bodies. Some are angels who worship God and carry



out God's commands. Others are demons-probably fallen angels-who
follow the commands of Satan, their prince. The demons disguise
themselves as gods, thereby deceiving the pagans into sustaining them
with sacrifices, and they seek to entice believers into heresy and sin.

5. A doctrine of last things. At the end of time, God will destroy the world he
made. When this happens, all the dead will resume their bodies, and
Christ will then welcome the righteous into everlasting happiness and
condemn the wicked, along with Satan and the demons, to everlasting
torment.

6. A doctrine of sacraments. Baptism, a ritual washing with water, obtains
forgiveness of all sins committed prior to it. The eucharist, a ritual meal
celebrated with bread and wine, is a communion in the body and blood of
Christ that obtains immortality for all who partake of it worthily.91

As can be seen, Origen provided the fullest systematic version of the
regulafidei. The church's response to Marcion and the Gnostics in the latter half
of the second century and the early third century accounts for this important
development in the regula fidei itself and in biblical interpretation in general.
Contrary to Adolf von Harnack's contention that Origen recast the rule of faith, it
is best to see, following Albert C. Outler, that he attempted deliberately to sum
up all doctrinal points on which there was general agreement in the church.92 It
is very important to observe in De Principiis (preface 4 and 5) that Origen
clearly distinguished between what he designated as "necessary" doctrines,
which the apostles "delivered" in plainest terms to all believers, and other
doctrines. The necessary doctrines concerned God the Father, Jesus Christ, and
the Holy Spirit. This threefold structure of necessary doctrines corresponded to
the threefold baptismal formula of Matthew 28. Within Origen's discussion of
these doctrines can be found all that is essential to the rule of faith as defined by
the usage of Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Clement of Alexandria, and which even
had traces in 1 Clement.

In I Clement, however, the essentials of the regula were certainly not so
systematized as in Origen's preface to First Principles. There was obvious
development between 1 Clement and Origen. The emergence of Marcion and
succeeding Gnostics can account for this development as the church responded
more vigorously with each generation to the challenges to orthodoxy.



The Purpose of Origen's Hermeneutical Method

The ultimate purpose in Origen's biblical interpretation was his love for and
nurture of the individual Christians under his care. He was deeply concerned
with the formation of spiritual life. Origen maintained that each individual
possesses a soul, which accounts for the multiple dimensions of the human
personality and gives life to individuals. As such, the soul wills, feels, moves,
and desires union. Origen considered the soul imperfect and thus inferior to
mind or spirit, which allows for the human person to have a relationship with the
creator God. The soul is, however, superior to the body that it inhabits. Since the
soul is imperfect, being plagued by ignorance and inexperience, it needs to be
trained to discern what can restore it to the original purpose of contemplating
God. This training will enable it to perceive less through the bodily senses and

more through the spiritual senses.93

Origen believed the source of spiritual training is the Bible, for in it God is at
work revealing the path for the soul to return to God. Since Scripture is inspired,

every word is carefully designed for the soul's progress. Moreover, as we have

seen, because Scripture is inspired it has a deeper meaning than that which
appeared on the surface. Thus he believed that Scripture contained a literal and a

spiritual meaning. The literal sense attracted believers initially by its teachings
on morals and behavior. Yet, as one advanced in virtuous living, one developed

in ways that allowed the believer to understand the deeper or hidden truths

within a text. At the spiritual level, the soul was trained to see that Scripture
described the situation of souls in various degrees of spiritual maturation and

that it imparted the truth necessary for such souls to attain maturity or perfection.
Thus the soul was to begin and proceed on its journey for union with God
through the interpretation of Scripture.94

Two other purposes need to be mentioned briefly. One is that allegorical
interpretation served as a source for inspired illustrations of doctrine.95 The

second purpose was to explain difficulties in Scripture or the doctrine of God.
Above all, biblical interpretation was to show that all Scripture, even the

seemingly irrelevant parts, communicated a contemporary sense and had
something to teach the church.96 Allegorical hermeneutics was ultimately an
effective way to interpret ancient writings to communicate their contemporary
relevance.




We have seen that Origen was ultimately a churchman and that, while he
advanced over the authoritative exegesis of the second century with his creative
hermeneutical procedure, there was some degree of tension between Origen's
allegorical interpretation and the priority of the rule of faith. With Origen's
followers, Athanasius, the Cappadocian fathers, and later with Augustine, there
was a removal of the tension as a moderating theological exegesis began to
dominate. Let us now briefly turn our attention to Athanasius, the Cappadocians,
and Cyril of Alexandria to see the growing subordination of exegesis to creedal
statement and ecclesiastical tradition.

Initial Response to Allegorical Hermeneutics: Toward a Theological
Interpretation

We have observed that second- and third-century church fathers were guided
in their hermeneutical practices by their loyalty to the rule of faith, which was
crystallized in the creeds of the fourth and fifth centuries. But whereas Irenaeus
and Tertullian were cautious in their speculation regarding the philosophical
basis of faith, Origen was brilliant. His hermeneutical approach yielded both
constructive solutions to the theological challenges, yet at points his work tended
to undermine orthodoxy.

The theological problems of the latter third and fourth centuries sought a solid
solution that Origen's creativity could not satisfy. Because the Gnostic systems

made Christ an intermediary, rather than creator, thus something less than God
and still different from humanity, the implications for the rule of faith had to be
expounded more clearly. The issues came to a point of needing definition and
clarification at the end of the third century. At this time Lucian of Antioch (ca.
A.D. 240-312) founded the School of Antioch in conscious opposition to the
excesses of Origenism.97 The biblical realism of this school tended to
accentuate the historical and human aspects of Jesus, though his heavenly origin

was not denied.98 At this time Arius (d. A.D. 336), who may have been a pupil

of Lucian, attempted to maintain monotheism by asserting that Jesus, as God's
Son, was lower than God the Father, and indeed owed his existence to the

Father's decision to produce the created order. This led to the Arian controversy,
in which John 14:28, "The Father is greater than I," became a battleground
text.99

The point at issue was hermeneutical: How should John 14:28 and similar



texts be understood? The Arian view of Jesus was founded upon a literal
interpretation of these passages. On the other hand Athanasius (ca. A.D. 296-
373), the leading opponent of Arius, argued that theological talk about the nature
of God could proceed only by way of analogy, so that it was not possible to
construct theology by interpreting all of Scripture literally. The crux of the
debate focused around the description of Jesus as homoousios (= of one nature,

substance), which allowed a proper differentiation between Jesus and the Father,
without necessitating an Arian subordinationism. The Arians suggested
homoiousios (= of a similar nature, substance). Many disapproved of both terms

on the grounds that they were unscriptural, tainted by previous use in some of
the Gnostic systems and capable of doing injustice to both the equality and

distinctions between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in the

Arianism was considered heretical and Athansius defended his orthodox view
by appealing to the meaning of Scripture. He supported the idea of .one
substance" (homoousios) as conveyed in Scripture in John 1:18; 6:46; 8:42;
10:30; and 14:10, even though the specific word, homoousios, was not found in
Scripture.101 Often Athanasius, by way of analogy, found his theological
interpretations where the biblical text did not specifically address those
matters.102 Upon reflection, twentieth-century interpreters may have difficulty
with Athanasius's struggle with the Arians over texts which appear useless to
prove the truth of either case, but as Hanson has concluded, "It is hard to deny
that the doctrine of Athanasius was more faithful to the New Testament account
of the significance of Jesus Christ than that of the Arians, whose fundamental
trouble, one suspects, was that they could not believe that God really has
communicated himself in Christ."103 What Athanasius and his followers really
did was to interpret the whole Bible by the New Testament and to interpret the
New Testament by the Gospel of John.

Athanasius was not an original thinker like Origen, though his writings have
come to be regarded as the essential statement of the Alexandrian position on the

key christological controversies of the time. He was deeply indebted to Origen
for his allegorical hermeneutics, but both his analogical and allegorical readings
of Scripture were shaped more by the developing rule of faithl04 than his own
creativity or imagination. His expansion of the rule of faith, through which he
interpreted Scripture, is worth noting:




Whoever wishes to be saved
before all things it is necessary that he hold the catholic faith, which faith,
if anyone does not keep it whole and unharmed,
without doubt he will perish everlastingly.
Now, the catholic faith is this,
that we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity,
neither confusing the Persons
nor dividing the divine Being.

For there is one Person of the Father, another of the Son, and another
of the Holy Spirit

but the Godhead of the Father, the Son and Holy Spirit is all one, their
glory equal, their majesty co-eternal.

Such as the Father is, such is the Son and such is the Holy Spirit:

the Father uncreated, the Son uncreated and the Holy Spirit uncreated,

the Father infinite, the Son infinite and the Holy Spirit infinite,

the Father eternal, the Son eternal and the Holy Spirit eternal;

and yet there are not three Eternals but one Eternal,

just as they are not three Uncreateds, nor three Infinites, but one Uncreated
and one Infinite.

In the same way, the Father is almighty, the Son almighty and the Holy
Spirit almighty,

and yet they are not three Almighties but one Almighty.

Thus, the Father is God, the Son is God and the Holy Spirit is God,
and yet there are not three Gods but one God.
Thus the Father is the Lord, the Son is the Lord
and the Holy Spirit is the Lord,
and yet not three Lords but one Lord.



Because, just as we are compelled by Christian truth to confess each Per-
son singly to be both God and Lord,

So we are forbidden by the catholic religion to say, There are three Gods,
or three Lords.
The Father is from none, not made nor created nor begotten;
the Son is from the Father alone, not made nor created, but begotten;
the Holy Spirit is from the Father and the Son, not made nor created nor
begotten, but proceeding.
So there is one Father, not three Fathers; one Son, not three Sons; one Holy
Spirit, not three Holy Spirits.
And there in this Trinity there is no before or after, no greater or less, but all
three persons are co-eternal with each other and co-equal.
So that in all things, as has already been said,
the Trinity in Unity, and Unity in Trinity, is to be worshiped.
He therefore who wishes to be saved let him think thus of the Trinity.

Furthermore, it is necessary to everlasting salvation that he should faith-
fully believe the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Now, the right faith is that we should believe and confess that our Lord
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is both God and man equally.

He is God from the Being of the Father, begotten before the worlds, and he
is man from the being of his mother, born in the world;

perfect God and perfect man, having both man’s rational soul and human
flesh; equal to the Father as regards his divinity and inferior to the Father as
regards his humanity;

who, although he is God and man, yet he is not two, but one Christ;

one, however, not by the conversion of the Godhead into flesh but by taking
up of the humanity into God; utterly one, not by confusion of human and
divine being but by unity of Christ’s one Person.

For just as the rational soul and the flesh are one man, so God and man are
one Christ;

who suffered for our salvation, descended to Sheol, rose from the dead,
ascended to heaven, sat down at the right hand of the Father,

from where he will come to judge the living and the dead;

at whose coming all men will rise again with their bodies and will give an
account for their own actions,

and those who have done good will go in to live everlasting and those who
have done evil in to everlasting fire.



This is the catholic faith which, if anyone does not believe it faithfully and
firmly, he cannot be saved.101

Athanasius read Scripture through his theology to such an extent that he
obviously received the Bible as a "Bible with notes," not to be interpreted in a

vacuum.106 This methodology greatly influenced the three great Cappadocian
fathers: Basil of Caesarea (ca. A.D. 329-379), his friend Gregory of Nazianzus

(ca. A.D. 330-389), and his brother Gregory of Nyssa (ca. A.D. 330-395). In this
splendid trio the hermeneutical and theological work found its continuation and
orthodoxy reached its climax. While Basil was more pastoral and the two
Gregorys were more theoretical, they followed Athanasius's allegorical, yet
theological, approach to biblical

To some extent, the allegorical hermeneutics of Clement and Origen was
checked by the theological concerns of Athanasius, the Cappadocians, and Cyril
of Alexandria (d. ca. A.D. 444). Though the allegorical method continued to be
used for the interpretation of the Old Testament, its value was seen to be in the
prefiguring of truths of the New Testament. There is a greater development in
this matter with Cyril of Alexandria as pointed out by Barnabas Lindars:

Cyril ... in his commentary on John paid special attention to the ways in
which it supports the orthodox faith. In his doctrinal work he broke new

ground by placing the concensus of patristic teaching alongside scripture as
the test of theological orthodoxy. Thus scripture and tradition support each
other, and the weakness of exclusive reliance on scripture, which can be

made to mean anything, is overcome.108

While Cyril continued the practice of Alexandrian allegorical interpretation,
with the developments of Athanasius and especially Cyril, the Alexandrian
creativity began to give way to a full-orbed canonical and catholic interpretation
which became so dominant with Jerome and Augustine.

Conclusion

With the rise of the Alexandrian school, scriptural exegesis reached new
levels. Adapting the allegorical interpretation of Philo and the philo sophical
framework of Platonism, biblical exegesis in Clement and Origen moved beyond
the defensive posture of Irenaeus and Tertullian.



Clement's work initiated the allegorical method, but Origen was indeed the
premier exegete of this period. Origen, following the threefold makeup of
humans, created a three-step hermeneutical methodology. Yet, primarily he
practiced a two-step approach: the literal and the spiritual senses. The spiritual
sense served an apologetic purpose against the Gnostics and other challengers to
the orthodox mainstream, but primarily it served a pastoral purpose to mature the
soul. Origen's genius occasionally led him down wrongheaded paths. But the
church's tradition or rule of faith had a sobering effect on his exegesis. The
allegorical method, at a critical moment in Christian history, made it possible to
uphold the rationality of the Christian faith. Yet it was Origen's total worldview,
a blend of scriptural ideas, church tradition, and Platonism, that brought the
Alexandrian hermeneutics to its new heights, not only in its methodology, but in
its spirit.

Because of the christological debates in the fourth and fifth centuries, the
followers of Origen became more theologically oriented in their exegesis. The
consistent articulation of the church's orthodox faith, coupled with pastoral
concerns for the edification of the faithful, provided parameters and norms for
the implementation of allegorical exegesis. Allegorical hermeneutics tended to
give way to analogical hermeneutics. Their purpose in exegesis was primarily
practical and their exegesis cannot be understood until this is realized. The
successors of Origen were challenged by the school of Antioch with its emphasis
on a literal interpretation. The Antiochenes were reacting to the fanciful
hermeneutics of the Alexandrians. New issues were raised which we must
examine closely in the following chapter.



4

The Antiochene School:
Literal-Historical and Typological
Hermeneutics

In order to describe the exegetical school of Antioch, we will return briefly

to the second century, a time that predates the apologist Ire.naeus and Tertullian,
to examine the primary representative of the first Antiochene school, Theophilus
of Antioch, who became bishop of Antioch about A.D. 169. We shall next see
how the Antiochene school and its tradition reacted to the Alexandrian
allegorists. Although Diodore of Tarsus, the initial representative of the "later"
Antiochene school, will not be neglected, this chapter will concentrate on John
Chrysostom and Theodore of Mopsuestia, particularly the influence of
Aristotelian thought and the place of typological exegesis in their overall
hermeneutical scheme.

Early Antiochene Exegesis: The Beginning of Historical Interpretation

The distinctive feature of the Antiochenes was their conviction that the
primary sense of interpretation was the historical. Wherever possible, the
Antiochenes adopted an historical interpretation.” The most widely-known
representative of the early Antiochene school was Theophilus of Antioch. His
main work, To Autolycus, predates the works of Irenaeus and Tertullian
discussed in chapter 2. Besides the letters To Autolycus, none of his work has
survived.2 While To Autolycus was written more as an apologetical work than
an exegetical one, the second letter gives us some indication of the nature of his
hermeneutics. In section 2 of this letter, he described the narrative of the initial
chapters of Genesis, and it is obvious that he did not believe these chapters
should be interpreted allegorically. Illustrative of this observation is his comment
on Genesis 3:8, which reads, "Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the




LORD God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid
from the LORD God among the trees of the garden."

You will say, then, to me: "You have said that God ought not to be

contained in a place, and how do you now say that he walked in paradise?"
Hear what I say. The God and Father, indeed, of all cannot be contained,
and is not found in a place, for there is no place of his rest; but his word,
through whom he made all things, being his power and his wisdom,
assuming the person of the Father and Lord of all, went to the garden in the
person of God, and conversed with Adam.'

When Theophilus was confronted with an anthropomorphism that appeared to
contradict the omnipresence of God, he did not shift to allegorical exegesis to
handle the enigma, but instead viewed the passage literally and historically as a
theophany of the second person of the Godhead.4 Theophilus placed great stress
on the Old Testament as a historical book containing the authentic history of
God's dealings with his people. Theophilus went so far as to establish a biblical
chronology from the creation to his own day.5 Involved in this historical

emphasis was his view of the Bible's inspiration. He maintained that the Old
Testament reveals to humankind that the God to whom it bears witness is the

creator of the universe. This is possible because the human writers were inspired
and instructed by God, and therefore able to write about those things that
happened before or after their own times.6

John Rogerson has observed, "Genesis 1 is defended as an authentic account
of how the world was created, the account being inspired by the Logos of God.
However, the difficulty that light is created before the sun is tacitly
acknowledged. The light created on the first day comes from the Logos."7 We

can see that though Theophilus emphasized the historical meaning of the biblical

text, the Old Testament was also given a Christian interpretation, not unlike the
interpretations of Jesus and the apostles; that is, God generated the L.ogos and

through the L.ogos he made all things (John 1:3). The L.ogos also spoke through
Moses and the prophets. As would be expected, Theophilus emphasized the
literal meaning of the moral exhortations in Scripture. He likewise attempted to

show the harmony between the laws of the Old Testament and the New.8 Thus,
the exhortation in Jesus' Sermon on the Mount to love one's enemies (Matt. 5:44)

reflects Isaiah 66:5: "Say to those who hate you ... you are our brothers."9




This is a brief picture of the early Antiochene school. More than one hundred
years separated Theophilus's tenure as bishop of Antioch from the later
Antiochene school beginning with Lucian and advancing with Diodore,
Chrysostom, and Theodore.

Later Antiochene Exegesis: Rejection of Alexandrian Allegorical interpretation

The Alexandrian allegorical method encountered considerable opposition

within the larger church. Robert M. Grant has chronicled this opposition.10 He
noted that early in the third century an Egyptian bishop named Nepos wrote a

Refutation of the As will be seen in our next chapter, Jerome, under the influence
of his Jewish mentors, turned from allegorical hermeneutics to an increasing
respect for the literal meaning of Scripture. It is likely that wherever the

synagogue's influence was felt, the church's interpretation of Scripture had a

tendency toward literalism. Certainly this was the case at Antioch.l" The
artificiality of much allegorical interpretation, however, could not fail to cause a

negative response, and the outright rejection of allegorical exegesis was centered
in Antioch.

Antioch, the birthplace of Gentile Christianity (cf. Acts 13) and a great city of
the eastern empire, had a long tradition of theological learning. The earlier
tradition of the Antioch school centered around the practices of Theophilus and
was passed on to Lucian, Diodore, and the later Antioch enes, who were also
influenced by the Jewish teachers of Within this development, the rejection of
allegorization increased. "Theory" or "theoria" was the key to understanding the
true meaning of the text. Diodore of Tarsus composed What Is the Difference
Between Theory and Allegory? Theodore of Mopsuestia wrote Concerning
Allegory and History Against Origen. Grant has concluded, "The differences
between the schools of Antioch and Alexandria were not slight, and the
Antiochenes were vigorous defenders of their own

Lucian of Antioch

Lucian was born at Samosata (ca. A.D. 240) and completed his education at
Antioch. For a time, Lucian was under the censure of the church because of
questionable theological views, but he eventually recanted and his influence
continued. He is best remembered for his revision of the Septuagint (.XX) and
is generally regarded as the founder of the later exegetical school of Antioch. In




addition to his study at Antioch, he attended school at Caesarea, where he
became acquainted with the allegorical method, as well as methods of text-
critical studies. His reputation suggests that he was a fine classical scholar and
preacher, and supposedly was well versed in Hebrew. His association with Paul
of Samosata and later with his pupil Arius kept him under suspicion for his
adoptionist Christology.15 Recently, however, most scholars have argued that
Lucian himself was not a heretic.16

Lucian emphasized careful textual criticism, and philological and historical
studies. Following the paths of the pagan schools in the city, Lucian and the
Antiochenes applied classical learning of rhetoric and philosophy. The result was
a sober-minded hermeneutic emphasizing the literal sense of the biblical text.
They took the historical sense seriously, but also developed a typological

exegetical approach very similar to early Christian typology.17

Diodore of Tarsus

After his studies in Athens, Diodore (d. ca. A.D. 394), a native of Antioch,
returned to oversee a monastery there. As head of the Antioch school, he
continued the tradition of adhering to the literal and historical exegesis of
Scripture. He served as bishop of Tarsus (ca. A.D. 378-390). During this time he

wrote many significant exegetical and polemical works, among them an
important commentary on the Book of Psalms. Despite some lingering doubts, it
seems that some remaining fragments may be confidently assigned to him.18 In
these fragments, the Antiochene polemic against allegorical interpretation was
expressed in almost classical formulations. According to Henry B. Swete, "The

few fragments which remain exhibit him as a typical Antiochene, clear-sighted,
practical, averse to mysticism and allegory."19

In the eyes of Diodore, allegorical interpretation was foolishness: it introduced
silly fables in the place of the text. He contended that allegorizers abolish history
and make one thing mean another.20 The distinctive feature in the Antiochene
hermeneutical method was theoria.21 At this point, Diodore rejected the

Alexandrian opinion that the reference of the prophets to the coming of Christ
was something added to the original prophecy, that it was an allegorical
understanding. By the use of theoria, the Antiochenes maintained that the
prophet himself foresaw both the immediate event which was to come in the
history of ancient Israel and the ultimate coming of Christ.22 The prophets'




predictions were at the same time both historical and christocentric. The
Antiochenes argued that the double sense was different and distinct from that
which the allegorists superimposed upon an original literal meaning. Diodore
argued that the messianic or prophetic meaning did not depreciate the literal
meaning but rather was grounded upon it. This meaning was understood to be
real and intelligible to all, not hidden and discernible only to the spiritually
mature, as the Alexandrian allegorists maintained.23

Diodore insisted upon the factuality of the original setting and explored the
text for clues to its historical reconstruction. But in addition to the historical
meaning, there was the typological or theoria that taught ethics and theology.24
The content of Scripture was thus lifted to a higher analogy, but the historical
meaning did not oppose or contradict the theoria.25

Diodore's treatment of the Psalms serves as a good illustration of how the
Antiochene exegesis was both historical and christological. While Diodore
affirmed David as the author of most of the Psalms, he observed that through the

gift of prophecy and typological understanding, many of the Psalms which
historically refer to the kings and prophets of Israel also refer to the Lord

Jesus.26

Psalm 2, which reads, "Today I have become your Father. Ask of me, and I
will make the nations your inheritance," refers to the honor that was "accorded
by the Gentiles to the incarnate Christ." Likewise, Psalm 40:6, which says,
"Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but my ears you have pierced, burnt
offerings and sin offerings you did not require," conforms greatly to the things of
Christ, according to Diodore. Also, Psalm 45:6 says, "Your throne, 0 God, will
last for ever and ever; a scepter of justice will be the scepter of your kingdom."
Diodore thus claimed only Christ could be addressed as God and reign forever.
These examples provide insight into the Antiochene typological exegesis that
reached full bloom with Diodore's students, John Chrysostom and Theodore of
Mopsuestia.

The school of Antioch protested against the allegorical hermeneutics of
Alexandria. Generally it can be said that the Antiochene school had a strong
historical and philological interest and wanted exact interpretations based upon
historical and contextual factors. The school also had a rational tendency with
strong ethical-personalistic interests, in contrast to the mystical-allegorical



tendencies of the Alexandrians. As we have previously noted, the two great
Antiochene exegetes, Theodore and Chrysostom, belonged to a later period of
the Antioch school. Theodore of Mopsuestia, whom later generations venerated
as "the interpreter par excellence,” distinguished between the pure exegete and
the preacher: the exegete's task was to communicate the plain teaching of the
gospel. If we maintain this distinction, Theodore was the pure exegete while
Chrysostom was the expository preacher. Let us now turn our attention to these
two giants.

Theodore of Mopsuestia

His Background

Theodore (ca. A.D. 350-428) was born into a wealthy Antiochene family and

educated along with John Chrysostom under the outstanding rhetorician and
philosopher Libanius. He was ordained presbyter by Flavian in A.D. 383 and
made bishop of Mopsuestia about A.D. 393. His prolific literary contributions,
keen insight, and erudition are well known. Apart from questions that arose

following his death about his influence upon the christological thought of his
student Nestorius (d. A.D. 451), his doctrinal integrity is generally

unquestioned.27

His Hermeneutical Approach

Theodore, the greatest interpreter of the Antiochenes, was also the most

individualistic while remaining the most consistent in emphasizing historical
exegesis. It is certainly true that all Christian theology during this period was

based on Scripture, yet this was especially true for Theodore. That this was the
case can be traced to Theodore's hermeneutical method.28 Theodore, moreover,

seems to have employed a more Jewish exegesis than many of his
contemporaries. He expressed in a clear fashion the exegetical tradition of the
Antiochene school established by Diodore, who said,

We do not forbid the higher interpretation and theoria, for the historical
narrative _does not exclude it, but is on the contrary the basis and
substructure of loftier insights.... We must, however, be on our guard
against letting the theoria do away with the historical basis, for the result
would then be, not theoria, but allegory.29




In order to understand Theodore's method, it is necessary to recognize his
distinction between typological, allegorical, and prophetical material. K. J.
Woolcombe's useful summary of early church typology follows. While not
directly related to the Antiochene school, it is nevertheless extremely helpful:

Allegorism, typology and the fulfilment of prophecy are consequently to be
differentiated. St. Paul's interpretation of the story of Hagar in Gal. 4 is an
example not of typological, but of allegorical, exegesis. The account of the

Triumphal Entry in Matt. 21 is a record of the fulfillment of Zech. 9:9, and
not a piece of typological writing. Admittedly, typological writing and the

fulfillment of prophecy overlap each other to a certain extent: in Matt.
21:14 the reference to the blind and the lame has probably been borrowed
from the story of David's capture of Jerusalem. There is also a close
resemblance between St. Paul's allegorism and his typological exegesis,

because his allegorism was of the historical kind. But the similarities
between allegorism, typology and the study of the fulfillment of prophecy

are not so close as to justify ignoring the differences between them, and
using one of the terms to cover them all.30

Although this is a useful summary, in reality Theodore did not always clearly
make such distinctions. Perhaps, as Rowan A. Greer has suggested, it is better to

think of typological exegesis as the normative method of Antiochene exegesis.
Allegorical exegesis, if legitimate at all, and distinct from Alexandrian

allegorical practices, represented "left wing typology," while fulfillment of
prophecy represented "right wing typology."31

In his study of the Old Testament, it is clear that Theodore's knowledge of the
languages did not carry him too far. Because of his deficiency in Hebrew,
Theodore was forced to rely on translations. Following the accepted practice of
his day, he accepted the Septuagint as the authorized version, though many,
including Origen, considered the version to be divinely inspired. Theodore,

however, went further by claiming that the Septuagint followed the Hebrew text

more closely than other translations. He rejected Job and the Song of Songs as
canonical. Job, according to Theodore, was an Edomite who had heathen

associations. The Song was unacceptable because, instead of an allegorical

picture of Christ and the church, the book, interpreted literally, was nothing more
than an erotic poem.32




Theodore carefully distinguished between psalms that are genuinely messianic
and those which are entirely historical. Psalms 2, 8, 45, and 110 were considered
messianic; all others could be understood as pointing to Christ in a typological
sense. The books, or chapters within books, that contained no prophetic elements
or _messianic _meanings were considered merely human wisdom, and their
canonical status was questionable.33

Theodore's work on the New Testament evidenced the expected Antiochene
orthodoxy and the Christ of the Gospels is the Christ of Antiochene
Christology.34 Only two New Testament works are extant: his commentary on
John and his commentary on the Pauline Letters. In the fourth Gospel he was
faced with a writing which had both a strong historical and theological character.
Maurice F. Wiles claims that for Theodore, John's Gospel

had the fullest measure of historical reliability as a firsthand account, with
greater attention to chronological exactitude than any of the other gospels. It
was also composed with the express purpose of supplementing those other
records by bringing out more fully the underlying theological truth,
especially of Christ's divinity.35

The relation of the christological exegesis of the Gospel to the actual historical
circumstances of the life of Jesus did not keep Theodore from offering a full-
orbed and wholehearted theological interpretation about the person of Christ.
Yet, his concern for the historical all too often kept him from grasping the eternal
dimensions of the fourth Gospel. Three brief examples provided by Wiles
illustrate this point:

In 1:51 Jesus promises to Nathaniel a vision of the angels of God ascending
and descending on the Son of man; Theodore interprets this as a reference
to the literal angelic visitations at the temptation, in Gethsemane, at the time

of the resurrection and of the ascension. In 5:25 Jesus declares that "the
hour ... now is when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and
those who hear will live"; Theodore refers simply to the widow of Nain's

son, to Jairus' daughter and to L.azarus. In 14:18 and 28 Jesus promises to
his disciples that he will come to them; Theodore finds the fulfillment of
that promise in the historical happenings of the post-resurrection
appearances.36




It is obvious that Theodore was conscious of chronological development in the
theology of the biblical text. His main strength, however, was not his
interpretation of John but his exposition of the letters of

It has sometimes been said that no one can be an equally sympathetic
interpreter of Pauline and Johannine theology, that every theologian is born with
either a Pauline or a Johannine bias. Certainly Theodore seems far more at home

as an interpreter of the Pauline Epistles. One major difficulty for the Antiochene
hermeneutical approach was Paul's use of the term allegoroumena in Galatians

4:24 in connection with the story of Sarah and Hagar. Theodore argued that by
allegory, Paul meant the Antiochene theoria. He contended that "Paul knew the
Hellenistic term but not the Hellenistic application which would treat the texts
like dreams in the night; he gave history priority over all other
considerations."38 Because of the historical considerations, Theodore
maintained that Paul was making a comparison (similitudo), and the comparison
was worthless unless the two things compared really were historical (rebus
stantibus).39 The very division of time between the two events, Hagar's story
and the Judaizing controversy in Galatia, implied that both really happened.
Thus we can see that Theodore rejected allegorical interpretation completely.

Yet, Theodore did include metaphorical meaning as part of the literal
meaning.40

Theodore's exegesis was the purest representation of Antiochene

hermeneutics.41 Theodore was first to treat the Psalms historically and
systematically, while treating the Gospel narratives factually, paying attention to
the particles of transition and to the minutiae of grammar and punctuation. His
approach can be described as "anti-allegorical,” rejecting interpretations that
denied the historical reality of what the scriptural text affirmed. This was evident
in_our brief look at his exegesis of Galatians 4. Even where allegorical
interpretation could have possibly served to his advantage to bring unity to the
overall biblical message, he failed to use it or see its value. For instance, this he
could have done with the wisdom literature of the Old Testament, but as we have
seen he chose instead to reject Job and the Song from the biblical canon.42

The great value of allegorical interpretation for the Alexandrians was that it
made possible a theologically unified interpretation of the Bible as a whole.
Theodore, attempting to present a unified theological exposition, viewed the
Bible as a record of the historical development of the divine redemptive plan.



Ultimately, this history must be understood from the perspective of the purposes
of God to provide the setting of God's gracious act in Christ Jesus, by which the
new age of salvation was realized. The law and the prophets were to be
interpreted typologically as types of Christ. Through the hermeneutical tool,
theoria, the reality of the Old Testament history in its own setting could likewise
be maintained. This key plus the stress on historical development was the
strength of Theodore's creative interpretation. We must now examine the
hermeneutical practices and contributions of Theodore's friend and fellow
disciple, John Chrysostom.

John Chrysostom

His Background

Chrysostom (ca. A.D. 354-407), born in Antioch, excelled in rhetorical,
philosophical, and legal studies under Libanius.43 Like Theodore, he studied
with Diodore at the Antioch school. He was born into a family of means but not
wealth. His father, Secundus, was either of the nobility or possibly a high-
ranking member of the civil service. Secundus died while John was still a small
child, leaving John to be raised by his widowed Christian mother, Anthusa. G. H.
Chase and scholars since him have attributed the tenderness and domestic insight
of Chrysostom's sermons to Anthusa's influence.

Abandoning his law career, he devoted himself to Christian asceticism. He
was baptized by Bishop Meletius in about A.D. 372, and spent the next decade

in theological studies under Diodore. During this time, he developed his
friendship with Theodore. His theological education included, in addition to
Aristotelian philosophy, the works of the Cappadocian fathers, Josephus, and
Holy Scripture.44

Chrysostom's ascetical practices were extremely severe. He went for days
without food and seriously damaged his health. For the rest of his days he was
afflicted by chronic stomach trouble, insomnia, headaches, and colds. It was
during this ascetic period, however, that he probably gained the mastery over the

content of Scripture that characterized his sermons and commentaries.41

In A.D. 381, he was ordained a deacon, and in 386 he was made a preaching
elder. In this role he earned the name golden mouth (Chrysostomos) for his



unsurpassed ability as an orator and a biblical expositor. Later generations have
continued to affirm his greatness on the basis of his published sermons in which
his theology was expressed. Though his theology was neither systematic,
precise, nor original, his sermons drew insightful spiritual and moral applications
from a grammatical and literal exegesis of Scripture.

Antioch was indeed a difficult place to preach. Nominally, it was
overwhelmingly Christian, but it had a reputation for luxury and vice. Indeed, it
could be described as a city full of all vices: violence, drunkenness,
incontinence, impiety, avarice, and imprudence. It has been said that during this
time

many preachers enjoined not only the general missionary obligation of the

laity: they especially stressed the eminent role of exemplary conduct for the
recruiting impact of the Christian message on the pagans; Chrysostom was

especially insistent and precise in this regard. It distressed him that now,
since the great majority had converted to Christianity-he is speaking of
Antioch-scarcely any conversions to the pagan minority are to be
recorded.46

In this situation, Chrysostom, by consensus, became the most popular and
unquestionably orthodox of the Antiochene fathers.

Chrysostom's most effective works were from the Gospels of John and

Matthew and the Pauline Epistles. His work followed the Antiochene principles
of exegesis so carefully exemplified in Theodore's efforts on the same biblical

material. The difference between the two men can be observed in style rather
than content. Chrysostom's work was expressed in a wordiness that contrasted

with Theodore's sparse style. His homilies, for example, were ten times the
length of Theodore's. With Theodore and Chrysostom, exegesis had at last come
down out of the clouds of the interpreter's imagination and had planted its feet
firmly on the earth. While remaining loyal to the principles of the Antiochene
school, Chrysostom was not averse on occasion to citing the figurative meaning
of a passage, thus demonstrating more flexibility than Theodore.47 By this time,
in the early fifth century, ecclesiastical and theological interests had become
primary. Like Irenaeus, Clement, Origen, and Athanasius, both Chrysostom and
Theodore at times read the rule of faith into both the Old and New Testaments.




His Hermeneutical Approach

Chrysostom gave primary attention to the critical, literal, grammatical, and
historical interpretation of Scripture. Like others in the Antiochene tradition, he
was influenced by Aristotelian philosophy. Aristotle seemed more down-to-earth
compared to Plato's more other-worldly views. Chrysostom, more than his
Alexandrian predecessors, was aware of the human factor in Scripture and
sought to do justice to the dual authorship of biblical revelation. Yet, he
maintained that the Bible spoke with a unified voice.

The Antiochene homilitician insisted that the main reason the Bible existed
was for Christians to read it, read it again, meditate over it, and thereby escape
the snares of sin. Chrysostom, while a hermit in his ascetic days, memorized the
Testamentum Christi by heart.48 His printed treatises and six hundred sermons
contain about eighteen thousand Scripture references, about seven thousand from
the Old Testament and eleven thousand from the New.49 His citations often
differ from contemporary texts both because of the different textual sources he
used and because of his habit of citing from memory, weaving together passages
from different sections of Scripture and improvising as his rhetoric moved him
along.50

The Bible, according to Chrysostom, represented a supreme act of God's

accommodation or condescension (sunkatabasis) to humankind. The Scriptures

were considered to be by Christ and Chrysostom's commentaries were thus not a
scientific inquiry but a tool to enable the reader to hear the Scripture more

clearly and thereby enable the Bible to do its work more effectively. Regarding
the variety in the Gospel accounts, Chrysostom recognized differences in the

accounts of the same events. In his Homily on the Gospel of Matthew, he writes,
"But if there be anything touching times or places, which they have related

differently, this in no respect injures the truth of what they have said."" He
regarded the fact that they agreed in essentials, while evidencing variety in
details, as powerful evidence of their veracity. On this issue he says,

But the contrary, it may be said, hath come to pass, for in many places they
are convicted of discordance. Nay, this very thing is a very great evidence
of their truth. For if they had agreed in all things exactly even to time, and
place, and to the very words, none of our enemies would have believed but

that they had met together, and had written what they wrote by some human




compact; because such entire agreement as this cometh not of simplicity.
But now even that discordance which seems to exist in little matters

delivers them from all suspicion and speaks clearly in behalf of the
character of the writers.52

Generally, Jerome D. Quinn has observed, Chrysostom did not involve himself

with elaborate, painstaking solutions to discrepancies, and was willing to
attribute a discrepancy to the Gospel writer's literary or theological purpose. This

was typical of his approach to apparent problems of accuracy in the Bible.s3

The ultimate issue in biblical interpretation for Chrysostom was whether the
Bible, being spiritual in nature, was to be treated as a collection of
suprahistorical sayings and ciphers which all, by virtue of Christ's being the
center of revelation, spoke of him and his church, or whether it should be
interpreted as revelation in history addressed to historical communities, which of
course did not exclude Christ from being the center of revelation. As we have
seen in the previous chapter, many patristic interpreters, and especially those
associated with the Alexandrian school, showed by their allegorization that they
preferred the former solution. Chrysostom, however, preferred to interpret the
text literally and historically.

Although he recognized metaphors and figures of speech in the Scriptures,
Chrysostom generally restrained himself from fanciful interpretation. For
example, he interpreted Isaiah's Song of the Vineyard as an extended metaphor
about God's faithful but futile attempt to bring the nations of Judah to
righteousness and obedience. The passage in Isaiah reads:

My well-beloved had a vineyard on a fertile hill.

And he dug it all around, removed its stones,

And planted it with the choicest vine.

And he built a tower in the middle of it,

And hewed out a wine vat in it;

Then he expected it to produce good grapes,

But it produced only worthless ones. . . .

“So now let me tell you what I am going to do to my vineyard:
I will remove its hedge and it will be consumed;

I will break down its walls and it will become trampled ground



And I will lay it waste;

It will not be pruned or hoed,

But briars and thorns will come up.

I will also charge the clouds to rain no rain on it.”

[Isa. 2:5—6 NASB]
In dealing with this passage Chrysostom commented,

We are not the lords over the rules of interpretation, but must pursue
scripture's interpretation of itself and in that way make use of the allegorical
method. . . . This is everywhere a rule in scripture: when it wants to
allegorize, it tells the interpretation of the allegory, so that the passage will
not be interpreted superficially or be met by the undisciplined desire of
those who enjoy allegorization to wander about and be carried in every
direction.sa

This comment reveals two hermeneutical principles in Chrysostom's approach:
one negative and one positive. First, it is evident how strongly he believed that
allegorization is incorrect and misleading. Second, he recognized that Scripture
interprets Scripture. In supporting his argument, he referred to Proverbs 5:17-19,
Isaiah 8:7-8, and Ezekiel 17. Ezekiel 17 is a particularly good example since the
passage is a true allegory with an interpretation provided in its context. The
passages from Proverbs and Isaiah are likewise helpful, but are probably best
considered as metaphors rather than allegories.

The Antioch preacher's interpretation of the Song of the Vineyard
demonstrates his hesitancy to push the details of biblical language for allegorical
meaning. Concerning "he built a watchtower” (Isa. 5:2), Chrysostom suggested
that it might mean the wall of the city, or the Mosaic law, or God's providence.55

He argued that the details of the Song have no allegorical significance but were

given only to reinforce its main point, primarily that God "has done everything
he could and has shown them every By contrast he noted that Cyril of

Alexandria said that the tower was the temple and the wine vat was the altar.S7
Chrysostom, on the other hand, referring to allegorical exegesis, argued, "I
disdain this exegesis, and consider the literal to be more accurate."58

The crucial proof-text for advocates of allegorical interpretation was, of
course, Galatians 4:22-24. Like Theodore, Chrysostom distinguished between



the genre of allegory and allegorical hermeneutics. Concerning Paul's usage of
allegoreo, Chrysostom explained:

By a misuse of language he [Paul] called the type allegory. What he means

is this: The history itself not only has the apparent meaning but also
proclaims other matters; therefore, it is called allegory. But what did it
proclaim? Nothing other than everything that now is.59

Here Chrysostom reflected the Antiochene concept of theoria. Elsewhere he
explained the relation of two meanings of Scripture by a parallel from art:

The type is given the name of the truth until the truth is about to come; but
when the truth has come, the name is no longer used. Similarly in painting:
an artist sketches a king, but until the colors are applied he is not called a
king; and when they are put on the type is hidden by the truth and is not
visible; and then we say, "Behold the

The outline can be discovered in the historical meaning, but the final form of the
portrait was only available in the typological meaning. When the nature of the
text required more than a mere historical exposition, Chrysostom preferred a
typological methodology that was consistent with the historical event and
distinct from allegorization.

Chrysostom rejected out of hand any allegorical interpretation of a passage
that failed to agree with Scripture's interpretation of itself. Thus, the rule that

Scripture interpreted Scripture took precedence over all others. The details of a
passage were not to be separated from the overall context and should not be
given allegorical meanings distinct from the text's context. Chrysostom avoided
treating Old Testament passages allegorically of Christ and the church; instead
he sought typological meanings when the text allowed for it.61

G. W. H. Lampe has correctly asserted that some form of typological
interpretation of the Old Testament was necessary for Christians who believed
that the Bible is controlled by a single series of images, that the Bible's explicit
or implicit theme throughout is the people of the covenant, and that Christ is the
unifying center point of biblical history. Typology, rightly conceived, asserts that
since Christ is the culmination of the line of Abraham and of David and is the

fulfillment of the hope of Israel, the Old Testament description of Israel's history,




institutions, worship, and prophetic message often anticipate the life and work of
Christ.62 Chrysos tom and the Antiochene school distinguished allegorical
interpretation from typological in two primary ways. Typological interpretation
attempted to seek out patterns in the Old Testament to which Christ
corresponded, while allegorical exegesis depended on accidental similarity of
language between two passages. Second, typological interpretation depended on
a historical interpretation of the text. The passage, according to the Antiochenes,
had only one meaning, the literal (extended by theoria), and not two as suggested
by the allegorists. In the typological approach, the things narrated by the text had
to be placed in relationship to things which were not in the text, but which were
still to come.

That Chrysostom understood this is plainly evident from his exposition on
Psalm 46:

Some passages must be interpreted literally. Some must be interpreted in a
different sense to that which lies on the surface, as with the words, "The
wolf shall lie down with the lamb." Yet again others must be taken in a
twofold sense. We must apprehend that which is actual and historical. We
must interpret the spiritual meaning, as in the case of the figurative history

of Isaac. We know the fact that Abraham's son was offered up, but there is
something distinct from this, lament in the conception, which we gather

from the words "his son," and this is the cross.63

When a historical passage declared not only the obvious fact, but proclaimed
some other meaning as well, Chrysostom believed that the other meaning or the
typological meaning should be tied firmly to the historical sense of Scripture.

Chrysostom, like Theodore and the other Antiochene representatives,
emphasized the literal and historical meaning of the text. While he never
articulated his intent, he was attempting to discover the intended meaning of the
biblical author. While rejecting fanciful interpretation, he was nevertheless
sensitive to figures of speech in Scripture. His sensitivity to bibli cal language
generally helped him to avoid a wooden literalism. Chrysostom rejected crudely
literal interpretations of the Bible from both the Antiochene laity and the
criticisms of the Alexandrians. He was cautious that no figurative expression in
the Bible be misunderstood either from a too literal or a too fanciful
interpretation.



For Chrysostom, theology and hermeneutics were not theoretical exercises,
but practical and pastoral. He believed the biblical message made changes in
people's lives. He declared that the Scriptures' divine message prepared people
for good works. It is generally true that the Alexandrians saw a literal and
allegorical meaning in Scripture and the Antiochenes found a historical and
typological sense. The Alexandrians looked to the rule of faith, mystical
interpretation, and authority as sources of dogma. On the other hand, the
Antiochenes looked to reason and historical development of Scripture as the
focus of theology. The Antiochenes were more aware of the human factor in
Scripture and sought to do justice to the dual authorship of the biblical
revelation.

While basic differences existed between an allegorical and a more literal
approach to Scripture, the differences were less relevant in the interpretation of
Paul's writings than those of the Old Testament or the four Gospels. It is now our
purpose to examine how the two schools interpreted the letters of the apostle to
the Gentiles.

The Apostle Paul as a Hermeneutical Test Case in the Alexandrian and
Antiochene Schools

In the concluding section of this chapter, we shall describe how the two
schools viewed Paul's thought, with special reference to the apostle's instruction

on soteriology and the spiritual life.64 Since our purposes remain descriptive,
evaluation of the "correctness" of the Fathers' interpretations will be limited. We
shall now move to the interpretation of Paul in the expositions of the
representative interpreters, particularly Origen and Chrysostom. In summary, we
shall address differences in interpretational schemes, including possible reasons
for such diversity.

The New Life of the individual Believer
Initiation

Origen set the whole concept of grace in a broad cosmic setting. Commenting
on Romans 4, he pointed out that in the first place human creation (and
particularly creation as rational beings) was a sheer act of divine grace.61 In
what way then did God's grace enter into the human response of faith itself?




Origen argued from 1 Corinthians 12:9 and Ephesians 2:8-9 (his method of
comparing similar texts) that faith is a gift of the Spirit, also offering Philippians
1:29 and Romans 4:16 as supporting evidence.

By conflating Paul's comments on the Spirit's work (Rom. 12; 1 Cor. 12), he
concluded that faith is a gift of God according to the proportion of grace given.

There is an initial germ of faith that is believed to be something within the
believers' own power (ek tou eph hemin pistis), and there is the full faith which

can only be achieved with the addition of the God-given grace of faith. For
Origen, saving faith itself is not the act of women and men alone, but their acts
rewarded and reinforced by the grace of God.66

Chrysostom viewed the initiation into grace in a similar manner to Origen, but
was more synergistic in his approach. He regarded the desire to respond to God's

liberating work as a joint operation of God and humanity. On this subject, he was

not as exhaustive as Origen, but his comments on Philippians 2:13 are helpful.
He interpreted the words, "it is God who works in you to will and to act

according to his good purpose,” to mean if humans will on their part, then God

gives strength to the willing. Chrysostom could proclaim that the efforts of men
and women took the initiative so that grace was a response of God to

humanity.67

Progress and Development

In a very interesting approach to progress in the Christian life, Origen
distinguished three types of people. The first group included those in the flesh"
who war according to the flesh and cannot please God. The second group were
those "in the body" who walk by faith and fail to recognize the spiritual meaning
of Scripture. A unique explanation was offered for the third group, "the truly
spiritual,"” who walk not by faith but by sight. Faith was characteristic of the
weaker, not the more mature, person.68 It was possible, in Origen's system, to be
"partly in the flesh and partly in the spirit."69 Being in Christ was something that
the believer progressively realized. A person's character could not be changed
overnight; the conversion of the will might be immediate, but the development
of the habit of consistently good actions was a slow and laborious business.
Thus, daily renewal was no mere continuation of the past experience but a
developing process of growth.




Chrysostom's approach contrasted with Origen's. Chrysostom's concept of
progressive faith was positive and was not viewed in opposition to sight or
wisdom. Chrysostom construed faith working with reason. Ratiocination was

never able to bring about perfection, but it could explain certain things about the
ability to see and hear. It could neither ascertain how the eyes see nor the ears
hear; this belongs to the divine realm of faith. Faith was understood as the
appropriate means to apprehend true spiritual matters.70

Forgiveness and Good Works

Origen often introduced certain restrictions into the range of forgiveness.
Origen tended to restrict forgiveness to past sins only.71 Sins prior to conversion

could be forgiven on the basis of repentance, but sins committed after conversion
could not be forgiven, though they could be covered by good works. At this
point, Origen seemed more like an interpreter of James, rather than an exponent
of Paul. Origen was quick to observe that good works must accompany true faith
for genuine forgiveness to take place. Works without faith might carry honor, but
were unable to bring persons to eternal life. On the other hand, faith without any

good works was sufficient to save one from destruction, but could not bring men
and women to true glory. This approach was distinctively Origen.7?2

Origen suggested that works could merit the grace of the Holy Spirit. Yet this
merit language (axios) was probably best understood in an eschatological sense.
It is difficult to determine if the merit language was completely, or even
primarily, eschatological; if indeed it was, then it was not unique to Origen, but

an extension of Paul. Paul's concept of worthiness in the eschaton was that it was
a gift received from the merits of

Theodore, another Antiochian, stressed the concept of forgiveness as a future
reality. Ultimate salvation was equated with resurrection.74 The idea of faith and
forgiveness had a necessary future reference in Antiochene thought, implying
belief in something not yet fully possessed. It was closely associated with

themes of promise and hope. While this eschatological emphasis was stressed in

Ephesians and Colossians, Theodore stressed that this was the standard teaching
in all of Paul's epistles.75

The New Life in the Community



Baptism and Union

Origen understood baptism as the act of initiation into the believing

community. In Romans 6, Paul described baptism as being buried with Christ,

but burial logically presupposed death. Origen maintained that baptism which
was not preceded by moral dying with Christ was not really baptism at all.

Likewise, he said Christians do not really believe that Christ has been raised
from the dead unless he is risen and is living in their hearts as the embodiment of
all Christian virtues.16

Theodore insisted that baptism represented the moment of the believers'
transference to resurrection life.77 Yet, the transference was not full reality but
took place at the level of prefigurative symbol. Baptism imparted the firstfruits
of the Spirit, but Theodore insisted that the real evidence to justify Paul's
theological assertions could not be found in believers' present experience, but
only in the future.71

For Chrysostom, the heart of the mystery of union with Christ was found in
faith and baptism. At baptism there was not a change of nature, but a ruling
purpose in the life of believers. This change did not guarantee a life of virtue, but
it did make such a life achievable.79

The Dynamics of New Life

As we have seen, Origen's description of the present age as a time of dying
with Christ and the future as one of living with him was grounded in its clear
emphasis on the superiority of the future. Origen pointed out that Paul regularly
spoke of resurrection as a present reality, as well as a more literal future. This
tension seemed to puzzle Origen at times. He cited texts that spoke of ordinary
Christians as already possessing a wholeness of wisdom. He acknowledged that
believers have a fullness of God's gifts. He preferred to stress the incompleteness
of the Christian's present position. While believers were to live in the hope of the
glory of God, there must still be an even greater glory that will come in the
future.80 While he did not find it easy to do full justice to those texts which
spoke of enjoyment of good gifts in this world, he aimed to take seriously the
two sides of Pauline thought. The emphasis in Origen's thought at this point was
undoubtedly conditioned by the stress on the transience and the imperfection of
this world, characteristic of the neo-Platonist tradition. The focus of Paul's




thought, as interpreted by Origen, rested in the future rather than in the past or
the present.

In his various writings Chrysostom demonstrated an understanding of Pauline
tension. He recognized the tension of Paul's indicatives and imperatives, as well
as the tensions created in the call to baptism and faithful discipleship. True
believers have put on the new person in their baptism, the Antiochenes
maintained, but this still needed to be actualized in life and works. Christians
have been buried with Christ, but there was still a need to mortify the sinful
members of their bodies while on the earth. Chrysostom interpreted Paul to
mean that sin died at the time of the believer's baptism, but it could be brought to
life again.

It was Chrysostom's belief that the ultimate outcome of sin after conversion
was final,81 yet the living out of the new life could bring about differing actions
and an endless variety of quality among different members in the community.
Because their lives prove worthless, some will be saved by fire; this did not
mean they will enter into the lower stages of heaven, but will be preserved alive
in the eternal torments of fire.82

Chrysostom believed that Christians were essentially still in pilgrimage. They
had received the earnest of the Spirit on the basis of faith, but the full gift still
awaits the completion of a life of good works. Believers do possess some good
gifts such as freedom from sin, obedience to righteousness, sanctification, and
the attainment of eternal life, but still more awaits the future. He maintained that
eschatological gifts, while present hidden truths, could be experienced in this life
as a reality, but they could also be lost. The ultimate gifts were considered
eternal and irrevocable.83

New Life and Freedom

Clement, an Alexandrian, treated much of the law as a tutor to bring people to
Christ and as the first stage in confining the reign of sin.84 Like wise, Origen,
typical of most early commentators, declared that as Moses gave the first law to
those who had come out of Egypt and were beginning their journey to the holy
land, so Christ provided a second law for the Christian pilgrimage. Pauline

injunctions concerning Christian behavior were often spiritualized by Origen
because he believed their literal meaning was platitudinous, absurd, or Where he




did keep the straightforward meaning, he often offered Stoic interpretations to
the words. The rules and laws were intended to help believers on the spiritual

path and were therefore graded for different levels of spirituality. According to

Origen, the keeping of certain laws was essential for salvation; others were
matters left to the freedom of choice.86 This pattern of morality was a graded

hierarchy adopted to the spiritual capacity of each person. The most spiritual
person should seek to be faithful to the law and the gospel's demands of
asceticism. The earlier traditions regarding these matters seemed to be very
influential for interpreters in the Alexandrian school. Those who exercised their
freedom in such matters as marriage or dietary privileges were not the truly
spiritual, but yet Clement and Origen conceded such freedom was a choice,
though not the best. For example, Origen considered that marriage was the way
of the unprofitable servant who only did his duty, but celibacy was the good way
that excelled and surpassed duty.87

Chrysostom developed this idea further, and two standards of spirituality were
established. Those who exercised freedom in certain matters, like marriage,

settle to do what suits the weak. On the other hand, those who desire the good
and more excellent way, according to Chrysostom, must keep all the rules. If

Christians have been freed from the law, it is that they may pass beyond it, not
that they may transgress it. Those who are spiritual should move beyond the
realm of law keeping to abound more in greater obedience.88

The insight of Theodore and Chrysostom is apparent in their understanding of
the relation of Paul's moral teaching to the pattern of Paul's thought as a whole.
They carefully drew attention to the normal structures of the epistles in which
there was a doctrinal section followed by a moral section. Of greater importance
than the recognition of structure was the interrelationship between the two
aspects of the epistles. Exhortation to moral obedience was built upon doctrinal
truth. Theodore observed that Paul's teaching on the question of certain foods
(Rom. 14) was based not only on creation but also on Christ's sacrificial death.89
This significant truth distinguished the moral exhortations of Paul from those of
the Stoics and other philosophers. Humility was the root of virtue, and humility
could be discovered in the extent of Christ's incarnation and salvific work (Phil.
2:5-8). Thus, behind the precepts of regular Christian living lay the matchless
wonders of divine grace (Rom. 11:33-12:2).

In this section we have examined the teaching of the Alexandrian and



Antiochene fathers regarding the interpretation of Paul's views of the spiritual
life. As we stated previously, the distance that separated these two schools in
philosophical presuppositions and exegetical method was not as great in the
Pauline passages as in other sections of Scripture. Even though the differences
between the two ancient schools are not as pronounced, important distinctions
remain worthy of observation:

1. The Antiochenes were more concerned with the historical context and the
apostle's intent in his letters than were the Alexandrians.

2. Because the Antiochenes were more concerned with the historical context,
they were more aware of theological development within the Pauline
corpus.

3. In the same vein, the Antiochenes appeared more careful in their
explication of the concept of development and progress in sanctification.

4. Because of their concern for the human element in Scripture, the
Antiochenes struggled with the concept of divine initiative in the Christian
life.

5. On the other hand, the Alexandrians, because of the neo-Platonic
influence on their thought, wrestled with the idea of temporal tension in
the "already/not yet" aspect of salvation.

6. The Alexandrians were quick to spiritualize the more demanding moral
exhortations because of certain Gnostic, neo-Platonic, and Stoic influences
upon their interpretation.

7. The Antiochenes carefully and sufficiently grasped the
indicative/imperative tension in Paul. It was the emphasis on the
human/historical element that allowed room for such tension to exist and
be maintained in a balanced way.

8. The neo-Platonic concept of morality may have provided the framework
for the Alexandrian elevation of good works and worthiness to a place
almost equal to faith in the salvific sphere.

Conclusion



In this chapter we have described the distinctive approach to hermeneutics of
the Antiochene school. We have observed that the Antiochenes rejected

allegorical interpretation in reaction to the Alexandrians. Through the
development from Theophilus to Chrysostom, their literal and historical exegesis
was refined. Like the Alexandrians, the Antiochene fathers brought certain
traditions and philosophical presuppositions to the text.90 Yet this tradition
emphasized the literal and historical meaning of the biblical text as opposed to a
spiritual or figurative meaning. Likewise, their philosophical foundation was
more Aristotelian than Platonic. We have seen that the more mature exegesis of
Theodore and Chrysostom, while literal, was not a crude or wooden literalism
that failed to recognize figures of speech in the biblical text. Their emphasis on
the human element of the text allowed for a critical reading that accounted for
doctrinal development within the text itself. This human emphasis scarred the
school's reputation. For in the important christological controversies of the day,
many thought that the Antiochene hermeneutics gave rise to christological
heresy represented by Nestorius, the student of Theodore. The reputation of the
Antiochene giants suffered through association with Nestorianism, but there has
been a reassessment in modern times, even of the theology of Nestorius himself.
This reassessment looks favorably upon two features of Antiochene thought: (1)
its stress on the genuine and complete humanity of Christ, who had to advance in
moral goodness and achieve a redemptive victory for humankind as a man, and
(2) its stress upon literal and historical interpretation of Scripture in reaction
against allegorical exegesis. This emphasis upon the literal, historical, and
human represented a new advance in patristic exegesis in discontinuity with
what had been previously practiced.

Yet, in continuity with earlier practices, the Antiochenes read Scripture
christologically. This was accomplished through typological exegesis similar to
that of Jesus, the apostles, and Justin. We have noted that their typological usage
emphasized the historicity of the parallel event. The term used to describe this
twofold aspect of a text, its literal meaning and typological correspondence, was
theoria. Despite their ingenious effort to dissociate theoria from allegorical
hermeneutics, the difference was not always as clear as one might wish. But this
is not unusual, for practice seldom reaches the consistent level of theory.

We observed that in their exegesis of the Pauline letters, both the Antiochenes
and the Alexandrians generally interpreted the apostle literally and contextually,



seeking to understand his intended thought. The differences primarily rested in
the scope of revelation. The Alexandrian allegoria led the soul into a realm of
true knowledge where the vision of truth could be discovered. The Antiochene
theoria led humans into a truly moral life that developed in goodness and
maturity that would continue into eternity.

Because of the Nestorian controversy, there developed a greater emphasis
upon theological interpretation. With Jerome and Augustine in the West and
Theodoret of Cyrus in the East, there developed an eclectic hermeneutical
practice that sometimes emphasized the literal and sometimes the allegorical, but
always the theological. Nevertheless, the Antiochene tradition never completely

died out. As late as the ninth century, Isho'dad, in his introduction to the Psalms,
which was based on Theodore's work, railed against allegorism's distortions of

the text, appealed for a literalist hermeneutic, and roundly "condemned the
impious Origen."91 The transition to the theological emphases of Jerome,
Augustine, and Theodoret will be the concern of our next chapter.
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Toward Canonical
and Catholic Hermeneutics

he emphasis on literal and historical interpretation was important not
only for the Antiochenes, but also for the greatest doctors of the church, Jerome
and Augustine. Yet, neither was so extreme a literalist as Theodore of
Mopsuestia. Instead they stood closer to Chrysostom, who, because of his
concern for preaching as opposed to Theodore's pure exegesis, had more
spiritualizing tendencies. Jerome and Augustine moved toward a moderate
literalism from a different direction. The main lines of their exegesis moved
further and further away from the allegorization that they originally admired.
Later in the fifth century, the last major representative of the Antiochene school,
Theodoret of Cyrus, practiced an eclectic exegesis more open to allegorical
hermeneutics than any of his Antiochene predecessors. In this chapter we shall
examine the hermeneutical practices of these three significant exegetes-Jerome,
Augustine, and Theodoret-to observe the developments toward canonical and
Catholic hermeneutics in the late fourth and the fifth centuries.

Jerome
His Background

Jerome (ca. A.D. 341-420) was the most learned person in the Latinspeaking
church of the late fourth century. His two major contributions to the religious
history of the Christian West were his Latin translation of the Bible, known as
the Vulgate, and the promotion of monasticism. There had been Latin
translations of the Bible as far back as the second century, but they were poor in
style and colloquial in language. Also, the Old Testament was translated from a
Greek version and not the Hebrew. Jerome's wide reading and brilliant linguistic
gifts enabled him to be one of the greatest biblical scholars of the early church.'




Jerome was born at Stridon, a town in northeast Italy. He was sent to Rome to
study grammar and rhetoric by his well-to-do parents. During his advanced
student days he was baptized, and shortly thereafter he added Christian
theological works to his reading. Following a stay in Trier in Germany, Jerome
felt a call to the asceticism that was considered by many to be the highest form
of Christianity. He joined an ascetic group at Aquileia in Italy, but his lack of
tact, sharp tongue, and high-strung temperament made him difficult to get along
with for an extended period of time, so he was soon terminated from the group.

In 372, Jerome set out for Palestine but settled instead in Antioch. There he
improved his knowledge of Greek but began to struggle with the profound
tension between his intellectual interests and his Christian aspirations. In a
dream, the Lord asked Jerome who and what he was. Jerome replied, "I am
Christian."2 But the response came: "You lie, you are a follower of Cicero and
not of Christ, for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also"3 (quoting
Matt. For a decade he resolved not to study pagan literature and retreated into
the Syrian desert near Chalcis to become a hermit. Yet worldly desires continued

to plague him, and in spite of his severe ascetic disciplines he dreamed about
dancing girls in Rome.4

With the aid of a Jewish convert, Jerome began the study of Hebrew, and

eventually gained a mastery unequalled among the church leaders of his time.'
Jerome was never well accepted by the ascetics in the Syrian desert, so he

returned to Antioch, where he was ordained a presbyter. After spending time in
Constantinople, Jerome returned to Rome from 382 to 385. During this time he
was commissioned by Damascus, Bishop of Rome, to begin preparing a new
Latin translation of the Gospels and the Psalms. Jerome had discovered his life's
work, which would be his chief contribution to Western civilization. Working off
and on for the next twenty years on the Bible translation, he eventually was to
complete the entire Old Testament as well.6

While in Rome, Jerome became a spiritual guide and Bible teacher to groups
of wealthy, aristocratic widows led by Marcella, Paula, and Paula's daughter,
Eustochium. The leaders of the Roman church asked Jerome to leave Rome

because of his advocacy of asceticism, his influence with prominent women, and
his ongoing criticisms of a worldly church.'

After visiting the holy places in Jerusalem and throughout Palestine, Jerome




and Paula settled in Bethlehem in 386 and established separate monasteries for
men and women. A fruitful period of study and writing began. It was, however,

frequently interrupted by personal illness and a series of controversies with (1)

Jovinian, a Roman monk; (2) Origenism in the West; (3) John of Jerusalem; (4)

Rufinus, a close friend of Jerome; (5) Vigilantius; (6) Augustine; and (7)

followers of Pelagius. Near the end of his life Jerome finally fashioned a form of
ascetic life that combined his ideals of withdrawal with his needs for

companionship and intellectual activity.8

His Work as Translator and Interpreter

During his years in Bethlehem, Jerome became convinced that translations of

the Old Testament must be based on Hebrew and not Greek. He professed to be

more literal in theory than he was in practice, opting more for a sense-for-sense
rather than a word-for-word translation.9 In support of his dynamic paraphrase

he appealed to the apostles' use of the Old Testament and the Septuagint
translation of the Old Testament. His Latin translation, which became known as
the Vulgate in the thirteenth century, was completed in 406 and became his
crowning contribution to biblical studies. It was not until the ninth century that
his work gained full acceptance. The fourteenth-century English translation by
John Wycliffe and the sixteenth-century Douai version were based on Jerome's
Vulgate.

The adoption of Hebrew as the standard text meant also the recognition of the

Hebrew canon of the Old Testament. As a result Jerome refused to accept the
apocryphal books that were being circulated at that time in manuscripts of the

Greek and Latin versions. Because Jerome was conscious of the difficulty of
arguing with Jews on the basis of books they spurned (they regarded only the

Hebrew books as authoritative), he was adamant that anything not found in the
Hebrew canon was to be classed among the Apocrypha and therefore
noncanonical.10 Later, he grudgingly conceded that the church could read some
of these books for edification, but not as support of church doctrine. In spite of
his low opinion of the books in the Apocrypha, he eventually translated Tobit,
Judith, and the additions to Daniel and Esther, but he did so rapidly and without
much care. His interest in the Hebrew text and related contact with Jewish
hermeneutical practices gave Jerome a sensitivity to the literal and historical
sense of




As a biblical interpreter, Jerome was strongly influenced by Didymus the
Blind (ca. A.D. 313-398), a follower of Origen whom Jerome visited in
Alexandria in 385-386 before settling in Bethlehem. From this influence, Jerome
developed his early love for the spiritual sense of Scripture.12 Yet, in his later
days he became suspicious of allegorical interpretation. While accepting
Origen's three senses of Scripture, he deemed that recourse to the spiritual
meaning was made necessary by the anthropomorphisms, inconsistencies, and
incongruities that seemingly abounded in the Bible.13 He therefore attempted to
combine attention to the literal sense of Scripture learned from Hebrew
scholarship with a christological and spiritual interpretation.14 For example,
John Rogerson observes that Jerome referred many psalms to Christ, as well as
David:

In Psalm 3, the "holy hill" from which God answers the psalmist can refer
both to the Son of God and to the church. In Psalm 4, the references can
only be to Christ, since the psalmist possesses a righteousness not
appropriate even to David. In Psalm 5:2 the phrase "my king and my God"
refers to Christ, who is king and God of the church. Again the whole of

Psalm 17 pertains to Christ in the person of

Jerome's commentaries on Scripture were prepared in great haste. His
exposition of Galatians was written at the rate of a thousand lines per day, and
his commentary on Matthew was completed within two weeks. His first
commentary was almost pure allegorization. At Antioch, however, he came
under the influence of the literal-historical method, taught to him by Apollinaris
of Laodicea. The influence of the school of Antioch, along with the Jewish
influence, caused Jerome to devalue the allegorical method, even as presented in
its modified form by Gregory of Nazianzus. Robert M. Grant aptly summarizes,

No matter how ingenious the allegorization, Jerome had to insist upon the

reality of the literal meaning. The deeper meaning of scripture was built on
the literal, not opposed to it. Everything written in scripture took place and

at the same time has a meaning more than historical. This meaning is based
on the Hebraica veritas, the truth expressed in Hebrew. We must have a

spiritualis intelligenta, a spiritual understanding of scripture, which goes
beyond the carneus sensus, the fleshly sense, but will not be opposed to
it.16




Through Jerome's influence, a modified Antiochene literalism was mediated to
the later church.

Jerome's commentary on the Book of Daniel was perhaps his most notable and

influential work.'”7 His commentary remained strictly within the confines
required by the text. He accepted the book as the work of the prophet Daniel,

exiled to Babylon in the sixth century B.c. He believed portions of the book to
be prophetic by virtue of its inspiration; thus they pointed to events after the time
of Daniel, but prior to Jerome's own time. He thought the four empires in Daniel
2 signified by the gold, silver, bronze, and iron mixed with clay were
respectively the Babylonians, the Medes and Persians, the empire of Alexander
the Great and his successors, and finally, the Roman Empire. The mixture of iron
and clay signified the fact that Rome depended upon barbarians to support it.
The stone made without hands that smashed the structure composed of all four
metals pointed to Jesus, who was to triumph over all empires.18

In Daniel 7, Jerome identified the fourth beast which trampled upon the three
preceding beasts. The "little horn" of Daniel 7 represented, in Jerome's opinion,
a future human ruler who would be used by Satan. The figure of "one like a son
of man" was identified as Christ.t9

Jerome made identifications, when interpreting Daniel 8 and 11, that have had
wide-ranging acceptance to the present day. Thus the ram defeated by the male
goat in 8:4-7 referred to the defeat by Alexander the Great of the Persian empire,
and the division of the large horn of the male goat when it died was the division
of Alexander's kingdom at his death. In interpreting Daniel 8, Jerome allowed
that the "little horn" of 8:9-14 was Antiochus Epiphanes.20 Jerome suggested
that Daniel 11:3, "a mighty king will appear, who will rule with great power and
do as he pleases," referred to the events of the struggle for the land of Israel
between Antiochus the Great and the Ptolemies at the beginning of the second
century B.c. As with all commentators on Daniel, Jerome devoted much space to
differing theories about the meaning of the seventy weeks and the sixtytwo
weeks in Daniel 9.21

Generally, Jerome expounded the text in a contextual and historical fashion in
line with its dual genre, both historical narrative and prophetic. He was

obviously much in sympathy with the ascetically-inclined Daniel and his
companions and praised Daniel's apparent refusal of gifts from the king (Dan.




5:17). He recognized in the entire book a picture of God's merciful and bountiful
providence. The restoration of Nebuchadnezzar after his madness was a sign of

God's sovereign control, a control expected by the three men thrown into the

fiery furnace (Dan. 3:18). Unlike the pattern of christological interpretation so

common in the early church, Jerome did not identify the fourth person in the
furnace as Christ (Dan. 3:18-27), on the grounds that it was unlikely that an

ungodly king would be vouchsafed a vision of the Son of God. Instead, he
understood Daniel 3:25 to refer to an angel who prefigured Christ.22

There are infrequent places of spiritualizing or allegorical interpretation in
Jerome's work on Daniel. In his comments on Daniel 5:4, where the gods of
gold, silver, bronze, iron, wood, and stone are pictured as heretics and abusers of
God, he concluded that the gods of gold rely on human reason, those of silver
rely on eloquence and rhetoric, those of bronze and iron refer to fables and
divergent ancient traditions, and those of wood rely on absurdities. Yet, in
comparison with Origen, Jerome resisted the extreme spiritualizing
representative of the Alexandrians.

Jerome's later works of biblical interpretation moved away from an allegorical
methodology toward a more historical and philological exegesis. His faults,
though few, can probably be traced to working too rapidly and relying too
strongly on his memory. Most of his commentaries were written during the midst
of controversies and many of his surviving exegetical works are polemical.

An early controversy with Helvidius concerned the perpetual virginity of
Mary. It must be admitted that Helvidius had the best of the argument
exegetically, yet Jerome's defense of Mary's virginity shaped the Mariology of
the Latin church and Western Christian sexual ethics for centuries thereafter.23
Jerome's attitude so exalted virginity that he considered the benefit of marriage
to be that "it brings virgins into the world."24

In his work Against Jovinian, a former ascetic who had given up extreme

practices and had written against the monastic life, Jerome claimed "eating meat,
drinking wine, and having a well-fed stomach" formed the "seedbed of lust."25

In another place, he lauded the ascetic life by replying to the charge that he was
against wedlock by saying, "I should like everyone to take a wife who, because
of the terrors of the night, is afraid to sleep alone."26




Before turning our attention to Augustine, we should briefly note Jerome's
clash with Augustine.27 The dispute concerned the interpretation of Peter's
actions, which Paul described in Galatians 2:11-12, when Peter refused to eat
with Gentile Christians in Antioch and was rebuked by Paul. Porphyry,
exploiting the clash between Peter and Paul, asserted that Peter had only
pretended to observe the Jewish law and that Paul had only pretended to rebuke

him. Jerome followed this interpretation, but Augustine rejected it on the

grounds that this would amount to deliberate dishonesty. Jerome and Augustine
agreed that Christians were not bound by Jewish food laws. Yet Augustine, in

contrast to Jerome, maintained that Peter's behavior should be accepted and
allowed for the privilege of Jewish Christians accepting Jewish ceremonial
regulations, provided they did not trust in such observances for salvation.28

In conclusion, Jerome was a more able linguist and translator than any of his
colleagues in the early church. Yet, his interpretive work lacked originality and
at times, while never denouncing orthodoxy, demonstrated a literary artist's
distaste for theological concerns. His eclectic methodology combined what was
best in both the Alexandrian and Antiochene schools. His mature theory in later
years developed some hermeneutical principles in line with the Antiochene
school. In practice he was an eclectic interpreter within the Catholic tradition. He
insisted that the literal was not contradictory to the allegorical, as was sometimes
indicated by the Alexandrians. On the other hand he evaded the wooden
literalism of some Jewish scholars with whom he associated.

Without question Jerome ranks as an early biblical interpreter of the first
order. His influence as an orthodox theological interpreter and a biblical
translator endures.

Augustine
His Background

For Protestants, Augustine (A.D. 354-430) serves as the dominant figure in the
history of Christian thought and biblical interpretation between the time of the
apostles and the sixteenth-century Reformation. For Roman Catholics,
Augustine's influence during this period is rivaled only by that of Thomas
Aquinas (A.D. 1225-1274). In the history of philosophy, Augustine is only
slightly less important; he was the most influential philosopher between



Plotinus, in the third century, and Aquinas.

Augustine's life serves an important key to understanding his thought. Born in
what is now Algeria, Augustine's early life was vitally shaped by his Christian
mother, Monica. His father, Patricius, was not a Christian and had relatively little

influence on him. As described in his Confessions,29 Augustine in his youth
seldom lost an opportunity to pursue one sin or another. He took a mistress when
he was seventeen and fathered an illegitimate son before he was twenty.30 About
that same time, he began a relationship with a dualistic religious and
philosophical system known as Manichaeism, which taught that two principles,
Light and Dark, God and Matter, are eternal. Augustine claimed that

Manichaeism appealed to him intellectually because it appeared to offer a
superior answer to the problem of evil than what he had discovered in his

mother's Christianity. Augustine was also drawn to Manichaeism because it
made fewer moral demands than Christianity. He could continue to live as he

wanted and be faithful to Manichaean principles.31 Yet he was not a convinced
Manichaean, but remained a convinced anti-Catholic. When he gradually
realized through the study of the liberal arts, particularly philosophy, the
inconsistency of the religion of Mani, Augustine did not take up with the church
nor with any other school of philosophers, "because they were without the
saving name of Christ."32 Instead, he fell into the temptation of skepticism, with
academics at the helm of his life.

The road to his conversion began at Milan with the preaching of Ambrose (ca.
A.D. 339-397), which dispersed the Manichaean difficulties and provided the

key for the interpretation of the Old Testament with the use of allegorical

hermeneutics. Under Ambrose's influence, Augustine's difficulties about the
Bible began to be resolved, and the process was accelerated by his discovery of

neo-Platonist philosophy, in which he could find confirmation of much that was
in the Gospel of John.33 On the eve of his conversion, Pontitianus, Augustine's
Christian friend, found him studying the Epistles of Paul. The following day,
Augustine was dramatically converted:

I probed the hidden depths of my soul and wrung its pitiful secrets from it,
and when I gathered them all before the eyes of my heart, a great storm
broke within me, bringing with it a great deluge of tears.... For I felt that I
was still enslaved by my sins, and in my misery I kept crying, "How long
shall I go on saying "Tomorrow, tomorrow'? Why not now? Why not make



an end of my ugly sins at this moment?"

I was asking myself these questions, weeping all the while with the most
bitter sorrow in my heart, when all at once I heard the sing-song voice of a
child in a nearby house. Whether it was the voice of a boy or a girl I cannot
say, but again and again it repeated the chorus, "Take it and read, take it and
read.” At this I looked up, thinking hard whether there was any kind of
game in which children used to chant words like these, but I could not ever
remember hearing them before. I stemmed my flood of tears and stood up,
telling myself that this could only be God's command to open my book of
Scripture and read the first passage on which my eyes should fall....

So I hurried back to the place where Alypius was sitting, for when I stood

up to move away I had put down the book containing Paul's Letters. I seized
it and opened it, and in silence I read the first passage on which my eyes

fell: "No orgies or drunkenness, no immorality or indecency, no fighting or
jealousy. Take up the weapons of the Lord Jesus Christ; and stop giving
attention to your sinful nature, to satisfy its desires." I had no wish to read
more and no need to do so. For in an instant, as I came to the end of the
sentence, it was as though the light of faith flooded into my heart and all the
darkness of doubt was dispelled.34

He continued his personal reflection on the necessity of faith to arrive at
wisdom. This reflection terminated in the conviction that the authority on which
faith rested was the Scriptures, the Scriptures guaranteed and read by the church.
Now he was convinced that the way which led to Christ was precisely the
church.

Augustine's conversion took place in A.D. 386, at which time he authored

Against the Skeptics. He was baptized in 387, ordained as a priest in 391,
appointed as coadjutor bishop, and was consecrated a bishop of Hippo Regius in

395. His numerous writings included polemical works against the Manichaeans,
the Donatists, and the Pelagians, in addition to important theological works such
as The Trinity and The City of God.35 During this time a stream of biblical
commentaries also flowed from his pen, including works on Genesis, the
Sermon on the Mount, Romans, Galatians, and John.36 Between 414 and 417
Augustine reached a high point in expository writing with his sermons on the
Psalms and the Johannine writings, which established his reputation as preacher




and exegete. As Gerald Bonner has noted: "The effect of this close and devoted
application to the text of scripture in Augustine's early years as a priest and

bishop may be seen in his later writings, both exegetical and controversial, with
their constant citations which, on occasion, produce what is virtually a mosaic of
scripture texts perfectly welded together."37

His Hermeneutical Approach

Many of Augustine's commentaries, like those of Chrysostom, were
expository sermons preached to his congregation at Hippo; therefore they were

more practical than grammatical and critical. After covering the first five verses
of the first chapter of Romans, Augustine found his comments so elaborate that
he withdrew from his task.38 Augustine's other writings abound in quotations,
and his polemical works evidence his knowledge of the Bible and his skill in its
use. This was especially so in his theological treatises On Christian Doctrine and
The City of God.

The City of God, whose title was taken by Augustine from the Psalms, was
designed, from book 11 onwards, to indicate how the whole Bible was the story
of two cities: the heavenly and the earthly. Augustine's approach downplayed the
division between the Old and New Testaments. The Old Testament was not
considered a preparation for the establishment of the heavenly kingdom of
Christ, though Augustine recognized that Christ's coming brought significant
changes. The Old Testament was not about blessings in the present earthly world
as opposed to the New Testament's offering of heavenly blessings. Instead, both
Testaments simultaneously described both cities from their inception to their

end. The city of God was equally present in the Israel of the Old Testament as it
was with the church in the New.39 Thus Augustine presented a unified and

canonical approach to the Bible that still allowed for the significance of the
coming of Jesus Christ, while maintaining the essential unity of the two
Testaments.40 From this canonical framework, Augustine developed his
hermeneutical approach.

In this approach, Augustine was able to interpret both literally and
symbolically. After tracing the establishment of the two cities from their
heavenly and earthly points of view in books 11-15 of The City of God, he
traced their history up to and through the flood account (Gen. 6-9) and on into

Israelite history (Gen. 12-50). When dealing with the history of Israel, Augustine




demonstrated most clearly what he meant when he said that biblical history was

primarily prophetic rather than simply an inspired and correct record of past

events.41 Also, Augustine contextualized his view of the relation between the
historical and spiritual interpretation, and between prophecy that had both

heavenly and earthly aspects.42 In books 15 and 16 Augustine made it clear that

the primary function of Old Testament history was to point to the existence of
the city of God by anticipating the coming of Christ, who made possible for all

humanity the reversal of the curse of the disobedience of Adam (cf. Rom. 5:12-
21).43

Augustine accepted the historical account of the creation story and the flood
story in Genesis.44 On common-sense grounds, Augustine argued that the days
and years referred to in the genealogy (Gen. 5) should be no different from the
days and years of the flood narrative, and it was clear that ordinary days and
years were meant in the flood story. There was no reason to suggest that
Methuselah's 969 years (cf. Gen. 5:27) were anything other than normal years.45
While arguing for a literal interpretation, he acknowledged the difficulty of

explaining the fact that some patriarchs in Genesis 5 did not father children until
they were over one hundred years 0ld.46

Yet, Augustine did offer spiritual meanings of many of the events reported in
Genesis. He commented that the door of Noah's ark (Gen. 8:13) was
representative of the wound made in the side of Christ at his crucifixion.47 He
maintained that Abraham, in fathering a son through Hagar, his wife's servant
(Gen. 16), was not to be blamed, because this action was not accomplished with

lust. His marriage to Keturah, his second wife (Gen. 25), was also not the result
of fleshly lusts, but a foreshadowing of "the carnal people" who thought they
belonged to the New Covenant (cf. Jer. 31; 2 Cor. 3).48 He contended that Jacob
did not act fraudulently when he deprived Esau of his blessing (Gen. 27), since

his action enabled Christ to be proclaimed to the nations when Isaac blessed
him.49 One additional example demonstrates Augustine's spiritualizing

tendency. Augustine claimed that when Jacob anointed the stone after his
heavenly vision (Gen. 28), he was not practicing idolatry but was foreshadowing

Christ.50 This spiritualizing methodology was closer to Chrysostom's
typological exegesis than Origen's allegorizing.

Augustine recognized the importance of one's presuppositions when
interpreting Holy Scripture. He was perhaps the greatest of the Christian




Platonists.51 The integration of biblical data and Platonic philosophy can be

seen in Augustine's famous maxim: Credo ut intelligam (I believe in order that I

may understand). Augustine derived the biblical foundation of this principle
from the Latin version of the Septuagint translation of Isaiah 7:9, nisi credideritis
non intelligetis (unless you believe, you shall not understand). The philosophical

foundation came from the Platonic notion of innate first principles, which

enabled persons to understand particulars in this world.52 In Augustine's work
On Free Will, he declared:

You remember the position we adopted at the beginning of our former
discussion. We cannot deny that believing and knowing are different things,
and that in matters of great importance, pertaining to divinity, we must first
believe before we seek to know. Otherwise the words of the prophet would
be vain, where he says: "Except ye believe ye shall not understand" (Isa. 7:9
LXX). Our Lord himself, both in his words and by his deeds, exhorted those
whom he called to salvation first of all to believe. And no one is fit to find
God who does not first believe what he will afterwards learn to know.53

Augustine recognized that the realm of the eternal and the realm of the
temporal are known differently. The priority clearly rested with the eternal in
Augustine's scheme. The knowledge of the eternal precedes and helps to

illumine the realm of the temporal. Since knowledge from the realm of the
eternal is accepted in faith and leads to understanding of both eternal and

temporal realms, then biblical interpretation begins with faith. For example, in
expounding the Gospel of John, he observed, "For we believe in order that we
may know, we do not know in order that we may believe."54 The precedence of
faith to understanding, for Augustine, corresponded to the biblical distinction
between "walking by faith and not by sight" (cf. 2 Cor. 5:7). He maintained that
those who had embraced the God-given revelation in Scripture by faith could be
enabled by reason in the quest for full understanding. The "things below" could
function to help the individual come to a fuller knowledge of "things above."55

Long before the insights of contemporary semiotics or semantics, Augustine
recognized that things in the created world could function as "signs" or
"symbols" through which God was understood.56 Understanding is possible

because of the illumination afforded by the uncreated light of God. Augustine

believed that for the mind to see God it must be illumined by God, and this
results in (1) a faith that believes that what we look for, when seen, ought to




make us blessed; (2) a hope that is assured that vision will follow right looking;
(3) and a love which longs to see and to enjoy.57

Bernard Ramm has noted that Augustine spoke of natural objects that were
percepts but not signs, such as pieces of metal or wood. He next spoke of things
which signified other things. A tree could signify forestry service, a shoe a
shoemaker, and an anvil the blacksmith guild. Then, there were things whose

primary, if not sole, function was to signify other things, such as words.58
Augustine defined a sign as "a thing which apart from the impression that it

presents to the sense, causes of itself some other thing to enter our thoughts."59
These signs are conventional or natural. Smoke is an obvious sign of fire.

Conventional signs, according to Augustine, are those which "living creatures
give to one another."60 From this he proceeded to discuss sounds and speech.
This included God's method of communication to women and men through
speech, and speech incarnate in the written Scriptures. Such insight was typical
of the genius of Augustine, concerning a subject that was not developed until
over one thousand years after his time.

Having recognized the place of faith and the significance of signs in
Augustine's hermeneutics, we will also examine the influence of Tyconius, the
Donatist, on Augustine and others in North Africa. The first hermeneutical
treatise written in the Latin West was Tyconius's Book of Rules, written about
380. Even though he functioned in the schismatic Donatist community, he drew
respect from Christians as a competent theologian and exegete. Augustine, in On
Christian Doctrine, interacted favorably with Tyconius's Book of Rules.

In the "Prologue” to the Book of Rules, Tyconius stated,

I thought it necessary before anything else which occurred to me to write
providing something like keys and windows to the secrets of the law. For
there are certain mystical rules which govern the depth of the entire law and
hide the treasures of truth from the sight of some people. If the logic of
these rules is accepted without prejudice as we set it down here, every
closed door will be opened and light will be shed on every obscurity.
Guided, as it were, by these rules in paths of light, a person walking through
the immense forest of prophecy may well be defended from error.

These rules are as follows:



—_

. Of the Lord and His Body

2. Of the Lord's Bipartite Body
3. Of Promises and the Law

4. Of Species and Genus

5. Of Times

6. Of Recapitulation

7. Of the Devil and His Body."

Augustine quoted the prologue but disagreed with the claim that these rules
would solve "all obscurities” in the law. This was followed by a detailed
summary of each of the seven rules. The second and third rules, according to
Augustine, were wrongly labeled, but apart from these minor points and a
warning about Tyconius's Donatist presuppositions, his review was positive and
enthusiastic. Tyconius's hermeneutics began with the principle that all exegesis
has an ecclesiological goal: The Bible illustrates and interprets the struggles of
the contemporary church. His thoroughly symbolic interpretation of the last
book of the New Testament, the Apocalypse of John, brought about a shift from
a traditional millenarian reading, which Augustine also adopted. This
hermeneutical concentration on the situation of the church militant between the
ages was the feature which appealed to Augustine and the generations after him.

Tyconius approached the hermeneutical task by giving careful attention to the
peculiarities of the biblical text. The emphasis was upon the biblical text rather
than the biblical author; thus, the texts themselves offered the clue to their
ecclesiological meaning. As Karlfried Froehlich described, Tyconius began
"with the observation that the wording of biblical passages often shows
rhetorical patterns which point to several subjects governing a single sentence or
to a transition from one subject to another in the same verse."62 The third rule
rehearsed the distinction between law and promise, developing the concept that
the true church always includes the people of God, but the visible church
includes children of the devil as well. This true church would manifest itself as
the false brethren were revealed. The vision of history as the battleground of the




true and false church, of course, found its lasting expression in Augustine's two
cities characterized in his City of God.63 His hermeneutics was a commentary
on a theme also adopted from Tyconius. The goal of all biblical interpretation
should prioritize the love of God and neighbor (cf. Matt 22:37-39), the ordering
of the Christian life toward its heavenly home.64

Thus far we have seen that Augustine emphasized the entire biblical canon,
the priority of faith, the significance of signs, the biblical text, and the goal of
love. Lastly, we must briefly examine the place of allegorical interpretation in
Augustine.

Augustine commended the method of interpreting obscure passages by the
light of passages already understood, and, as we might expect, this was preferred
before the interpretation by reason. Also, he stressed the spirit of the text more
than verbal accuracy or critical acumen. Even the mistakes of an exegete,
properly disposed, suggested Augustine, may confirm religious faith and
establish character. He said,

If the mistaken interpretation tends to build up love, which is the end of the
commandment, the interpreter goes astray in much the same way as a man

who, by mistake, quits the high road, but yet reaches, through the fields, the
same place to which the road leads.65

Augustine did not hesitate to put more than one interpretation on a text,

especially the Psalms, and no one was more elaborate in comparing Scripture
with Scripture than was he.66

We have noted that the goal of biblical interpretation for Augustine was to
increase love for God and for one's neighbor.67 Augustine asserted, "What is
read should be subjected to diligent scrutiny until an interpretation contributing
to the reign of charity is produced."68 It was this hermeneutical theme that
determined when Augustine used spiritual or figurative interpretation. He
recommended this guideline: "Whatever there is in the word of God that cannot
when taken literally be referred to purity of life or soundness of doctrine, you
may set down as figurative."69 Thus Augustine did not limit Scripture to just
one sense. When he approached the Bible, he first asked theological rather than
historical questions.70




As Augustine explained, it was his spiritual father, Bishop Ambrose, who
opened the method of allegorical exegesis for him:

I listened with delight to Ambrose, in his sermons to the people, often

recommending this text most diligently as a rule: "The letter kills, but the
spirit gives life" (2 Cor 3:6), while at the same time he drew aside the

mystic veil and opened to view the spiritual meaning of what seemed to
teach perverse doctrine if it were taken according to the

This proof-text for 2 Corinthians 3:6 was a misreading of that text. Nevertheless,
despite Augustine's dislike for crude literalism, he did not ignore the historical
sense of the text.72 He was concerned with the historical meaning in biblical
texts, but he did not disavow the historical sense even as he simultaneously
offered an allegorical one. His approach to this dual sense was described and

defended by explaining: "There is no prohibition against such exegesis, provided
that we also believe in the truth of the story as a faithful record of historical

fact."73 In reality Augustine suggested not a twofold sense of Scripture but a
fourfold sense that would be adopted later by medieval theologians. These four
senses were (1) literal, (2) allegorical, (3) tropological or moral, and (4)

anagogical. Augustine worked with a different list for the Old Testament, based
on the Greek technical terms of a rhetorical analysis of language: (1) historical
(historia), (2) aetiological (aetiologia), (3) analogical (analogia), and (4)

allegorical (allegoria).74

As with Origen, anything that might be dishonoring to God must be
interpreted figuratively, because the words of Scripture were viewed by Origen
as the expression of eternal truth.75 The allegorical method was also to be
employed to explain seemingly insignificant details. Thus he allegorized every
detail in John 2:1-11, the story of the wedding at Cana. The six waterpots
represented the six ages from Adam to Christ, while the two or three measures
indicated all humanity, the two measures pointed to the circumcision and
uncircumcision, and the three measures were viewed as the three sons of Noah,
the ancestors of the human race. Perhaps Augustine's most famous allegorical
interpretation was his understanding of the story of the good Samaritan (Luke
10).

The great mind of Augustine, however, could not rest in a simple allegorism.
He successfully offered some guidelines for the use of allegorical exegesis, yet,



like those before him, he was unable to develop an all-inclusive system to
determine what was to be interpreted allegorically and what was not. Like
Jerome, in the course of his theological development he began to emphasize
more strongly the literal and historical sense of Scripture, though for Augustine,
the theological was always primary. Augustine was no simple traditionalist, but
he gladly upheld the authority of the rule of faith. Thus he suggested that if the
interpreters were troubled and could not distinguish between the literal and
figurative interpretation, they should consult the rule of faith.76 Excesses in
Augustine's interpretation were thereby modified by his concern for a Catholic
interpretation faithful to the authority of the church and creed. He went so far as
to acknowledge, "I should not believe the gospel except as moved by the
authority of the Catholic Church."77

The goal of scriptural exegesis for Augustine was to induce love for God and
neighbor, but he felt that these were found in their true form only in the church.
To counter the various heretical sects who emphasized their own private
interpretations, Augustine stressed the need for the authority of the church in
interpreting the Bible.78 Thus, Augustine's genius could hold together creativity
and creed; author, text, and interpreter; the historical and figurative; faith and
intellect.

In sum, Augustine stressed the priority of faith for understanding the Bible. He
thought much of the Bible was to be understood both literally and allegorically,
yet the historical was never to be disavowed. Scripture was to be interpreted
canonically, allowing Scripture to interpret Scripture. The entire canon served as
the context for each unit of Scripture. Allegorical interpretation was profitable to
deal with difficulties and details, as well as to discover the theological meaning
of the passage being studied. What Augustine always stressed was that the entire
canonical text should produce love for God and for neighbor in the lives of those
in the church.

Theodoret of Cyrus His Background

Theodoret of Cyrus (ca. A.D. 393-466) was the last of the major
representatives of the Antiochene school. He has been generally regarded as one
of the great exegetes of the Greek church. J. W. D. Wand described Theodoret as
"the Augustine of the East."79 He noted his importance by saying, "He was a
great pastor as well as a first-class theologian, who had won back ten thousand




Marcionites to the Catholic fold."80 His contributions did not display much
originality, vet he moved beyond the traditional Antiochene paradigm with his
openness to allegorical exegesis. His work can be described as eclectic and

encyclopedic. Jean Danielou has observed that in this sense Theodoret was more
representative of all Greek learning than of just the Antiochene school.81

Theodoret (whose name means "given by God") was born and educated in
Antioch where he spent his initial twenty-three years of life. He then left for the
monastery in Nicerte in 416. Theodoret spoke only sparingly of his formative
years, but it is probable that he was raised in a home of moderately wealthy

Christian parents. This can be deduced from his discussion of his family having
employed persons to work the family He also noted his mother's work among the
monks. Moreover, the following telling remark indicates his Christian heritage:

'Even before my conception my parents promised to devote me to God; from my

swaddling bands they devoted me according to their promise and educated me
He was elected Bishop of Cyrus, a small town near Antioch, a diocese for which

he provided oversight with great wisdom and zeal for thirty-five years.

Like his predecessors in the Antiochene school, Theodoret demonstrated
intellectual resources of remarkable depth which enabled him to meet the
challenges which needed to be addressed in exegeting the Scriptures and
expounding church doctrine. It is clear from Theodoret's writing that he was
quite accomplished in Greek as well as Syriac.84 When working with the Jewish
Scriptures he relied essentially on the Septuagint, displaying only a modest
acquaintance with Hebrew.

His writings evidence classical training and a familiarity with a wide spectrum
of classical Greek poets, philosophers, and orators. Theodoret himself, while
Bishop of Cyrus, encouraged the children of the wealthy in Cyrus to attend the
schools of the rhetoricians. His education also included training in Christian
theology through the church, his family, and particularly through the writings of
Diodore, Chrysostom, and Theodore of Mopsuestia. He said, "From my mother's
breath I have been nurtured on Apostolic teaching."85 The family traditionally
had played an important role among Christian Antioch, a role which received its
classic expression in the fourth-century work of John Chrysostom, On Vainglory
and the Education of the Young.86

Theodoret evidences a heavy debt to the Antiochene tradition. By Theodoret's



time, this instruction was conveyed to believers through cate chetical instruction
and preaching while those seeking ordination were often trained by learned
church leaders. The indirect influence of the Antiochene giants was obviously
felt by the time of Theodoret. In Letter 16, Theodoret mentioned Diodore and
Theodore as his teachers (tous didaskalous), but the context of the statement and
the fact that Diodore was probably dead at the time of Theodoret's birth, coupled
with the fact that Theodore had moved to Mopsuestia by 393, suggests that
Theodoret was making reference to indirect influence rather than actually sitting
under their tutelage.87 Thus it was the Antiochene tradition, more than direct
teaching by the Antioch theologians, that shaped Theodoret's exegesis.

His Hermeneutical Approach

Theodoret's exegesis, like that of Origen, Chrysostom, and Augustine, was
shaped by his pastoral context. In a letter addressed to the monks of
Constantinople (ca. 449), Theodoret commented on his labors as Bishop of
Cyrus:

My task has been to contend on behalf of the apostolic decrees to bring the
pasture of instruction to the Lord's flocks, and to this end I have written 35
books interpreting the divine scriptures and proving the falsehood of the
heresies ... not on behalf of a duality of sons, but of the only begotten Son
of God, against the heathen, against the Jew. I have never ceased to struggle
trying to convince the heathen that the Eternal Son of the ever living God is
creator of the universe, and the Jew that about him the prophets uttered their
predictions.88

Here we see Theodoret's framework for his exegetical efforts: (1) his pastoral
orientation, and (2) his theological concerns.

Theodoret was dependent almost entirely on the Greek text for his
commentaries. Occasional references to a Hebrew or a Syriac reading indicate
some familiarity with Hebrew and Syriac texts, but Theodoret showed no
interest in confirming a text's reading based on the hebraica veritas (reliability of
the Hebrew). Theodoret apparently utilized the original text most frequently to
clarify an obscure Greek word or biblical name or to illuminate a discrepancy
between versions of the Septuagint or between the Septuagint and Syriac. There
are a few examples where Theodoret used the Hebrew as a corrective device in



order to establish a more defensible text. He was certainly aware that the Hebrew
lacked many psalm titles that appeared in the Septuagint. Yet, he consistently
upheld the inclusion of the titles and emphasized the heading eis to telos (toward
the completion or unto the end) as pointing to the connection between the
psalmist's words and the Christian age. The bishop's work as textual critic
indicate that his primary work as an interpreter was to explain and clarify the
text for a Christian readership, underlying his pastoral concerns and
frameworks.89

Theodoret's primary audience for his biblical interpretation was clearly
Christian and primarily the believers in his diocese. The fundamental reason for
writing the commentaries was Theodoret's concern to nourish the flock. His
commentaries were for the purpose of elucidating and enhancing the faith of his
Christian readers. Such a purpose placed him in a path more consistent with the
aspect of the Antiochene tradition shaped by the preacher John Chrysostom than
that of Theodore of Mopsuestia. Theodore had established this distinction, as
noted by Maurice F. Wiles:

I judge the exegete's task to be to explain words that most people find
difficult; it is the preacher's task to reflect also on words that are perfectly
clear and to speak about them. For the latter there are times when excess is
valuable, but the former must give the meaning and do it concisely.90

Theodoret's self-definition and his ethical exhortations, exemplified by his
characteristic usage of opheleia (benefits), placed him in a position that James

Barr classified as a "mediator between text and context of meaning."91 Thus the
crucial point for Theodoret's interpretation involved his thoroughgoing

commitment to interpreting the Scriptures for the benefit of the church. His
exegesis was intended to bring the reader into the presence of the blessings and
benefits which the Word of God provided.

Having surveyed his purposes and framework for the interpretative task, we
must now look at Theodoret's hermeneutical methodology for accomplishing his
work. As was the case with other biblical interpreters in the early church, the
elements which made up Theodoret's approach to the Scriptures were
multifaceted. His exegetical approach has consistently been evaluated in terms

of the exegetical tradition of the Antiochene school. Certainly his interpretation
of the Old Testament manifested the Antiochene typological exegesis of finding




correlations to Christ or the church.92 Also, there was in Theodoret a strong
historical orientation con cerned with the historical context for the prophet's
words and actions. Theodoret included outlines of the historical situation in his
commentaries of the biblical prophets useful for historical exegesis of the text,
because Theodoret understood history to be the stage on which God's revelation
to the created order was unfolded. Contrary to the Alexandrians, the historical
reading of the text was not simply an accommodation to the immature (sarkikoi)
of the congregation but a genuine encounter with revelation. Theodoret's
historical concerns parallel those of Lucian, Diodore, Chrysostom, and
Theodore. Yet his interests in typology exceeded the Antiochenes, even those of
the homiletician Chrysostom. Theodoret's range for identifying typologies was
broader than his predecessors, as exemplified in the following quotations from
his commentaries. In his commentary on Zechariah he claimed,

The ancient events were a type for us. But it is imperative that there should
be a resemblance between the archtype and the image itself, so that what is
true of the latter case (the antitype) is also true of the Jews. For the latter is
the prefiguration of the former.93

In the initial remarks of the preface to his Questions on Joshua, comparing his
interpretation of Joshua to Paul's statements in Galatains 4, he commented,

And Paul wrote these things not that we should reject history but that we
should compare the type to the antitype: Abraham with God; two wives
with two testaments ... so also the law as Moses; and Joshua to the Saviour
as indeed they even have the same name.94

Also, he recognized Old Testament foreshadowings of the future in the Psalms:

Because in truth the ancient events are a type of the things of the New
Testament, so as the body has alongside it the shadow, we must set forth
this affinity. There the pious king Hezekiah, and here Christ, the helmsman

of piety.... There the war against and destruction of Assyria, here the attack
on and ruin of demons.95

We can see Theodoret's fondness for typological interpretation and his great
flexibility in his employment of it. Verbal resemblances, as with the names of
Joshua and Jesus, were enough to argue that the Old Testament writer was



prefiguring some portion of the messianic age.96 Johannes Quasten has
observed that Theodoret, after consulting numerous works on the Psalms, some

extremely allegorical and others explaining messianic prophesies as referring to
events of the past, regarded it as his duty to avoid either extreme.97 Whatever
referred to history, he explained historically, but matters that could be understood
as typologically pointing to Christ, the church, or the preaching of the apostles
were so interpreted.

Theodoret's typological exegesis served a role in establishing an orthodox

Christology as well. It was readily utilized to identify the historical aspect of
Christ, the man from the seed of David, as well as God the Word. He, therefore,

emphasized the fullness of both the human and divine natures of Christ: theon
teleion kai anthropon teleion (fully God and fully man).98 He commented that
Zechariah believed the "one out of David" according to the flesh was God the
Word who took the form of a servant. The prophet's expectation of one who
would "overcome his enemies" was read typologically as

the victory of Christ ... who has destroyed the demons for us and taken to
himself our thoughts and all of us are utterly enslaved by the body by
descending and taking on the burden of the holy servant.... He was not as

God but as man. For as God he is equal to the Father.... Yet he was sent as
man, carrying out the plan of God.99

This emphasis in Theodoret's exegesis typifies the concerns raised by the
christological debates in the fifth century. While demonstrating more flexibility
and an equal or greater concern for theological orthodoxy, Theodoret was
nevertheless a faithful representative of the Antiochene tradition. But what about
Theodoret's response to allegorical hermeneutics, loved by the Alexandrians and
loathed by the elders of the Antioch school?loo

Cyril, Bishop of Alexandria, a contemporary of Theodoret, wrote
commentaries on the Minor Prophets that, at many points, offered historical
interpretations much like those of the Antiochenes. Interestingly, Theodoret's
work showed numerous similarities with Cyril's, even occa sionally adopting
figurative practices. This seems to indicate eclectic methodologies merging
toward a hermeneutical synthesis in the fifth-century church. Undoubtedly, the
christological and soteriological factors of the time influenced the convergence
between the Alexandrians (Cyril) and the Antiochenes (Theodoret).



An example of Theodoret's comments on Zephaniah 2 is illustrative of his
flexibility. Theodore of Mopsuestia interpreted the prophet's description of the
approaching disaster for Judah and Assyria as a reference to the historical period
of the reign of Josiah and to the warnings of God against those among the tribes
of Judah and the adversaries of Judah who insulted God through false worship.
Whereas Theodoret was aware of Theodore's historical exegesis, he chose to see
it figuratively as pointing to the remnant called to follow the apostles. The
passage reads:

And the coast will be

For the remnant of the house of Judah,

They will pasture on it.

In the houses of Ashkelon they will lie down at evening;
For the Lord their

God will care for them

And restore their fortune.

[Zeph. 2:7 NAsB]
Theodoret commented:

These things happen after the return. For in the books of the Maccabees we
read Jonathan and Simon led them to capture Gaza and Askelon and
Ptolemais and they prevailed over their houses. But the indubitable and
precise purpose (telos) of the prophet is to show the time after the ascension
of our Saviour and the holy apostles, the God of the universe visits the
nations, freeing them from their servitude and captivity.

But the precise purpose is given through the Holy Apostles and through the
holy things the apostles accomplished; and the holy apostle called them the
remnant. For when setting forth the prophecies, precisely it is this which is
proclaimed, -though the Israelites be countless as the sands of the sea, only
a remnant will be saved" (Romans 9:27). He [Paul] explains the prophec

saying, "So in this time a remnant has come into being, chosen by the grace
of God" (Romans 11:5). For God has said this through the blessed
Zephaniah, the remnant of my people shall possess

The motivations for this spiritualized interpretation were his pastoral con - cerns
and his interest in expounding the text in its most beneficial fashion. We can see



the influence of Theodoret's theological presuppositions and his context, as well
as his self-understanding, as critical elements in shaping his interpretation of
Scripture.

Theodoret's work did not evidence originality, yet there were marks of a
creative synthesis with other traditions. In his hermeneutical approach he
adopted a middle course, avoiding the radical historicism of Theodore of
Mopsuestia and his consistent literalism. Where possible, Theodoret offered
broad typological interpretations, even allowing for figurative explanations on
occasion. He was an heir to the theological and hermeneutical traditions of
Antioch, yet his self-understanding as pastor of the flock and his own cultural
and theological horizons were seen to be influential factors in his exegetical
practices. Beginning with different starting points than contemporaries such as
Jerome, Augustine, or Cyril of Alexandria, he nevertheless demonstrated an
eclectic hermeneutic representative of the canonical and Catholic concerns of the
fifth-century church.

Conclusion

It has been observed that the theological concerns that dominated the
christological controversies of the fifth century strongly influenced the

hermeneutical approaches of this period.102 We have observed the practices of

three diverse interpreters of this era, yet we discovered a common convergence
toward a theological and hermeneutical synthesis. Jerome, the great translator,

Augustine, the superior theologian, and Theodoret, the model pastor, each
showed elements of literal and figurative exegesis. Each showed concerns to
communicate the canonical meaning of Scripture. By this we mean that a text
was not to be interpreted apart from its larger context, the entire biblical canon.
We also noticed that the rule of faith, whether emphasizing providential,

christological, or soteriological concerns, also played a dominant role, especially
in the work of Augustine and Theodoret.103 While Jerome and Augustine

showed development from a figurative to a literal hermeneutic, Theodoret's
movement went the other direction. What can be seen here is that neither the
allegorical practices of Alexandria nor the historical emphases of Antioch
dominated. A balanced and multifaceted hermeneutic emerged that influenced
hermeneutical practices in the Middle Ages as well as in post-Reformation
times. In sum we can see that this balanced hermeneutic was influenced by (1)
pastoral and theological concerns, (2) presuppositions that viewed the text from




the standpoint of faith, and (3) interpretations that produced edification among
the saints (Jerome), love toward God and neighbor (Augustine), and benefit and
blessing for the church (Theodoret). Having concluded our survey of the
hermeneutical practices of the early church from Jesus to the Chalcedonian era,
we must see how, if at all, these observations can help untangle the
hermeneutical knots and answer the interpretative questions raised in our own
time.



6

Biblical Interpretation
Then and Now

he title of this volume indicates that our concern is not only to describe
the development of hermeneutical models in the early church, but also to
understand its significance for our day. In this final chapter we will review the
findings of our earlier work and offer a brief survey of interpretative approaches
from the middle of the fifth century to the middle of the twentieth century. We
shall then focus our attention on the trends, models, and methods represented in
contemporary hermeneutics. It is possible that such a method might appear
anachronistic, and we are aware of the problems of a complete incorporation of
early church hermeneutics into a different culture and time period. Thus our
purpose is to let the insights and synthesis of the early church serve as a window
through which we can view the present situation. In this we are following the
suggestions of many "post-critical" theologians who, after tracing the routes
offered by modern movements and trends, have called for the church to once
again listen to its classic voices.'

The Early Church in Review

In this section we shall summarize views of biblical authority and
interpretation in the second through the fifth centuries.' In general, Scripture was

seen as a gift from God given primarily to the people of God to be expounded to
his people and the people of the world. Because it was a gift of God, it had its

origin not just in the prophets and apostles, but in God himself. Irenaeus
acknowledged that the Bible could sometimes be obscure, yet he maintained that
its nature was completely spiritual." Origen remained convinced that a divine

purpose rested behind each passage, even those that presented him intellectual
difficulty.' Gregory of Nyssa, representative of the Cappadocians, found the Holy




Spirit in every statement of Holy Scripture (cf. 2 Tim. 3:16).5

Similarly, the major representatives of the Antioch school confessed the divine
origin of Scripture. Theodore of Mopsuestia, one of the first critical interpreters

in the early church, also emphasized the human aspect of Scripture. He thus
distinguished various types of inspiration, yet equally attributed all of Scripture

to the work of the Holy Spirit.6 His fellow elder, John Chrysostom, affirmed the
full inspiration and thus recognized the spiritual value of all biblical statements.7
The great theologian Augustine noted historical and textual difficulties, yet

strongly affirmed his belief in divine inspiration. He described inspiration as the
work of God whereby Christ gave the church his written Word by using his

apostles as if they were his own hands.8

Since the written Word of God was given by the Spirit of God, Scripture had a
primacy in the life, teaching, and mission of the church. This had reference to
the Old Testament as well as the New. The Old Testament was authoritative by
virtue of its prophetic testimony to the coming Messiah. This authority applied
also to the New Testament because the apostles witnessed to Jesus Christ, who
had come in fulfillment of the promises of the prophets. Generally, the early
church considered all of Scripture true and maintained that God's people must
accept and abide by its teaching.

As these statements suggest, the Bible was the primary divine authority for the
early church. Yet this was true for Marcion, the Gnostics, the Monatists, and the
Judaizers as well. Thus, the church's ecclesiastical authority and its rule of faith
were also raised to a similar level of authority within the orthodox tradition. As
we have seen, various questions and different answers arose as Scripture, the
source of the church's authority, was interpreted in light of rival authorities and
hermeneutical models. While there were definite differences among the Fathers
regarding their understanding of the literal-historical sense of Scripture, as well
as the typological and allegorical, there existed a general consensus that
Scripture should be interpreted christologically.

The diversity, dissensions, and heresies did not obscure the agreement shared
by all from Clement and Ignatius to Jerome, Augustine, and Theodoret. The

church recognized that the fulfillment of the Old Testament events, promises,
and prophecies was centered in Christ. Whether viewed functionally,

typologically, or allegorically, this was so. As G. W. Bromiley has so aptly




stated, "The Old Testament and the New Testament were seen together in
indissoluble unity as the one book of the one God inspired by the one Spirit and

testifying to the one Son."9 The themes of unity and fulfillment for the Fathers
were focused in the conviction that Christ was the true and final subject of
Scripture.

What can we surmise about the early church's use of Scripture? They gladly
acknowledged its divine origin and authority, yet apart from the Antiochenes
there was insufficient attention given to Scripture's human and historical aspects.
We noted that all of the Fathers gave assent to the literal sense of Scripture, but a
contextual, grammatical, and historical interpretation was emphasized by
Theodore and Chrysostom, with a developing convergence in that direction with
Jerome, Augustine, and Theodoret. We also saw that scriptural authority was
consistently affirmed by all, but in practice it was sometimes usurped by a
creedal authority that limited creativity in interpretation or by fanciful
interpretation that yielded to a secondary authority such as philosophical
concerns. The struggle between sola scriptura and the church's confessional
stance, and philosophical challenges, has continued to the present day. The
dogmas and creeds of the church must not develop, in the patristic or the
contemporary church, at the hermeneutical level, into a body of teaching equal in
status to Holy Scripture. Yet the rule of faith, even as a relative and historical
interpretation, must speak to and inform the church's attempt to interpret
Scripture. Likewise, while the church must interpret the Bible in light of its
current philosophical milieu, the goal of interpreting Scripture for the church
must remain primary. The developing hermeneutical models in the early church
converged in the fifth century to emphasize (1) the pri macy of the literal sense
of Scripture; (2) an allowance for a deeper or a multiple sense of Scripture; (3)
the need for faith presuppositions in interpretation; (4) the canonical context for
interpretation, that is, Scripture should be interpreted by Scripture; (5) Scripture
should be interpreted for the edification of the church to produce a greater
knowledge of, and love for, God; (6) the interpretation should not be out of line
with the church's rule of faith; and (7) Scripture should be interpreted
christologically.

It will be helpful to identify the early church methodologies with the following
models or handles:1° (1) the "pietistic" or "functional” model of the apostolic
fathers; (2) the "dogmatic" or "authoritative"” model of the apologists; (3) the




"allegorical" or "reader-oriented" model of the Alexandrians; (4) the "literal-
historical” or "author-oriented" model of the Antiochenes; and (5) the
"canonical" or "text-oriented" model of Augustine and Theodoret. Before
examining these models from a contemporary perspective, it is necessary to trace
briefly what transpired in the hermeneutical field from the fifth to the twentieth
century.

Medieval, Reformation, and Post-Reformation Hermeneutics
Medieval Hermeneutics

From the time of Augustine, the church, following the lead of John Cassian (d.
ca. 433), subscribed to a theory of the fourfold sense of Scripture." The literal
sense of Scripture could and usually did nurture the virtues of faith, hope, and
love, but when it did not, the interpreter could appeal to three additional virtues,
each sense corresponding to one of the virtues. The allegorical sense referred to
the church and its faith-what it should believe. The tropological sense referred to
individuals and what they should do-corresponding to love. The anagogical
sense pointed to the church's future expectation-corresponding to hope. Bernard
of Clair vaux (1090-1153), in the twelfth century, clearly explicated and
practiced this fourfold approach. In the fourteenth century Nicholas of Lyra
(1265-1349) summarized this medieval hermeneutical theory in a muchquoted
rhyme:

Littera gesta docet,

(The letter teaches facts)

Quid credas allegoria,

(allegory what one should believe)
Moralis quid agas,

(tropology what one should do)
Quo tendas anagogia.

(anagogy where one should aspire).

For example, the city of Jerusalem, in all of its appearances in Scripture, was
understood literally as a Jewish city, allegorically as the church of Christ,

tropologically as the souls of women and men, and anagogically as the heavenly
city.12

Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274) wanted to establish the spiritual sense more




securely in the literal sense than had been the case in earlier medieval thought.

He returned to the distinction between things and signs as in Augustine, but
because of his Aristotelianism preferred "things" and "words."" In Scripture, the
things designated by words can themselves have the character of a sign. He

maintained that the literal sense of Scripture has to do with the sign-character of
words; the spiritual sense, with the sign-character of things. Thus, he was able to

demonstrate that the spiritual sense of Scripture was always based on the literal
sense and derived from it.14 Thomas also equated the literal sense with the
meaning of the text intended by the The medieval exegetes and theologians
admitted that the words of Scripture contained a meaning in the historical
situation in which they were first uttered, but overall these scholars denied that
the final and full meaning of those words were restricted to what the first
audience thought or heard.

Reformation Hermeneutics

Martin Luther (1483-1546), the great Reformer, started out using the
allegorical method, but later claimed to have abandoned it.16 Yet, it was
Erasmus (1466-1536), more than Luther, who through the influence of John
Colet (1466-1519) rediscovered the priority of the literal John Calvin (1509-
1564), the greatest exegete of the Reformation, more than anyone else developed
the trend toward using the grammatical- historical exegetical method as the
foundation for developing the spiritual message from the text. Yet, it was

Luther's emphasis on a fuller sense located in the christological meaning of

Scripture that linked the Reformers with Jesus, the apostles, and the early
church.18

Post-Reformation Hermeneutics

It is commonly believed that the followers of the Reformers shrank from the
exegetical freedom employed by Luther and Calvin. They instead conducted

their exposition along newly established theological boundaries, establishing a
new Protestant scholasticism.19 The followers of Luther and Calvin in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries tended to systematize their exegesis into a
philosophical mold.20 This new form of scholasticism exercised an authoritative
and dogmatic hermeneutic, coupled with the rise of the Enlightenment that
rejected both authoritative and dogmatic approaches, and issued in two

reactions: (1) a newfound pietism in Philip Jakob Spener (1635-1705) and




August Herman Franke (1663-1727),21 and (2) a historical-critical method that
stressed the importance of the his torical, over against the theological,

interpretation of the New Testament pioneered by Johann Salamo Semler (1725-
1791) and Johann David Michaelis (1717-1791).22 Both of these movements

were responses within Lutheranism, but they soon spread across denominational
and geographical lines as well. Whereas many scholars of this period were
interested primarily, if not exclusively, in the historical-critical approach,
Friedrich E. D. Schleiermacher (1768-1834), a mystical pietist, a philosopher,
and a theologian, manifested a new hermeneutical concern. Schleiermacher
granted that the historical-critical approach helped disclose the intention of the
biblical writers in the context of their day, but he questioned what their message
means to readers and hearers in a different age and culture. In doing so, he
became not only the "Father of Theological Liberalism," but also the "Father of
Modern Hermeneutics."

The Beginning of Modern Hermeneutics

Schleiermacher argued that interpretation consisted of two categories:
grammatical and psychological.23 Prior to Schleiermacher, hermeneutics was
understood as special hermeneutics (hermeneutica sacra) and general
hermeneutics (hermeneutica profana). Special hermeneutics was concerned with
how the Bible ought to be interpreted and general hermeneutics was used to
interpret other kinds of literature. Schleiermacher, however, insisted that the
understanding of linguistic symbols, whether biblical, legal, or literary texts,
should be derived from a consideration of how understanding in general takes
place, thus a shift from special hermeneutics to general hermeneutics.

The Primacy of the Author

Schleiermacher saw that what was to be understood must, in a sense, be

already known. Acknowledging that this appeared circular or even contradictory,
he maintained that this very account of understanding remained true to the facts

of everyday experience. This was emphasized in his comment that "every child
arrives at the meaning of a word only through hermeneutics."24 The child must

relate the new word to what is already known; otherwise, the word remains
meaningless. On the other side, the child must assimilate "something alien,
universal, which always signifies a resistance for the original vitality. To that
extent it is an accomplishment of hermeneutic."25 Schleiermacher added that




since understanding new subject matter depended on positive relations to the
interpreter's own known horizons, lack of understanding was never completely
removed. Therefore, understanding constituted a progressive process, not simply

an act that can be definitively completed.26

Schleiermacher contended for a preunderstanding that must take place before
interpretation can happen. For Schleiermacher, understanding was related to the
author's intention. In his section on grammatical interpretation, the early
Schleiermacher articulated some of the most incisive statements found in all
hermeneutical literature on the principles useful in grasping what an author

willed to communicate. But the grammatical meaning was not enough for him.
He argued that the theme of an author's text was a product of the author's nature.

The ultimate aim, therefore, was to get through to an author's unique
individuality, a psychological interpretation.27 Understanding required a

knowledge of grammatical concerns, but also intuition through empathy with
and imagination of the author's experience. The goal was for the author and
interpreter to share a life-relationship. Thus the interpreter is to seek an
immediate knowledge of the author's individuality. Understanding, then,
involved more than rethinking what an author thought; it included
reexperiencing what was in the life of the author who generated the thought.
Schleiermacher was thus able to contend that if this reexperiencing could take
place, the interpreter could understand the author's work as well as or even better
than the author.28

The Schleiermacher tradition was continued and expanded by his biographer,

Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911). In "The Development of Hermeneutics," Dilthey
made the goal of interpretation to understand a life not native to oneself. He

postulated the idea of a universal nature that could make this possible, yet he
admitted that an author's personality could not be fully grasped (individuum est

ineffable).29In hermeneutics, Dilthey envisioned the possibility of a foundation
for the humanities that would make them truly Geisteswissenschaften (sciences
of the spirit or human sciences). Hermeneutics was expanded beyond the
Schleiermacher model of understanding so that the task of interpretation was to
understand the expression of the inner life of humans. Meaning for Dilthey

involved knowing human experience from within. Understanding was achieved
through a mystical process of mental transfer; these experiences were

preconceptual acts of human consciousness prior to becoming rational concepts.




The goal of hermeneutics consisted of three aspects: experience, expression, and
understanding. Thus, he sought the plausibility of a universal human nature

manifested in every human being past and present so that no radical difference
could exist between an author in the past and an interpreter in the present.30

This reshaped concept still concentrated on the intention of the author. It was
described by Dilthey as the process in which the interpreter grasped the mind
(Geist) of the author. He thought that understanding took place by the
transposition of the interpreter into the author via an act of imagination at the

level of the lived experience.31 But as we have indicated, Dilthey admitted that
an_interpreter could never fully grasp an author's personality. This was so

because sentiment associated with certain words cannot be fully communicated
by the author or grasped by the interpreter.32 In summarizing the

Schleiermacher-Dilthey approach, T. F. Torrance has observed:

It is all the more necessary that the interpreter should divine the seminal
determination in the consciousness of the biblical author in order to

reconstruct and reproduce it as a determination in his own consciousness
and so to remodel it in his own understanding. This is of course consistent
with Schleiermacher's fundamental approach to Christian doctrine in his

effort to transpose it into another conceptual form and so to make it
understandable in the culture of modern Europe.33

Development toward Existential Hermeneutics

From Schleiermacher the history of modern hermeneutical theory followed the
trail beyond Dilthey to Gottlob Frege (1848-1925),34 Edmund Husserl (1857-
1939),35 Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951),36 and Martin Heidegger (1889-
1976).37 It is important to note the development that took place from an
emphasis on epistemology in Schleiermacher to existential emphases with
Heidegger. Picking up on Dilthey's recognition of the radical historicality of
human life, Heidegger subjected human-being (Dasein) to a thoroughgoing
analysis in his magnum opus, Being and Time. That Heidegger studied with
Husserl but could not agree with his mentor that an objective interpretation or
objective knowledge was possible is most significant. Heidegger was skeptical
that it was possible to achieve determinate meaning in textual interpretation.
While Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Frege, Husserl, and the early Wittgenstein opted
for the possibility of an objective interpretation, Heidegger, Rudolf Bultmann,




and HansGeorg Gadamer moved away from this position, away from the
possibility of determinate meaning and objectivity. Heidegger shifted the
emphasis from historical concerns of the text to the a priori concerns of the
interpreter.38 Indeed understanding was generated from the interpreter's
existential awareness of human From this level of awareness, understanding
moved from cognition to expression in the use of language. Heidegger affirmed
that what came to expression in discourse was the projection of an understanding
of the possibility of human-being (Dasein).40 The interpreter became the source
of meaning as emphasis shifted from the author to the reader, indeed, even to the
"care" of the reader's being.41

That Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) was primarily responsible for Heidegger's
hermeneutical insights entering the field of biblical studies is well known.42
What was important for Bultmann was not the objectifying language of the New
Testament, but the existential possibilities of humanbeing projected through it.
One such possibility obviously rested in the New Testament concept of faith.
The New Testament was written from the vantage point of faith and called for
faith from its readers. Bultmann drew attention to the considerable diversity of

theological interests in the primitive church and denied the coherence of an
objective doctrinal norm. As he theologized in his New Testament Theology, "In

the beginning, faith is the term which distinguishes the Christian congregation
from Jews and the heathen, not orthodoxy (right doctrine). The latter along with
its correlate, heresy, arises out of the differences which develop within the
Christian congregations."43 By faith, New Testament doctrine, couched in the
objectifying mode of language, which Bultmann called "myth," was to be
interpreted in terms of the primordial possibilities of human-being. What
Bultmann intended by his radical program of demythologizing was not the
removal of myth but rather its existential interpretation.

Bultmann stood in the Schleiermacher-Dilthey-Heidegger hermeneutical
tradition, even though his proposals were major modifications of it.44 He wished
not to reject this tradition, for he remained convinced that the chief interest in

reading many texts, particularly philosophical and theological ones, was to have
a personal encounter with authors. His objection lay in the tradition's one-

sidedness in supposing that grasping the author's individual personality was the
only goal in interpreting texts. The broader goal of interpretation, according to
Bultmann, included gaining the possibilities of human-being as they exist in




relation to the concrete historical world.45 Understanding, then, may occur when
the existential possibilities of the language of faith are appropriated by faith and

result in a new self-understanding (selbst verstandnis) or understanding of

existence (existenz

The presupposition that made such understanding possible was that both the
interpreter and author share the same historical world as humans. In this, human-
being occurs as being in an environment, in understanding discourse with
objects, as well as with other women and men. Bultmann amplified:

Such an investigation of the possibilities of human being is always guided
by a prior understanding of "human being"-by a particular understanding of
human existence, which may be naive, but from which in general in the first

instance the categories develop, which make an investigation possiblefor
example, the question of salvation-of the "meaning" of personal life, or of
the "meaning" of history-of the ethical norms of action, the order of human

community life and such like. Without such a prior understanding and the
questions initiated by it, the texts are mute.47

Thus, Bultmann thought biblical exegesis without prior understanding an
impossibility.48 By deemphasizing the cognitive aspects of the biblical text, and
shifting the notion of interpretation to existential encounter, Bultmann redirected
the focus of New Testament interpretation in the twentieth century.

The Marburg scholar argued that exegesis without presuppositions is
impossible. The interpreter must approach the text with specific questions or

with a specific way of raising questions, bringing to the text a certain idea of the

subject matter with which the text is concerned. Bultmann raised significant
points, awakening scholarship from its Cartesian dogmatic slumbers, but his

approach was not accepted by all contemporary theologians or interpreters.49

Karl Barth (1886-1968), for example, argued that what dropped out of
Bultmann's hermeneutical method was a serious consideration of the intended
reference of the discourse, the Sache, which may and often does transcend both
language and the user of the language.50 Bultmann seemed to imply that no
matter what the biblical texts spoke about, their ultimate subject matter was
human existence. All would agree that the biblical texts arose from human
existence, but when interpretation was exclusively oriented toward human




existence, the theological and cognitive aspects were reduced. When Bultmann
demythologized Jesus and the apostolic writings by conforming them to these
existential categories, he was not letting the New Testament texts speak for
themselves. He seemed neither open nor responsive to other possibilities of
understanding human existence besides those set forth by Heidegger. Munich
theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg (1928- ) responded to Bultmann:

Although there is no intention of dimming down the particular content of
the text [in Bultmann], but rather of making it visible precisely for

contemporary understanding, nevertheless that content is narrowed down

from the outset; anything other than the possibilities of human existence
cannot become relevant for existential interpretation.... Now, it is rather
doubtful that the text which is to be interpreted on the basis of such
handling, can still say what it has to say on its own: the New Testament
texts for example, are concerned, at least explicitly, with many things other

than the possibilities of understanding human existence, although
everything with which they are concerned will also be an element of the
understanding of the existence of the New Testament author.51

From Existential to Ontolo ical Hermeneutics: Toward a
Hermeneutics o t Conversation

At this point, Gadamer (1900- ) attempted to move the discussion beyond the

contributions of his mentors, Heidegger and Bultmann'52 by orienting
hermeneutics to language and its subject matter rather than to an existential

understanding of the author objectified in the biblical text. Gadamer sought not
to recreate the moment of life when an author composed a text, as did
Schleiermacher, nor to rethink the meaning an author intended to communicate;
instead, he sought to grasp the vital knowledge of the subject matter that, under
certain conditions, emerges from a text's language.53 By subject matter (die
Sache), Gadamer referred to that which takes place when two people, engaged in
conversation, come to agreement. This concept was developed in his classic
volume Wahrheit and Methode (Truth and Method).54

Gadamer rejected the idea that a text, and the biblical text in particular, is a
fixed repository of stable content. He advocated that the text is not a depository
of meaning, but a mediation of meaning. The reader's task is not to determine the
author's meaning when the text was penned, but to understand what the text says




to the present reader.55 The reader's task is pictured by Gadamer as a
conversation in which two people attempt to come to a common understanding
about some matter which is of interest to both. The goal is not so much
understanding each other, but understanding that about which they are talking.
Gadamer maintained that the text is an exposition of something that exceeds
itself.56 Language thus serves as a functioning structure of meanings which are
always polyvalent and analogous. This means, therefore, that a text has a
fullness of meaning which by its very nature can never be exhausted. Not only is

it possible but always it is the case that the meaning mediated by the text
actually exceeds the conscious intention of the author.57

Gadamer also insisted that there is a great distance of time and culture that
separates the interpreter from the original author. Similarly, he recognized the
tradition established as a result of that distance of time that impinges upon the
way an interpreter reads the biblical text.58 According to Gadamer, there can be
no such thing as "pure objectivity" in biblical interpretation any more than there
is in other scientific exegesis. This has led many to conclude that historical-
biblical exegesis is impossible.59 Granting Gadamer's points concerning
distance and tradition, how can a synthesis be converged to hurdle the seeming
impasse? What can be learned from the early church that will speak to
contemporary concerns?

Hermeneutics in the Contemporary Church

As we have noted, the present state of biblical studies is seemingly headed
toward a hermeneutical impasse. The problem of interpreting Scripture is one for
which all would like to find a simple key, an easy for mula that would enable us
to approach a text and quickly and certainly establish its meaning. Unfortunately,
there is no simple answer. It is, however, possible to indicate three diverse
perspectives that will enable the contemporary church to wrestle with the
biblical text. From these perspectives we can suggest a healthy synthesis built on
the strengths represented in the various viewpoints. These perspectives include
what we shall call (1) an "author-oriented" perspective, (2) a "reader-oriented"
perspective, and (3) a "text-oriented" perspective. To these approaches we now
turn our attention.

Author-Oriented Perspective



The prominent approach to biblical studies in both Protestant and Roman

Catholic schools of interpretation until the middle of this century was an author-
oriented approach. This view has been known as either the "literal-grammatical,"

"historical-contextual," or "historical-critical" method of interpretation.

Advocates of this position such as Krister Stendahl60 and John L. McKenzie'61
writing in the Journal of Biblical Literature (1958), defined this approach to
interpretation as determining the meaning intended by the human author and
understood by the original readers. This approach considered the meaning of
texts to be stable and univocal, and its meaning in the original setting is where

meaning is located. Stendahl suggested that to "furnish the original," to
reconstruct the transaction of the author to the original audience by way of the

text, is the task of interpretation. In "Contemporary Biblical Theology" (1962),
Stendahl distinguished between what a text meant and what it means.62 In an
earlier edition of Robert M. Grant's Short History of the Interpretation of the
Bible, Grant affirmed a very similar position, even while recognizing the
widespread influence of Heidegger and Bultmann:

It would appear that the primary task of the modern interpreter is historical,
in the sense that what he is endeavoring to discover is what the texts and

contexts he is interpreting meant to their authors in their relationships with
their readers.63

In 1967, a literary scholar from the University of Virginia, E. D. Hirsch, Jr.
(1928- ), published a major work, Validity in Interpretation, advocating an
author-oriented, normative hermeneutic. He followed this in 1976 with his Aims
of Working within the Schleiermacher-Dilthey tradition of general hermeneutics,
Hirsch called for a grammatical interpretation that attempts to grasp the meaning
an author intended to convey in what is written. His influence in biblical
interpretation is praised by many scholars of diverse theological traditions.

Hirsch distanced himself from the Schleiermacher tradition by maintaining
that it is not the task of the interpreter to have access to the mental processes by

which an author produced a work.65 He affirmed that the author's verbal
meanings can be grasped because the interpretation of texts is concerned with
sharable meanings. Hirsch contended that an author chooses language
conventions which will also bring to mind in others the things he or she is

attempting to communicate; so also the reader can know what the writer wanted
to share with his or her audience by words.66 Language is efficient in




transmitting these meanings because it consists of conventions and elements that

the society agreed should stand for all its various aspects of common experience.
Thus, "an author's verbal meaning is limited by linguistic possibilities but is
determined by his actualizing and specifying some of these possibilities."67 The
meaning of words are thus limited by a context that has been determined by the

author. Interpreters cannot, then, understand what a writer meant except by what
he or she has actually written.68 With reference to biblical studies, G. B. Caird

summarized,

We have no access to the mind of Jeremiah or Paul except through their
recorded words. A fortiori, we have no access to the Word of God in the

Bible except through the words and the minds of those who claim to speak
in his name. We may disbelieve them, that is our right; but if we try, without
evidence, to penetrate to a meaning more ultimate than the one the writers

intended, that is our meaning, not theirs or God's.69

To summarize Hirsch's position concerning an author-oriented interpretation,
we can note that he claimed the task of the interpreter is to understand what an
author meant at the time of the writing. This is pos sible because the text's
meaning is controlled by language conventions which exist between the speaker
and hearer, or author and reader.70 Hirsch acknowledged that this process may
take the form of a guess, and although there are no rules for making good
guesses, there are methods for validating guesses, as Hirsch elucidated: "The act
of understanding is at first a genial (or a mistaken) guess and there are no
methods for making guesses, no rules for generating insights; the

methodological activity of interpretation commences when we begin to test and
criticise our guesses."71 Addressing this issue, Paul Ricoeur has noted,

As concerns the procedures of validation by which we test our guesses, I
agree with Hirsch that they are closer to a logic of probability than a logic
of empirical verification. To show that an interpretation is more probable in
light of what is known is something other than showing that a conclusion is
true. In this sense, validation is not verification. Validation is an
argumentative discipline comparable to the juridical procedures of legal
interpretation. It is a logic of uncertainty and of qualitative probability.... A
text is a quasi-individual, the validation of an interpretation applied to it
may be said, with complete legitimacy, to give a scientific knowledge of the
text.72




Before moving to a discussion of the "reader-oriented" approach, it will be
informative to note biblical scholar Walter C. Kaiser's amplification of Hirsch's
approach. Kaiser has taken the insights from Hirsch's theory of general
hermeneutics and applied them specifically to biblical interpretation. Kaiser's
writings are prolific and he has consistently maintained Hirsch's important
distinction between "meaning" and "significance."73 Meaning is what the writer
meant in the writing addressed to the original readers. There is only one
normative meaning for a text, but there are many significances. The significance
of the text includes all the various ways that a text can be read and applied
beyond the author's intention. The significance is understood to be descriptive
and not normative. Perhaps his major contribution in his vast writings has been
the development of the principle that no additional meaning can be understood in
any text than the meaning that would have been available to the author through
previous revelation.74 Later revelation can be interpreted in light of earlier
revelation, but one cannot read the meaning of later revelation back into earlier
revelation. In light of the way the early church read earlier revelation through the
vehicles of typological and allegorical exegesis, plus the developments of sensus
plenior and the analogy of faith since the time of Augustine, such a view is quite
controversial. This raises questions about a text's fuller meaning and its
hermeneutical significance in the full biblical canon. The matters will be
addressed in our evaluation at the end of this section.

Reader-Oriented Perspective

The difficulty of the task described has been underscored by contemporary
theorists who think that discovering the author's intention is most problematic,

even fallacious.75 As noted earlier, chief among these has been Gadamer.
Reader-oriented hermeneuticians stress the distance that separates interpreters
from the original authors of a text in terms of time, culture, and language. The
goal of interpretation is for the reader to come to a common understanding about
something of interest to both reader and author. A presupposition underlying this
approach is that all texts have a fullness of meaning, which by its very nature can
never be exhausted. Thus it is not only possible, but is always the case that the

meaning which is communicated to the reader exceeds and is broader than the
meaning that the author intended to convey.76 This framework constitutes the

basic philosophy behind the rise in biblical interpretation of the "new
hermeneutic."77 In the contemporary church, the reader-response model has




been adopted by many interested in liberation78 and feminist theologies.79

Text-Oriented Perspective

A text-oriented approach has been ably expounded by Paul Ricoeur (1913-
and to a lesser extent by Graeme Nicholson.81 Nicholson contends that authorial
meaning may be judged to be identical with textual meaning.82 Ricoeur is so
important for the contemporary discussion because he manages to combine
theoretically the legitimate concerns of both Hirsch and Gadamer. As noted,
Ricoeur agrees with Hirsch that it is possible to reach a valid interpretation of a
text. The goal of a text-oriented approach is not so much to discover the
"author's intention," but the "author's results." Text-oriented hermeneutics
concerns itself with what the author achieved. Ricoeur has stressed that generally
when one reads a text, the author is not present to be questioned about
ambiguous meaning in the text.83 This, of course, is the case with the human
authors of the biblical text.84

In contrast to Gadamer, Ricoeur does maintain that a text's meaning is
intelligible across historical and cultural distance. Because of the nature of

writing, the text opens up a possible world to the interpreter (the textworld); the
interpreter may enter into that world and appropriate the possibilities which it
offers. When that occurs, the meaning of the text is actualized in the interpreter's
understanding. What is understood or appropriated, then, is not necessarily the
author's intended meaning, or the historical situation of the original author or
readers, but the text In many ways this closely parallels Gadamer's fusion of
horizons which occurs when the text is disclosed to the reader. The fusion is
brought about through the ideality of the textual sense. Thus, a convergence
takes place so that understanding seems to occur on a variety of levels, including
that of author (following Hirsch), reader (following Gadamer), and text
(following Ricoeur).86 This model has been appropriated in biblical
interpretation by newer fields of structuralism,88 and the new narrative and
literary approaches to the biblical text.89 Having examined the contemporary
approaches to biblical and philosophical hermeneutics, we must explore how our
findings from the early church inform this discussion.

Toward a Hermeneutical Synthesis

A Review of Hermeneutical Models



The survey of the various models represented in the early church helps us to
see that the contemporary hermeneutical problem is not entirely new. The five
models of the early church find similar parallels on the contemporary scene. The
"functional” model is present with the pietists; the "authoritative" with the
scholastics; the "author" perspective of Antioch, with Hirsch and the historical-
critics; the "reader" perspective of the Alexandrians, with contemporary
existential, liberation, new hermeneutic, and feminist models; and the "text"
perspective associated with Augustine and Theodoret, with Ricoeur and the
linguistic/literary approaches.

The functional/pietistic approach is common among all who read the Bible
devotionally, but who really are not concerned with exegesis based on the
historical context of the passage or hermeneutical questions beyond moral
responses. The authoritative/dogmatic approach is necessary for all who attempt
to interpret Scripture in a confessional setting, whether Jewish, Catholic,
Protestant, Orthodox, or Free Church. One of the strengths of this approach is
that parameters are set to guard against what each community perceives as
heresy. But its weaknesses need to be noted: (1) answers are sometimes offered
before questions are asked; (2) creativity can be threatened; and (3) often, as
with Tertullian, challenges are met with anti-intellectual or separatist responses.
This brings us to the three models to which the majority of this chapter has been
devoted.

Toward a Textual, Canonical, and Confessional Hermeneutic
Sensus Plenior

The question of deeper meanings, normative meanings, and limits or
parameters of a text's meaning can be shaped and informed, though not fully
answered, by the biblical canon itself. Borrowing from Ricoeur, we can suggest
that the biblical text, in its canonical context, contains a surplus of meaning
which is not unlike what has traditionally been called sensus plenior. This
indicates a fuller meaning in the text than that possibly intended or known by the
author.90 The more significant the text, the greater the possibility for a fuller
meaning.

To illustrate, let us use the example of the "seed" as it is used in Scripture. The

seed promised to Abraham and Sarah (Gen. 12-22) had an objective, normative




meaning to them, the original historical hearers. It meant that God had promised
to give them a son. This is an interpretation that can be validated, but the

meaning of the seed is deeper. Its use in Genesis 12 with Abraham and Sarah is a
resignification of the promise concerning the seed in Genesis 3:15, where Eve

was promised a seed. Historically, the seed referred to the immediate children
born to Eve and Sarah. But beyond that, seed is given a broader canonical

meaning in the Davidic covenant in 2 Samuel 7, where there is a promise to
David that his seed would sit on the throne of Israel forever. Paul, in Galatians
3:16-29, reveals the depth of the theological concept of the seed, whose fullest
meaning is found in the Lord Jesus Christ. It is unlikely that the original
historical figures, the biblical authors, or the original readers understood seed in
Genesis, 3 and 12 or in 2 Samuel 7 as Jesus Christ. Yet from a canonical
perspective, we see that the meaning of seed goes beyond, but does not ignore,
the meaning understood by the original readers. Eve had a son, as did Sarah.
David's son, Solomon, and his sons as well, sat on the throne of Israel. Because
of its canonical shape and divine nature, the biblical text may have a surplus of
meaning or a full depth of meaning which by its very nature can never be
exhausted.91 It is thus possible, though not always the case, that the meaning of
a text may actually exceed the conscious intention of the original authors or the
understanding of the original readers.

Following the Antiochene influence and the affirmations of Hirsch, we can
affirm that the biblical author's intended meaning is the objective meaning of a
text. This is discovered not by identifying the author's mental process, but by the
achievements of the author which is the text itself. Despite Gadamer's pessimism
concerning distanciation, it seems plausible that through determined and
dedicated effort the interpreter may reach back and read the text in light of its
original context, culture, and setting. Yet, we would suggest that Gadamer has
helpfully reminded us of the difficulty of that task, a task not to be taken lightly.
Moreover, he has identified the problems associated with our traditions and
prejudices that keep us from reading the text objectively. It also is exciting to
think that, as Gadamer suggests, every reading of a text, because of its full
meaning, can be a new reading. In this sense we have much to learn from the
Alexandrians, who approached the text expectantly seeking to find a new
meaning in the text's deeper meaning.

How can these fuller meanings be validated? What parameters exist to limit



fanciful excesses? Are all these meanings normative? We would suggest that
there are indicators in the text's verbal meaning and linguistic possibilities that
enable us to limit the range of meaning and help us validate our
interpretations.92 Also, the parameters are located in the text and the full biblical

canon, though the church's confessional tradition cannot be ignored. Finally we
would suggest that a text's meaning must be consistent with the overall canonical
message. In this sense the eclectic and broader concerns of Augustine and
Theodoret provide a window to unravel contemporary difficulties. These include

(1) approaching the text with right presuppositions, which Augustine identified
as faith93 (following Peter Stuhlmacher, over against Jacques Derrida, this can

be identified as a hermeneutics of consent instead of a hermeneutics of
suspicion); (2) recognizing that the historical and literal meaning of a text is the
primary meaning, but not the limit of meaning; (3) acknowledging the possibility
of a deeper meaning in the prophetic-apostolic witness; (4) affirming the human
authorship of the text, as well as its divine origin; (5) regarding the biblical text,
more than the author's mind, as the place where meaning is concentrated; (6)
understanding that a text rests in its historical, literary, and canonical context; (7)
viewing Scripture as a commentary on Scripture, thus affirming the analogy of
faith and the sensus plenior of Scripture; (8) expecting illumination for
enablement in interpretation; and (9) expecting the text to speak to the reader's
contemporary concerns. Let me briefly suggest how these matters might be
addressed.

Text and Context Markings

It is true that all reading is perspectival; that is, the reader participates in

understanding the text, but the reader is not the determiner of meaning. We
would suggest there are indicators in the text itself, contextual markers, that are
not there by accident but to guide us toward an objective meaning. An objective
meaning is thus mediated by the text itself. The text's indicators limit the
possibilities so that the number of meanings available to the reader is not
infinite. While stressing the historical meaning of the text, we cannot neglect the
concerns of the contemporary reader. The concept of the text's significance, in

this way, is as important as its meaning, though not equated with it.94

Focusing meaning in the biblical text, rather than in the author or reader,
acknowledges that a text's verbal meaning can be construed only on the basis of
its own linguistic possibilities. These are not given from some other realm, but



must be learned or guessed at; this is a process which is entirely intrinsic to a
particular social and linguistic system. Ricoeur maintains that what has to be
appropriated for understanding to be completed is nothing other than the power
of disclosing the "text-world" that is the reference of a text. The gulf between
reader and author has been bridged by the text itself. A text is indeed historical in
its origin, but it is also present in its power to communicate its sense and to open
a world to its reader by its reference. It is in this sense that Ricoeur can suggest
that the letters to the Romans, Galatians, Corinthians, and Ephesians, as well as
the other books, are addressed to contemporary readers as much as to the
original readers.

Canonical Context

Therefore the historical meaning and the contemporary understanding belong
together in a single canon of Scripture. These two coexist, and their interaction is
shaped by canonical meaning. We must wrestle with both sides of the problem,

the then and now communicated to us by the canonical text itself. But the

distinctive emphases within the canon must not be reduced or flattened out in the
interests of superficial harmonizations, ecclesiastical confessions, or

contemporary "rules of faith."95 Nor can we develop a "canon within a canon”
in an attempt to silence the more challenging sections of Holy Scripture. Our
synthesis of these two concerns must maintain the full biblical unity of the
biblical canon without ignoring the diversity evident in the historical situations.

In this sense the canon becomes the interpreter's primary rule of faith. The
question of limits for the possible meanings of a text are, however, determined
both by the canon and the church's theology. The canon establishes a
permissable range of "resignification." Resignification is the new meaning given
to the concepts, teachings, and figures as they are reintroduced in the progress of
revelation through the Bible. The text is not a mere ancient document, but
because it has canonical shape it has ongoing meaning and authority for the
believing community. This approach to hermeneutics not only looks for all the
traditions, texts, and precursors that flow into a passage studied but also seeks to
determine how that tradition functioned in the text and the interpretive principles

by which it did so. Because the Scripture is a canonical word for the community,
we can also read the prophets or the apostles for the present members of the

believing fellowship. Both horizons, as Thiselton brilliantly contends, must be
maintained.96




The project then is characterized by two interrelated phases: (1)
literaryhistorical analysis, and (2) canonical-theological analysis. The first deals
primarily with the external features of the text and the situation in which the text
has been placed by its author. The second is concerned with the inner life of the
text, that is, how the text impinges on the members of the believing community,
past and present. In this view, the norms and principles essential to historical and
literary methodologies are incorporated into the theological interpretation,
serving to guide and oversee theological application. Our task then is to go
"there and back again,” to go to the text's meaning in the historical situation
before coming back again to speak to the present.

Normative Canon

In what sense is meaning in a text normative? We would suggest that the text's

significance beyond the canonical meaning is primarily descriptive. Within the

canon, however, there are passages where meaning is limited to the initial
readers because of their historical or cultural setting.97 But most passages within

the canon, because of their canonical status, can be understood in a normative

manner. If the biblical text is regarded as completely descriptive, it might lead to
the conclusion that the student of Scripture is little more than an antique keeper
who displays the exhibits to the best possible advantage of the audience, but
cannot demonstrate any relevance. But this approach is unacceptable and lacks

all the dynamic of the experience of New Testament Christianity. It should be
asked if the real question is not, To what extent is Scripture normative for the

contemporary church? Granted that the cultural background and environment
have changed since the first century, the canonical message may need to be
contextualized or further resignified. Even though there are many contextual and
cultural changes, the changes in the human nature have not changed. It is at the
point of contextual application that the canonical word can still speak powerfully
to contemporary men and women. The canonical message speaks authoritatively
to the human condition. This does not mean the contemporary understanding of
the biblical message is merely a repetition of early Christian beliefs, but it is a
principled restatement, understanding cultural considerations, that awakens
twentieth-century readers to an awareness that the Bible can speak in a relevant

way to contemporary needs. By illumination, contemporary interpreters can
appropriate the meaning of the biblical canon for themselves.98




[Ilumination

The idea of illumination as enablement for understanding the text in this
manner (see 1 Cor. 2:10-16) has at times disappeared from the contemporary
discussion. We need to realize that we search not only for the external meaning
of the text but for its inner meaning as well. We are suggesting that discovering
Scripture's meaning involves not only examining the author's result in the written
text, but also the Holy Spirit's work of illuminating the reader's mind to interpret
the text. With the enablement of the Spirit, discerning a text's meaning and

significance is not only possible but plausible. That a text may have deeper
meanings, especially in genres like parables and poetry, is implied, but objective

meaning is nevertheless present and discoverable.99 Our goal as interpreters is
to seek to determine the text's meaning in both its historical and canonical
contexts and to communicate its meaning to contemporary men and women.

Conclusion

We have concentrated in this final chapter on contemporary hermeneutical
theory and the diversity of hermeneutical models. We have seen that a synthesis

of "author-," "reader-," and "text-" oriented models can converge into a
canonical synthesis, not unlike the approach of Augustine and Theodoret in the
fifth century.too In this way, the early church serves as a window for the
concerns of contemporary hermeneutical theorists and practitioners.

In conclusion, we have learned that the contributions, wvariety, and
development of the early church's hermeneutical approaches are reflected in the
diversity represented among contemporary hermeneutical approaches. We
learned there are three primary models among contemporary approaches: (1)
"author-oriented" perspectives; (2) "reader-oriented" perspectives; and (3) "text-
oriented" perspectives. We concluded that meaning is found in the author's
achievement, identified as the text itself, though of course the background
behind the text is extremely informative. We noted the legitimate concerns of
Gadamer and those in the "reader" model. We can agree that distance, tradition,
and perspective hinder the possibility of a purely objective interpretation. Yet,
with Hirsch and those emphasizing the primacy of the author in interpretation,
we can maintain, along with the Antioch school, Theodoret, and Augustine, the
plausibility of determining a text's normative meaning. This meaning can be
validated by linguistic and literary keys in the text. Thus the author's meaning is



available only in the text, not by making contact with the author's mental
patterns.

We observed that the canonical concerns Augustine had previously
emphasized should be reinstituted, or at least reconsidered. By seeing the canon
as normative for the early church as well as contemporary readers, both horizons
confronting the interpreter can be addressed. These different horizons are
brought together by canonical emphases. In this way the historical emphases of
the Antiochenes, the concerns of others for deeper meaning in Scripture, and the
church's past and present concerns for hermeneutical (theological) parameters
are brought together. Their coexistence and interaction shape the text's canonical
meaning. Concern for these levels of meaning are addressed and informed by the
impressive, but varied, contributions of the third-, fourth-, and fifth-century
church.

Contemporary biblical hermeneutics is thus able to wrestle with both sides of
a single problem. The Old Testament and the New must be inter preted in their
separate contexts. Each passage speaks to a particular historical context. But a
fuller meaning is provided when the complete revelation of the canon informs
these passages, which is a broader and deeper understanding than a historical
interpretation alone can provide.

Likewise, in the New Testament, the writings of Paul and James must be
interpreted on their own terms. Each speaks to a particular pastoral and historical
situation concerning faith and works. But their distinctive contributions within
the canon must not be reduced or flattened out in the interest of superficial
harmonizations. Neither can one be eclipsed by elevating the other as the key to
the whole gospel message. How the interpreter can best avoid these pitfalls,
while emphasizing the full canonical meaning of the text, remains a challenge.
Full justice must be given to both the primary and plenary meanings. Moreover,
we must give equal attention to the unity and diversity of the biblical canon,
without ignoring or deemphasizing either.

Finally, we recognize that several far-reaching disciplines should be
incorporated in biblical interpretation: history, philosophy, theology, language
and linguistic studies, literature, rhetoric, sociology, and anthropology among
others. While concern for biblical interpretation must remain primarily the
concern of the communities of faith, we cannot adopt the mindset of Tertullian



and try to shield the Bible's interpretation from the broader interdisciplinary
questions raised by the perspectives of the various disciplines. Thus, the early
church serves as an important window, not only for positive insights for
contemporary hermeneutical matters, but also as a means to avoid the pitfalls
and failures of the past. We must look to those upon whose shoulders we stand to
gain insight, knowledge, and motivation to address the hermeneutical challenges
raised by theologians and biblical interpreters of our day. In conclusion,
following the thoughts of Emilio Betti, a hermeneutic theorist whose primary
work was done earlier in this century and who suggested that hermeneutics are
vital to the well-being of society, we can affirm that hermeneutical
understanding is vital to the wellbeing of society, the academy, and particularly
the church.



Glossary

Adoptionist Christology. An adoptionist Christology is a belief that Jesus was in
nature a man who became God by adoption. This theory maintained that Jesus
was a virtuous man chosen by God, and with him the Spirit of God was
united. He was an obedient man, doing even more than commanded.
Therefore, he was by divine decree adopted to great power and lordship.
Adherents of this Christology were declared heretics in the third century.

Alexandrian School. Alexandria was a center of great learning. Here Philo
developed his allegorical hermeneutics. The school of thought represented in
Alexandria had streams of Platonic, neo-Platonic, and Gnostic thought, and
these streams of thought influenced the way Judaism and Christianity were
articulated. At the beginning of the third century A.D. Alexandria became
important as a seat of Christian theology. The school was characterized by its
dependence upon neo-Platonic philosophy and its application of the
allegorical method of biblical interpretation.

Allegorical Interpretation. That kind of interpretation which assumes that the
text to be interpreted says or intends to say something other than its literal
wording suggests. It seeks to draw out a deeper, mystical sense not derivable
from the words themselves.

Already/Not Yet Tension. The belief that the eschatological life may be enjoyed
here and now in the "already,” but that the full consummation of this life is
"not yet" complete and awaits a future fulfillment. There is an indeterminate
interval between Christ's resurrection and second coming. During this interval
the age to come overlaps the present age. Believers "already" live spiritually
in the new age, though temporally they do "not yet" live in that age. This
dialectic is called the "already/not yet" tension.

Antiochene School. An approach to or school of biblical interpretation and
theology popular from the third to the eighth centuries A.D. that devel oped in
Antioch of Syria. The approach tended to be rational, historical, and literal, in
contrast to that which had previously developed in Alexandria. Interpreters
who followed this approach seemed to be critical in their methodology, with



some dependence upon Aristotle and that philosophical tradition.

Apocalyptic Literature. A collective term to designate those ancient visionary
writings or parts of writings that, like the Book of Revelation, claim to reveal
the mystery of the end of the age and the glories of the age to come. It is a
distinctly Jewish and Christian phenomenon that goes back to the sixth
century B.c., but it flourished between 200 B.c. and A.D. 100.

Apostolic Fathers. A group of early Christian writers believed to have had direct
contact with the apostles of the early church. The term is used to describe the
earliest noncanonical writings of the late first and early second centuries.

Arius/Arianism. Arius (A.D. 250-336) was an elder in an urban parish in
Alexandria (A.D. 318-325). He taught that God the Father alone is God. This
God could not possibly have communicated his essence to any other; thus the
Son is a being created by the will and power of the Father. Unlike the Father,
Jesus was not without beginning. Arianism was declared heretical at both the
Council of Nicea (A.D. 325) and the Council of Constantinople (A.D. 381).

Authoritative Hermeneutics. A way of interpreting Scripture to point out the
false beliefs of heretics. This was accomplished by establishing the correct
theological meaning of Scripture by the authority of the bishop or the
regulafidei (rule of faith).

Canon/Canonical. The tern canon refers to the group of books acknowledged by
the early church as the rule of faith and practice. Both Jews and Christians
have canons of Scripture. The Jewish canon consists of thirtynine books called
the Old Testament or Hebrew Scriptures. The Christian canon consists of
sixty-six books (thirty-nine Old Testament and twentyseven New Testament)
for Protestants and eighty books for Catholics, whose canon includes the
Apocrypha.

Chalcedonian Christology. The belief about Jesus Christ adopted at the Council
of Chalcedon (A.D. 451) and considered by most today as the foundation of
classical orthodox Christology. The confession affirms Jesus as the one and
the same Christ, Son, Lord, Only Begotten-to be acknowledged in two
natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without
separation; the distinction of the natures being in no way abolished because of



the union, but rather the characteristic property of each one being preserved,
and concurring into one person and one being.

Christocentric Interpretation. A term often used synonymously with
"christological," but more specific or focused, seeing Jesus Christ as central to
all interpretation of the Old Testament.

Christological Interpretation. The Greek word Christos means "anointed one"
and is the equivalent of the Hebrew Mashiah (Messiah). Christological
interpretation reads the Old Testament in light of the belief that Jesus of
Nazareth is the Messiah/Christ and the fulfillment of the Old Testament
promises and prophecies.

Christology. The word refers to the teaching of Christ, his person and natures. In
earlier times, Christology also included the work of Christ, now usually
treated under the doctrine of salvation.

Dead Sea Scrolls. The name given mainly to parchment and papyrus scrolls
written in Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek and discovered in eleven caves along
the northwestern coast of the Dead Sea between 1947 and 1956. The scrolls
date from 250 B.C. to A.D. 68 and are assigned to an Essene community
located at the site or area know as Qumran.

Early Church. A rather broad and somewhat ambiguous term used to describe
the Christian church from its inception through its development in the first
five centuries. Sometimes the terms earliest church, earliest Christianity,
primitive church, or primitive Christianity are more focused upon the first-
century church.

Exegesis. Exegesis means "to explain the meaning of a text in its original
context." In Christian theology, exegesis is based on the presupposition that
the Bible is in some sense the Word of God and that humanity is the recipient
of its message. Exegesis and hermeneutics are sometimes used synonymously,
but we can distinguish that exegesis asks, What did a text mean to the original
sender or receiver? while hermeneutics asks, What does a text mean for the
present reader?

Functional Hermeneutic. A way of describing how readers apply biblical text to



their own context and situation without attention to its original context or
situation. Meaning is thus bound up with Scripture's functional application.

Gemara. A commentary work of the rabbis known as Amoraim (expounders). It
developed primarily in two centers, Babylon and Palestine (Tiberias) from the
third to the fifth centuries.

Hermeneutic. The name ascribed by scholars to a school of thought beginning
principally with the so-called later Heidegger but whose roots go back to
Dilthey and Schleiermacher, sometimes called ontological hermeneutics. It
differs from traditional hermeneutics in that it is no longer equated with a
theory of exegetical method,. but is a description of what constitutes the
phenomenon of understanding as such. It rejects the idea that a text has
meaning autonomous of the interpreter.

Hermeneutics. From the Greek hermeneuein: to express, to explain, to translate,
to interpret. It is variously defined, but refers to a theory of interpretation.
Traditionally, hermeneutics sought to establish the principles, methods, and
rules needed in the interpretation of written texts, particularly sacred texts.

Indicative/Imperative. The shape of New Testament theology and ethics. It
recognizes that often the New Testament writers explain the individual
believer's or the church's position before God (in the indicative mood). This is
followed by an exhortation to live out this teaching in practical terms (in the
imperative mood). For example, in Romans 6, Paul says, "Anyone who has
died has been freed from sin.... Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal
body" (6:7, 12).

Late Judaism. Judaism from the closing of the Old Testament to the third century
A.D., specifically its different groups (Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, and
Zealots) during the intertestamental period and the first century A.D.

Literal Interpretation. An attempt to understand Scripture in its plain and
ordinary sense without seeing a deeper or spiritual meaning.

Meaning. Meaning is a highly ambiguous term, and the only safe way of
handling it is to identify the various senses in which it is used. One way of
discussing meaning is by use of the terms sense and referent. The sense is



what is being said and the referent is what is being talked about. Meaning can
also be discussed in terms of value and entailment. Meaning as value does not
imply a greater understanding of a subject, but instead a greater appreciation.
For instance, we can say that Paul means more to one person than does John.
This person may not understand Paul better, but she or he does prefer Paul to
John. By entailment, we are not indicating that meaning expresses
synonymous relationships between two ideas, but that one idea leads
inexplorably to the other. When we discuss meaning in terms of the author's
intentions or results, it is more than understanding why writers say what they
say. To understand why writers say what they do is not the same thing as
understanding what they are saying. The author's results can be discussed in
terms of historical meaning, objective meaning, and normative meaning.
Historical meaning is grounded in the historical sense of the text. When the
genre so indicates, the historical meaning also refers to the historicity of the
event behind the text. An objective meaning is a meaning determined
primarily by the author or text, rather than the reader. An objective meaning
refers to the interpreter's attempt to ground meaning in either the author's
intention or the author's result (the text itself). Often the historical meaning
and the objective meaning are identified as synonymous concepts, but this is
not mandatory. A normative meaning suggests that the interpreter's findings
have authority for the interpreter and may even be binding upon the
interpreter.

Midrash. Jewish interpretation of Scripture; more precisely, a commentary that
contemporizes Scripture for current and practical situations.

Mishna. From the Hebrew shanah: to learn, to repeat. The Mishna was an
authoritative collection of rabbinic halakic (legal or procedural) material
developed within the oral traditions of pharisaic and rabbinic Judaism,
arranged and revised by Judah ha-Nasi in the first decades of the third century.
The Mishna provides the foundation for the structure of the Talmud and is of
great significance for understanding the Judaism of the intertestamental and
early church period.

Nestorian Christology. The teaching about Jesus associated with Nestorius of
Antioch. Nestorianism maintained that Christ was a conjunction (synapheia)
of two distinct natures. It was believed that before the union, there had been
the Son of God, with his divine nature, and a human embryo, with his human



nature. The Son of God entered the human fetus at the moment of conception,
but did not mix with it in any way. God and man were linked in symmetrical
union in which the whole was greater than its parts. The whole was the person
of Christ, the appearance of a union which could theoretically be dissolved
without destroying either the Son of God or the man Jesus. Nestorius and his
teaching were condemned at the Third Ecumenical Council (Ephesus, A.D.
431) and again at Chalcedon (A.D. 451).

Nicene Christology. The teaching of the fourth-century church derived from the
Council of Nicea (A.D. 325) and confirmed at Constantinople (A.D. 381).
This teaching was articulated by Athanasius (ca. A.D. 297-373). The Council
of Nicea condemned Arius by insisting that the Son was not simply the
"firstborn of all creation,”" but was indeed "of one essence with the Father."
Against Arius, Athanasius sought to uphold the unity of essence of the Father
and Son by basing his argument not on a philosophical doctrine of the nature
of the Logos, but on the nature of the redemption accomplished by the Word
in the flesh. Only God himself, taking on human flesh and dying and rising in
human flesh, can effect a redemption that consists in being saved from sin and
corruption and death, and in being raised to share the nature of God himself.
After Nicea, it became apparent that there were two main schools of thought
in the church, centered in Alexandria and Antioch respectively. In doctrinal
terms, Alexandria claims priority, and Antioch is best regarded as a reaction
against what were believed to be Alexandria's excesses.

Patristics. The study of the fathers of the church. The leaders, particularly the
bishops, were known as the Fathers. More specifically, the term has come to
be applied to the first Christian writers of acknowledged emi nence. The
outstanding thinkers and theologians of the first six centuries of the church
have come to be regarded as the Fathers and the study of these leaders is
known as patristics.

Pericope. A term adopted from Hellenistic rhetoric and used to refer to a short
section or passage of Scripture. It was first used in Christian circles by Jerome
to designate a portion of Scripture. This usage preceded the division of
Scripture into chapters. In contemporary biblical criticism, the term is used to
refer to any self-contained unit of Scripture.

Pesher. An approach to commenting on Scripture, particularly the Old Testament



prophets, by the Qumran sectarians who believed themselves to be living in
the last days. Pesher is a divinely illuminated interpretation of the divine
mysteries of Scripture, relating such texts to the last days.

Pharisees. An important Jewish group which flourished in Palestine from the late
second century B.C. to the late first century A.D. The Pharisees were strongly
committed to the daily application and observance of the law. They accepted
the traditional elaborations of law, making specific and daily application
possible. They believed in the existence of spirits and angels, the resurrection,
and the coming of a Messiah.

Qumran. The name given to the ruins of an Essene community of fanatic Jewish
monastics on the northwestern coast of the Dead Sea. It was first occupied in
approximately 150 B.c. and destroyed in A.D. 68 by Rome during the first
Jewish revolt.

Rabbinic Literature. Commentary and prescriptive writings based on Scripture
for the various Jewish communities. "Rabbi" is a title used to honor Jewish
religious teachers. As the title given to teachers of the law in the Jewish
community, it passes on from teacher to pupil by ordination, qualifying one
who has the proper training to function as preacher, teacher, and pastor in the
Jewish synagogue. The writings of the rabbis are broadly grouped under the
title rabbinic literature.

Redaction Criticism. From the German Redaktionsgeschichte, the term refers to
a method of biblical criticism that seeks to determine the theological
perspectives of a biblical writer by analyzing the editorial and compositional
techniques and interpretations employed in shaping and framing the written
and oral traditions about Jesus (see Luke 1:1-4).

Sensus Plenior. A Latin term for the fuller meaning of a passage of Scripture
intended by God, but not clearly understood by the human author or the
original hearers/readers.

Shema. The common name given to the three prayers offered daily by pious
Jews of the first century A.D. The prayers are based upon Deuteronomy 6:4-9;
11:13-21; and Numbers 15:37-41.



Soteriology. The term referring to the church's teaching about salvation of
humans from the power and effects of sin. From the Greek term soteria, it
relates to the comprehensive doctrine of salvation-past, present, and future.

Talmud. From the Hebrew lamad: study or instruction. Talmud is the
comprehensive term for the Mishna and its accompanying commentary, the
Gemara (the teaching). The Gemara contains a wide variety of material
bearing directly or remotely on the subjects of the Mishna (proverbs, tales,
custom, folklore, etc.) as well as strict exposition of the text. The structure of
the Talmud is therefore that of the Mishna, having six orders divided into
sixty-three tractates, the form it obtained by the third century.

Targum. In broad terms, the word Targum means "translation or interpretation";
more specifically it refers to Aramaic translations of the Old Testament. In
rabbinic literature it often refers to Aramaic phrases that are found in the Old
Testament books of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Daniel. The Targum developed from
the synagogue practice of translating the Hebrew Scriptures into Aramaic, for
the Aramaic-speaking Jews, usually with an accompanying commentary or
expanded paraphrase.

Typological Interpretation. From the Greek typos: pattern or archetype. It is an
approach to biblical interpretation in which persons, events, or things of the
Old Testament are interpreted as being foreshadowings or prototypes of
persons, events, or things in the New Testament. Typological differs from
allegorical interpretation in that the latter sees the hidden, spiritual meaning of
a text whereas the former understands a revelatory connection between two
historically distinct but religiously significant persons or events.
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