




Praise for the 

Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture

“The conspectus of patristic exposition that this series offers has been badly needed for 

several centuries, and the whole Christian world should unite to thank those 

who are undertaking to fill the gap. For the ongoing ecumenical conversation, and the 

accurate appreciation of early Christian thought, and the current hermeneutical 

debate as well, the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture will prove 

itself to be a really indispensable resource.”

J. I. Packer
Board of Governors Professor of Theology 

Regent College

“In the desert of biblical scholarship that tries to deconstruct or get behind 

the texts, the patristic commentators let the pure, clear waters of Christian faith flow 

from its scriptural source. Preachers, teachers and Bible students of every sort will want 

to drink deeply from the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture.”

Richard John Neuhaus
President, Religion and Public Life

Editor-in-Chief, First Things

“The fathers of the ancient church were enabled, by the grace of God, to interpret the 

divine Scriptures in a way that integrates spirituality and erudition, liturgy 

and dogma, and generally all aspects of our faith which embrace the totality of our life. To 

allow the fathers to speak to us again, in our contemporary situation, in the way 

that you have proposed in your project, provides a corrective to the fragmentation

of the faith which results from the particularization and overspecialization

that exists today in the study of the Holy Bible and of sacred theology.”

Fr. George Dragas
Holy Cross Seminary

“This new but old Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture takes us out of the small, 

closed-minded world in which much modern biblical scholarship is done into an 

earlier time marked by a Christian seriousness, by robust inquiry and by believing faith. 

This Commentary is a fresh breeze blowing in our empty, postmodern world.”

David F. Wells
Andrew Mutch Distinguished Professor of Historical and 

Systematic Theology, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary



“Composed in the style of the great medieval catenae, this new anthology of patristic 
commentary on Holy Scripture, conveniently arranged by chapter and verse, 

will be a valuable resource for prayer, study and proclamation. By calling 
attention to the rich Christian heritage preceding the separations between East and 

West and between Protestant and Catholic, this series will perform a major 
service to the cause of ecumenism.” 

Avery Cardinal Dulles, S.J.
Laurence J. McGinley Professor of Religion and Society

Fordham University

“The initial cry of the Reformation was ad fontes—back to the sources! The Ancient 
Christian Commentary on Scripture is a marvelous tool for the recovery of biblical 

wisdom in today’s church. Not just another scholarly project, the ACCS is a 
major resource for the renewal of preaching, theology and Christian devotion.”

Timothy George
Dean, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University

“Modern church members often do not realize that they are participants in the vast 
company of the communion of saints that reaches far back into the past and 

that will continue into the future, until the kingdom comes. This Commentary should 
help them begin to see themselves as participants in that redeemed community.”

Elizabeth Achtemeier
Union Professor Emerita of Bible and Homiletics 

Union Theological Seminary in Virginia

“Contemporary pastors do not stand alone. We are not the first generation of preachers to 
wrestle with the challenges of communicating the gospel. The Ancient Christian 

Commentary on Scripture puts us in conversation with our colleagues from the past, that 
great cloud of witnesses who preceded us in this vocation. This Commentary enables 

us to receive their deep spiritual insights, their encouragement and guidance for 
present-day interpretation and preaching of the Word. What a wonderful 

addition to any pastor’s library!”

William H. Willimon
Dean of the Chapel and Professor of Christian Ministry

Duke University

“Here is a nonpareil series which reclaims the Bible as the book of the church by making 
accessible to earnest readers of the twenty-first century the classrooms of Clement 

of Alexandria and Didymus the Blind, the study and lecture hall of Origen, the cathedrae of 
Chrysostom and Augustine, the scriptorium of Jerome in his Bethlehem monastery.”

George Lawless
Augustinian Patristic Institute and Gregorian University, Rome



“We are pleased to witness publication of the 
Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture. It is most beneficial for us to learn 

how the ancient Christians, especially the saints of the church 
who proved through their lives their devotion to God and his Word, interpreted 
Scripture. Let us heed the witness of those who have gone before us in the faith.”

Metropolitan Theodosius
Primate, Orthodox Church in America

“Across Christendom there has emerged a widespread interest
in early Christianity, both at the popular and scholarly level. . . . 

Christians of all traditions stand to benefit from this project, especially clergy 
and those who study the Bible. Moreover, it will allow us to see how our traditions are 

both rooted in the scriptural interpretations of the church fathers while at 
the same time seeing how we have developed new perspectives.”

Alberto Ferreiro
Professor of History, Seattle Pacific University

“The Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture fills a long overdue need for scholars and 
students of the church fathers. . . . Such information will be of immeasurable 

worth to those of us who have felt inundated by contemporary interpreters and novel theories 
of the biblical text. We welcome some  ‘new’ insight from the 

ancient authors in the early centuries of the church.”

H. Wayne House
Professor of Theology and Law

Trinity University School of Law

Chronological snobbery—the assumption that our ancestors working without benefit of 
computers have nothing to teach us—is exposed as nonsense by this magnificent 

new series. Surfeited with knowledge but starved of wisdom, many of us are 
more than ready to sit at table with our ancestors and listen to their holy 

conversations on Scripture. I know I am.

Eugene H. Peterson
Professor Emeritus of Spiritual Theology 

Regent College



“Few publishing projects have encouraged me as much as the recently announced Ancient 

Christian Commentary on Scripture with Dr. Thomas Oden serving as general editor. . . . 

How is it that so many of us who are dedicated to serve the Lord received seminary 

educations which omitted familiarity with such incredible students of the Scriptures as 

St. John Chrysostom, St. Athanasius the Great and St. John of Damascus? I am greatly 

anticipating the publication of this Commentary.”

Fr. Peter E. Gillquist
Director, Department of Missions and Evangelism

Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese of North America

“The Scriptures have been read with love and attention for nearly two thousand years, 

and listening to the voice of believers from previous centuries opens us to 

unexpected insight and deepened faith. Those who studied Scripture in the centuries

closest to its writing, the centuries during and following persecution and 

martyrdom, speak with particular authority. The Ancient Christian 

Commentary on Scripture will bring to life the truth that we are invisibly surrounded 

by a ‘great cloud of witnesses.’”

Frederica Mathewes-Green
Commentator, National Public Radio

“For those who think that church history began around 1941 when their pastor was born, 

this Commentary will be a great surprise. Christians throughout the centuries have 

read the biblical text, nursed their spirits with it and then applied it to their 

lives. These commentaries reflect that the witness of the Holy Spirit was present in his

church throughout the centuries. As a result, we can profit by allowing the 

ancient Christians to speak to us today.”

Haddon Robinson
Harold John Ockenga Distinguished Professor of Preaching

Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

“All who are interested in the interpretation of the Bible will welcome 

the forthcoming multivolume series Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture. Here 

the insights of scores of early church fathers will be assembled and made readily 

available for significant passages throughout the Bible and the Apocrypha. It is hard to 

think of a more worthy ecumenical project to be undertaken by the publisher.”

Bruce M. Metzger
Professor of New Testament, Emeritus

Princeton Theological Seminary
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General Introduction

General Introduction 

The Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (hereafter ACCS) is a twenty-eight volume patris-

tic commentary on Scripture. The patristic period, the time of the fathers of the church, spans the era

from Clement of Rome (fl. c. 95) to John of Damascus (c. 645-c. 749). The commentary thus covers

seven centuries of biblical interpretation, from the end of the New Testament to the mid-eighth cen-

tury, including the Venerable Bede. 

Since the method of inquiry for the ACCS has been developed in close coordination with computer

technology, it serves as a potential model of an evolving, promising, technologically pragmatic, theolog-

ically integrated method for doing research in the history of exegesis. The purpose of this general intro-

duction to the series is to present this approach and account for its methodological premises. 

This is a long-delayed assignment in biblical and historical scholarship: reintroducing in a conve-

nient form key texts of early Christian commentary on the whole of Scripture. To that end, historians,

translators, digital technicians, and biblical and patristic scholars have collaborated in the task of pre-

senting for the first time in many centuries these texts from the early history of Christian exegesis.

Here the interpretive glosses, penetrating reflections, debates, contemplations and deliberations of

early Christians are ordered verse by verse from Genesis to Revelation. Also included are patristic

comments on the deuterocanonical writings (sometimes called the Apocrypha) that were considered

Scripture by the Fathers. This is a full-scale classic commentary on Scripture consisting of selections in

modern translation from the ancient Christian writers. 

The Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture has three goals: the renewal of Christian preach-

ing based on classical Christian exegesis, the intensified study of Scripture by lay persons who wish to

think with the early church about the canonical text, and the stimulation of Christian historical, bibli-

cal, theological and pastoral scholarship toward further inquiry into the scriptural interpretations of the

ancient Christian writers. 

On each page the Scripture text is accompanied by the most noteworthy remarks of key consensual

exegetes of the early Christian centuries. This formal arrangement follows approximately the tradi-

tional pattern of the published texts of the Talmud after the invention of printing and of the glossa ordi-

naria that preceded printing.1 

1 Students of the Talmud will easily recognize this pattern of organization. The Talmud is a collection of rabbinic arguments, discussions
and comments on the Mishnah, the first Jewish code of laws after the Bible, and the Gemara, an elaboration of the Mishnah. The study
of Talmud is its own end and reward. In the Talmud every subject pertaining to Torah is worthy of consideration and analysis. As the
Talmud is a vast repository of Jewish wisdom emerging out of revealed Scripture, so are the Fathers the repository of Christian wisdom
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Retrieval of Neglected Christian Texts
There is an emerging felt need among diverse Christian communities that these texts be accurately

recovered and studied. Recent biblical scholarship has so focused attention on post-Enlightenment

historical and literary methods that it has left this longing largely unattended and unserviced. 

After years of quiet gestation and reflection on the bare idea of a patristic commentary, a feasi-

bility consultation was drawn together at the invitation of Drew University in November 1993 in

Washington, D.C. This series emerged from that consultation and its ensuing discussions. Exten-

sive further consultations were undertaken during 1994 and thereafter in Rome, Tübingen,

Oxford, Cambridge, Athens, Alexandria and Istanbul, seeking the advice of the most competent

international scholars in the history of exegesis. Among distinguished scholars who contributed to

the early layers of the consultative process were leading writers on early church history, hermeneu-

tics, homiletics, history of exegesis, systematic theology and pastoral theology. Among leading

international authorities consulted early on in the project design were Sir Henry Chadwick of

Oxford; Bishops Kallistos Ware of Oxford, Rowan Williams of Monmouth and Stephen Sykes of

Ely (all former patristics professors at Oxford or Cambridge); Professors Angelo Di Berardino and

Basil Studer of the Patristic Institute of Rome; and Professors Karlfried Froehlich and Bruce M.

Metzger of Princeton. They were exceptionally helpful in shaping our list of volume editors. We

are especially indebted to the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople Bartholomew and Edward

Idris Cardinal Cassidy of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, the Vatican, for

their blessing, steady support, and wise counsel in developing and advancing the Drew University

Patristic Commentary Project. 

The outcome of these feasibility consultations was general agreement that the project was pro-

foundly needed, accompanied by an unusual eagerness to set out upon the project, validated by a will-

ingness on the part of many to commit valuable time to accomplish it. At the pace of three or four

volumes per year, the commentary is targeted for completion within the first decade of the millennium. 

This series stands unapologetically as a practical homiletic and devotional guide to the earliest lay-

ers of classic Christian readings of biblical texts. It intends to be a brief compendium of reflections on

particular Septuagint, Old Latin and New Testament texts by their earliest Christian interpreters.

Hence it is not a commentary by modern standards, but it is a commentary by the standards of those

who anteceded and formed the basis of the modern commentary.

  emerging out of revealed Scripture. The Talmud originated largely from the same period as the patristic writers, often using analogous meth-
ods of interpretation. In the Talmud the texts of the Mishnah are accompanied by direct quotations from key consensual commentators of
the late Judaic tradition. The format of the earliest published versions of the Talmud itself followed the early manuscript model of the medi-
eval glossa ordinaria in which patristic comments were organized around Scripture texts. Hence the ACCS gratefully acknowledges its affin-
ity and indebtedness to the early traditions of the catena and glossa ordinaria and of the tradition of rabbinic exegesis that accompanied early
Christian Scripture studies.

Matthew 14-28
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Many useful contemporary scholarly efforts are underway and are contributing significantly to the

recovery of classic Christian texts. Notable in English among these are the Fathers of the Church series

(Catholic University of America Press), Ancient Christian Writers (Paulist), Cistercian Studies (Cis-

tercian Publications), The Church’s Bible (Eerdmans), Message of the Fathers of the Church (Michael

Glazier, Liturgical Press) and Texts and Studies (Cambridge). In other languages similar efforts are

conspicuously found in Sources Chrétiennes, Corpus Christianorum (Series Graeca and Latina), Cor-

pus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium, Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum, Texte

und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur, Die griechischen christlichen

Schriftsteller, Patrologia Orientalis, Patrologia Syriaca, Biblioteca patristica, Les Pères dans la foi, Col-

lana di Testi Patristici, Letture cristiane delle origini, Letture cristiane del primo millennio, Cultura

cristiana antica, Thesaurus Linguae Latinae, Thesaurus Linguae Graecae and the Cetedoc series,

which offers in digital form the volumes of Corpus Christianorum. The Ancient Christian Commen-

tary on Scripture builds on the splendid work of all these studies, but focuses primarily and modestly

on the recovery of patristic biblical wisdom for contemporary preaching and lay spiritual formation. 

Digital Research Tools and Results
The volume editors have been supported by a digital research team at Drew University which has

identified these classic comments by performing global searches of the Greek and Latin patristic

corpus. They have searched for these texts in the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG) digitalized

Greek database, the Cetedoc edition of the Latin texts of Corpus Christianorum from the Centre de

traitement électronique des documents (Université catholique de Louvain), the Chadwyck-Healey

Patrologia Latina Database (Migne) and the Packard Humanities Institute Latin databases. We

have also utilized the CD-ROM searchable version of the Early Church Fathers, of which the Drew

University project was an early cosponsor along with the Electronic Bible Society. 

This has resulted in a plethora of raw Greek and Latin textual materials from which the vol-

ume editors have made discriminating choices.2 In this way the project office has already supplied

to each volume editor3 a substantial read-out of Greek and Latin glosses, explanations, observa-

tions and comments on each verse or pericope of Scripture text.4 Only a small percentage of this

raw material has in fact made the grade of our selection criteria. But such is the poignant work of

2Having searched Latin and Greek databases, we then solicited from our Coptic, Syriac and Armenian editorial experts selections from
these bodies of literature, seeking a fitting balance from all available exegetical traditions of ancient Christianity within our time frame.
To all these we added the material we could find already in English translation.

3Excepting those editors who preferred to do their own searching. 
4TLG and Cetedoc are referenced more often than Migne or other printed Greek or Latin sources for these reasons: (1) the texts are
more quickly and easily accessed digitally in a single location; (2) the texts are more reliable and in a better critical edition; (3) we believe
that in the future these digital texts will be far more widely accessed both by novices and specialists; (4) short selections can be easily
downloaded; and (5) the context of each text can be investigated by the interested reader. 
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the catenist, or of any compiler of a compendium for general use. The intent of the exercise is to

achieve brevity and economy of expression by exclusion of extraneous material, not to go into

critical explanatory detail. 

Through the use of Boolean key word and phrase searches in these databases, the research team

identified the Greek and Latin texts from early Christian writers that refer to specific biblical pas-

sages. Where textual variants occur among the Old Latin texts or disputed Greek texts, they exe-

cuted key word searches with appropriate or expected variables, including allusions and analogies.

At this time of writing, the Drew University ACCS research staff has already completed most of

these intricate and prodigious computer searches, which would have been unthinkable before com-

puter technology. 

The employment of these digital resources has yielded unexpected advantages: a huge residual

database, a means of identifying comments on texts not previously considered for catena usage, an

efficient and cost-effective deployment of human resources, and an abundance of potential material

for future studies in the history of exegesis. Most of this was accomplished by a highly talented

group of graduate students under the direction of Joel Scandrett, Michael Glerup and Joel Elowsky.

Prior to the technology of digital search and storage techniques, this series could hardly have been

produced, short of a vast army of researchers working by laborious hand and paper searches in scat-

tered libraries around the world.

Future readers of Scripture will increasingly be working with emerging forms of computer tech-

nology and interactive hypertext formats that will enable readers to search out quickly in more

detail ideas, texts, themes and terms found in the ancient Christian writers. The ACCS provides an

embryonic paradigm for how that can be done. Drew University offers the ACCS to serve both as a

potential research model and as an outcome of research. We hope that this printed series in tradi-

tional book form will in time be supplemented with a larger searchable, digitized version in some

stored-memory hypertext format. We continue to work with an astute consortium of computer and

research organizations to serve the future needs of both historical scholarship and theological study. 

The Surfeit of Materials Brought to Light
We now know that there is virtually no portion of Scripture about which the ancient Christian

writers had little or nothing useful or meaningful to say. Many of them studied the Bible thoroughly

with deep contemplative discernment, comparing text with text, often memorizing large portions of

it. All chapters of all sixty-six books of the traditional Protestant canonical corpus have received

deliberate or occasional patristic exegetical or homiletic treatment. This series also includes patristic

commentary on texts not found in the Jewish canon (often designated the Apocrypha or deuteroca-

nonical writings) but that were included in ancient Greek Bibles (the Septuagint). These texts,

although not precisely the same texts in each tradition, remain part of the recognized canons of the

Matthew 14-28
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Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions. 

While some books of the Bible are rich in verse-by-verse patristic commentaries (notably Gene-

sis, Psalms, Song of Solomon, Isaiah, Matthew, John and Romans), there are many others that are

lacking in intensive commentaries from this early period. Hence we have not limited our searches to

these formal commentaries, but sought allusions, analogies, cross-connections and references to

biblical texts in all sorts of patristic literary sources. There are many perceptive insights that have

come to us from homilies, letters, poetry, hymns, essays and treatises, that need not be arbitrarily

excluded from a catena. We have searched for succinct, discerning and moving passages both from

line-by-line commentaries (from authors such as Origen, Cyril of Alexandria, Theodoret of Cyr,

John Chrysostom, Jerome, Augustine and Bede) and from other literary genres. Out of a surfeit of

resulting raw materials, the volume editors have been invited to select the best, wisest and most rep-

resentative reflections of ancient Christian writers on a given biblical passage. 

For Whom Is This Compendium Designed? 
We have chosen and ordered these selections primarily for a general lay reading audience of nonpro-

fessionals who study the Bible regularly and who earnestly wish to have classic Christian observa-

tions on the text readily available to them. In vastly differing cultural settings, contemporary lay

readers are asking how they might grasp the meaning of sacred texts under the instruction of the

great minds of the ancient church. 

Yet in so focusing our attention, we are determined not to neglect the rigorous requirements and

needs of academic readers who up to now have had starkly limited resources and compendia in the

history of exegesis. The series, which is being translated into the languages of half the world’s popu-

lation, is designed to serve public libraries, universities, crosscultural studies and historical interests

worldwide. It unapologetically claims and asserts its due and rightful place as a staple source book

for the history of Western literature.

Our varied audiences (lay, pastoral and academic) are much broader than the highly technical

and specialized scholarly field of patristic studies. They are not limited to university scholars con-

centrating on the study of the history of the transmission of the text or to those with highly focused

interests in textual morphology or historical-critical issues and speculations. Though these remain

crucial concerns for specialists, they are not the paramount interest of the editors of the Ancient

Christian Commentary on Scripture. Our work is largely targeted straightaway for a pastoral audi-

ence and more generally to a larger audience of laity who want to reflect and meditate with the early

church about the plain sense, theological wisdom, and moral and spiritual meaning of particular

Scripture texts. 

There are various legitimate competing visions of how such a patristic commentary should be

developed, each of which were carefully pondered in our feasibility study and its follow-up. With
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high respect to alternative conceptions, there are compelling reasons why the Drew University

project has been conceived as a practically usable commentary addressed first of all to informed lay

readers and more broadly to pastors of Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox traditions. Only in an

ancillary way do we have in mind as our particular audience the guild of patristic academics,

although we welcome their critical assessment of our methods. If we succeed in serving lay and pas-

toral readers practically and well, we expect these texts will also be advantageously used by college

and seminary courses in Bible, hermeneutics, church history, historical theology and homiletics,

since they are not easily accessible otherwise. 

The series seeks to offer to Christian laity what the Talmud and Midrashim have long offered to

Jewish readers. These foundational sources are finding their way into many public school libraries

and into the obligatory book collections of many churches, pastors, teachers and lay persons. It is

our intent and the publishers’ commitment to keep the whole series in print for many years to come

and to make it available on an economically viable subscription basis.

 There is an emerging awareness among Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox laity that vital bibli-

cal preaching and teaching stand in urgent need of some deeper grounding beyond the scope of the

historical-critical orientations that have dominated and at times eclipsed biblical studies in our time.

Renewing religious communities of prayer and service (crisis ministries, urban and campus min-

istries, counseling ministries, retreat ministries, monasteries, grief ministries, ministries of compas-

sion, etc.) are being drawn steadily and emphatically toward these biblical and patristic sources for

meditation and spiritual formation. These communities are asking for primary source texts of spiri-

tual formation presented in accessible form, well-grounded in reliable scholarship and dedicated to

practical use. 

The Premature Discrediting of the Catena Tradition
We gratefully acknowledge our affinity and indebtedness to the spirit and literary form of the early

traditions of the catena and glossa ordinaria that sought authoritatively to collect salient classic inter-

pretations of ancient exegetes on each biblical text. Our editorial work has benefited by utilizing and

adapting those traditions for today’s readers. 

It is regrettable that this distinctive classic approach has been not only shelved but peculiarly mis-

placed for several centuries. It has been a long time since any attempt has been made to produce this

sort of commentary. Under fire from modern critics, the catena approach dwindled to almost noth-

ing by the nineteenth century and has not until now been revitalized in this postcritical situation.

Ironically, it is within our own so-called progressive and broad-minded century that these texts have

been more systematically hidden away and ignored than in any previous century of Christian schol-

arship. With all our historical and publishing competencies, these texts have been regrettably

denied to hearers of Christian preaching in our time, thus revealing the dogmatic biases of moder-

Matthew 14-28
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nity (modern chauvinism, naturalism and autonomous individualism). 

Nineteenth- and twentieth-century exegesis has frequently displayed a philosophical bias toward

naturalistic reductionism. Most of the participants in the ACCS project have lived through dozens

of iterations of these cycles of literary and historical criticism, seeking earnestly to expound and

interpret the text out of ever-narrowing empiricist premises. For decades Scripture teachers and

pastors have sailed the troubled waters of assorted layers and trends within academic criticism.

Preachers have attempted to digest and utilize these approaches, yet have often found the outcomes

disappointing. There is an increasing awareness of the speculative excesses and the spiritual and

homiletic limitations of much post-Enlightenment criticism. 

Meanwhile the motifs, methods and approaches of ancient exegetes have remained shockingly

unfamiliar not only to ordained clergy but to otherwise highly literate biblical scholars, trained

exhaustively in the methods of scientific criticism. Amid the vast exegetical labors of the last two

centuries, the ancient Christian exegetes have seldom been revisited, and then only marginally and

often tendentiously. We have clear and indisputable evidence of the prevailing modern contempt for

classic exegesis, namely that the extensive and once authoritative classic commentaries on Scripture

still remain untranslated into modern languages. Even in China this has not happened to classic

Buddhist and Confucian commentaries. 

This systematic modern scholarly neglect is seen not only among Protestants, but also is wide-

spread among Catholics and even Orthodox, where ironically the Fathers are sometimes piously

venerated while not being energetically read. 

So two powerful complementary contemporary forces are at work to draw our lay audience once

again toward these texts and to free them from previous limited premises: First, this series is a

response to the deep hunger for classical Christian exegesis and for the history of exegesis, partly

because it has been so long neglected. Second, there is a growing demoralization in relation to actual

useful exegetical outcomes of post-Enlightenment historicist and naturalistic-reductionist criticism.

Both of these animating energies are found among lay readers of Roman, Eastern and Protestant

traditions. 

Through the use of the chronological lists and biographical sketches at the back of each volume,

readers can locate in time and place the voices displayed in the exegesis of a particular pericope. The

chains (catenae) of interpretation of a particular biblical passage thus provide glimpses into the his-

tory of the interpretation of a given text. This pattern has venerable antecedents in patristic and

medieval exegesis of both Eastern and Western traditions, as well as important expressions in the

Reformation tradition.

The Ecumenical Range and Intent
Recognition of need for the Fathers’ wisdom ranges over many diverse forms of Christianity. This
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has necessitated the cooperation of scholars of widely diverse Christian communities to accomplish

the task fairly and in a balanced way. It has been a major ecumenical undertaking. 

Under this classic textual umbrella, this series brings together in common spirit Christians who

have long distanced themselves from each other through separate and often competing church

memories. Under this welcoming umbrella are gathering conservative Protestants with Eastern

Orthodox, Baptists with Roman Catholics, Reformed with Arminians and charismatics, Anglicans

with Pentecostals, high with low church adherents, and premodern traditionalists with postmodern

classicists. 

How is it that such varied Christians are able to find inspiration and common faith in these texts?

Why are these texts and studies so intrinsically ecumenical, so catholic in their cultural range?

Because all of these traditions have an equal right to appeal to the early history of Christian exegesis.

All of these traditions can, without a sacrifice of intellect, come together to study texts common to

them all. These classic texts have decisively shaped the entire subsequent history of exegesis. Protes-

tants have a right to the Fathers. Athanasius is not owned by Copts, nor is Augustine owned by

North Africans. These minds are the common possession of the whole church. The Orthodox do

not have exclusive rights over Basil, nor do the Romans over Gregory the Great. Christians every-

where have equal claim to these riches and are discovering them and glimpsing their unity in the

body of Christ.

From many varied Christian traditions this project has enlisted as volume editors a team of lead-

ing international scholars in ancient Christian writings and the history of exegesis. Among Eastern

Orthodox contributors are Professors Andrew Louth of Durham University in England and George

Dragas of Holy Cross (Greek Orthodox) School of Theology in Brookline, Massachusetts. Among

Roman Catholic scholars are Benedictine scholar Mark Sheridan of the San Anselmo University of

Rome, Jesuit Joseph Lienhard of Fordham University in New York, Cistercian Father Francis Mar-

tin of the Catholic University of America, Alberto Ferreiro of Seattle Pacific University, and Sever

Voicu of the Eastern European (Romanian) Uniate Catholic tradition, who teaches at the Augustin-

ian Patristic Institute of Rome. The New Testament series is inaugurated with the volume on Mat-

thew offered by the renowned Catholic authority in the history of exegesis, Manlio Simonetti of the

University of Rome. Among Anglican communion contributors are Mark Edwards (Oxford),

Bishop Kenneth Stevenson (Fareham, Hampshire, in England), J. Robert Wright (New York),

Anders Bergquist (St. Albans), Peter Gorday (Atlanta) and Gerald Bray (Cambridge, England, and

Birmingham, Alabama). Among Lutheran contributors are Quentin Wesselschmidt (St. Louis),

Philip Krey and Eric Heen (Philadelphia), and Arthur Just, William Weinrich and Dean O. Wenthe

(all of Ft. Wayne, Indiana). Among distinguished Protestant Reformed, Baptist and other evangeli-

cal scholars are John Sailhamer and Steven McKinion (Wake Forest, North Carolina), Craig

Blaising and Carmen Hardin (Louisville, Kentucky), Christopher Hall (St. Davids, Pennsylvania),
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J. Ligon Duncan III ( Jackson, Mississippi), Thomas McCullough (Danville, Kentucky), John R.

Franke (Hatfield, Pennsylvania) and Mark Elliott (Hope University Liverpool). 

The international team of editors was selected in part to reflect this ecumenical range. They were

chosen on the premise not only that they were competent to select fairly those passages that best

convey the consensual tradition of early Christian exegesis, but also that they would not omit signif-

icant voices within it. They have searched insofar as possible for those comments that self-evidently

would be most widely received generally by the whole church of all generations, East and West. 

This is not to suggest or imply that all patristic writers agree. One will immediately see upon

reading these selections that within the boundaries of orthodoxy, that is, excluding outright denials

of ecumenically received teaching, there are many views possible about a given text or idea and that

these different views may be strongly affected by wide varieties of social environments and contexts.

The Drew University project has been meticulous about commissioning volume editors. We

have sought out world-class scholars, preeminent in international biblical and patristic scholarship,

and wise in the history of exegesis. We have not been disappointed. We have enlisted a diverse team

of editors, fitting for a global audience that bridges the major communions of Christianity. 

The project editors have striven for a high level of consistency and literary quality over the course

of this series. As with most projects of this sort, the editorial vision and procedures are progressively

being refined and sharpened and fed back into the editorial process. 

Honoring Theological Reasoning
Since it stands in the service of the worshiping community, the ACCS unabashedly embraces crucial

ecumenical premises as the foundation for its method of editorial selections: revelation in history,

trinitarian coherence, divine providence in history, the Christian kerygma, regula fidei et caritatis (“the

rule of faith and love”), the converting work of the Holy Spirit. These are common assumptions of

the living communities of worship that are served by the commentary. 

It is common in this transgenerational community of faith to assume that the early consensual

ecumenical teachers were led by the Spirit in their interpretive efforts and in their transmitting of

Christian truth amid the hazards of history. These texts assume some level of unity and continuity

of ecumenical consensus in the mind of the believing church, a consensus more clearly grasped in

the patristic period than later. We would be less than true to the sacred text if we allowed modern

assumptions to overrun these premises. 

An extended project such as this requires a well-defined objective that serves constantly as the

organizing principle and determines which approaches take priority in what sort of balance. This

objective informs the way in which tensions inherent in its complexity are managed. This objective

has already been summarized in the three goals mentioned at the beginning of this introduction. To

alter any one of these goals would significantly alter the character of the whole task. We view our
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work not only as an academic exercise with legitimate peer review in the academic community, but

also as a vocation, a task primarily undertaken coram Deo (“before God”) and not only coram homini-

bus (“before humanity”). We have been astonished that we have been led far beyond our original

intention into a Chinese translation and other translations into major world languages. 

This effort is grounded in a deep respect for a distinctively theological reading of Scripture that

cannot be reduced to historical, philosophical, scientific or sociological insights or methods. It takes

seriously the venerable tradition of ecumenical reflection concerning the premises of revelation,

apostolicity, canon and consensuality. A high priority is granted here, contrary to modern assump-

tions, to theological, christological and triune reasoning as the distinguishing premises of classic

Christian thought. This approach does not pit theology against critical theory; instead, it incorpo-

rates critical methods and brings them into coordinate accountability within its overarching homi-

letic-theological-pastoral purposes. Such an endeavor does not cater to any cadre of modern ide-

ological advocacy. 

Why Evangelicals Are Increasingly Drawn Toward Patristic Exegesis 
Surprising to some, the most extensive new emergent audience for patristic exegesis is found among

the expanding worldwide audience of evangelical readers who are now burgeoning from a history of

revivalism that has often been thought to be historically unaware. This is a tradition that has often

been caricatured as critically backward and hermeneutically challenged. Now Baptist and Pentecos-

tal laity are rediscovering the history of the Holy Spirit. This itself is arguably a work of the Holy

Spirit. As those in these traditions continue to mature, they recognize their need for biblical

resources that go far beyond those that have been made available to them in both the pietistic and

historical-critical traditions. 

Both pietism and the Enlightenment were largely agreed in expressing disdain for patristic and

classic forms of exegesis. Vital preaching and exegesis must now venture beyond the constrictions of

historical-critical work of the century following Schweitzer and beyond the personal existential story-

telling of pietism.

During the time I have served as senior editor and executive editor of Christianity Today, I have

been privileged to surf in these volatile and exciting waves. It has been for me (as a theologian of a

liberal mainline communion) like an ongoing seminar in learning to empathize with the tensions,

necessities and hungers of the vast heterogeneous evangelical audience. 

But why just now is this need for patristic wisdom felt particularly by evangelical leaders and

laity? Why are worldwide evangelicals increasingly drawn toward ancient exegesis? What accounts

for this rapid and basic reversal of mood among the inheritors of the traditions of Protestant revival-

ism? It is partly because the evangelical tradition has been long deprived of any vital contact with

these patristic sources since the days of Luther, Calvin and Wesley, who knew them well. 
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This commentary is dedicated to allowing ancient Christian exegetes to speak for themselves. It

will not become fixated unilaterally on contemporary criticism. It will provide new textual resources

for the lay reader, teacher and pastor that have lain inaccessible during the last two centuries. With-

out avoiding historical-critical issues that have already received extensive exploration in our time, it

will seek to make available to our present-day audience the multicultural, transgenerational, multi-

lingual resources of the ancient ecumenical Christian tradition. It is an awakening, growing, hungry

and robust audience. 

Such an endeavor is especially poignant and timely now because increasing numbers of evangelical

Protestants are newly discovering rich dimensions of dialogue and widening areas of consensus with

Orthodox and Catholics on divisive issues long thought irreparable. The study of the Fathers on Scrip-

ture promises to further significant interactions between Protestants and Catholics on issues that have

plagued them for centuries: justification, authority, Christology, sanctification and eschatology. Why?

Because they can find in pre-Reformation texts a common faith to which Christians can appeal. And

this is an arena in which Protestants distinctively feel at home: biblical authority and interpretation. A

profound yearning broods within the heart of evangelicals for the recovery of the history of exegesis as

a basis for the renewal of preaching. This series offers resources for that renewal.

Steps Toward Selections 
In moving from raw data to making selections, the volume editors have been encouraged to move

judiciously through three steps: 

Step 1: Reviewing extant Greek and Latin commentaries. The volume editors have been responsible

for examining the line-by-line commentaries and homilies on the texts their volume covers. Much of

this material remains untranslated into English and some of it into any modern language. 

Step 2: Reviewing digital searches. The volume editors have been responsible for examining the

results of digital searches into the Greek and Latin databases. To get the gist of the context of the

passage, ordinarily about ten lines above the raw digital reference and ten lines after the reference

have been downloaded for printed output. Biblia Patristica has been consulted as needed, especially

in cases where the results of the digital searches have been thin. Then the volume editors have deter-

mined from these potential digital hits and from published texts those that should be regarded as

more serious possibilities for inclusion. 

Step 3. Making selections. Having assembled verse-by-verse comments from the Greek and Latin

digital databases, from extant commentaries, and from already translated English sources, either on

disk or in paper printouts, the volume editors have then selected the best comments and reflections

of ancient Christian writers on a given biblical text, following agreed upon criteria. The intent is to

set apart those few sentences or paragraphs of patristic comment that best reflect the mind of the

believing church on that pericope. 
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The Method of Making Selections 
It is useful to provide an explicit account of precisely how we made these selections. We invite others

to attempt similar procedures and compare outcomes on particular passages.5 We welcome the counsel

of others who might review our choices and suggest how they might have been better made. We have

sought to avoid unconsciously biasing our selections, and we have solicited counsel to help us achieve

this end.

In order that the whole project might remain cohesive, the protocols for making commentary

selections have been jointly agreed upon and stated clearly in advance by the editors, publishers,

translators and research teams of the ACCS. What follows is our checklist in assembling these

extracts. 

The following principles of selection have been mutually agreed upon to guide the editors in making

spare, wise, meaningful catena selections from the vast patristic corpus: 

1. From our huge database with its profuse array of possible comments, we have preferred those

passages that have enduring relevance, penetrating significance, crosscultural applicability and prac-

tical applicability. 

2. The volume editors have sought to identify patristic selections that display trenchant rhetori-

cal strength and self-evident persuasive power, so as not to require extensive secondary explanation.

The editorial challenge has been to identify the most vivid comments and bring them to accurate

translation. 

We hope that in most cases selections will be pungent, memorable, quotable, aphoristic and

short (often a few sentences or a single paragraph) rather than extensive technical homilies or

detailed expositions, and that many will have some narrative interest and illuminative power. This

criterion follows in the train of much Talmudic, Midrashic and rabbinic exegesis. In some cases,

however, detailed comments and longer sections of homilies have been considered worthy of inclu-

sion. 

3. We seek the most representative comments that best reflect the mind of the believing

church (of all times and cultures). Selections focus more on the attempt to identify consensual

strains of exegesis than sheer speculative brilliance or erratic innovation. The thought or inter-

pretation can emerge out of individual creativity, but it must not be inconsistent with what the

apostolic tradition teaches and what the church believes. What the consensual tradition trusts

least is individualistic innovation that has not yet subtly learned what the worshiping community

already knows.

Hence we are less interested in idiosyncratic interpretations of a given text than we are in those

5A number of Ph.D. dissertations are currently being written on the history of exegesis of a particular passage of Scripture. This may
develop into an emerging academic methodology that promises to change both biblical and patristic studies in favor of careful textual
and intertextual analysis, consensuality assessment and history of interpretation, rather than historicist and naturalistic reductionism. 
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texts that fairly represent the central flow of ecumenical consensual exegesis. Just what is central is

left for the fair professional judgment of our ecumenically distinguished Orthodox, Protestant and

Catholic volume editors to discern. We have included, for example, many selections from among the

best comments of Origen and Tertullian, but not those authors’ peculiar eccentricities that have

been widely distrusted by the ancient ecumenical tradition. 

4. We have especially sought out for inclusion those consensus-bearing authors who have been

relatively disregarded, often due to their social location or language or nationality, insofar as their

work is resonant with the mainstream of ancient consensual exegesis. This is why we have sought

out special consultants in Syriac, Coptic and Armenian.

5. We have sought to cull out annoying, coarse, graceless, absurdly allegorical6 or racially offensive

interpretations. But where our selections may have some of those edges, we have supplied footnotes to

assist readers better to understand the context and intent of the text. 

6. We have constantly sought an appropriate balance of Eastern, Western and African tradi-

tions. We have intentionally attempted to include Alexandrian, Antiochene, Roman, Syriac, Cop-

tic and Armenian traditions of interpretation. Above all, we want to provide sound, stimulating,

reliable exegesis and illuminating exposition of the text by the whole spectrum of classic Chris-

tian writers. 

7. We have made a special effort where possible to include the voices of women7 such as Macrina,8

Eudoxia, Egeria, Faltonia Betitia Proba, the Sayings of the Desert Mothers and others who report the

biblical interpretations of women of the ancient Christian tradition. 

8. In order to anchor the commentary solidly in primary sources so as to allow the ancient Chris-

tian writers to address us on their own terms, the focus is on the texts of the ancient Christian writ-

ers themselves, not on modern commentators’ views or opinions of the ancient writers. We have

looked for those comments on Scripture that will assist the contemporary reader to encounter the

deepest level of penetration of the text that has been reached by is best interpreters living amid

highly divergent early Christian social settings. 

Our purpose is not to engage in critical speculations on textual variants or stemma of the text, or

6Allegorical treatments of texts are not to be ruled out, but fairly and judiciously assessed as to their explanatory value and typicality.
There is a prevailing stereotype that ancient Christian exegesis is so saturated with allegory as to make it almost useless. After making
our selections on a merit basis according to our criteria, we were surprised at the limited extent of protracted allegorical passages
selected. After making a count of allegorical passages, we discovered that less than one twentieth of these selections have a decisive alle-
gorical concentration. So while allegory is admittedly an acceptable model of exegesis for the ancient Christian writers, especially those
of the Alexandrian school and especially with regard to Old Testament texts, it has not turned out to be as dominant a model as we had
thought it might be.

7Through the letters, histories, theological and biographical writings of Tertullian, Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory of Nazianzus, Jerome,
John Chrysostom, Palladius, Augustine, Ephrem, Gerontius, Paulinus of Nola and many anonymous writers (of the Lives of Mary of
Egypt, Thais, Pelagia).

8Whose voice is heard through her younger brother, Gregory of Nyssa.
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extensive deliberations on its cultural context or social location, however useful those exercises may

be, but to present the most discerning comments of the ancient Christian writers with a minimum

of distraction. This project would be entirely misconceived if thought of as a modern commentary

on patristic commentaries. 

9. We have intentionally sought out and gathered comments that will aid effective preaching,

comments that give us a firmer grasp of the plain sense of the text, its authorial intent, and its spiri-

tual meaning for the worshiping community. We want to help Bible readers and teachers gain ready

access to the deepest reflection of the ancient Christian community of faith on any particular text of

Scripture. 

It would have inordinately increased the word count and cost if our intention had been to amass

exhaustively all that had ever been said about a Scripture text by every ancient Christian writer.

Rather we have deliberately selected out of this immense data stream the strongest patristic inter-

pretive reflections on the text and sought to deliver them in accurate English translation. 

To refine and develop these guidelines, we have sought to select as volume editors either

patristics scholars who understand the nature of preaching and the history of exegesis, or biblical

scholars who are at ease working with classical Greek and Latin sources. We have preferred edi-

tors who are sympathetic to the needs of lay persons and pastors alike, who are generally familiar

with the patristic corpus in its full range, and who intuitively understand the dilemma of preach-

ing today. The international and ecclesiastically diverse character of this team of editors corre-

sponds with the global range of our task and audience, which bridge all major communions of

Christianity. 

Is the ACCS a Commentary? 
We have chosen to call our work a commentary, and with good reason. A commentary, in its plain

sense definition, is “a series of illustrative or explanatory notes on any important work, as on the Scrip-

tures.”9 Commentary is an Anglicized form of the Latin commentarius (an “annotation” or “memoranda”

on a subject or text or series of events). In its theological meaning it is a work that explains, analyzes or

expounds a portion of Scripture. In antiquity it was a book of notes explaining some earlier work such

as Julius Hyginus’s commentaries on Virgil in the first century. Jerome mentions many commentators

on secular texts before his time. 

The commentary is typically preceded by a proem in which the questions are asked: who wrote

it? why? when? to whom? etc. Comments may deal with grammatical or lexical problems in the text.

An attempt is made to provide the gist of the author’s thought or motivation, and perhaps to deal

with sociocultural influences at work in the text or philological nuances. A commentary usually

9Funk & Wagnalls New “Standard” Dictionary of the English Language (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1947).
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takes a section of a classical text and seeks to make its meaning clear to readers today, or proximately

clearer, in line with the intent of the author.

The Western literary genre of commentary is definitively shaped by the history of early Christian

commentaries on Scripture, from Origen and Hilary through John Chrysostom and Cyril of Alex-

andria to Thomas Aquinas and Nicolas of Lyra. It leaves too much unsaid simply to assume that the

Christian biblical commentary took a previously extant literary genre and reshaped it for Christian

texts. Rather it is more accurate to say that the Western literary genre of the commentary (and espe-

cially the biblical commentary) has patristic commentaries as its decisive pattern and prototype, and

those commentaries have strongly influenced the whole Western conception of the genre of com-

mentary. Only in the last two centuries, since the development of modern historicist methods of

criticism, have some scholars sought to delimit the definition of a commentary more strictly so as to

include only historicist interests—philological and grammatical insights, inquiries into author, date

and setting, or into sociopolitical or economic circumstances, or literary analyses of genre, structure

and function of the text, or questions of textual criticism and reliability. The ACCS editors do not

feel apologetic about calling this work a commentary in its classic sense. 

Many astute readers of modern commentaries are acutely aware of one of their most persistent

habits of mind: control of the text by the interpreter, whereby the ancient text comes under the

power (values, assumptions, predispositions, ideological biases) of the modern interpreter. This

habit is based upon a larger pattern of modern chauvinism that views later critical sources as more

worthy than earlier. This prejudice tends to view the biblical text primarily or sometimes exclusively

through historical-critical lenses accommodative to modernity. 

Although we respect these views and our volume editors are thoroughly familiar with contempo-

rary biblical criticism, the ACCS editors freely take the assumption that the Christian canon is to be

respected as the church’s sacred text. The text’s assumptions about itself cannot be made less impor-

tant than modern assumptions about it. The reading and preaching of Scripture are vital to the

church’s life. The central hope of the ACCS endeavor is that it might contribute in some small way

to the revitalization of that life through a renewed discovery of the earliest readings of the church’s

Scriptures. 

A Gentle Caveat for Those Who Expect Ancient Writers to Conform to Modern 
Assumptions 
If one begins by assuming as normative for a commentary the typical modern expression of what a

commentary is and the preemptive truthfulness of modern critical methods, the classic Christian

exegetes are by definition always going to appear as dated, quaint, premodern, hence inadequate,

and in some instances comic or even mean-spirited, prejudiced, unjust and oppressive. So in the

interest of hermeneutic fairness, it is recommended that the modern reader not impose on ancient
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Christian exegetes lately achieved modern assumptions about the valid reading of Scripture. The

ancient Christian writers constantly challenge what were later to become these unspoken, hidden

and often indeed camouflaged modern assumptions.

This series does not seek to resolve the debate between the merits of ancient and modern exege-

sis in each text examined. Rather it seeks merely to present the excerpted comments of the ancient

interpreters with as few distractions as possible. We will leave it to others to discuss the merits of

ancient versus modern methods of exegesis. But even this cannot be done adequately without exten-

sively examining the texts of ancient exegesis. And until now biblical scholars have not had easy

access to many of these texts. This is what this series is for.

The purpose of exegesis in the patristic period was humbly to seek the revealed truth the Scrip-

tures convey. Often it was not even offered to those who were as yet unready to put it into practice.

In these respects much modern exegesis is entirely different: It does not assume the truth of Scrip-

ture as revelation, nor does it submit personally to the categorical moral requirement of the revealed

text: that it be taken seriously as divine address. Yet we are here dealing with patristic writers who

assumed that readers would not even approach an elementary discernment of the meaning of the

text if they were not ready to live in terms of its revelation, i.e., to practice it in order to hear it, as

was recommended so often in the classic tradition.

The patristic models of exegesis often do not conform to modern commentary assumptions that

tend to resist or rule out chains of scriptural reference. These are often demeaned as deplorable

proof-texting. But among the ancient Christian writers such chains of biblical reference were very

important in thinking about the text in relation to the whole testimony of sacred Scripture by the

analogy of faith, comparing text with text, on the premise that scripturam ex scriptura explicandam esse

(“Scripture is best explained from Scripture”).

We beg readers not to force the assumptions of twentieth-century fundamentalism on the

ancient Christian writers, who themselves knew nothing of what we now call fundamentalism. It is

uncritical to conclude that they were simple fundamentalists in the modern sense. Patristic exegesis

was not fundamentalist, because the Fathers were not reacting against modern naturalistic reduc-

tionism. They were constantly protesting a merely literal or plain-sense view of the text, always

looking for its spiritual and moral and typological nuances. Modern fundamentalism oppositely is a

defensive response branching out and away from modern historicism, which looks far more like

modern historicism than ancient typological reasoning. Ironically, this makes both liberal and fun-

damentalist exegesis much more like each other than either are like the ancient Christian exegesis,

because they both tend to appeal to rationalistic and historicist assumptions raised to the forefront

by the Enlightenment.

 Since the principle prevails in ancient Christian exegesis that each text is illumined by other

texts and by the whole of the history of revelation, we find in patristic comments on a given text
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many other subtexts interwoven in order to illumine that text. When ancient exegesis weaves many

Scriptures together, it does not limit its focus to a single text as much modern exegesis prefers, but

constantly relates it to other texts by analogy, intensively using typological reasoning as did the rab-

binic tradition.

The attempt to read the New Testament while ruling out all theological and moral, to say noth-

ing of ecclesiastical, sacramental and dogmatic assumptions that have prevailed generally in the

community of faith that wrote it, seems to many who participate in that community today a very

thin enterprise indeed. When we try to make sense of the New Testament while ruling out the plau-

sibility of the incarnation and resurrection, the effort appears arrogant and distorted. One who ten-

dentiously reads one page of patristic exegesis, gasps and tosses it away because it does not conform

adequately to the canons of modern exegesis and historicist commentary is surely no model of criti-

cal effort. 

On Misogyny and Anti-Semitism
The questions of anti-Semitism and misogyny require circumspect comment. The patristic writers

are perceived by some to be incurably anti-Semitic or misogynous or both. I would like to briefly

attempt a cautious apologia for the ancient Christian writers, leaving details to others more deliber-

ate efforts. I know how hazardous this is, especially when done briefly. But it has become such a

stumbling block to some of our readers that it prevents them even from listening to the ancient ecu-

menical teachers. The issue deserves some reframing and careful argumentation. 

Although these are challengeable assumptions and highly controverted, it is my view that mod-

ern racial anti-Semitism was not in the minds of the ancient Christian writers. Their arguments

were not framed in regard to the hatred of a race, but rather the place of the elect people of God, the

Jews, in the history of the divine-human covenant that is fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Patristic argu-

ments may have had the unintended effect of being unfair to women according to modern stan-

dards, but their intention was to understand the role of women according to apostolic teaching. 

This does not solve all of the tangled moral questions regarding the roles of Christians in the his-

tories of anti-Semitism and misogyny, which require continuing fair-minded study and clarification.

Whether John Chrysostom or Justin Martyr were anti-Semitic depends on whether the term anti-

Semitic has a racial or religious-typological definition. In my view, the patristic texts that appear to

modern readers to be anti-Semitic in most cases have a typological reference and are based on a spe-

cific approach to the interpretation of Scripture—the analogy of faith—which assesses each partic-

ular text in relation to the whole trend of the history of revelation and which views the difference

between Jew and Gentile under christological assumptions and not merely as a matter of genetics or

race. 

Even in their harshest strictures against Judaizing threats to the gospel, they did not consider
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Jews as racially or genetically inferior people, as modern anti-Semites are prone to do. Even in their

comments on Paul’s strictures against women teaching, they showed little or no animus against the

female gender as such, but rather exalted women as “the glory of man.”

Compare the writings of Rosemary Radford Ruether and David C. Ford10 on these perplexing

issues. Ruether steadily applies modern criteria of justice to judge the inadequacies of the ancient

Christian writers. Ford seeks to understand the ancient Christian writers empathically from within

their own historical assumptions, limitations, scriptural interpretations and deeper intentions.

While both treatments are illuminating, Ford’s treatment comes closer to a fair-minded assessment

of patristic intent.

A Note on Pelagius 
The selection criteria do not rule out passages from Pelagius’s commentaries at those points at

which they provide good exegesis. This requires special explanation, if we are to hold fast to our cri-

terion of consensuality. 

The literary corpus of Pelagius remains highly controverted. Though Pelagius was by general

consent the arch-heretic of the early fifth century, Pelagius’s edited commentaries, as we now have

them highly worked over by later orthodox writers, were widely read and preserved for future gen-

erations under other names. So Pelagius presents us with a textual dilemma. 

Until 1934 all we had was a corrupted text of his Pauline commentary and fragments quoted by

Augustine. Since then his works have been much studied and debated, and we now know that the

Pelagian corpus has been so warped by a history of later redactors that we might be tempted not to

quote it at all. But it does remain a significant source of fifth-century comment on Paul. So we can-

not simply ignore it. My suggestion is that the reader is well advised not to equate the fifth-century

Pelagius too easily with later standard stereotypes of the arch-heresy of Pelagianism.11 

It has to be remembered that the text of Pelagius on Paul as we now have it was preserved in the

corpus of Jerome and probably reworked in the sixth century by either Primasius or Cassiodorus or

both. These commentaries were repeatedly recycled and redacted, so what we have today may be

regarded as consonant with much standard later patristic thought and exegesis, excluding, of course,

that which is ecumenically censured as “Pelagianism.”

Pelagius’s original text was in specific ways presumably explicitly heretical, but what we have now

is largely unexceptional, even if it is still possible to detect points of disagreement with Augustine.

10Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gregory of Nazianzus: Rhetor and Philosopher (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969); Rosemary Radford Ruether,
ed., Religion and Sexism: Images of Woman in the Jewish and Christian Traditions (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1974); David C. Ford,
“Men and Women in the Early Church: The Full Views of St. John Chrysostom” (So. Canaan, Penn.: St. Tikhon’s Orthodox Theolog-
ical Seminary, 1995). Cf. related works by John Meyendorff, Stephen B. Clark and Paul K. Jewett.

11Cf. Adalbert Hamman, Supplementum to PL 1:1959, cols. 1101-1570. 

Matthew 14-28



General Introduction

xxix

We may have been ill-advised to quote this material as “Pelagius” and perhaps might have quoted it

as “Pseudo-Pelagius” or “Anonymous,” but here we follow contemporary reference practice.

What to Expect from the Introductions, Overviews and the Design of the Commentary
In writing the introduction for a particular volume, the volume editor typically discusses the opin-

ion of the Fathers regarding authorship of the text, the importance of the biblical book for patristic

interpreters, the availability or paucity of patristic comment, any salient points of debate between

the Fathers, and any particular challenges involved in editing that particular volume. The introduc-

tion affords the opportunity to frame the entire commentary in a manner that will help the general

reader understand the nature and significance of patristic comment on the biblical texts under con-

sideration, and to help readers find their bearings and use the commentary in an informed way. 

The purpose of the overview is to give readers a brief glimpse into the cumulative argument of the

pericope, identifying its major patristic contributors. This is a task of summarizing. We here seek to

render a service to readers by stating the gist of patristic argument on a series of verses. Ideally the

overview should track a reasonably cohesive thread of argument among patristic comments on the

pericope, even though they are derived from diverse sources and times. The design of the overview

may vary somewhat from volume to volume of this series, depending on the requirements of the

specific book of Scripture. 

The purpose of the selection heading is to introduce readers quickly into the subject matter of that

selection. In this way readers can quickly grasp what is coming by glancing over the headings and

overview. Usually it is evident upon examination that some phrase in the selection naturally defines

the subject of the heading. Several verses may be linked together for comment.

Since biographical information on each ancient Christian writer is in abundant supply in various

general reference works, dictionaries and encyclopedias,  the ACCS has no reason to duplicate these

efforts. But we have provided in each volume a simple chronological list of those quoted in that vol-

ume, and an alphabetical set of biographical sketches with minimal ecclesiastical, jurisdictional and

place identifications.

Each passage of Scripture presents its own distinct set of problems concerning both selection and

translation. The sheer quantity of textual materials that has been searched out, assessed and

reviewed varies widely from book to book. There are also wide variations in the depth of patristic

insight into texts, the complexity of culturally shaped allusions and the modern relevance of the

materials examined. It has been a challenge to each volume editor to draw together and develop a

reasonably cohesive sequence of textual interpretations from all of this diversity. 

The footnotes intend to assist readers with obscurities and potential confusions. In the annota-

tions we have identified many of the Scripture allusions and historical references embedded within

the texts. 
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The aim of our editing is to help readers move easily from text to text through a deliberate edito-

rial linking process that is seen in the overviews, headings and annotations. We have limited the

footnotes to roughly less than a one in ten ratio to the patristic texts themselves. Abbreviations are

used in the footnotes, and a list of abbreviations is included in each volume. We found that the task

of editorial linkage need not be forced into a single pattern for all biblical books but must be molded

by that particular book. 

The Complementarity of Interdisciplinary Research Methods in This Investigation 
The ACCS is intrinsically an interdisciplinary research endeavor. It conjointly employs several

diverse but interrelated methods of research, each of which is a distinct field of inquiry in its own

right. Principal among these methods are the following:

 Textual criticism. No literature is ever transmitted by handwritten manuscripts without the risk

of some variations in the text creeping in. Because we are working with ancient texts, frequently

recopied, we are obliged to employ all methods of inquiry appropriate to the study of ancient texts.

To that end, we have depended heavily on the most reliable text-critical scholarship employed in

both biblical and patristic studies. The work of textual critics in these fields has been invaluable in

providing us with the most authoritative and reliable versions of ancient texts currently available.

We have gratefully employed the extensive critical analyses used in creating the Thesaurus Linguae

Graecae and Cetedoc databases. 

In respect to the biblical texts, our database researchers and volume editors have often been faced

with the challenge of considering which variants within the biblical text itself are assumed in a par-

ticular selection. It is not always self-evident which translation or stemma of the biblical text is being

employed by the ancient commentator. We have supplied explanatory footnotes in some cases

where these various textual challenges may raise potential concerns for readers. 

Social-historical contextualization. Our volume editors have sought to understand the historical, social,

economic and political contexts of the selections taken from these ancient texts. This understanding is

often vital to the process of discerning what a given comment means or intends and which comments

are most appropriate to the biblical passage at hand. However, our mission is not primarily to discuss

these contexts extensively or to display them in the references. We are not primarily interested in the

social location of the text or the philological history of particular words or in the societal consequences

of the text, however interesting or evocative these may be. Some of these questions, however, can be

treated briefly in the footnotes wherever the volume editors deem necessary.

Though some modest contextualization of patristic texts is at times useful and required, our pur-

pose is not to provide a detailed social-historical placement of each patristic text. That would

require volumes ten times this size. We know there are certain texts that need only slight contextu-

alization, others that require a great deal more. Meanwhile, other texts stand on their own easily
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and brilliantly, in some cases aphoristically, without the need of extensive contextualization. These

are the texts we have most sought to identify and include. We are least interested in those texts that

obviously require a lot of convoluted explanation for a modern audience. We are particularly

inclined to rule out those blatantly offensive texts (apparently anti-Semitic, morally repugnant, glar-

ingly chauvinistic) and those that are intrinsically ambiguous or those that would simply be self-

evidently alienating to the modern audience. 

Exegesis. If the practice of social-historical contextualization is secondary to the purpose of the

ACCS, the emphasis on thoughtful patristic exegesis of the biblical text is primary. The intention of

our volume editors is to search for selections that define, discuss and explain the meanings that patris-

tic commentators have discovered in the biblical text. Our purpose is not to provide an inoffensive or

extensively demythologized, aseptic modern interpretation of the ancient commentators on each

Scripture text but to allow their comments to speak for themselves from within their own worldview. 

In this series the term exegesis is used more often in its classic than in its modern sense. In its clas-

sic sense, exegesis includes efforts to explain, interpret and comment on a text, its meaning, its

sources, its connections with other texts. It implies a close reading of the text, using whatever lin-

guistic, historical, literary or theological resources are available to explain the text. It is contrasted

with eisegesis, which implies that the interpreter has imposed his or her own personal opinions or

assumptions on the text. 

The patristic writers actively practiced intratextual exegesis, which seeks to define and identify

the exact wording of the text, its grammatical structure and the interconnectedness of its parts.

They also practiced extratextual exegesis, seeking to discern the geographical, historical or cultural

context in which the text was written. Most important, they were also very well-practiced in inter-

textual exegesis, seeking to discern the meaning of a text by comparing it with other texts.

Hermeneutics. We are especially attentive to the ways in which the ancient Christian writers

described their own interpreting processes. This hermeneutic self-analysis is especially rich in the

reflections of Origen, Tertullian, Jerome, Augustine and Vincent of Lérins.12 Although most of our vol-

ume editors are thoroughly familiar with contemporary critical discussions of hermeneutical and liter-

ary methods, it is not the purpose of ACCS to engage these issues directly. Instead, we are concerned

to display and reveal the various hermeneutic assumptions that inform the patristic reading of Scrip-

ture, chiefly by letting the writers speak in their own terms.

Homiletics. One of the practical goals of the ACCS is the renewal of contemporary preaching in

the light of the wisdom of ancient Christian preaching. With this goal in mind, many of the most

trenchant and illuminating comments included are selected not from formal commentaries but

12Our concern for this aspect of the project has resulted in the production of a companion volume to the ACCS written by the ACCS
Associate Editor, Prof. Christopher Hall of Eastern College, Reading Scripture with the Church Fathers (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity
Press, 1998). 



xxxii

from the homilies of the ancient Christian writers. It comes as no surprise that the most renowned

among these early preachers were also those most actively engaged in the task of preaching. The

prototypical Fathers who are most astute at describing their own homiletic assumptions and meth-

ods are Gregory the Great, Leo the Great, Augustine, Cyril of Jerusalem, John Chrysostom, Peter

Chrysologus and Caesarius of Arles.

 Pastoral care. Another intensely practical goal of the ACCS is to renew our readers’ awareness of

the ancient tradition of pastoral care and ministry to persons. Among the leading Fathers who excel

in pastoral wisdom and in application of the Bible to the work of ministry are Gregory of Nazianzus,

John Chrysostom, Augustine, and Gregory the Great. Our editors have presented this monumental

pastoral wisdom in a guileless way that is not inundated by the premises of contemporary psycho-

therapy, sociology and naturalistic reductionism.

Translation theory. Each volume is composed of direct quotations in dynamic equivalent English

translation of ancient Christian writers, translated from the original language in its best received

text. The adequacy of a given attempt at translation is always challengeable. The task of translation

is intrinsically debatable. We have sought dynamic equivalency13 without lapsing into paraphrase,

and a literary translation without lapsing into wooden literalism. We have tried consistently to

make accessible to contemporary readers the vital nuances and energies of the languages of antiq-

uity. Whenever possible we have opted for metaphors and terms that are normally used by commu-

nicators today. 

What Have We Achieved? 
We have designed the first full-scale early Christian commentary on Scripture in the last five hun-

dred years. Any future attempts at a Christian Talmud or patristic commentary on Scripture will

either follow much of our design or stand in some significant response to it. 

We have successfully brought together a distinguished international network of Protestant,

Catholic and Orthodox scholars, editors and translators of the highest quality and reputation to

accomplish this design.

13The theory of dynamic equivalency has been most thoroughly worked out by Eugene A. Nida, Toward a Science of Translating (Leiden:
Brill, 1964), and Eugene A. Nida and Jan de Waard, From One Language to Another: Functional Equivalence in Bible Translating (Nashville,
Tenn.: Nelson, 1986). Its purpose is “to state clearly and accurately the meaning of the original texts in words and forms that are widely
accepted by people who use English as a means of communication.” It attempts to set forth the writer’s “content and message in a stan-
dard, everyday, natural form of English.” Its aim is “to give today’s readers maximum understanding of the content of the original texts.”
“Every effort has been made to use language that is natural, clear, simple, and unambiguous. Consequently there has been no attempt to
reproduce in English the parts of speech, sentence structure, word order and grammatical devices of the original languages. Faithfulness
in translation also includes a faithful representation of the cultural and historical features of the original, without any attempt to mod-
ernize the text.” [Preface, Good News Bible: The Bible in Today’s English Version (New York: American Bible Society, 1976)]. This does not
imply a preference for paraphrase, but a middle ground between literary and literal theories of translation. Not all of our volume editors
have viewed the translation task precisely in the same way, but the hope of the series has been generally guided by the theory of
dynamic equivalency.
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This brilliant network of scholars, editors, publishers, technicians and translators, which consti-

tutes an amazing novum and a distinct new ecumenical reality in itself, has jointly brought into for-

mulation the basic pattern and direction of the project, gradually amending and correcting it as

needed. We have provided an interdisciplinary experimental research model for the integration of

digital search techniques with the study of the history of exegesis.

At this time of writing, we are approximately halfway through the actual production of the series

and about halfway through the time frame of the project, having developed the design to a point

where it is not likely to change significantly. We have made time-dated contracts with all volume edi-

tors for the remainder of the volumes. We are thus well on our way toward bringing the English ACCS

to completion. We have extended and enhanced our international network to a point where we are

now poised to proceed into modern non-English language versions of ACCS. We already have inaugu-

rated editions in Spanish, Chinese, Arabic, Russian and Italian, and are preparing for editions in Ara-

bic and German, with several more languages under consideration. 

We have received the full cooperation and support of Drew University as academic sponsor of the

project—a distinguished university that has a remarkable record of supporting major international

publication projects that have remained in print for long periods of time, in many cases over one-hun-

dred years. The most widely used Bible concordance and biblical word-reference system in the world

today was composed by Drew professor James Strong. It was the very room once occupied by Profes-

sor Strong, where the concordance research was done in the 1880s, that for many years was my office

at Drew and coincidentally the place where this series was conceived. Today Strong’s Exhaustive Concor-

dance of the Bible rests on the shelves of most pastoral libraries in the English-speaking world over a hun-

dred years after its first publication. Similarly the New York Times’s Arno Press has kept in print the

major multivolume Drew University work of John M’Clintock and James Strong, Theological and Exe-

getical Encyclopedia. The major edition of Christian classics in Chinese was done at Drew University

fifty years ago and is still in print. Drew University has supplied much of the leadership, space, library,

work-study assistance and services that have enabled these durable international scholarly projects to

be undertaken. 

Our selfless benefactors have preferred to remain anonymous. They have been well-informed,

active partners in its conceptualization and development, and unflagging advocates and counselors in

the support of this lengthy and costly effort. The series has been blessed by steady and generous sup-

port, and accompanied by innumerable gifts of providence. 

Thomas C. Oden

Henry Anson Buttz Professor of Theology, Drew University

General Editor, ACCS
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A Guide to Using This Commentary

Several features have been incorporated into the design of this commentary. The following comments

are intended to assist readers in making full use of this volume.

Pericopes of Scripture

The scriptural text has been divided into pericopes, or passages, usually several verses in length. Each of

these pericopes is given a heading, which appears at the beginning of the pericope. For example, the first

pericope in the commentary on Matthew 14—28 is  “ - The  Death  of  John  the  Baptist .”  

Overviews

Following each pericope of text is an overview of the patristic comments on that pericope. The format of

this overview varies within the volumes of this series, depending on the requirements of the specific book of

Scripture. The function of the overview is to provide a brief summary of all the comments to follow. It

tracks a reasonably cohesive thread of argument among patristic comments, even though they are derived

from diverse sources and generations. Thus the summaries do not proceed chronologically or by verse

sequence. Rather they seek to rehearse the overall course of the patristic comment on that pericope. 

We do not assume that the commentators themselves anticipated or expressed a formally received

cohesive argument but rather that the various arguments tend to flow in a plausible, recognizable pat-

tern. Modern readers can thus glimpse aspects of continuity in the flow of diverse exegetical traditions

representing various generations and geographical locations. 

Topical Headings

An abundance of varied patristic comment is available for each pericope of these letters. For this reason

we have broken the pericopes into two levels. First is the verse with its topical heading. The patristic

comments are then focused on aspects of each verse, with topical headings summarizing the essence of

the patristic comment by evoking a key phrase, metaphor or idea. This feature provides a bridge by

which modern readers can enter into the heart of the patristic comment. 

14:1 12
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Identifying the Patristic Texts
Following the topical heading of each section of comment, the name of the patristic commentator is

given. An English translation of the patristic comment is then provided. This is immediately followed by

the title of the patristic work and the textual reference—either by book, section and subsection or by

book-and-verse references. 

The Footnotes
Readers who wish to pursue a deeper investigation of the patristic works cited in this commentary will

find the footnotes especially valuable. A footnote number directs the reader to the notes at the bottom of

the right-hand column, where in addition to other notations (clarifications or biblical cross references)

one will find information on English translations (where available) and standard original-language edi-

tions of the work cited. An abbreviated citation (normally citing the book, volume and page number) of

the work is provided except in cases where a line-by-line commentary is being quoted, in which case the

biblical references will lead directly to the selection. A key to the abbreviations is provided on page xv.

Where there is any serious ambiguity or textual problem in the selection, we have tried to reflect the best

available textual tradition. 

Where original language texts have remained untranslated into English, we provide new translations.

Wherever current English translations are already well rendered, they are utilized, but where necessary

they are stylistically updated. A single asterisk (*) indicates that a previous English translation has been

updated to modern English or amended for easier reading. The double asterisk (**) indicates either that

a new translation has been provided or that some extant translation has been significantly amended. We

have standardized spellings and made grammatical variables uniform so that our English references will

not reflect the odd spelling variables of the older English translations. For ease of reading we have in

some cases edited out superfluous conjunctions.

For the convenience of computer database users the digital database references are provided to either

the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (Greek texts) or to the Cetedoc (Latin texts) in both the appendix

found on pages 315-16 and the bibliography found on pages 331-32.



xxxvii

Abbreviations

ACW Ancient Christian Writers: The Works of the Fathers in Translation. Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist, 1946-.

ANF A. Roberts and J. Donaldson, eds. Ante-Nicene Fathers. 10 vols. Buffalo, N.Y.: Christian Litera-
ture, 1885-1896. Reprint, Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1951-1956; Reprint, Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1994.

CCL Corpus Christianorum. Series Latina. Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 1953-. 

CS Cistercian Studies.  Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1973-.

FC Fathers of the Church: A New Translation. Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America
Press, 1947-.

GCS Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1897-.

MKGK Matthäus-Kommentare aus der griechischen Kirche. Edited by Joseph Reuss. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag,
1957.

NPNF P. Schaff et al., eds. A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian
Church. 2 series (14 vols. each). Buffalo, N.Y.: Christian Literature, 1887-1894; Reprint, Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1952-1956; Reprint, Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1994.

PG J.-P. Migne, ed. Patrologiae cursus completus. Series Graeca. 166 vols. Paris: Migne, 1857-1886.

PL J.-P. Migne, ed. Patrologiae cursus completus. Series Latina. 221 vols. Paris: Migne, 1844-1864.

PL Supp A. Hamman, ed.  Patrologia Latinae Supplementum.  Paris: Garnier Frères, 1958-.

PO Patrologia Orientalis. Paris, 1903-.

SC H. de Lubac, J. Daniélou et al., eds. Sources chrétiennes. Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1941-.

SSL Spicilegium Sacrum Lovaniense: Études et documents. Université Catholique. Louvain, 1922-





1

T h e  G o s p e l  A c c o r d i n g
t o  M a t t h e w  

T H E  D E A T H  O F  J O H N  T H E  B A P T I S T

M A T T H E W  1 4 : 1 - 1 2

Overview: After King Herod’s death the Ro-
mans divided his kingdom into a tetrarchy, and 
one part of the tetrarchy went to his son, who 
was called Herod the tetrarch (Theodore of 
Mopsuestia). Herod imagined that John had 
risen from the dead after he had been beheaded 
and was acting in the person of Jesus, the contin-
uation of Elijah’s spirit (Origen). Thinking that 
the Baptist had risen from the dead, Herod be-
gan to be afraid of him, as though John had be-
come all the more powerful (Theodore of 
Heraclea). Herod’s fantasies reveal a combina-
tion of conflicting emotions: vanity and fear 
(Chrysostom). While fear is able to restrain the 
power to sin, it is unable to remove the will to 
sin. Hence it makes those whom it has re-

strained from crime all the more eager to return 
to crime (Peter Chrysologus). John preferred 
to incur the king’s anger rather than ignore 
God’s commandments ( Jerome). Virtue is unde-
sirable to those who are immoral; integrity is a 
hardship for those who are corrupt; mercy is in-
tolerable to those who are cruel (Peter Chry-
sologus). 

Herod is said to be afraid due to his oath and 
guests, but he should have been far more afraid 
of that which is more fearful (Chrysostom). 
The house is converted into an arena, the table 
changes into a stall at the amphitheater, the 
birthday guests turn into spectators, the food 
ripens into carnage, the wine transforms into 
blood, the birthday mutates into a funeral 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+14%3A1-12&version=RSV
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(Peter Chrysologus). Herod’s former willing-
ness is incompatible with his present unwilling-
ness, and the annoyance he now feels is contrary 
to the elation he felt before (Hilary of Poi-
tiers). Now that the time of the law is over and 
buried with John, his disciples ( Jerome) an-
nounce to the Lord these events as they leave 
the law and come to the gospel (Hilary of 
Poitiers). 
Matthew 14:1-12 Matthew 14:1-12

14:1 Herod Hears of Jesus’ Works 

Herod the Tetrarch. Theodore of Mop-
suestia: Herod the king is one person, Herod 
the tetrarch, his son, is another. After King 
Herod’s death the Romans divided his kingdom 
into a tetrarchy, and one part of the tetrarchy 
went to his son. This is the man who beheaded 
the Forerunner and who, for this reason, 
received his due punishment not long after-
ward.1 Fragment 77.2 

14:2 John’s Powers at Work 

The Analogy of the Reappearance of 
Elijah. Origen: The Jews had different opin-
ions about the resurrection. Some of them were 
false. The Sadducees did not believe in the res-
urrection of the dead or in the existence of an-
gels. They believed those things that were 
written about them were only to be interpreted 
figuratively but had no reality in point of fact.3 
Other Jewish views of the resurrection were 
true, such as were taught by the Pharisees about 
the resurrection of the dead—that they rise. 

We must now therefore inquire about the 
opinion regarding the soul, which was mistak-
enly held by Herod and some from among the 
people. It ran something like this: John, who a 
little earlier had been slain by him, had risen 
from the dead after he had been beheaded. This 
person who had risen was the same person 
under a different name, one now called Jesus. 
Herod imagined that Jesus possessed the same 
powers that formerly worked in John. If the 

powers that worked in John had passed over to 
Jesus, Jesus was thus thought by some to actu-
ally be John the Baptist. 

The return of Elijah fueled this idea. Here is 
the line of argument. It was the spirit and power 
of Elijah that had returned in John. “This is Eli-
jah who is to come.”4 The spirit in Elijah pos-
sessed the power to go into John. So Herod 
thought that the powers John worked in baptism 
and teaching had a miraculous effect in Jesus, 
even though John did not do miracles. It may be 
said that something of this kind was the under-
lying thought of those who said that Elijah had 
appeared in Jesus or that one of the old prophets 
had risen.  Commentary on Matthew 10.20.5 

Thinking the Baptist Had Risen. The-
odore of Heraclea: Thinking that the Bap-
tist had risen from the dead, Herod began to be 
afraid of him, as though John had become all the 
more powerful. He was alarmed lest John should 
employ against him even more of his caustic 
freedom of speech, which was a terror to him, 
frustrating him by revealing his crooked deeds. 
Fragment 93.6 

The Imaginations of Vanity and Fear. 
Chrysostom: Do you see the intensity of his 
fear? Herod did not dare speak of it openly, but 
he still speaks apprehensively to his own ser-
vants. Yet this whole opinion was absurd. It 
savored of the jittery soldier. Even though many 
were thought to have risen from the dead, no 
one had done anything like what was imagined 
of John. Herod’s words seem to me to be the lan-
guage both of vanity and of fear. For such is the 
nature of unreasonable souls; they often accept a 

1Herod Antipas was deposed by Emperor Caligula and sent into 
exile in Gaul.   2MKGK 123-24.   3Origen means that the Sadducees, 
not believing in the existence of angels, interpreted allegorically the 
passages of the Pentateuch (the only Scriptures that they accepted) 
in which angels are mentioned.   4Mt 11:14. In the time of Christ it 
was a common belief among the Jews that Elijah would return to 
earth to announce the coming of the Messiah before the end of the 
world.   5GCS 40:26-28; ANF 9:427.   6MKGK 82. 
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mixture of opposite passions. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 48.2.7 

14:3 Herod Had Imprisoned John 

John’s Admonition. Hilary of Poitiers: 
We have frequently advised that all diligence 
must be applied to the reading of the Gospels, 
for in the narration of the different events one 
may arrive at a deeper understanding. There is 
indeed an order to the narration of all the works, 
but the underlying cause behind the effects of 
the narrated events is preestablished, as with 
Herod and John. 

John, as we frequently noted, preferred the 
form of the law, because the law foretold Christ 
and John proceeded from the law, announcing 
Christ from the law. Herod, on the other hand, 
was the prince of the people, and the prince of 
the people embraces the name and interests of 
his subjects. John accordingly advised Herod 
not to take to himself his brother’s wife. There 
were and there are two peoples: one people of 
the circumcision and the other of the Gentiles. 
But the law admonished Israel not to ally itself 
with the works of the Gentiles and with infidel-
ity. Infidelity is associated with the Gentiles, as 
if by a bond of conjugal love. Because of the 
truth of this stern admonition by John, he was 
confined in prison like the law.  On Matthew 
14.3, 7.8 

14:4 John’s Rebuke of Herod 

It Is Not Lawful for You to Have Her. 
Jerome: Ancient history tells us that Philip the 
son of Herod the Great (under whom the Lord 
fled into Egypt), the brother of that Herod un-
der whom Christ suffered, took as his wife 
Herodias the daughter of King Phetrai. Later 
his father-in-law, after a rivalry between him 
and his son-in-law, took his daughter and, to the 
great chagrin of the first husband, Herod his en-
emy united with her in marriage. As to just who 
this Philip was, Luke the Evangelist notes 

clearly, “In the fifteenth year of the reign of 
Tiberias Caesar, and Herod being tetrarch of 
Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of the re-
gion of Ituraea and Trachonitis.”9 

Therefore John the Baptist, who had come in 
the spirit and power of Elijah, with the same 
authority whereby the latter had rebuked Ahab 
and Jezebel, upbraided Herod and Herodias 
because they had entered into an unlawful mar-
riage. He did so because it is not lawful to take 
the wife of one’s own living brother. John pre-
ferred to incur the king’s anger rather than, 
through fawning, be unmindful of God’s com-
mandments.  Commentary on Matthew 
2.14.4.10 

Integrity Is a Hardship for the Cor-
rupt. Peter Chrysologus: John aroused 
Herod by his moral admonitions, not by any 
formal accusation. He wanted to correct, not to 
suppress. Herod, however, preferred to suppress 
rather than be reconciled. To those who are held 
captive, the freedom of the one innocent of 
wrongdoing becomes hateful. Virtue is undesir-
able to those who are immoral; holiness is 
abhorrent to those who are impious; chastity is 
an enemy to those who are impure; integrity is a 
hardship for those who are corrupt; frugality 
runs counter to those who are self-indulgent; 
mercy is intolerable to those who are cruel, as is 
loving-kindness to those who are pitiless and 
justice to those who are unjust. The Evangelist 
indicates this when he says, “John said to him, ‘It 
is not lawful for you to have the wife of your 
brother Philip.’ ” This is where John runs into 
trouble. He who admonishes those who are evil 
gives offense. He who repudiates wrongdoers 
runs into trouble. John was saying what was 
proper of the law, what was proper of justice, 
what was proper of salvation and what was 
proper certainly not of hatred but of love. And 
look at the reward he received from the ungodly 
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for his loving concern! Sermons 127.6-7.11 

14:5 Herod Feared the People 

Turning from Justice. Peter Chrysolo-
gus: “And though he wanted to put him to 
death, he feared the people.” That person readily 
turns away from justice who, in matters at issue, 
fears not God but people. Such fear can restrain 
the power to sin but is unable to remove the will 
to sin. Hence, those whom it has restrained 
from crime, it makes all the more eager to return 
to crime. It is only the fear of God that can set 
minds straight, repel criminal actions, preserve 
innocence and give steadfast power. But let us 
focus on the passionate intensity of blessed 
John. Sermons 127.7.12 

14:6 Herod’s Birthday 

The Daughter of Herodias Danced. 
Hilary of Poitiers: On Herod’s birthday—
that is, amid the delights of corporeal things—
the daughter of Herodias danced. With every 
enticing movement she made, she exuded sen-
sual pleasure as though from the infidelity that 
arose through all the joys of Israel. The people 
gave themselves over to this. All were corrupted 
by an oath. Through sin and the pleasures of the 
world, the Israelites sold the gifts of eternal life. 
The girl requested of her mother—who herself 
had a knack for infidelity—that the head of 
John, symbolizing the glory of the law, be 
brought to her. For the law had exposed incestu-
ous Israel with the authority of the divine com-
mandments. On Matthew 14.7.13 

The Dance. Peter Chrysologus: You have 
heard, brothers, that sensual pleasure may give 
birth to great cruelty.  “And his head was brought 
on a platter.”14 The house is converted into an 
arena, the table changes into a stall at the 
amphitheater, the birthday guests turn into 
spectators, the feast grows into a furor, the food 
ripens into carnage, the wine transforms into 

blood, the birthday changes into a funeral, sun-
rise evolves into sunset, the banquet is altered 
into a bloody killing, and musical instruments 
perform the tragedy of the ages. A creature 
enters the room, not a girl; a lynx, not a maiden, 
moves to the music. She has the mane of an ani-
mal, not hair, sprouting up from the crown of 
her head. She spreads out her limbs with twists 
and turns; she steadily grows in ferocity. She 
becomes cunning in cruelty, not in body. And 
this extraordinarily wild animal lets out a growl. 
She gnashes her teeth. She does not take up a 
sword but produces one. “Prompted by her 
mother,” the Evangelist says, and taking an 
arrow from her mother’s heart, this uncanny 
creature, with contempt for the prize of John’s 
body, slithers through the hall to have his head 
cut off. Sermons 127.9.15 

14:7-9 Herod’s Oath 

Now He Is Sorry. Hilary of Poitiers: 
Shortly before, Herod indicated that he wanted 
to kill John. He hesitated for fear of the people, 
because they considered him to be a prophet. 
But now, upon the request for John’s death, 
since Herod was bound formally by the ritual of 
an oath, how is it that he suddenly becomes 
sorry? His former willingness is incompatible 
with his present unwillingness, and the annoy-
ance he now feels is contrary to what he felt 
before. Previously there was an orderly sequence 
to what transpired, but now the situation has 
gotten out of hand. Sensual pleasure springing 
up from infidelity has seized the glory of the law. 
But the people, aware of the good things in the 
law, wink at the pleasurable circumstances not 
without misgivings as to their own peril. They 
know it is inappropriate for them to turn away 
from the glory of the commandments. Yet four 
factors cause them to give in to sin: an oath, fear 
of the leaders, the allurements of pleasure and a 
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bad example. On Matthew 14.8.16 

Because of His Oaths and His Guests. 
Jerome: It is customary in the Scriptures for the 
historian to narrate the opinion of many, as it 
was held by them at the time. Even as Joseph is 
called the father of Jesus by Mary herself, Herod 
now is said to be exceedingly sad because his 
guests thought that he was. An artful deceiver 
and a skilled assassin, he preferred to show a sad 
face when his mind registered joy. Commen-
tary on Matthew 2.14.9.17 
Matthew 14:13-21 Matthew 14:1-12

14:10-11 John’s Execution 

John Beheaded. Chrysostom: And she being 
instructed beforehand by her mother, said, 
“Give me here John the Baptist’s head on a plat-
ter.” 

Her reproach is twofold: first, that she 
danced, then that she pleased him and so 
pleased him as to obtain even murder for her re-
ward. 

Do you see how savage he was, how sense-
less, how foolish? He puts himself under the ob-
ligation of an oath while to her he gives full 
power over her request. 

But when Herod saw the evil actually ensuing, 
“he was sorry,” it is said. Yet in the first instance 
he had put him in prison. Why then is he sorry? 
Such is the nature of virtue. Even among the 
wicked admiration and praises are its due. But 
alas for her madness! When she also ought to ad-
mire, yes, to bow down to him for trying to re-
dress her wrong, she rather even helps to arrange 
the plot, lays a snare and asks a diabolical favor. 

But he was afraid “for the oath’s sake,” it is 
said, “and those that sat with him at dinner.” 
Why did he not fear that which is far more fear-
ful? Surely if Herod was afraid of having wit-
nesses to perjury, much more should he fear 
having so many witnesses of a murder so law-
less.  The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
48.4.18 

14:12 John’s Disciples Go to Jesus 

The Law Is Buried with John. Hilary of 
Poitiers: Amid the other enjoyments of the 
profligate company, the head of John is brought 
on a platter. Thus the pleasures of the body and 
worldly extravagance reach the point where the 
girl carries the head to her mother. And so 
shameful Israel surrenders the glory of the law 
to the pleasure and infidelity of its Herodian 
household, who were formerly Gentiles. Now 
that the time of the law is over and buried with 
John, his disciples announce to the Lord the 
events that transpired, as they leave the law and 
come to the Gospels. On Matthew 14.8.19 

His Disciples Came. Jerome: Josephus 
relates that in a certain town of Arabia John’s 
head had been cut off.20 As to the words that fol-
low, “and his disciples came and took the body,” 
we presume these people are the disciples of 
both John and the Savior. Commentary on 
Matthew 2.14.12.21 
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J E S U S  F E E D S  T H E  F I V E  T H O U S A N D

M A T T H E W  1 4 : 1 3 - 2 1

Overview: When Jesus heard of John’s death, 
he withdrew to a lonely place. This was not for 
fear of death but to spare his enemies from com-
pounding one murder with another or to defer 
his death to the day of Passover ( Jerome). He 
withdrew because he did not want to make his 
identity known at this point (Chrysostom). 
They had only five loaves and two fish, namely, 
the five books of the law and the prophets and 
John (Hilary of Poitiers). Even at this point 
the disciples are not yet awakened but still rea-
son as if with a man (Chrysostom). Although 
this was a deserted place, he that is here is ready 
to feed the world (Eusebius of Emesa). The one 
who is speaking is not subject to time, even 
though it was said to be late in the day (Chry-
sostom). Jesus looked up to heaven that he 
might teach them to keep their eyes focused 
there. And he broke the bread. If the bread had 
been left intact and not broken into pieces, they 
would have been unable to feed the great crowds 
of men, women and children ( Jerome). By the 
word of God coming from the law and the 
prophets, the multitude was satisfied and an 
abundance of divine power, reserved for the 
Gentiles from the ministry of the eternal food, 
was left over for the twelve apostles (Hilary of 
Poitiers). 

14:13-14 Jesus Has Compassion on the 
Throng 

To a Lonely Place Apart. Chrysostom: We 

see him on many occasions “departing.” We see 
this when John was imprisoned1 and killed and 
when the Jews heard that he was making more 
disciples.2 For it was his will to live his life in an 
ordinary rhythm of interaction and solitude. 
The time had not yet come for him to reveal his 
divine glory plainly. This is why Jesus told his 
disciples to “tell no one that he is the Christ.”3 
His will was that this should be better known 
after his resurrection. During this time he was 
not very severe with those who were obstinate 
in their unbelief. Rather, he was prone to be in-
dulgent with them. 

On retiring, he departs not into a city but 
into a wilderness. He leaves in a boat so that no 
one would follow him. 

But note how the disciples of John had by 
now become more attached to Jesus. For it was 
they who told him of the event. They in fact 
had left everything and taken refuge in John. In 
their calamity Jesus makes provision for them, 
and in doing so he does them no small benevo-
lence. 

But why did he not withdraw before they 
brought the news to him? Didn’t Jesus know the 
fact of John’s death even before they reported it 
to him? He did not want to make his identity 
known at this point. The divine economy did 
not require it. For it was not by his appearance 
only but by his actions that Jesus would have his 
identity confirmed. He knew the devil’s craft 

1Mt 4:12.   2Jn 4:1-3.   3Mt 16:20.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+14%3A13-21&version=RSV


Matthew 14:1-12

7

and that he would leave nothing undone to de-
stroy Christ’s revelation. 

This is why Jesus withdrew. But the crowds 
do not withdraw from him. They try to follow 
him, as if riveted to him. Not even John’s tragic 
end diverted or frightened them. So great a 
thing is earnest desire, so great a thing is love, 
that it overcomes and dispels all dangers.  The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 49.4 

He Withdrew. Jerome: They announced the 
death of the Baptist to the Savior. When Jesus 
heard this, he withdrew to a lonely place apart, 
but not, as some people think, for fear of death. 
He withdrew to spare his enemies from com-
pounding one murder with another or to defer 
his death to the day of Passover on which a lamb 
is ritually offered up and doorposts are sprin-
kled with the blood of the faithful. Or else he 
withdrew in order to give us an example of 
avoiding the foolhardiness of those who 
betrayed him, because not everyone perseveres 
amid torments with the same constancy they 
had when they offered themselves to be tor-
tured. For this reason in another place he gave 
this admonition: “When they persecute you in 
this city, flee to another.”5 It was also fitting that 
the Evangelist did not say “he fled to a lonely 
place” but “he withdrew,” so that he avoided his 
persecutors rather than feared them. Commen-
tary on Matthew 2.14.13.6 

14:15-16 You Give Them Something to Eat 

You Give Them. Chrysostom: Note carefully 
the Teacher’s skill. Observe with what discre-
tion he draws them toward believing. Observe 
how deliberately this unfolds. For he did not 
simply say, “I will feed them.” The deeper signif-
icance of that would have not been easily under-
stood. So what does he say? “They need not go 
away; you give them something to eat.” 

He did not say “I give them” but “you give 
them.” For at this point their regard for him was 
essentially as to a man. They said to him, “We 

have only five loaves here and two fish.” At this 
point Mark adds, “They did not understand the 
saying, for their heart was hardened.”7 For they 
were continuing to crawl like babies.  The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 49.8 

Send Them Away? Cyril of Alexandria: Let 
us examine carefully what this sending away of 
the crowds is all about. Some of those who fol-
lowed Christ were afflicted by evil spirits and 
begged to be delivered from them. Others were 
afflicted with various sicknesses from which 
they sought relief. Therefore, because the disci-
ples knew that Jesus had only to consider what 
those who were suffering longed for and it 
would be accomplished, “they sent them away.” 
They did this not so much because they thought 
Jesus’ time was too valuable but because they 
had a love for the crowds and, as though already 
having an understanding of pastoral care, they 
began to care for the people. Fragment 175.9 

14:17 Five Loaves and Two Fish 

The Five Loaves of the Five Books of the 
Law. Hilary of Poitiers: When the disciples 
advised that the crowds be sent away into the 
neighboring villages to buy food, he answered, 
“They do not need to go away.” This signaled 
that these people whom he healed with the food 
of teaching, teaching that was not for sale, had 
no need to go back to Judea and buy food. He or-
dered the apostles to give them something to eat. 

But was Jesus unaware there was nothing to 
give? Did he not know the disciples possessed a 
limited amount of food? He could read their 
minds, so he knew. We are invited to explain 
things by reasoning according to types. It was 
not yet granted to the apostles to make and 
administer heavenly bread for the food of eter-
nal life. Yet their response reflected an ordered 
reasoning about types: they had only five loaves 
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and two fish. This means that up to then they 
depended on five loaves—that is, the five books 
of the law. And two fish nourished them—that 
is, the preaching of the prophets and of John. 
For in the works of the law there was life just as 
there is life from bread, but the preaching of 
John and the prophets restored hope to human 
life by virtue of water.10 Therefore the apostles 
offered these things first, because that was the 
level of their understanding at the time. From 
these modest beginnings the preaching of the 
gospel has proceeded from them, from these 
same apostles, until it has grown into an 
immense power.  On Matthew 14.10.11 

14:18 Bring Them 

Feeding the World in a Deserted Place. 
Chrysostom: Finally he said to them, “Bring 
them here to me.” Although this was a deserted 
place, he that is here is ready to feed the world. 
The one who is speaking to you is not subject to 
time, even though “the day is now over.” 

In John’s Gospel it is further related that 
these were loaves of barley.12 This is not men-
tioned accidentally but with the object of teach-
ing us to trample under foot13 the pride of costly 
living. Such was also the diet of the prophets.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 49.1.14 

14:19 Blessing and Breaking the Loaves 

Evangelical Food. Hilary of Poitiers: 
Having taken the bread and the fish, the Lord 
looked up to heaven, then blessed and broke 
them. He gave thanks to the Father that, after 
the time of the law and the prophets, he himself 
was soon to be changed into evangelical food. 
After this the people were ordered to sit on the 
grass but not to lie down. Supported by the law, 
each one was covered as it were with the fruit of 
his works as with the grass on the ground. On 
Matthew 4.11.15 

He Looked to Heaven. Jerome: They are or-

dered to sit down on the grass and, according to 
another Evangelist, to recline in groups of hun-
dreds and of fifties. In this way from the repen-
tance of the fifty,16 they ascended toward the 
perfect summit of one hundred.17 

He looked up to heaven that he might teach 
them to keep their eyes focused there. He then 
took in hand five loaves of bread and two fish; he 
broke the loaves and gave the food to the disci-
ples. By the breaking of the bread, he makes it 
into a seedbed of food—for if the bread had 
been left intact and not pulled apart and broken 
into pieces, they would have been unable to feed 
the great crowds of men, women and children. 
The law with the prophets are therefore pulled 
apart and broken into pieces. Mysteries are 
made manifest, so that what did not feed the 
multitude of people in its original whole and un-
broken state now feeds them in its divided state. 
Commentary on Matthew 2.14.19.18 

He Broke and Gave the Loaves. Chrysos-
tom: In this miracle Jesus was teaching them 
humility, temperance, charity, to be of like mind 
toward one another and to share all things in 
common. He did so in his choice of location, by 
providing nothing more than loaves and fishes, 
by setting the same food before all and having 
them share it in common and by affording no 
one more than another. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 49.3.19 

14:20 All Were Satisfied, and Food Was Left 

They Were Satisfied. Hilary of Poitiers: 
The loaves were given to the apostles, for 
through them the gifts of divine grace were to be 
administered. The crowds were then fed with 
the five loaves and two fish, and they were satis-

10The water of baptism.   11SC 258:20-22.   12Jn 6:9.   13As barley is 
crushed.   14PG 58:497; NPNF 1 10:304.   15SC 258:22.   16A number 
symbolizing repentance, in reference to the Hebrew jubilee year, 
which recurred every fifty years and during which all debts were 
remitted.   17A number signifying perfection.   18CCL 77:122.   19PG 
58:499; NPNF 1 10:306.
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fied. The leftover fragments of bread and fish, 
after the people had their fill, amounted to 
twelve baskets. Thus, by the word of God com-
ing from the teaching of the law and the proph-
ets, the multitude was satisfied; and an 
abundance of divine power, reserved for the 
Gentiles from the ministry of the eternal food, 
was left over for the twelve apostles. On Mat-
thew 4.11.20 

Twelve Baskets Full of Broken Pieces. 
Chrysostom: And not even here does he hold 
back on the miracle, but it continues as the 
loaves become fragments. The broken pieces sig-
nify that of those loaves, some remained unre-
ceived. This was in order that those who were 
absent might also learn what had been done. 

For this providential purpose, then, Jesus in-
deed permitted the crowds to get hungry in or-
der that no one might suppose what took place 
to be as illusion. 

For this purpose he also caused just twelve 
baskets to remain over: That Judas, too, might 
bear one. He wanted all the disciples to know 
his power. He fed their hunger. In Elijah’s case 
something similar also took place.21  The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 49.3.22 

The Divine Economy. Cyril of Alexandria: 
So that by every means the Lord might be 
known to be God by nature, he multiplies what 
is little, and he looks up to heaven as though 
asking for the blessing from above. Now he does 
this out of the divine economy, for our sakes. 
For he himself is the one who fills all things, the 
true blessing from above and from the Father. 
But, so that we might learn that when we are in 
charge of the table and are preparing to break 
the loaves, we ought to bring them to God with 
hands upraised and bring down upon them the 
blessing from above, he became for us the begin-
ning and pattern and way. Fragment 177.23 

Like Manna. Cyril of Alexandria: It is pos-
sible to see these new miracles concurring with 

more ancient ones and as being activities of one 
and the same power. The manna once remained 
in the wilderness for those of Israel. Now, 
behold, again in the desert he has provided 
ungrudgingly for those in want of food, as 
though bringing it down from heaven. For to 
multiply what is little and to feed such a multi-
tude as though out of nothing would not be out 
of keeping with the former miracle. At that time 
Israel was to partake according to need; they had 
not received food in order to take it away with 
them, even though many fragments were left. 
This is, again, a good symbol for measuring use 
according to need and of not introducing an 
acquisitiveness that goes beyond what is need-
ful. Fragment 178.24 

The Unseen Appears Through What Is 
Seen. Eusebius of Emesa: The miracle of the 
bread revealed the one through whom the soil, 
when planted with seed, multiplies. What was 
done invisibly, once brought to light, proclaimed 
who it is that always works invisibly. It was not 
only at that time that Jesus with five loaves does 
many great things. In the world he was not idle 
or inactive but was always at work feeding 
everyone and taking nothing for himself. 
Because he was unknown, therefore, he came 
feeding, eating and feeding, so that through those 
things that are seen, he who was unseen might 
appear. Homily 8.12.25 

14:21 Numbering the Multitude 

Five Thousand Men. Hilary of Poitiers: 
The same number of those eating proved to be 
the number of those who believed. As noted in 
the book of Acts, out of the countless people of 
Israel five thousand men believed.26 Once the 
people had been satisfied, when they took up 
the loaves that had been broken into pieces with 
the fish, there was enough left over to match the 
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number of believers and apostles to be filled 
with heavenly grace. Thus both the measure 
suited the number and the number the measure. 
Within its bounds the calculation was keyed to 

the proper effect and depended on the guidance 
of divine power. On Matthew 4.11.27 

Matthew 14:22-36

 J E S U S  W A L K S  O N  W A T E R

M A T T H E W  1 4 : 2 2 - 3 6

Overview: Jesus retreats to the mountain to 
teach us the benefit of solitude when we are 
praying (Chrysostom). His solitude, the boat 
and his dismissal of the crowds all have a sym-
bolic meaning, anticipating his final return and 
glory (Hilary of Poitiers). The miracle of 
walking on water was prophesied long before. It 
points to one who could walk on the water as 
well as on the ground, for he is truly human and 
yet God’s only begotten Son (Chromatius). He 

did not come quickly to the disciples’ rescue. He 
was training them by their fears and instructing 
them to be ready to endure. Gently and by de-
grees he excites and urges the disciples on to-
ward greater responsiveness (Chrysostom). 
The fourth watch of the night also has typologi-
cal significance in relation to four phases of the 
history of revelation: the law, the prophets, the 
incarnation and the return of the Lord (Hilary 
of Poitiers) or variously interpreted, Adam to 
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Noah, Noah to Moses, Moses to the Savior, 
with the fourth watch marking the time when 
the Son of God was born in the flesh and suf-
fered (Chromatius).Through the feebleness of 
the flesh and the fear of death, even the boldness 
of Peter fails (Chrysostom). But he cries out 
and asks the Lord to save him, and that cry is 
the groan of his repentance (Hilary of Poi-
tiers). 
Matthew 14:22-36

14:22 Jesus Sends Away the Disciples 

The Plain and Spiritual Meaning. Hilary 
of Poitiers: The spiritual significance of this 
must be discerned, comparing the temporal or-
der with the coming revelation. The historical 
event of his solitude in the evening anticipates a 
future event: his solitude at the time of the Pas-
sion, when everyone else had fled in fear. 

He then orders his disciples to get into the 
boat and cross the sea while he dismisses the 
crowds. Once they are dismissed, he goes up on 
the mountain. This prefigures that he is on the 
sea and within the church. He orders that he be 
carried throughout the world until he returns in 
a dazzling second advent to all who are left from 
the house of Israel, when he will bring salvation 
and forgive sins. 

Finally, in dismissing the crowds, the Lord is 
symbolically permitting them to enter into the 
kingdom of heaven. Then he proceeds to give 
thanks to God the Father, which anticipates his 
taking his place in glory and in majesty.  On 
Matthew 14.13.1 

14:23 Jesus Dismisses the Crowd 

Into the Hills. Chrysostom: For what pur-
pose does he go up into the hills on the moun-
tain? To teach us that solitude and seclusion are 
good, when we are to pray to God. With this in 
view, you see, we find him continually with-
drawing into the wilderness. There he often 
spends the whole night in prayer. This teaches 
us earnestly to seek such quietness in our 

prayers as the time and place may afford. For the 
wilderness is the mother of silence; it is a calm 
and a harbor, delivering us from all turmoils. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 50.1.2 

14:24 The Boat Beaten by Waves 

Many Furlongs Distant from the Land. 
Chrysostom: The disciples are tossed on the 
waves again. They are in a storm, fully as bad as 
the previous one. Gently and by degrees he ex-
cites and urges the disciples on toward greater 
responsiveness, even to the point of bearing all 
things nobly. Whereas in the previous storm 
they had him with them in the ship, now they 
were alone by themselves. Even when he was 
asleep in the boat in the previous situation, he 
was ready to give them relief from danger. But 
then he was present to them. 

Now he is leading them into a greater degree 
of challenge. Now he is not even present to 
them. He has departed. In midsea he permits a 
storm to arise. This was all for their training, 
that they might not look for some easy hope of 
preservation from any earthly source. He then 
allows them to be tossed by the storm all night! 
This had the purpose of awakening their stony 
hearts in a most complete way. This is how Jesus 
dealt with the nature of their fear, which the 
rough weather and the timing had produced. He 
cast them directly into a situation in which they 
would have a greater longing for him and a con-
tinual remembrance of him.  The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 50.1.3 

The Wind Was Against Them. Augustine: 
Meanwhile the boat carrying the disciples—that 
is, the church—is rocking and shaking amid the 
storms of temptation, while the adverse wind 
rages on. That is to say, its enemy the devil 
strives to keep the wind from calming down. But 
greater is he who is persistent on our behalf, for 

1SC 258:26.   2PG 58:503-4; NPNF 1 10:310.   3PG 58:504-5; NPNF 
1 10:310.
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amid the vicissitudes of our life he gives us con-
fidence. He comes to us and strengthens us, so 
we are not jostled in the boat and tossed over-
board. For although the boat is thrown into dis-
order, it is still a boat. It alone carries the 
disciples and receives Christ. It is in danger 
indeed on the water, but there would be certain 
death without it. Therefore stay inside the boat 
and call upon God. When all good advice fails 
and the rudder is useless and the spread of the 
sails presents more of a danger than an advan-
tage, when all human help and strength have 
been abandoned, the only recourse left for the 
sailors is to cry out to God. Therefore will he 
who helps those who are sailing to reach port 
safely, abandon his church and prevent it from 
arriving in peace and tranquility? Sermon 75.4.4 

14:25 He Came to Them, Walking on the Sea 

The Miracle Foreseen in Prophecy. 
Chromatius: Who was able to walk on the sea 
if not the Creator of the universe? He, indeed, 
about whom the Holy Spirit had spoken long 
ago through blessed Job: “Who alone stretched 
out the heavens and walked on the sea as well as 
the earth.”5 Solomon spoke about him in the 
person of Wisdom: “I dwelt in the highest places 
and my throne was in a pillar of cloud. I orbited 
the heavenly sphere alone and walked on the 
waves of the sea.”6 David likewise declared in his 
psalm: “God, your way was through the sea, 
your path through the great waters.”7 So too 
Habakkuk noted, “The raging waters swept on; 
the deep gave forth its voice.”8 

What is more evident than this testimony, 
what is more clear? It points to him walking on 
the water as well as on the ground. This is God’s 
only begotten Son, who long ago according to 
the will of the Father stretched out the heavens 
and at the time of Moses in a pillar of cloud 
showed the people a way to follow. 
Tractate on Matthew 52.2.9 

The Four Watches of the History of 

Revelation. Hilary of Poitiers: In the 
meantime, however, the disciples are harassed 
by wind and by sea. Amid all the disturbances of 
the world, in conflict with the unclean spirit, 
they are tossed about. But the Lord comes in the 
fourth watch. For the fourth time, then, he will 
return to a roving and shipwrecked church. In 
the fourth watch of the night, the measure of his 
concern is found to be just as great. The first 
watch was that of the law, the second of the 
prophets, the third of the Lord’s coming in the 
flesh and the fourth of his return in splendor. 
But he will find the church in distress and belea-
guered by the spirit of the antichrist and by dis-
turbances throughout the world. He will come 
to those who are restless and deeply troubled. 
And since, as we may expect from the antichrist, 
they will be exposed to temptations of every 
kind, even at the Lord’s coming they will be ter-
rified by the false appearances of things and 
crawling phantasms with eyes. But the good 
Lord will then speak out and dispel their fear, 
saying, “It is I.” He will dispel the fear of 
impending shipwreck through their faith in his 
coming. On Matthew 14.14.10 

The Spiritual Meaning of the Fourth 
Watch of the Night. Chromatius: Let us 
focus on the meaning of this fourth watch in 
which the Lord comes to his disciples who were 
caught in the storm. The first watch of the 
night—that is, of the present world—is under-
stood to be from Adam to Noah, the second 
watch from Noah up until Moses, through 
whom the law was given. The third watch was 
from Moses up to the coming of the Lord and 
Savior. In these three watches the Lord, even 
before coming in the flesh, with the vigilance of 
the angels defends the encampments of his 
saints from the snares of the enemy—that is, 
the devil and his angels, who from the begin-

4PL 38:475-76; NPNF 1 6:337-38 (Sermon 25).   5Job 9:8.   6Sir 24:4-
5.   7Ps 77:19 (76:19 LXX).   8Hab 3:10.   9CCL 9a:454-55.   10SC 
258:28.
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ning of the world plotted against the salvation 
of the righteous. In the first watch, protection 
is given to Abel, Seth, Enos, Enoch, Methuse-
lah and Noah. In the second watch, to Abra-
ham, Melchizedech, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph. In 
the third watch, to Moses, Aaron, Joshua the 
son of Nun and, after that, to the other right-
eous men and prophets. The fourth watch 
marks the time when the Son of God was born 
in the flesh and suffered, the time he promised 
his disciples and his church that he would be 
eternally watchful after his resurrection, say-
ing, “I will be with you even to the consumma-
tion of the world.”11 Tractate on Matthew 
52.5.12 

14:26-27 Take Heart; Have No Fear 

It Is a Ghost! Chrysostom: “When the dis-
ciples,” it is said, “saw him walking on the sea, 
they were troubled, saying, It is a spirit! And 
they cried out for fear.” This is the way he con-
stantly deals with our fears. He does not hesi-
tate to bring on worse things, even more 
alarming than those before.13 They were trou-
bled here not only by the storm but also by the 
distance from the land. Note that he did not too 
easily remove the darkness. He did not come 
quickly to their rescue. He was training them, as 
I said, by the continuance of these fears and 
instructing them to be ready to endure. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 50.1.14 

Bearing All Challenges. Chrysostom: 
Accordingly, neither did he present himself to 
them at once. For it is written that “in the fourth 
watch of the night he came to them, walking on 
the sea.” He was instructing them not too hast-
ily to seek for deliverance from their pressing 
dangers but to bear all challenges courageously. 
In any case, just when they looked to be deliv-
ered, their fear was again heightened. The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 50.1.15 

They Saw Him Walking on the Water. 

Augustine: The fourth watch of the night 
marks the end of the night. One watch consists 
of three hours. This means that at the end of the 
world the Lord will come to the rescue, and he 
will be seen walking on the water. Although this 
ship is tossed by the storms of temptation, it 
sees the glorified Lord walking upon all the bil-
lows of the sea—that is, upon all the powers of 
this world. For through the voice of his Passion 
he gave an example of humility according to the 
flesh. Those waves of the sea to which he will-
ingly submitted for our sake were stilled, in 
accordance with the prophecy: “I came to the 
height of the sea, and the storm swallowed me 
up.”16 Sermon 75.7.17 

14:28 Peter Asks to Walk to Jesus 

Peter’s Boldness. Jerome: Peter is found to 
be of ardent faith at all times. When the disci-
ples are asked who people say that Jesus is, 
Peter declares him to be the Son of God. 
Though mistaken in wanting to follow Christ 
to his Passion, he is not mistaken in his affec-
tion. He does not desire the death of him who a 
short time before he declared to be the Son of 
God. Peter is among the first to go up the 
mountain with the Savior and is the only one to 
follow him in his Passion. With bitter tears he 
immediately washes away the sin of denial that 
sprang up from fear. After the Passion when 
they were fishing in Lake Gennesaret, the Lord 
was standing on the beach, while the others 
were slowly sailing in the boat. He hesitated 
not for a moment. He put on his overgarment 
and plunged into the sea. And now, with the 
same ardor of faith he always had, the other 
apostles gazing in awe, he believes that he can 
do by the will of the Master what the latter 
could do by nature. “Bid me come to you on the 

11Mt 28:20.   12CCL 9a:457-58.   13This procedure resembles what 
behavior therapists call implosive therapy for desensitization of pho-
bic responses.   14PG 58:505; NPNF 1 10:310.   15PG 58:505; NPNF 
1 10:310.   16Ps 69:2 (68:2 LXX).   17PL 38:476-77; NPNF 1 6:338 
(Sermon 25).



Matthew 14:22-36

14

water.” Just say the word, and immediately the 
waves will become solid. The body which of 
itself is heavy will become light. Commentary 
on Matthew 2.14.28.18

Lord, If It Is You, Bid Me Come. Augus-
tine: What is signified by the fact that Peter 
dared to come to him upon the water? Peter 
indeed has the principal role in the church. And 
what is the meaning of those other words: 
“Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you on the 
water,” if not, Lord, if you are truthful and never 
lie at all, let your church be glorified also in this 
world, for prophecy declared this about you? Let 
it walk upon the water, and it shall come to you, 
to whom it was said, “The rich among the people 
shall entreat your favor.”19 Sermon 75.10.20 

14:29 Peter Walks on the Water 

Peter Got Out of the Boat. Chrysostom: 
Why then did Christ permit Peter to come? 
Suppose he had said, “No, you cannot come.” 
With his boldness Peter might have protested 
again. But when Peter saw the sea and wind, he 
became dizzy and was afraid, and beginning to 
sink he cried out, “Lord, save me.” 

In relating this same situation, John remarks 
that “then they were willing to take him into the 
boat, and immediately the boat reached the 
shore where they were heading.”21 This implies 
that when they were on the point of arriving at 
the land, he entered the ship. Peter then having 
come down from the ship went to Jesus, not 
rejoicing so much in walking on the water as in 
coming to him.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 50.2.22 

14:30 Peter Fears the Wind 

Fear of the Lesser Danger. Chrysostom: 
The sea caused his dizziness, but the fear was 
caused by the wind. The sea was the greater 
threat, the wind the less. As Peter was strug-
gling with the sea, he was on the point of suffer-

ing more anxiety from the violence of the wind. 
Such is human nature that we so often feel 
exposed to the lesser danger but experience it as 
the greater. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
50.2.23 

Peter Began to Sink. Hilary of Poitiers: 
The fact that out of all those in the boat, only 
Peter speaks up and asks that he be ordered to 
come to the Lord on the water demonstrates the 
force of his will at the time of the Passion. Then 
coming back alone and following the Lord’s 
footsteps, with contempt for the turmoil of the 
world as of the sea, Peter is attended by strength 
equal to disdaining death itself. His timidity, 
however, gives an inkling of his weakness in the 
face of future temptation. For though he ven-
tured forth, he began to sink. Through the fee-
bleness of the flesh and the fear of death, he is 
brought to the point of denial. But he cries out 
and asks the Lord to save him. That cry is the 
groan of his repentance. Though the Lord did 
not yet suffer, Peter has recourse to confession 
and in due course receives forgiveness for his 
denial. Christ was then about to suffer for the 
redemption of all people. On Matthew 14.15.24 

14:31 Jesus Rescues Peter 

Jesus Reached Out His Hand. Augustine: 
While human praise does not tempt the Lord, 
people are often ruffled and nearly entranced by 
human praise and honors in the church. Peter 
was afraid on the sea, terrified by the great force 
of the storm. Indeed, who does not fear that 
voice: “Those who say you are happy place you 
in error and disturb the path of your feet”?25 
And since the soul struggles against the desire 
for human praise, it is good for it to turn to 
prayer and petition amid such danger, lest one 
who is charmed by praise be overcome by criti-

18CCL 77:125.   19Ps 45:13 (44:13 LXX).   20PL 38:418; NPNF 1 6:339 
(Sermon 25).   21Jn 6:21.   22PG 58:506; NPNF 1 10:311.   23PG 
58:506; NPNF 1 10:311.   24SC 258:28-30.   25Is 3:12, Vulgate.
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cism and reproach. Let Peter, about to sink in 
the waves, cry out and say, “Lord, save me!” The 
Lord reached out his hand. He chided Peter, 
saying, “O man of little faith, why did you 
doubt?”—that is, why did you not, gazing 
straight at the Lord as you approached, pride 
yourself only in him? Nevertheless he snatched 
Peter from the waves and did not allow him who 
was declaring his weakness and asking the Lord 
for help to perish. Sermon 75.10.26 

14:32 The Wind Ceased 

Peace Restored. Hilary of Poitiers: Once 
he got into the vessel, the wind and the sea calmed 
down. After the return of eternal splendor, peace 
and tranquility are in store for the church. And 
with his arrival made manifest, with great wonder 
they will all exclaim, “Truly you are the Son of 
God.” All people will then declare absolutely and 
publicly that the Son of God has restored peace to 
the church, not in physical lowliness but in heav-
enly glory. On Matthew 4.18.27 

14:33 Worshiping the Son of God 

They Worshiped Him. Chromatius: In the 
face of the storm the Lord got into the boat and 
the wind ceased. Those who were in the boat 
came and worshiped him. This signifies that 
Our Lord and Savior, once the storm of persecu-
tion had passed, would come again in the last 
days to his disciples and his church. For this he 
made holy Peter the first of the apostles and 
commended his sheep to him, saying, “Feed my 
sheep.”28 When the apostles in the church of 
believers, positioned in the vessel as it were, 
beheld the glory of the Lord’s resurrection, 
adoring our Lord and Savior, they declared to 
the human race that he was truly the Son of 
God. Tractate on Matthew 52.8.29 

The Son of God. Chrysostom: Do you see 
how by degrees Jesus was leading them all 
higher and higher? For by his walking on the 

sea, and by his commanding another to do so 
and by preserving Peter in jeopardy, their faith 
was henceforth great. On that occasion he 
rebuked the sea. But now he is not rebuking the 
sea, but in another sense his power is still being 
abundantly demonstrated. For this reason the 
believers worship him and say, “Truly you are 
the Son of God.” Did Jesus refuse to accept this 
confession? No, on the contrary, he rather con-
firmed what they said and with even greater 
authority healed such as approached him. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 50.2.30 

14:34-35 Bringing the Sick 

They Brought Him All Who Were Sick. 
Chrysostom: For neither did they approach 
him as before, dragging him into their houses 
and seeking a touch from his hand and direc-
tions from him in words. But now in a far higher 
pattern, and with greater self-denial and with a 
more abundant faith, they tried to win them-
selves a cure. By now the woman who had the 
issue of blood31 had taught them all to be con-
strained in seeking wisdom. And the Evangelist, 
also implying that at long intervals Jesus visited 
the various neighborhoods, said, “When the 
men of that place recognized him, they sent 
round to all that region and brought to him all 
that were sick.” Far from abolishing their faith, 
this interval of miracles had made it even greater 
and preserved it vigorously. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 50.2.32 

14:36 Touching His Garment 

The Fringe of His Garment. Hilary of 
Poitiers: Many things came in the way that, 
after the gathering of five thousand men who 
were filled to satiety, dampened our effort to 

26PL 38:478-79; NPNF 1 6:339 (Sermon 25).   27SC 258:32.   28Jn 
21:17.   29CCL 9a:459.   30PG 58:506-7; NPNF 1 10:312.   31The refer-
ence to the hemorrhaging woman (Mt 9:20) was suggested by the 
detail of the touching of Jesus’ robes, common to both episodes.   
32PG 58:507; NPNF 1 10:312.



Matthew 14:22-36

16

give a proper account. Our understanding on 
this point, however, remains the same. The time 
of the law was over, and five thousand men were 
brought into the church from Israel.33 The 
believing people now hastened from the law, 
saved through their faith. They offered to God 
the remaining persons among them who were 
feeble and ill. These offered persons wanted to 
touch the hem of his garment to be made whole 

through faith. As from the hem of the entire gar-
ment, the whole power of the Holy Spirit came 
forth from our Lord Jesus Christ. This power 
was given to the apostles, who were also going 
out as it were from the same body, and it 
afforded healing to those who wished to touch 
the garment. On Matthew 14.19.34 

Matthew 15:1-9

T H E  T E A C H E R S  F R O M  J E R U S A L E M

M A T T H E W  1 5 : 1 - 9

Overview: The motive of the scribes was their 
fear that someone might take away their power. 
They wanted others to be afraid of them (Chry-
sostom). Keeping food laws is not as important 
as guarding our speech (Origen). God is less con-
cerned with whether people wash hands ceremo-
nially than whether they have kept their hearts 
washed and their consciences clean from evil. Peo-
ple are defiled not from the food that enters their 
mouths but from the perverse thoughts of their 

minds that proceed from their hearts (Chroma-
tius). Blindness can symbolize a lack of proper 
understanding about the teaching of the gospel. 
Persons who lack such an understanding should 
not be followed (Origen). Erroneous teachings 
will be uprooted, even though they may extend 
their branches of infidelity for a short season 
(Chromatius). The disciples were piously disre-
garding a tradition of the elders so as not to trans-
gress a commandment of God (Origen). 

33Acts 4:4.   34SC 258:32.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+15%3A1-9&version=RSV


Matthew 15:1-9

17

15:1 The Scribes and Pharisees 

The Scribes Came from Jerusalem. Ori-
gen: Pharisees and scribes came to him from 
Jerusalem. They did not come because they were 
amazed at the power in Jesus that healed people 
even if they “only touched the edge of his cloak.”1 
Instead, they came with a faultfinding attitude 
and brought an accusation before the teacher. 
The accusation did not concern the transgres-
sion of a commandment of God but rather the 
transgression of one tradition of the Jewish 
elders. Probably the charge of the faultfinders 
itself displays the piety of the disciples of Jesus, 
because they offered no grounds at all for criti-
cism by the Pharisees and scribes in regard to 
transgressing the commandments of God. The 
Pharisees and scribes would not have brought 
the charge of transgressing the commandment 
of the elders against the disciples of Jesus if, 
indeed, they were able to get a firm hold on the 
ones who were being accused and were able to 
show that they were transgressing a command-
ment of God. Commentary on Matthew 11.8.2 
Matthew 15:1-9

When and Where. Chrysostom: It says that 
the Pharisees and scribes came to him “then.” 
When? When he had worked thousands of signs, 
when he had healed the sick with the touch of his 
tassel.3 It is for this reason that the Evangelist 
indicates the time, so that he might show that 
their unspeakable wickedness is second to none. 
But what is intended by the phrase “the scribes 
and Pharisees from Jerusalem”? They were scat-
tered everywhere throughout the tribes and were 
divided into twelve parts. But the ones who were 
in charge of the mother city were more wicked 
than the others, because they enjoyed more 
honor and had become extremely arrogant. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 51.1.4 

15:2 The Traditions of the Elders 

Why Transgress the Tradition? Chry-
sostom: Now consider with me how they are 

convicted even by the very act of asking the ques-
tion. For they do not say, “Why do they trans-
gress the law of Moses?” Instead they say, “Why 
do they transgress the tradition of the elders?” 
From this it is clear that the priests were institut-
ing many new practices, even though Moses with 
great fear and with dreadful words had com-
manded that one should neither add nor take 
away anything. For he says, “Do not add to this 
word that I am commanding you today, and do 
not take away from it.”5 But this did not at all 
stop them from instituting new practices. The 
issue here provides an example: eating with 
unwashed hands, which they thought unlawful. 
They focused inordinately on the outward rites of 
washing cups and things made of bronze and the 
rules for washing themselves. By this time they 
should have been released from needless obser-
vances. God’s timing had moved forward to that 
point. But just at that point they bound people up 
with many more observances. Why did they turn 
things upside down? Because they were afraid 
that someone might take away their power. They 
wanted others to be more afraid of them. They 
themselves had become the lawgivers. The issue 
of transgressing the traditions of the elders had 
gotten so inverted that they were insisting that 
their own commandments be kept even if God’s 
commandment was violated. They exercised so 
much obsessive control that the issue finally 
became a matter of formal legal accusation. But 
the indictment would instead fall against them in 
two ways. They themselves were instituting new 
practices and were devising punishments in 
regard to their own observances while placing no 
value on those instituted by God. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 51.1.6 

1Mt 9:20; 14:36.   2GCS 40:46; ANF 9:437.   3Cf. Mt 9:20; 14:36. The 
Greek word for the edge of the cloak sometimes refers to the tassel 
attached to the clothing when the word is used in the plural; cf. Num 
15:38-41; Deut 22:12; Mt 23:5. But in this verse the word is used in 
the singular. So it probably refers only to the hemmed border of the 
cloth.   4PG 58:509-10; NPNF 1 10:314.   5Cf. Deut 4:2; 13:1, neither 
of which gives exactly the form of the quotation here.   6PG 58:509-
10; NPNF 1 10:314-15. 
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They Do Not Wash Their Hands. Chro-
matius: Among other observations, some of the 
Jewish elders ruled that a person should not 
take or eat food unless he first washed his 
hands. This observation, however, reveals a par-
ticular custom that is human and produces no 
beneficial effect. Therefore this tradition of the 
elders is practically useless, for it does not bene-
fit a person’s health. No justification is gained 
from this tradition, and no harm is done in dis-
regarding it. For God is not concerned whether 
a man washes his hands before eating but 
whether he has kept his heart washed and his 
conscience clean from the filth of sin. Truly, 
what good is it to wash your hands and to have a 
defiled conscience? The Lord’s disciples were 
clean of heart and were guided by an untainted 
conscience. Hence they were not overly con-
cerned with washing their hands. They had 
washed them once in baptism with their whole 
body, in accord with our Lord’s words to Peter: 
“He who has bathed needs only to wash, and he 
is clean all over, as you are clean.”7 Tractate 
on Matthew 53.1.8 

15:3-4 Transgressing the Commandment of 
God 

Why Do You Transgress the Command of 
God? Origen: The Savior summarized and 
explained two commandments of the law, one 
from the Decalogue in Exodus, the other from 
Leviticus or one of the other books in the Pen-
tateuch.9 We have already described how they 
set aside the word of God that says, “Honor 
your father and your mother.” They say, “One 
should not honor one’s father or mother if one 
has said to one’s father or mother, ‘Anything by 
which you might have derived benefit from me 
has been dedicated as a gift to God.’ ” But now 
someone might ask, Is not the next statement 
just an unrelated addition when it says, “Let the 
one who speaks maliciously against one’s father 
or mother die under the death penalty. For it 
may be granted that one does not honor one’s 

father and mother when one has dedicated by 
the formula called Corban the things that would 
be given for the honor of father and mother”?10 
But how does the tradition of the Pharisees also 
set aside the statement, “Let the one who speaks 
maliciously against one’s father or mother die 
under the death penalty”? Perhaps the answer is 
that it is just as if one was heaping malicious 
accusations on one’s father or mother if one has 
said to them, “Anything by which you might 
have derived benefit from me has been dedi-
cated as a gift to God.” It is as if one is saying 
that the parents are temple robbers if they 
receive the things dedicated by the Corban for-
mula from the one who has dedicated them by 
that formula. For this reason if any person’s sons 
say, “Anything by which you might have derived 
benefit from me has been dedicated as a gift to 
God,” Jews punish them as the law demands as if 
they were speaking maliciously against their 
father or mother. But you, Jesus says, are setting 
aside two commandments of God by your one 
tradition. Then you are not even ashamed when 
you accuse my disciples when they are not trans-
gressing any commandment. For they were 
walking blamelessly in all the commandments 
and ordinances.11 Commentary on Matthew 
11.10.12 

15:5-6 Making Void the Word of God 

Mistaken Ends. Theodore of Mopsuestia: 
The scribes were entirely preoccupied with 

7Jn 13:10.   8CCL 9a:461.   9The first is from Ex 20:12 and Deut 5:16. 
The second is from Ex 21:17. The wording in Lev 20:9 is slightly dif-
ferent.   10Jews often introduced a vow by the formula Corban (“I 
hereby dedicate the following to God as a gift”). The word Corban is 
not found in Matthew’s version of this saying. It is derived from 
Mark’s version (Mk 7:11). Origen’s use of Mark’s version may be 
explained if Origen is relying partly on memory at this point. But it 
may also indicate Origen’s use of the Diatessaron, an ancient har-
mony of the Gospels that included quotations from all four Gospels. 
The Hebrew word Corban (and its Aramaic cognate) referred to a gift 
or offering dedicated to God for use in the temple or in other reli-
gious service. The word was used as a formula for making a strong 
vow.   11Lk 1:6.   12GCS 40:50; ANF 9:439.
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something else. The Lord instead was teaching 
them to take care of the needs of the body, so 
long as they were encouraged to cultivate virtue. 
When the Pharisees observed his disciples 
unconcerned about washing, they censured him 
on the grounds that he had not taught them 
with enough care that it was a matter of utmost 
importance that they not eat what they had not 
washed. What reply, then, does the Lord make 
to this? “Why do you transgress the command-
ments of God for the sake of your tradition?” 
Thus he reframes the question into an even 
graver accusation. They had not only broken 
God’s command but also misused it for mis-
taken ends. The metaphor shifts: God had com-
manded that parents be honored by their 
children. That honor was owed to them to such 
an extent that whichever of their children 
sinned stubbornly against them merely by word 
would be condemned.13 “But you say, ‘If any one 
tells his father or his mother, What you would 
have gained from me is given to God, he need 
not honor his father. You say that it is up to the 
children whether to honor their parents or not. 
You imply that a son says nothing out of bounds 
to a father when he says, “I will give a thank 
offering instead of taking care of you, my own 
father, and no further care is to be taken of 
you.”14 In this way, by your own peculiar tradi-
tions, you yourselves are dishonoring the gifts of 
almighty God. Fragment 79.15 

15:7-8 Hearts Far from God 

Their Heart Is Far from Me. Origen: I 
have previously quoted16 some of the words of 
Isaiah that precede the verse quoted in the Gos-
pel and some of the words that follow the verse 
quoted in the Gospel.17 In this way we may show 
the way in which the word promises that it will 
close “the eyes” of those of the people who were 
“out of their senses” and “drunken” and who had 
been given to drink a “spirit of stupefaction.” 
The word also promises to “close the eyes both 
of their prophets and their rulers” who claim to 

“see the hidden things.” 
I suppose that these very things happened af-

ter the Savior had dwelt with these people. For 
“all the words,” the words of the Scriptures in 
their entirety and also those of Isaiah, became to 
them “as the words of a sealed book.” Now the 
word sealed was said as if the book was sealed 
with obscurity and not opened with clarity. The 
book is unclear to those who right from the start 
are “not able to read it” simply because “they are 
illiterate.” It is also equally unclear to “those who 
are literate” because they do not understand the 
meaning in the things that have been written. 

Hence the word rightly adds to these things 
that the people would “fall into unconscious-
ness” because of their sins and would be “out of 
their senses” with madness against the word.18 
The word also adds that the people would “be 
drunk” against it “with a spirit of stupefaction.” 
The Lord would give them this “spirit of stupe-
faction” to drink when he “closed their eyes,” 
because they were unworthy of seeing. This 
would happen to the eyes of “both their proph-
ets and their rulers” that claimed to “see the hid-
den things” of the mysteries in the divine 
Scriptures. The word says that when all these 
things had happened and when their eyes had 
been closed, then the prophetic words19 would 
be sealed and concealed from them. This is 
exactly what the people experienced along with 
those who did not believe in Jesus as Messiah.  
Commentary on Matthew 11.11.20 

15:9 Teaching Human Precepts 

13Deut 21:18-21.   14On Corban see p. 18 n. 10.   15MKGK 124-25.   
16Consult Is 29 in more detail to make the connection between what 
Origen says and what Matthew says.   17Mt 15:8-9 is a quotation 
from Is 29:13. Origen argues, however, that all of the words in Is 
29:9-14 apply to the people Jesus was addressing, not just what Isaiah 
said in Is 29:13. These allusions are to Is 29:9-14.   18The phrase is lit-
erally either “with madness against it” or “with madness against him.” 
The pronoun could be either “it” (the word) or “him” ( Jesus). The 
same ambiguity applies in the next sentence when it refers to being 
drunk “against it” or “against him.” The previous lines refer to “the 
book” and the following lines refer to the “Scriptures” and “the pro-
phetic words.”   19Is 29:11.   20GCS 40:51; ANF 9:439-40.
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In Vain Do They Worship Me. Chrysos-
tom: Did you notice that prophecy agrees 
exactly with what was said here and that it long 
ago predicted their evil? For this very thing with 
which the Messiah now indicts them was also 
said long ago by Isaiah. Isaiah said that they 
despise the things of God: “They worship me in 
vain.”21 But Isaiah also said that they place great 
value on their own concerns: “They teach as 
commandments the teachings of human 
beings.”22 Therefore, it was on reasonable 
grounds that the disciples did not keep these 
teachings. Jesus thus strikes them with a mortal 
blow. He does this on the basis of the circum-
stances, on the basis of their own covenant to 
which they had consented, and on the basis of 
the prophet who had intensified the grounds of 
the accusation. He does not talk with the scribes 
at all because they had ceased to accept any 
more correction. Instead, he directed his mes-
sage to the crowds so that he could introduce 
doctrine that is high and great and full of philo-
sophical insight. He took this as his starting 
point and finally wove in that which was greater, 
even throwing out the observance of kinds of 
food. But note when in the sequence of events 

this happens. When he has cleansed the leper; 
when he has nullified the Sabbath; when he has 
displayed himself as king of land and sea; when 
he has instituted laws; when he has forgiven 
sins; when he has raised dead people; when he 
has supplied them with many examples of his 
deity. It is then that he talks with them about 
food laws. For all of Judaism is held together by 
this; and if you take this away, you also have 
taken away the whole thing. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 51.2-3.23 

Matthew 15:10-20

21Jesus quoted Is 29:13 in Mt 15:8-9. But the full significance of this 
quotation can best be understood by referring to the entire context of 
the verse from Isaiah rather than just the verse itself.   22Chrysostom 
follows a word order with a slightly different meaning from what is 
found in either Mt 15:9 or Is 29:13.   23PG 58:512-13; NPNF 1 
10:316. This quotation from Chrysostom is highly instructive 
because it epitomizes a number of key points that early developed 
into what later became “Christian” anti-Semitism (a phrase that 
should have been an oxymoron): a claim that the Israelite prophets 
foretold the demise of Jewish tradition; the transformation of the 
internal Jewish debate between Jesus and his opponents into a debate 
between Gentile Christians and Judaism as a whole; the image of a 
non-Jewish Jesus who rejects Judaism and Jewish tradition; the 
notion that Jews were so incorrigible that they and their belief sys-
tem had to be eliminated and replaced; the legitimation of vitupera-
tion and hostility toward Jews.
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T H E  T H I N G S  T H A T  M A K E  A  P E R S O N  U N C L E A N

M A T T H E W  1 5 : 1 0 - 2 0

Overview: Wash yourself to what degree is fit-
ting, but above all wash with virtues and not 
with water only (Chrysostom). Food cannot de-
file a person. It also cannot make a person holy. 
Thus eating the bread of the Lord’s Supper can-
not in itself make a person holy. In addition, evil 
actions themselves defile a person only because 
they share in the defilement produced by evil 
thoughts. The real source of actions that defile a 
person is the heart, where the evil thoughts be-
gin that lead to evil acts (Origen). Jesus teaches 
that there is a difference between what proceeds 
from the heart and what proceeds from the 
stomach: one remains; the other does not 
(Chrysostom). That which does not reach to 
the heart is not able to cause the person to be-
come unclean (Cyril of Alexandria). The food 
laws were given to curb immoderate appetites so 
that the people of God might be more easily dis-
ciplined (Chromatius). The soul or principle of 
action is not according to Plato in the brain but 
according to Christ in the heart. We should re-
pudiate those who believe that thoughts are in-
troduced by the devil and do not originate from 
our own will ( Jerome). 
Matthew 15:10-20

15:10 Hearing and Understanding 

He Called the People to Him. Chrysos-
tom: He does not simply reveal to them what he 
has to say but first makes his message easy to re-
ceive by respect and courtesy. For the Evangelist 
showed this when he said, “Jesus called the 
crowd to himself.” Then he also makes his mes-
sage easy to receive by its timing. For it comes 
after the rebuttal of his critics, his victory over 
them and the accusation cited from the prophet. 
It is then that he begins the process of institut-
ing a law, when the things that he is saying were 

even more easily accepted. 
In addition, he does not simply call them to 

himself but also makes them more attentive. For 
he says, “Take notice,” that is, “Start thinking, 
wake up.” For the law he was about to enact was 
such that it required attention. “For you listened 
when the Pharisees and scribes from Jerusalem 
nullified the law because of their own tradition 
and at the wrong time. Since this is so, much 
more should you listen to me as I lead you into a 
greater philosophy at the appropriate time.” 

He also did not say, “The observance of food 
laws is nothing,” or “Moses did a poor job of 
making laws,” or “Moses only made these laws as 
a way of coming down to your level.” Instead, he 
speaks to them on the level of advice and counsel 
and took the testimony of natural phenomena. 
He does this when he says, “Not what goes into 
the mouth defiles a man, but what comes out of 
the mouth, this defiles a man.” In this statement 
he appeals to nature itself both in the process of 
instituting law and in the process of revealing 
what he has to say.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 51.3.1 

15:11 What Comes Out of the Mouth 

Not What Enters into the Mouth 
Makes One Holy. Origen: Now anyone who 
has come to this place in the text can agree that 
it is “not what goes into the mouth that defiles a 
man, but what comes out of the mouth, this 
defiles a man,” even if it is considered to be 
defiling by Jews. In exactly the same way it is 
“not what enters into the mouth” that makes 
the person holy. This is so even if that which is 
called the bread of the Lord is considered to 

1PG 58:513; NPNF 1 10:316-17. 
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make the person holy by some of the more 
impeccable disciples. The two cases are similar. 
It is not the food but the conscience of the one 
who eats with doubt about its propriety that 
defiles the person who has eaten. For “the one 
who doubts is condemned if one eats, because 
one is not eating from faith.”2 It is also like the 
case in which “nothing is pure to the one who is 
defiled and unbelieving.”3 The thing involved is 
impure not because of itself but because of the 
person’s defilement and unbelief. In the same 
way, that which is “made holy through the word 
of God and prayer” does not on its own account 
make the one who uses it holy.4 For if it did, it 
would also make holy the one who eats of the 
Lord “in an unworthy manner” and no one 
would become “weak” or “sickly” or would 
“sleep” because of this food. For this is what 
Paul showed in the statement, “Because of this 
many among you are weak and sickly and a sig-
nificant number are falling asleep.”5 Therefore, 
in the case of the bread of the Lord, the one 
who uses it derives benefit when one shares in 
the bread with a mind that is undefiled and a 
conscience that is pure. Commentary on Mat-
thew 11.14-15.6 

The Spring of Sins. Origen: We are accused 
by the Jews and Ebionites7 of being violators of 
the laws that we read in Leviticus and Deuter-
onomy concerning clean and unclean food. But 
by means of what is said in this passage we are 
clearly taught by the Savior not to think that the 
simple meaning of these laws is the aim intended 
in the Scripture. For Jesus says, “Not that which 
enters into the mouth defiles a person but that 
which comes out of the mouth.” Especially sig-
nificant is what is said in the Gospel of Mark: 
“Thus he declared all foods clean.”8 Since all this 
is so, it is obvious that we are not defiled when 
we eat things that are said to be unclean by Jews, 
who want to serve the letter of the law. Instead, 
we are defiled when we say whatever happens to 
be on our mind and we talk about things that we 
should not talk about, even though our lips 

should be bound “with perception” and we 
should make for them “a measuring balance and 
a standard of measure.” The spring of sins comes 
to us from such talking. Commentary on Mat-
thew 11.12.9 

Food as Such Does Not Defile. Chroma-
tius: The Lord wanted to show up the uncalled-
for offense taken by the scribes and the Phari-
sees about unwashed hands. So he beckoned the 
crowd to him and said, “What goes into the 
mouth does not defile a man; but that which 
comes out of the mouth, that defiles a man.” He 
explained that a man is defiled not from the food 
that enters his mouth but from the perverse 
thoughts of his mind, which proceed from his 
heart. For the food we receive for eating was cre-
ated and blessed by God to sustain human life. 
So, it cannot defile a man. Indeed, wicked and 
perverse thoughts that proceed from the heart, 
as the Lord himself noted—“murder, adultery, 
fornication, theft, false witness, blasphemy,”10 
the author of which is the devil—these are the 
things that really defile a man. Tractate on 
Matthew 53.2.11 

15:12 Offending the Pharisees 

The Pharisees Were Offended. Chrysos-
tom: The disciples were saying these things not 
only because they felt pain on behalf of the 
Pharisees but also because they themselves were 
a little confused. But since they did not dare to 
say this out of concern for their own confusion, 
they hoped to learn further by listening to Jesus’ 
own elaboration of this issue. To show that this 
is so, listen to what is said after these things by 
Peter, who was hotheaded and everywhere arriv-
ing before the rest. He says, “Explain this para-

2Rom 14:23.   3Tit 1:15.   41 Tim 4:5 (cf. 1 Tim 4:3-5).   51 Cor 11:30.   
6GCS 40:57-58; ANF 9:443.   7Christians of strongly Jewish tenden-
cies. From the end of the second century they were considered here-
tics.   8Mk 7:19.   9GCS 40:52-53; ANF 9:440.   10Mt 15:19.   11CCL 
9a:463.
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ble to us.”12 By this he reveals the confusion in 
his soul. He does not dare to say openly, “I take 
offense at this,” but he expects that he will be 
released from his confusion by the interpreta-
tion of the parable. So he too was rebuked. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 51.4.13 

15:13 Rooting Up What God Has Not 
Planted 

Their Own Precepts. Chromatius: Since 
the scribes and Pharisees had burst forth in 
great arrogance and transgressed the divine law, 
they “planted” their own precepts but not God’s. 
They wanted these to be observed as divine law. 
So, not without good reason, did they too, with 
this planting of their own doctrine, deserve to 
be uprooted by the Lord. And so the Lord said, 
“Every plant that my heavenly Father has not 
planted will be rooted up.” Indeed, that plant 
was not of God but of people. Any iniquitous 
plant, not only of the scribes and Pharisees but 
also of all heretics, shall be uprooted by the 
Lord. Though it may extend its branches of infi-
delity in due season, it cannot be firmly rooted, 
for such a plant is not of God but of the devil. 
Furthermore, it must be uprooted and con-
signed to perpetual fire, since it yields no fruit of 
faith and wholesomeness. Tractate on Mat-
thew 53.7.14 

God’s Plantings. Chrysostom: Why there-
fore does Messiah say, “Every plant that my 
heavenly Father did not plant will be uprooted”? 
Those who are diseased with the ideas of the 
Manichaeans say that this was said about the 
law.15 But what Jesus had said before this shuts 
their mouths. For if he were speaking about the 
law, why did he earlier make a defense on its 
behalf and fight for it when he said, “Why are 
you transgressing the commandment of God 
because of your tradition?” And why does he 
bring in the prophet [Isaiah] in front of every-
one?16 Contrary to what the Manichaeans say, 
Jesus says these things about the Pharisees 

themselves and their traditions. For God said, 
“Honor your father and your mother.” This 
statement from God surely is a plant of God.17 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 51.4.18 

God Gives Growth to His Plantings. 
Jerome: Even what seems to be clear in the 
Scriptures presents many problems. Christ said, 
“Every plant that my heavenly Father has not 
planted will be uprooted.” Does this mean, 
therefore, that there will be uprooted also that 
plant which the apostle speaks of when Paul 
says, “I have planted, Apollos watered”? The 
problem is solved, however, from the words that 
follow: “But God has given the growth.”19 He 
also says, “You are God’s field, God’s building.”20 
And in another place we read, “We are God’s 
coworkers”;21 therefore, if we are his coworkers, 
with Paul planting and Apollos watering, God 
plants and waters with his workers. Commen-
tary on Matthew 2.15.13.22 

15:14 Blind Guides 

Blind Leaders of the Blind. Origen: 
“They are blind guides of blind people.” Who 
are these blind guides? The Pharisees, whose 
minds “the god of this age has blinded” because 
they are “unbelieving,” since they did not believe 

12The statement that Jesus makes in Mt 15:11 is not what the mod-
ern reader may think of as a parable. But the word parable did not just 
apply to short illustrations like those found in Mt 13. It also referred 
to any wise saying, example or proverb by which a point was taught.   
13PG 58:514; NPNF 1 10:317.   14CCL 9a:467.   15The Manichaeans 
were the followers of a teacher named Mani (216-276 A.D.). Mani 
and his followers believed that the world was radically divided into 
two independent principles of light and darkness. Mani taught that 
the good God was characterized by light, while the material world 
was inherently dark and corrupt. Mani believed that Jesus and other 
teachers came to release souls of light from prison in material bodies. 
Because so many of the Old Testament laws concerned physical prac-
tices, Mani believed that the Old Testament laws were the product of 
the forces of darkness. Thus the Manichaeans believed that Jesus and 
other teachers taught that the Old Testament law was “a plant that 
the heavenly Father would uproot.”   16This refers to the quote from 
Is 29:13 in Mt 15:8-9.   17Ex 20:12; Deut 5:16.   18PG 58:515; NPNF 
1 10:317-18.   191 Cor 3:7.   201 Cor 3:9.   211 Cor 3:9.   22CCL 77:130.
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in Jesus Christ. The god of this age has blinded 
them “so that the light of the gospel of the glory 
of God in the face of Christ would not shine on 
them.”23 We ought to avoid being guided by 
those blind persons. Not only should we do this, 
but we certainly should also listen with caution 
in the case of those who claim to lead in the way 
of healthy teaching and ought to apply healthy 
judgment to what they say. We should do these 
things so that we ourselves do not appear to be 
blind because we do not see the meaning of the 
Scriptures. We would become blind like this if 
we were guided by the ignorance of people who 
are blind and people who do not perceive the 
issues of healthy teaching. If we were led by such 
people, both the one who leads and the one who 
is led would fall into the pit.24 Commentary on 
Matthew 11.14.25 

Let Them Alone. Chromatius: He then goes 
on to say, “Let them alone; they are blind guides 
of blind men. But if a blind man guide a blind 
man, both fall into a pit.” These words were 
intended to expose the scribes and Pharisees, 
who were blinded by the error of their unbelief. 
Not only were they unable to recognize the light 
of truth—not believing in Christ—but also 
they were attracting others into the pit of death. 
Nevertheless the words also apply to heretics.26 
Denying that Christ is the “true light from true 
light, and God from God,”27 they too were 
steeped in blindness. Because of their perverse 
doctrine, they also proved to be guides and lead-
ers to those adrift. Tractate on Matthew 
53.8.28 

15:15-16 Still Without Understanding 

Without Understanding. Cyril of Alex-
andria: “Without understanding” is what the 
Lord calls those who, like the Pharisees, make a 
fuss about external matters and have not yet dis-
covered the inner life. Meats, therefore, he says, 
have to do with filling up the body, but they do 
not reach into the heart. But that which does 

not reach to the heart is not able to defile the 
faithful [genuine] man or cause him to become 
unclean. Fragment 185.29 

15:17 What Passes On 

Why Food Laws Were Given. Chromatius: 
The Pharisees, as Peter made clear, begrudg-
ingly grasped the dictum of the Lord which says, 
“It is not what enters the mouth that defiles a 
man.” God indicated through Moses long ago 
that not everything about the use of food must 
be considered clean. He declared that certain 
things were clean and other things were unclean. 
But now we must ask why God prohibited the 
people long ago to eat these things. Since all 
things created by God to be used as human food 
were blessed at the very beginning and they 
remain no less so by their very nature, why is it 
that divine law later prescribed to the Jewish 
people certain things as lawful for eating 
because they were clean and certain things as 
unlawful because they were unclean? First, pre-
cepts of this type were given by the Lord 
because of the dissipation and immoderate appe-
tite of the people. For since they were overly 
concerned with eating and drinking, these peo-
ple began to overlook God’s precepts. They 
made for themselves a molten calf in Horeb, 
about which it was written, “The people sat 

232 Cor 4:4.   24In some translations the Greek word used here is 
translated “ditch,” but the word is a generic word for any deep pit or 
hole. The word usually referred to wells or cisterns dug to collect 
rainwater. Often these pits were cut deep into solid rock. Wells and 
cisterns were typically at least as deep as 13 feet, and many were two 
or three times this deep. From the wide bottom the sides often grad-
ually sloped closer together like the sides of a bottle as one moved 
upward. The opening at the surface of the ground was often only a 
couple of feet wide. Channels cut in the rock at the surface of the 
ground directed water into the cistern in the winter, and the small 
opening prevented evaporation in the summer. If the cistern was not 
covered or marked properly, the small opening that appeared on the 
surface of the ground created a hazard that might go unnoticed even 
by someone who could see (cf. Jer 38:6).   25GCS 40:56; ANF 9:442.   
26Chromatius had in mind the Arians, reflecting analogically from 
his time to the time of Matthew.   27Nicean-Constantinopolitan 
Creed.   28CCL 9a:467.   29MKGK 213-14.
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down to eat and drink and rose up to play.”30 
Those necessary things were forbidden by the 
Lord, so that with the best food having been 
denied and their immoderate appetites morti-
fied, the people might abide more easily by the 
discipline of divine observance. It was only after 
their disobedience with the molten calf that we 
find those things were prohibited. Concerning 
them, as though to rebuke this stiff-necked peo-
ple, the Lord made a mild and merciful pro-
nouncement: “They shall be unclean to you.” 
Not that they are in themselves unclean, but 
“shall be.” Nor did he say “to all” but “to you.” He 
thus made it clear that neither were they 
unclean nor would they be unclean to people 
other than themselves. And certainly they 
deserved this prohibition of many foods, for 
these people preferred the meats of Egypt, as 
well as cucumbers and muskmelons, to heavenly 
manna. Tractate on Matthew 53.3.31 

15:18 What Proceeds from the Heart 

The Stomach Compared with the Heart. 
Chrysostom: Note how sharply he deals with 
them and how he delivers his rebuke. He 
rebukes with a view to their cure. He appeals to 
our common human nature when he says, 
“Whatever goes into the mouth passes into the 
stomach, and so passes on.” Even if it did abide 
for a while, it would not make one unclean. Yet 
they were not able to hear this. Because of this 
the lawgiver allows just so much time for the law 
to have effect. After it has gone through one’s 
system, it is dispelled. At evening he asks you to 
wash yourself and so be clean. The time of 
digesting and excreting is a limited time. But in 
matters of the heart, they abide within. He is 
not making a refutation of the goodness of the 
nature of things. Rather, Jesus is speaking of the 
difference between what proceeds from the 
stomach and what proceeds from the heart. One 
does not remain; the other does. One enters in 
from the outside. The other goes out from the 
inside, and having gone forth it may defile, and 

the more it goes out the more it defiles. They 
were not yet able to be taught these things. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 51.4.32 

15:19 Evil Thoughts 

Out of the Heart. Jerome: “Out of the 
heart,” he said, “come evil thoughts.” Therefore 
the soul or principle of action is not in the brain 
according to Plato but in the heart according to 
Christ.33 On this point, those who believe that 
thoughts are introduced by the devil and do not 
originate from our own will are to be repudi-
ated. The devil can aid and abet evil thoughts 
but he cannot originate them, even though, ever 
lying in wait, he kindles a small spark of our 
thoughts with his tinder. We must not hold the 
opinion that the devil can also probe the depths 
of our heart. However, he can judge from our 
demeanor and gestures what we are thinking 
about. For example, if he sees us gazing often at 
a beautiful woman, he surmises that our heart 
has been wounded with the dart of love. Com-
mentary on Matthew 2.15.19.34 

15:20 What Defiles and What Does Not 

These Are What Defile. Origen: These 
things are what “defiles the person” when they 
come out from the heart and, after they have 
gone out from it, go through the mouth. Thus if 
they did not occur outside of the heart but were 
held by the person somewhere around the heart, 
not being allowed to be spoken through the 
mouth, they would very quickly disappear and 
the person would not be defiled any longer. 
Therefore the source and beginning of every sin 
is “evil reasonings.” For if these reasonings did 
not prevail, there would be neither murders nor 
acts of adultery nor any other of such things. 

30Ex 32:6.   31CCL 9a:463-64.   32PG 58:515-16; NPNF 1 10:318.   
33To understand this observation, one should keep in mind that con-
temporary schools of philosophy debated whether the rational and 
directive faculties of the soul resided in the brain or in the heart.   
34CCL 77:131-32.
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Because of this each one ought to keep one’s 
own heart with all watchfulness. Commentary 
on Matthew 11.14-15.35 

Matthew 15:21-28

Wash Yourself with Virtue. Chrysostom: 
“To eat with unwashed hands does not defile a 
man.” Let us learn then what are the things that 
defile the person. Let us learn them and flee 
from them. For even in the church we still see 
such a custom prevailing among many that gives 
great attention to what we are wearing and 
whether we have our hands washed. But as to 
presenting a clean soul to God, they make no 
account. I say wash to what degree is fitting, but 
above all wash with virtues and not with water 
only. No one is forbidding the washing of the 

hands or mouth, but the real filth of the mouth 
is evil speaking, blasphemy, reviling, angry 
words, filthy talking, inordinate laughter and 
immature jesting. If you are not conscious of 
yourself doing these things or of being defiled 
with this filth, then draw near with confidence. 
But if you have often done these things and 
received these stains, why do you think that 
washing your tongue with water is going to 
change anything? You labor in vain to wash it 
out externally, while you are still inwardly carry-
ing such deadly and hurtful filth. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 51.4-5.36 

A  W O M A N ’ S  F A I T H

M A T T H E W  1 5 : 2 1 - 2 8

Overview: This woman is the mother of the 
Gentiles. The Lord had left Jewish territory, and 
the Canaanite woman had come out from her 
Gentile territory. He left the Jews behind, and 
the woman was leaving behind idolatry. What 
the Gentiles had lost, she found through her 
faith (Epiphanius the Latin). She was appeal-
ing on behalf of her daughter, who was a type for 
all the Gentile peoples. Since she knew the Lord 

from the law, she addressed him as Son of David 
(Hilary of Poitiers). Jesus himself opened the 
way for the Gentiles after nullifying the food 
laws that separated Jews from Gentiles. His con-
tact with the Gentile woman was not his reason 
for being in the area of Tyre, but his compas-
sionate nature prevented him from turning her 
away (Chrysostom). That he came first to Israel 
does not imply that salvation was not to be im-

35GCS 40:57-58; ANF 9:443-44.   36PG 58:515-16; NPNF 1 10:318-
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parted also to the Gentiles (Hilary of Poi-
tiers). Jesus was unwilling to give his detractors 
an opportunity to accuse him. He was reserving 
a fully accomplished salvation for the Gentiles at 
the time of his Passion and resurrection ( Je-
rome). He had to manifest in due sequence to Is-
rael first, his birth, the display of miracles and 
then the power of his resurrection (Augustine). 
The Canaanite woman was in effect saying, You 
came to the Jews, and they didn’t want you. 
What they turned down, give to us (Epiphanius 
the Latin). He postponed giving her a reply 
that she might cry aloud with this word, and 
thereby he would show her to be worthy of a 
thousand crowns (Theodore of Mopsuestia). 
See how this woman who was a Canaanite—
who came from the Gentiles and represented a 
type, a figure of the church—is highly praised 
for her humility, while others are puffed up with 
pride (Augustine). 
Matthew 15:21-28

15:21 Going to Tyre and Sidon 

The Mother of the Gentiles. Epiphanius 
the Latin: After our Lord departed from the 
Jews, he came into the regions of Tyre and 
Sidon. He left the Jews behind and came to the 
Gentiles. Those whom he had left behind 
remained in ruin; those to whom he came 
obtained salvation in their alienation. And a 
woman came out of that territory and cried, say-
ing to him, “Have pity on me, O Lord, Son of 
David!” O great mystery! The Lord came out 
from the Jews, and the woman came out from 
her Gentile territory. He left the Jews behind, 
and the woman left behind idolatry and an impi-
ous lifestyle. What they had lost, she found. The 
one whom they had denied in the law, she pro-
fessed through her faith. This woman is the 
mother of the Gentiles, and she knew Christ 
through faith. Thus on behalf of her daughter 
(the Gentile people) she entreated the Lord. 
The daughter had been led astray by idolatry 
and sin and was severely possessed by a demon. 
Interpretation of the Gospels 58.1 

He Withdrew to the Region of Tyre and 
Sidon. Augustine: She was apparently not 
from the people of Israel, from whom came the 
patriarchs, the prophets and the parents of Our 
Lord Jesus Christ according to the flesh; from 
whom came the Virgin Mary, who brought forth 
Christ. Clearly this woman was not from that 
people but from the Gentiles. For, as we read, 
the Lord withdrew into the regions of Tyre and 
Sidon; and then the Canaanite woman, having 
gone beyond those borders, insistently sought 
help to heal her daughter who was beset by the 
devil. Tyre and Sidon were not cities of the peo-
ple of Israel but of the Gentiles, although they 
were close to that people. She therefore cried 
out, eager to get help, and kept insisting. But she 
was ignored, not that mercy might be denied but 
that desire might be enkindled; not only that 
desire might be enkindled but, as I said before, 
that humility might be praised. Sermon 77.1.2 

15:22 A Canaanite Woman Cries Out to 
Jesus 

The Gentiles Cry for the Son of David. 
Hilary of Poitiers: To grasp the inner motive 
of the Canaanite woman for obtaining what 
came to pass, we must reflect on the impact of 
her words. There is a firm belief that there was 
and still is in Israel a community of proselytes 
who passed over from the Gentiles into the 
works of the law. They had left behind their pre-
vious life and were bonded by the religion of a 
foreign and dominating law as though from 
home. The Canaanites were inhabiting the lands 
of present-day Judea. Whether absorbed by war 
or dispersed to neighboring places or brought 
into servitude as a vanquished people, they car-
ried about their name but lacked a native land. 
Intermingled with the Jews, therefore, these 
people came from the Gentiles. And since a por-
tion of those among the crowds who believed 
were proselytes, this Canaanite woman most 
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likely had left her territory, preferring the status 
of a proselyte—that is, coming out from the 
Gentiles to the community of a neighboring 
people. She was appealing on behalf of her 
daughter, who was a type for all the Gentile peo-
ple. And since she knew the Lord from the law, 
she addressed him as Son of David. For in the 
law, the king of the eternal and heavenly king-
dom is referred to as the “rod out of the stem of 
Jesse and the son of David.”3 This woman, who 
professed Christ as both Lord and Son of David, 
did not need any healing. Rather, she was beg-
ging for help for her daughter—that is, the Gen-
tile people in the grips of unclean spirits. On 
Matthew 15.3.4 

From That Region. Chrysostom: Mark says 
that Jesus was not able to escape notice after he 
had come into the house.5 But why did he go 
away to these parts of the region at all? When he 
released them from the observance of food laws, 
then he finally also opened a door to the Gen-
tiles as he proceeded on the road. This antici-
pates the similar act of Peter, who first received 
a command to put an end to this law and then 
was sent to Cornelius.6 

But if  anyone should say, “Why then does he 
allow this woman to approach him when he 
says to the disciples, ‘Do not go in the way of 
the Gentiles’?”7 We first note that he himself, 
being who he is, was not, strictly speaking, 
required to obey the command that he gave to 
the disciples. We observe, second, that Jesus 
was not going there to preach. This is the very 
point that Mark implies when he says both that 
Jesus hid himself and that he could not escape 
notice. The fact that he did not run to them 
first was consistent with the order of the tasks 
set before him. In exactly the same way, driving 
away people who were coming to him was 
unworthy of his love for humanity. For if  one 
should pursue those who are trying to escape, 
much more should one not try to escape those 
who are pursuing.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 52.1.8 

15:23 Jesus Ignores the Woman 

Send Her Away. Epiphanius the Latin: 
Therefore this woman besought the Lord on 
behalf of her daughter, the church of the Gen-
tiles. “But he did not answer her a word.” It was 
not that the Lord was unwilling to heal her but 
that he might reveal her great faith and humil-
ity. Then the disciples were moved to mercy and 
pleaded with the Lord, saying, “Send her away, 
for she is crying after us.” But he answered and 
said, “I was not sent except to the lost sheep of 
the house of Israel.” Now he said this to the 
crowd of Jews that they might have no excuse on 
the day of judgment, when they might pretend 
to say, “He wanted to come to the Gentiles 
rather than to us.” Interpretation of the 
Gospels 57.9 

15:24 Only to the House of Israel 

I Was Sent to Israel. Hilary of Poitiers: 
The Lord remains patiently silent, reserving the 
privilege of salvation for Israel. And the pitying 
disciples join in a plea. But he, holding in his 
hands the secret of his Father’s will, answers 
that he was sent to the lost sheep of Israel. It 
thus became absolutely clear that the daughter 
of the Canaanite woman represented a type of 
the church when the woman kept asking for 
what was bestowed upon the others. Not that 
salvation was not to be imparted also to the 
Gentiles, but the Lord had come to his own and 
among his own, awaiting the first fruits of faith 
from those people he took his roots from. The 
others subsequently had to be saved by the 
preaching of the apostles. And so he said, “It is 
not fair to take the children’s bread and throw it 
to the dogs.”10 The Gentile people are dubbed 
with the name of dogs. But the Canaanite 
woman is saved because of her faith. Certain of 
the inner mystery, she responds by talking about 
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crumbs that fall from the table, to be eaten by 
little dogs. The disparagement of “dogs” was 
mitigated by the blandishment of a diminutive 
name. On Matthew 15.4.11 

Unwilling to Give Detractors an 
Opportunity to Accuse Him. Jerome: Jesus 
did not say this to accord with the pride of the 
Pharisees or the arrogance of the scribes but lest 
he seem to contradict the instruction he had 
earlier given: “Go nowhere among the Gentiles, 
and enter no town of the Samaritans.”12 For he 
was unwilling to give his detractors an opportu-
nity to accuse him and was reserving a fully 
accomplished salvation for the Gentiles at the 
time of his Passion and resurrection. The disci-
ples, yet unaware of the mysteries of the Lord or 
having been moved to mercy, beseeched the 
Lord on behalf of the Canaanite woman (whom 
the other Evangelist calls a Syro-Phoenician). 
Or else they wanted to be rid of this importun-
ing woman, for she repeatedly called upon him 
loudly, not as though he were a kind but an aus-
tere physician. Commentary on Matthew 
2.15.23.13 

The Lost Sheep. Augustine: A question 
arises here on that point: How is it that we have 
come from the Gentiles to the sheepfold of 
Christ if he was sent only to the lost sheep of the 
house of Israel? What is the meaning of this 
puzzling dispensation? The Lord knew why he 
came—certainly to have a church among all the 
Gentiles—and he yet said that he was sent only 
to the lost sheep of the house of Israel? We 
accordingly understand that he had to manifest 
in due sequence to that people first the presence 
of his body, his birth, the display of miracles and 
then the power of his resurrection. It had thus 
been predetermined from the beginning, such 
and such had been foretold and fulfilled, that 
Christ Jesus had to come to the Jewish people 
and to be seen and killed and to win for himself 
those whom he knew beforehand. The Gentiles 
were not to be condemned but to be winnowed 

like grain. A multitude of chaff was there, the 
hidden dignity of grain was there, burning was 
to take place there, and a storehouse to be filled 
there. In fact, where were the apostles if not 
there? Where was Peter? Where were the rest? 
Sermon 77.2.14 

15:25-26 Giving the Children’s Bread to the 
Dogs 

A Strange Transformation. Epiphanius 
the Latin: Then, in face of the Jews who were 
rejecting him, this Gentile woman asked him to 
heal her daughter. But the Lord turned a deaf 
ear to her. She fell down at his feet and adored 
him, saying, “Lord, help me.” The Lord then 
said to her, “It is not fair to take the children’s 
bread and throw it to the dogs.” What have the 
Jews to say to this? Plainly he implied that they 
were children and called the Gentiles “dogs.” 
The woman agreed, saying to the Savior, “Yes, 
Lord.” That is to say, I know, Lord, that the 
Gentile people are dogs in worshiping idols and 
barking at God. “Yet even the little dogs eat the 
crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” In 
other words, you came to the Jews and mani-
fested yourself to them, and they didn’t want 
you to make exceptions. What they rejected, 
give to us who are asking for it. Knowing the 
importunate faith of this woman, our Lord 
said, “O woman, your faith is great! Let it be 
done for you as you desire.” Faith accepts what 
work does not merit, and through faith the 
Gentiles were made children out of dogs. As 
the Lord spoke through the prophet: “In the 
place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my 
people’ it shall be said to them, ‘Sons of the liv-
ing God.’ ”15 On the other hand, the unrecep-
tive Jews were made loathsome dogs out of 
children, as the Lord himself said in his Passion 
through the prophet: “Many dogs surround me; 
a company of evildoers encircle me.”16 Inter-
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pretation of the Gospels 58.17 

15:27 Even the Dogs Eat Crumbs 

Crumbs from Their Masters’ Table. 
Chrysostom: See her humility as well as her 
faith! For he had called the Jews “children,” but 
she was not satisfied with this. She even called 
them “masters,” so far was she from grieving at 
the praises of others. She said, “Yes, Lord, yet 
even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their 
masters’ table.” Behold the woman’s wisdom! 
She did not venture so much as to say a word 
against anyone else. She was not stung to see 
others praised, nor was she indignant to be re-
proached. Behold her constancy. When he an-
swered, “It is not fair to take the children’s bread 
and throw it to the dogs,” she said, “Yes, Lord.” 
He called them “children,” but she called them 
“masters.” He used the name of a dog, but she 
described the action of the dog. Do you see this 
woman’s humility? 

Then compare her humility with the proud 
language of the Jews: “We are Abraham’s seed 
and were never in bondage to any man.”18 “We 
are born of God.”19 But not so this woman. 
Rather, she calls herself a dog and them masters. 
So for this reason she became a child. For what 
does Christ then say? “O woman, great is your 
faith.” 

So we might surmise that this is the reason 
he put her off, in order that he might proclaim 
aloud this saying and that he might crown the 
woman: “Be it done for you as you desire.” This 
means “Your faith, indeed, is able to effect even 
greater things than these. Nevertheless be it 
unto you even as you wish.” This voice was at 
one with the voice that said, “Let the heaven be,” 
and it was.20 

“And her daughter was made whole from that 
very hour.” 

Do you see how this woman, too, contributed 
not a little to the healing of her daughter? For 
note that Christ did not say, “Let your little 
daughter be made whole,” but “Great is your 

faith, be it done for you as you desire.” These 
words were not uttered at random, nor were 
they flattering words, but great was the power 
of her faith, and for our learning. 

He left the certain test and demonstration, 
however, to the issue of events. Her daughter 
accordingly was immediately healed.  The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 52.3.21 

15:28 Be It Done As You Desire 

Great Is Your Faith. Theodore of Mop-
suestia: Having seen her advocates unsuccess-
ful, the woman then appeals for herself and 
does not stop but in effect says to the Lord, 
“Help me, I haven’t been asking this for my 
own sake.” Then the Savior in turn says, “It is 
not good to take the children’s bread and to cast 
it to dogs.” He uses the term dog on account of 
the Gentiles’ unclean lifestyle and proneness to 
idolatry, while he calls the Jews children on 
account of the fact that they appeared to be 
devoted to God. But he uses the word bread not 
only to speak of his teaching, which was 
through words, but also of that which nour-
ished the faithful by means of signs. But in this 
case the word preceded the condemnation of 
the Jews, since when life in the Lord had been 
given to them as bread, they did not accept it. 
The woman does not complain, even when 
insulted. What does the Savior do? By his 
answer, he showed what he had premeditated 
from the outset. For it was for this reason that 
he postponed giving a reply: that the woman 
might cry aloud with this word. Thereby he 
would show her to be worthy of a thousand 
crowns. For it was not because he did not want 
to give her the gift that he delayed but because 
he sought and took care beforehand to reveal 
her faith. With his accolades he honors her as 
presenting a type of the church that is from the 
Gentiles. Note that he did not say, “Let your 
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child be healed,” but “Be it done for you as you 
desire,” in order to show that it was the power 
of her faith that elicited the healing. Even if she 
were worthy of even greater things, neverthe-
less that which she wanted was what was given 
to her. Fragment 83.22 

Her Daughter Was Healed Instantly. 
Augustine: See, brothers, how in this woman 
who was a Canaanite—who came from the Gen-
tiles and represented a type (namely, a figure of 
the church)—how her humility is highly 
praised. Indeed, the Jewish people, as castigated 
in the Gospel, were puffed up with pride be-
cause they were chosen to receive the law, be-
cause the patriarchs proceeded from that people, 
the prophets appeared and God’s servant Moses 
performed great miracles in Egypt, which we 
hear about in the Psalms.23 He led the people 
through the Red Sea with the waters receding, 
and he received the law, which he gave to the 
same people. These were the grounds for extol-
ling the Jewish people. Because of that pride, 
they were unwilling to respond to Christ the au-
thor of humility, the restrainer of swellheaded-
ness, the physician God who, because he was 
God, became man that as a man he might know 
himself as man. What great medicine! If this 
medicine does not cure pride, what could possi-
bly cure it? I do not know. God became a man. 
He put aside his divinity. That is to say, in a cer-
tain measure he kept out of sight—he hid what 
was his own, while it was evident what he had 
taken upon himself. He became a man, even 
though he is God. Yet man does not yet recog-
nize that he is a man, that he is mortal; he does 
not recognize that he is weak, a sinner, sick, and 
that being a sick person, he should seek a physi-
cian! What is even worse, he sees himself as be-
ing healthy! 

Because of this, that people did not draw 

near—that is, because of their pride. And they 
were called from the olive tree—that is, from 
that people begotten of the patriarchs—broken 
natural branches (namely, Jews by right, barren 
in the spirit of pride). And in that olive tree a 
wild olive shoot was grafted. This wild olive 
shoot represents the Gentile people. But the 
apostle says that the wild shoot was grafted into 
the olive tree but the natural branches were bro-
ken.24 They were broken because of pride; the 
wild olive shoot was grafted in because of humil-
ity. The woman manifested this humility, say-
ing, “Yes, Lord, I am a dog. I desire crumbs.” 
Jesus found favor also with the centurion, who 
had this humility. After he asked the Lord to 
cure his servant, the Lord said, “I will come and 
cure him.” He responded, “Lord, I am not wor-
thy that you should come under my roof; but 
only say the word, and my servant will be 
healed. I am not worthy that you should come 
under my roof.”25 He did not receive the Lord 
under his roof; he received him in his heart. The 
more humble a person is, the more receptive and 
full he becomes. Hills repel water; valleys are 
filled up. What did the Lord reply, after the cen-
turion said, “I am not worthy that you should 
enter under my roof ”? He said, “Truly, I say to 
you, not even in Israel have I found such 
faith”26—that is, among those people to whom I 
have come, “I have not found such faith.” What 
is the meaning of the word such? So great. In 
what way great? To say the least, great in humil-
ity. “I have not found such faith”: like a grain of 
mustard seed—the smaller it is, the more 
potent it is. The Lord therefore grafted the wild 
olive shoot into the olive tree. He did this when 
he said, “Truly, I say to you, not even in Israel 
have I found such faith.”  Sermon 77.11-12.27 
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J E S U S  H E A L S  A N D  F E E D S  M A N Y  P E O P L E

M A T T H E W  1 5 : 2 9 - 3 9

Overview: What follows immediately after the 
Gentile people are prefigured in the daughter of 
the Canaanite woman? The crowd offers to the 
Lord those afflicted with different kinds of dis-
eases. The faithless and the sick are instructed 
by believers to fall down and adore, and they are 
made well again. All the functions of mind and 
body are restored for hearing, gazing and prais-
ing (Hilary of Poitiers). In the case of the 
Canaanite woman Jesus delayed healing in order 
to manifest her constancy. To the crowds he be-
stowed the gift immediately to stop the mouths 
of unbelievers and cut away every excuse (Chry-
sostom). Even those who simply come to the 
feet of Christ are healed (Origen). 
Matthew 15:29-39 Matthew 15:29-39

Jesus provides for the needs of both body and 
soul (Theodore of Heraclea). Jesus did not 
feed the four thousand on the first or second day 
but only when all the provisions had all been 
consumed (Chrysostom). Lest his people 
weaken in the course of their workaday world, 
he wants now to feed them with his food and 

fortify them with his mystery of his bread. In 
this way they can complete the formidable task 
of their entire journey (Hilary of Poitiers). 
The Lord himself is the one who earlier had fed 
Israel in the desert (Theodore of Heraclea). 
The fact that four thousand men gather 
together suggests a multitude of countless peo-
ple from the four corners of the earth, who come 
to the Lord to receive the gift of heavenly food 
(Hilary of Poitiers). Each one partook accord-
ing to need. They did not receive food in order 
to take it away with them. Fragments were left 
as a symbol for measuring use according to need 
(Theodore of Mopsuestia). Significant differ-
ences remain in the various narratives of the 
feeding of the multitudes (Origen).  

15:29 Going to the Hills 

Jesus Went Up into the Hills. Chrysos-
tom: Now he goes to the mountain awaiting 
those who are diseased. The lame are brought 
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up the mountain. They are no longer merely 
touching the edge of his garment. They have 
advanced a higher step. They are being brought 
to his feet! Therein they are showing their faith 
doubly, first by struggling up the mountain even 
though lame, then by wanting nothing else but 
only to be cast at his feet. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 52.4.1 

15:30 Great Crowds Come to Jesus 

They Put the Lame at His Feet. Origen: 
Again Jesus went up on the mountain where he 
sat down. Not only people who were healthy but 
also those suffering from various disorders went 
up on the mountain where Jesus was sitting. 
Think of this mountain to which Jesus went up 
and sat as the church. It has been set up through 
the word of God over the rest of the world, and 
all sorts of people come to it. To this assembly 
have come not only the disciples, as if they were 
leaving behind the multitudes, as they did in the 
case of the Beatitudes. Rather, there are great 
crowds here, many of whom are deaf or suffer 
from many afflictions. Look at the crowds who 
come to this mountain where the Son of God 
sits. Some of them have become deaf to the 
things that have been promised. Others have be-
come blind in soul, not looking toward the true 
light.2 Others are lame and not able to walk ac-
cording to reason. Others are maimed and un-
able to work profitably. Each of these who are 
suffering in soul from such things go up along 
with the multitudes into the mountain where 
Jesus sits. 

Some who do not draw near to the feet of 
Jesus are not healed. But those who are brought 
by the multitude and cast at his feet are being 
healed. Even those who come only to the edges, 
just the extremities of the body of Christ, who 
feel themselves unworthy to obtain such things, 
are being healed. So now you come into the con-
gregation of what is more commonly called the 
church. 

See the catechumens? They are, as it were, 

cast in the far side or back of those who are the 
extreme end of the body, as if they were coming 
merely to the feet of the body of Jesus—the 
church. They are coming to it with their own 
deafness and blindness and lameness and crook-
edness. In time they will be cured according to 
the Word. Observing this you would not be 
wrong in saying that these people have gone up 
with the multitudes into the church, up to the 
mountain where Jesus sits, and have been cast at 
his feet and are being healed. And so the multi-
tudes are astonished at beholding the transfor-
mations that are taking place. They behold 
those who are being converted from such great 
evils to that which is so much better.  Commen-
tary on Matthew 11.18.3 

15:31 Glorifying God 

From the Promise to the Gentiles to the 
Healing of the Multitudes. Hilary of 
Poitiers: Remember that the context is the 
plea of the Canaanite woman. Remember that 
the Lord’s silence with her had proceeded from a 
consideration of the gradual timing of revelation 
and not from any problem of her volition. So 
when he said, “O woman, great is your faith,”4 
she is now certain of being saved. Indeed, he 
also comes to the whole Gentile community, 
when those who accordingly believe will at once 
be freed like the girl from any power of the 
unclean spirits. And faith in the deed therefore 
follows. What follows immediately after the 
Gentile people are prefigured in the daughter of 
the Canaanite woman? Those afflicted with dif-
ferent kinds of diseases are offered by the crowd 
to the Lord on the mountain. That is, the faith-
less and the sick are instructed by the believers 
to fall down and adore. They are made well 
again, and all the functions of mind and body 
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are being restored for hearing, contemplating, 
praising and following the Lord. On Matthew 
15.5.5 

The Request of the Canaanite Woman 
and the Healing of the Crowds. Chry-
sostom: Great was the marvel and strange, to 
see them that were carried walking, the blind 
having no need for any to lead them by the hand. 
Yes, both the multitude of the healed and their 
rapid cure amazed them. 

Remember how long Jesus had delayed heal-
ing the Canaanite woman. But now he heals 
these immediately. This is not because these are 
better than she; indeed, she was more faithful 
than they. In her case he defers and delays in 
order to manifest her constancy. In the case of 
these, he bestows the gift immediately to shut 
the mouths of unbelievers and cut away from 
them every excuse. For the greater the favors 
one has received, so much the more is one held 
accountable and liable if unresponsive. This is 
why we see the rich turning more wicked and 
being more severely punished than the poor. 
Why? They have not been softened, even by 
their prosperity.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 52.3.6 

They Glorified the God of Israel. Cyril 
of Alexandria: They had not yet thoroughly 
understood the Lord’s dignity as God but sup-
posed him to be a mere man. For this reason 
they offered up glory to the God of Israel. Frag-
ment 188.7 

15:32 Lest They Faint on the Way 

Unwilling to Send Them Away Hungry. 
Theodore of Heraclea: In this way, by his 
speech, Christ had so disposed their souls that 
they had even become self-forgetful and had 
taken no care to provide for food or other inevi-
table needs. They had not grown weary, even in 
the desert, of being with Christ. But Christ 
understood the weakness of our nature and that 

we require food for the health of our bodies. He 
makes preparation even for this, that it might be 
evident that he is concerned not only about our 
souls but about our bodies as well. For he him-
self is the Creator of both soul and body. He is 
not merely the Lord of one or the other, as the 
lunacies of the Manichaeans hold.8 They teach 
different creators, one for the soul and another 
for the body. Fragment 97.9 

15:33 Finding Enough Bread 

The Bread of the Passion Is for Gentiles 
As Well As Jews. Hilary of Poitiers: This 
was in response to everything that had hap-
pened before. So we must probe the correspond-
ing reason for this entire situation and especially 
of the relation of Jews and Gentiles. We will 
then see that the promises that had earlier ap-
plied to the Jewish people were to be received by 
the Gentile people. 

There is an order, then, in the Lord’s words 
that holds true in the receiving of grace. Those 
who approach baptism declare first that they be-
lieve in the Son of God and in his Passion and 
resurrection; a commitment is then made to this 
sign of profession. In this way a certain truth 
about the things themselves may result from 
this verbal promise. Those who devote the en-
tire time in fasting to commemorate the Lord’s 
Passion are joined to the Lord in a sort of fellow-
ship of compassion. Therefore both by the sign 
of their promise and by their fasting, they spend 
all the time involved in the Lord’s Passion with 
the Lord. 

Do you see the mystery? The Lord has com-
passion on this hopeful following of believers 
and says they have been with him for three days! 
Lest they weaken in the course of their worldly 
lives, in their workaday world, he wants now to 

5SC 258:38-40.   6PG 58:522; NPNF 1 10:323-24.   7MKGK 214.   8In 
the complicated Manichaean mythology, the creation of the world 
occurred in several stages and was the work of beings different from 
the supreme God of creation in the Hebrew and Christian reli-
gions.   9MKGK 83.
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feed them with his food and fortify them with 
his bread. In this way they can complete the for-
midable task of the entire journey, for the disci-
ples were complaining that there was no bread 
in the desert. Indeed, they had previously 
imbibed the lesson that nothing is impossible 
with God. But what is signified by certain 
events can exceed the measure of our under-
standing. Indeed, how greatly favored the apos-
tles were in saving Israel is told in the epistles of 
blessed Paul. And so, with the same devotion 
but now in the gathering of Gentiles, both the 
multiplying of bread and the silence of fasting 
are introduced.  On Matthew 15.7-9.10 

15:34 Seven Loaves and a Few Small Fish 

How Many Loaves Have You? Chrysostom: 
Why had he earlier said to his disciples, “Send 
away the multitude,” but now he does not send 
them away, even though three days had passed? 
It may be that they themselves had changed and 
improved by this time. Or it may be that since 
the people were glorifying God for what had 
been done, they had no great sense of hunger. 

Observe in this instance that he does not pro-
ceed immediately to the miracle but calls them 
out even into the desert. The multitudes who 
had come for healing were not even daring to 
ask for food. But he is here seen to be the benev-
olent and provident one who gives even to those 
that do not ask. He said to his disciples, “I have 
compassion and will not send them away hun-
gry.” And lest someone might say that they came 
having provisions for the way, he noted, “They 
have been with me now three days and have 
nothing to eat, so that even if some came with 
provision, it has by now been consumed.” 
Therefore Jesus did not do this on the first or 
second day but only when everything had been 
entirely consumed, in order that having first 
been in need, they might more eagerly receive 
the miracle of food. He offered them compas-
sion, saying, “Lest they faint in the way”; he 
implied that both the distance to food was great 

and that they had nothing left. Then disciples 
asked, if you are not willing to send them away 
hungry, “Where are we to get bread enough in 
the desert to feed so great a crowd?” Jesus 
responded, in order to stimulate their faith and 
make them more compassionate: “How many 
loaves have you?” But even then they did not 
fully understand the motive of his question. 
Hence afterwards he said to them, as Mark 
relates, “Are your hearts so hardened? Having 
eyes, do you not see? Having ears, do you not 
hear?”11  Gospel of Matthew, Homily 53.1.12 

15:35 The Crowd Commanded to Sit Down 

Differences Between the Narratives of 
the Loaves and Fishes. Origen: Be atten-
tive to the difference between those things that 
are written in the various places in regard to the 
loaves.13 I think that this passage belongs to a 
different order than the others. Note the differ-
ences. Those were fed on a mountain, these in a 
desert place. These were fed after they had con-
tinued three days with Jesus, but those one day, 
on the evening of which they were fed. Is there 
an implication that those to whom Jesus shows 
kindness are superior when he fed them on the 
spot to demonstrate his kindness? And accord-
ing to John, the twelve baskets contained left-
overs of barley loaves,14 but nothing of this kind 
is said here. Is one preferred to another? In the 
one case he healed the sick, but in this case he is 
healing, along with the multitudes, those who 
are blind, lame, deaf and maimed. Note that the 
four thousand marveled, but no such thing is 
said about the sick. And I think we can distin-
guish those who ate of the seven loaves, for 

10SC 258:42-44.   11Mk 8:18.   12PG 58:525; NPNF 1 10:326-27.   
13Cf. Mt 14:13-21; Mk 6:30-44; 8:1-10; Lk 9:10-17; Jn 6:1-13. Origen 
interprets in an allegorical manner the two accounts of the multipli-
cation of the loaves, finding in the seven thousand beneficiaries of the 
second account a superior level of perfection to the five thousand of 
the first; the number seven is the symbol of perfection, whereas five 
is the symbol of the senses (see Matthew 1-13 [ACCS], p. 260 n. 4). 
To this he adds other details, which confirm this superiority.   14Jn 
6:13.
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which thanks were given, from those who ate of 
the five loaves, which were blessed. These who 
ate the few little fishes are distinguished from 
those who ate of the two. Those who sat down 
upon the ground are distinguished from those 
who sat down on the grass. Note that those from 
fewer loaves left twelve baskets, but these from a 
greater number left seven baskets. Perhaps they 
were able more fully to receive. Commentary 
on Matthew 11.19.15 

15:36 Distributing the Food 

The Disciples Distributed Food to the 
Crowds. Theodore of Mopsuestia: The 
Lord wanted to provide by means of this food a 
miraculous work for the sake of their faith. This 
was his will and they perceived it. This is seen 
even in their questioning him: “Where are we to 
get bread enough”? Jesus wanted his disciples’ 
souls to be exercised in believing in his divine 
power. It was not only with words that he taught 
his followers but also with deeds. He then says 
that he “gave them to the disciples, and the disci-
ples gave them to the crowds.” It was fitting that 
this should be observed both by the disciples 
and by the Lord. It was appropriate that the 
ministry should redound to the glory of those 
who serve, according to what pertains to the ser-
vice of discipleship. The goodness shown to 
those who are most in need, by means of the ser-
vice of the saints, is kept as though it were an 
individual act of obedience. Note that they par-
took according to their need. They did not 
receive food in order to take it away with them. 
Fragments were left, as a symbol for measuring 
use according to need, rather than introducing 
acquisitiveness that goes beyond what is need-
ful. Fragments 86, 87.16 

15:37 All Ate and Were Satisfied 

Seven Baskets. Hilary of Poitiers: They 
brought forward seven loaves of bread. The Gen-
tiles received no salvation from the law and the 

prophets. However, they live because of the grace 
of the Spirit whose sevenfold light, as noted by 
Isaiah, is a gift.17 Therefore through faith in the 
Spirit the Gentiles receive salvation. They recline 
on the ground, for they were not subject to any 
works of the law or the flesh but were called in 
their earthly condition to the Spirit of the seven-
fold light. The indefinite number of fish signifies 
the variety and dispensing of gifts and charisma, 
by which a diversity of graces satisfied the faith of 
the Gentiles. Moreover, the fact that seven bas-
kets are filled indicates the overflowing and mul-
tiplied abundance of the Spirit of sevenfold light. 
What he generously gives, abounds. Having been 
satisfied, the gift becomes ever more richly 
endowed and full. The fact that four thousand 
men gather together refers to a multitude of 
countless people from the four corners of the 
earth. In terms of the future, a calculated number 
of people are satisfied in as many thousands of 
places as there are thousands of believers who 
hasten to receive the gift of heavenly food. Hav-
ing been fully fed, the crowd is dismissed. And 
since the Lord remains with us all the days of our 
life, a great number of Gentile believers go on 
board the ship—namely, the church. On Mat-
thew 15.10.18 

15:38-39 Four Thousand Men, Plus Women 
and Children 

He Fed Israel in the Wilderness. The-
odore of Heraclea: He does this not only 
once but also a second time, in order that we 
should know his strength. This strength by 
which he feeds the multitudes when he wishes 
and without bread finds its source in his divin-
ity. He does this in order to bring them to 
believe that he himself is the one who earlier 
had fed Israel for forty years in the wilderness.19 

15GCS 40:68; ANF 9:449.   16MKGK 127-28.   17Is 30:26.   18SC 
258:44-46.   19Christ as Logos, as Son of God who preexists the 
incarnation, is already the divine agency of the fortunes of Israel in 
the Old Testament.
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And Jesus not only fed them with a few loaves of 
bread, but he even produced a surplus of seven 
baskets, so that he might be shown as incompa-
rably surpassing Elijah, who himself also caused 
a multiplication of the widow’s small quantity of 
oil and flour.20 Nevertheless, when Jesus pro-
duced a multiplication of seven baskets from 

seven loaves, he did not go beyond what was 
needed, lest the difference between these mira-
cles should again be forgotten by the disciples. 
Fragment 98.21 
Matthew 16:1-12 Matthew 16:1-12

T H E  D E M A N D  F O R  A  S I G N

M A T T H E W  1 6 : 1 - 1 2

Overview: Jesus exposed the rashness of the 
questions of the scribes (Theodore of Mop-
suestia), who though doctors of the law, were 
without discernment ( Jerome). Had they come 
with any readiness to believe, he would have 
given such a sign. His coming in this present 
time is different from the way he will come in 
the future. Now Jesus comes as a physician to 
heal, but then he shall come as a judge to call ac-
counts (Chrysostom). As for the sign of Jonah, 

just as that whale was not able to digest Jonah, 
so too voracious Death assuredly received the 
Lord but was unable to devour him, regurgitat-
ing him on the third day (Chromatius). He did 
not immediately admonish the disciples for for-
getting to bring bread, but rather he took their 
own thoughtlessness as the occasion for teach-
ing them (Chrysostom). They are warned not 
to involve themselves in the disputes of the Jews. 
The works of the law are now to be viewed in 

201 Kings 17:8-16.   21MKGK 84.
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the light of faith (Hilary of Poitiers). Leaven, 
if mixed with flour, will grow into something 
larger and draw to its own essence the whole 
loaf. So too heretical doctrine, if it ignites even a 
tiny spark in one heart, in a short time grows 
into a huge flame and draws to itself the whole 
person ( Jerome). Leniency is not always a good 
thing. As Jesus sometimes allows his followers 
freedom for their opinions, at other times he re-
proves them. By this variable nurturing he pro-
vides for their salvation (Chrysostom). 

16:1 Asking for a Sign from Heaven 

They Came to Test Him. Chrysostom: 
Their inquiry was rightly deserving of anger and 
great displeasure. Yet the benevolent and provi-
dent one is not angry. He pities them even as 
they tempt him. He laments them as incurably 
diseased after so full a demonstration of his 
power. 

They did not seek him out in order to believe 
but to lay hold of him. Had they come with any 
readiness to believe, he would have given such a 
sign. For he who said to the woman, “It is not 
fair,”1 and afterwards gave, much more would he 
have shown his bounty to these officials. 

But since they did not seek to believe, he 
therefore calls them hypocrites, because in an-
other place they said one thing and meant an-
other. If they had believed, they would not even 
have asked. It is evident that they did not be-
lieve, since when reproved and exposed, they 
did not remain with him, nor did they admit 
“We are ignorant and seek to learn.” 

But for what sign from heaven were they ask-
ing? Either that he should stay the sun, or curb 
the moon, or bring down thunderbolts, or work 
a change in the air, or some other such thing.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 53.3.2 

16:2 Predicting the Weather 

The Doctors of Law Cannot Forecast 
the Savior. Jerome: This is not found in 

many codices.3 The meaning is clear from the 
order and harmony of the elements. Both fair 
and rainy days can be forecast. But the scribes 
and Pharisees, who were viewed as doctors of 
the law, could not discern the coming of the Sav-
ior from what the prophets had predicted. 
Commentary on Matthew 2.16.3.4 

The Rashness of Their Question. The-
odore of Mopsuestia: He exposes the rash-
ness of their question, saying, “You regard the 
air as moving according to a certain order, so 
that by means of signs you are able to predict 
when the weather will be fair and when stormy. 
But in the case of miracles you recognize no 
order at all. You do not recognize any occasions 
on which doing or not doing wonders is appro-
priate. You assume that such a thing happens 
completely without order and without any rea-
son.” Fragment 89.5 

16:3 Not Understanding Signs of the Times 

You Cannot Interpret the Signs. Chry-
sostom: What then does he say to all this? “You 
know how to interpret the appearance of the 
sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the 
times.” Observe Christ’s meekness and modera-
tion. 

Even earlier he did not just refuse and say “no 
sign shall be given.” And so now he goes further 
and states the reason why he gives them no sign, 
even though they were not asking for informa-
tion. 

What then was the cause? It is much as in the 
sky, he says, where one thing is a sign of a storm 
and another of fair weather. No one when he 
saw the sign of foul weather would expect a 
calm, nor in calm and fair weather would one 
expect a storm. So you would do well also to 

1Mt 15:26.   2PG 58:529; NPNF 1 10:328.   3Verses 2 (from “when it 
is evening”) and 3 are lacking in part of the tradition; modern editors 
generally consider them to be interpolations.   4CCL 77:136-37.   
5MKGK 128.
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think with regard to me. My coming in this 
present time is different from the way in which I 
shall come in the future. Now there is need of 
these signs which are on the earth. But those in 
heaven are stored up against that time. Now as a 
physician I have come to heal. Then I shall come 
as a judge. Now I am seeking out those who 
have gone astray. Then I will demand an 
account. Now I have come in a hidden manner. 
Then I will come much more publicly, folding up 
the heaven, hiding the sun, not permitting the 
moon to give its light. Then “the very powers of 
the heavens shall be shaken,”6 and the manifes-
tation of my coming shall imitate lightning that 
appears suddenly.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 53.3.7 

16:4 Seeking a Sign 

Evil and Adulterous. Origen: Now he 
called them evil because their wicked deeds had 
made them evil people (evil because of deliber-
ate wickedness) and adulterous because when 
the Pharisees and Sadducees left their meta-
phoric spouse, the true word, they committed 
adultery, with falsehood and the law of sin.8 

Assume there are two laws: the law of our 
bodies, which is in conflict with the law of our 
mind. We might say then that the law of the 
mind (that is, the law of the Spirit) is the hus-
band to whom the soul was betrothed by God as 
wife according to the Scripture; a wife is mar-
ried to a man by God.9 But the other law is a 
seducer of the soul and as such is called “adulter-
ous.”  Commentary on Matthew 12.4.10 

The Sign of Jonah. Chromatius: Just as that 
whale was not able to digest Jonah nor was able 
to keep him alive inside himself for long, so too 
voracious Death assuredly received the Lord. 
But since he was not able to keep him alive and 
in custody inside himself, Death regurgitated 
him on the third day, just as the whale had 
regurgitated Jonah. For Death, though accus-
tomed always to eat and digest the dead, was 

nauseated and vomited out the Lord alive. Truly 
he was not able to digest him, for he was a 
rock—as the apostle says: “Moreover, Christ 
was a rock.”11 And indeed the whale gulped and 
expelled only Jonah. But Death in ingesting the 
Lord cast out not that very one alone but many 
with him. For we read that many corpses of the 
holy had risen up with the Lord. Tractate on 
Matthew 54.3.12 

No Sign for an Adulterous Generation. 
Hilary of Poitiers: But he descended from 
the sky and established for these an earthly sign 
that he might preserve among them a conviction 
of bodily humility, saying that the sign was to be 
given by Jonah. The Lord compares himself by 
means of like appearance with this one whom he 
had dispatched to Nineveh to accomplish the 
coming suffering for the proclamation of repen-
tance. Indeed, Jonah was thrown from the ship 
by furiously raging winds and was devoured by 
the whale. After the space of three days he was 
cast out alive, not retained by the monster. He 
was not digested as food, but contrary to the 
nature of the human body, he escaped whole and 
unharmed into the open air. He prefigured the 
Lord. Therefore Jesus demonstrated that this 
sign of his own power had been divinely consti-
tuted, thus proclaiming in himself the forgive-
ness of sins through repentance. For he was 
soon to be cast out of Jerusalem and the syna-
gogue by the blast of unclean spirits and by the 
power of Pontius Pilate. On Matthew 16.2-3.13 

16:5 The Disciples Lack Bread 

Crossing to the Other Side. Origen: The 
bread that they had before they crossed the lake 
was no longer of any use to them when they 

6Mt 24:29.   7PG 58:529; NPNF 1 10:328-29.   8Origen explains in 
which sense Jesus refers to the Pharisees and the Sadduccees as adul-
terers and then generalizes the explanation: The soul is the bride of 
moral law and becomes an adulteress if it follows the inclination to 
sin.   9Prov 19:14.   10GCS 40:73-74; ANF 9:451.   111 Cor 10:4.   
12CCL 9a:470.   13SC 258:48-50.
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reached the other side. They needed one kind of 
bread14 before they crossed and a different kind 
afterward. They forgot to take any loaves with 
them because they were careless about carrying 
bread. The disciples of Jesus had also crossed to 
another side. They had passed from the material 
to the spiritual, from the sensory to the intellec-
tual. This is why Jesus said to them after the 
crossing, be careful and be on your guard. 

The Pharisees and Sadducees offered a differ-
ent dough of teaching, a truly ancient yeast 
restricted to the bare letter15 and therefore not 
free from evil. Jesus does not want his disciples 
to eat of it any longer. Instead, he mixed a new 
spiritual dough when he himself offered to any 
who would abandon the yeast of the Pharisees 
and Sadducees and come to him, the living bread 
which came down from heaven and gives life to 
the world.16 Anyone intending no longer to use 
the yeast and dough of the Pharisees and Saddu-
cees’ teaching must first “be careful.” He must 
“be on guard” that he will not use the old leaven 
either accidentally or due to shortages. So Jesus 
tells his disciples first, “be careful,” and second, 
“be on your guard.”  Commentary on Mat-
thew 12.5.17 

The Disciples Had Forgotten to Bring 
Any Bread. Chrysostom: Why did he not say 
plainly, “Beware of their teaching?” His purpose 
is rather to remind them of what had just been 
done—the feeding of the multitude—for he 
knew they had already forgotten its significance. 
But Christ did not immediately admonish them. 
Rather, he took their own thoughtlessness as 
the occasion for reproof. Remember that he had 
not reproved them when they had earlier said, 
“Where are we to get bread enough in the desert 
to feed so great a crowd?”18 It seemed better now 
to say to them what he says here. He did not 
want to rush hastily on to another miracle. He 
did not admonish them before the multitude, 
nor did he seek to elevate himself in their eyes. 
He might have been much harsher with them 
after their forgetfulness following the miracle of 

the loaves. All of these considerations gave his 
reproof a greater meaning. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 53.4.19 

16:6 The Leaven of the Sadducees 

Take Heed. Hilary of Poitiers: The apos-
tles are ordered to watch out for the leaven of 
the Pharisees and Sadducees. They are warned 
not to be involved in the disputes of the Jews. 
The works of the law are now to be viewed in 
the light of faith. They are forewarned that they, 
into whose time and age the truth had appeared 
incarnate, should judge nothing except which 
lies within the position of hope in likeness of the 
truth that is revealed. They are warned against 
allowing the doctrine of the Pharisees, who are 
unaware of Christ, to corrupt the effectiveness 
of the truth of the gospel. On Matthew 16.3.20 

16:7-8 Men of Little Faith 

No Need for the Yeast of the Pharisees. 
Origen: After Jesus said this, the disciples 
thought to themselves (not aloud but in their 
hearts), “We did not bring bread.” Then they 
said something else, like “If we had bread, then 
we wouldn’t need the yeast from the Pharisees 
and Sadducees, but since we don’t have bread, 
we are at risk of taking their yeast. The Savior 
does not want us to return to their tutelage, so 
he told us ‘be careful and be on your guard 
against the yeast of the Pharisees and Saddu-
cees.’ ” Or they reasoned similar things. 

But Jesus, seeing into their hearts and hear-
ing their inner arguments, reproves them as the 
Shepherd of the heart because they did not 
understand nor remember the bread which they 
had received from him. Because of what they 
had received, even when they appeared to lack 

14To pass beyond the sea signifies progressing spiritually and thus 
having no further need of the nutrition of the past.   15The bad leaven 
of the Pharisees signifies for Origen only the literal interpretation of 
the Scriptures.   16Jn 6:51.   17GCS 40:75-76; ANF 9:452.   18Mt 
15:33.   19PG 58:529; NPNF 1 10:329.   20SC 258:50.
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bread, they did not need the yeast of the Phari-
sees and Sadducees.  Commentary on Mat-
thew 12:5.21 

O Men of Little Faith! Chrysostom: Note 
how intense is his displeasure. Nowhere else 
does he appear to have rebuked them so much. 
How does he do this? He is challenging their 
prejudices about food laws. Already he had said, 
“Are you still without understanding?”22 Now in 
this place, with a strong rebuke he says, “O men 
of little faith.” The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 53.4.23 

16:9-10 Not Yet Perceiving 

The Subtlety of the Admonition. Chry-
sostom: Leniency is not always a good thing. 
Christ sometimes allows the disciples freedom 
for their opinions. At other times he reproves 
them. By this variable nurturing he provides for 
their salvation. Note how at the same time his 
reproof is strong and yet mild. For all but excus-
ing himself to them for his severe reproofs to 
them, he says, “Do you not yet perceive? Do you 
not remember the five loaves of the five thou-
sand, and how many baskets you gathered? Or 
the seven loaves of the four thousand, and how 
many baskets you gathered?” He specifies the 
numbers and the fragments, so as to bring them 
to a clear recollection of what had just happened 
and making them more attentive to the future. 

And to teach you how great is the power of 
his reproof, and how it roused up their slumber-
ing mind, hear what the Evangelist says. For 
Jesus having reproved them said no more but 
added this only: How is it that you fail to per-
ceive that I did not speak about bread? Beware 
of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 
Then they understood that he did not tell them 
to beware of the leaven of bread but of the teach-
ing of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

See how much good his admonition con-
veyed. For it both led them away from the Jew-
ish food observances and, when they were 

remiss, made them more attentive and delivered 
them from the neglect of faith. So they were not 
afraid nor in alarm about having no food or 
about starving.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 53.4.24 

16:11 Not Bread but Teaching 

Teaching Is Leaven. Origen: Some were dis-
tracted by the use of bread and yeast. In order to 
clarify and enlighten them in a still symbolic 
way that he was not speaking about literal bread 
but about yeast as representing teaching, Jesus 
adds, “How is it that you do not understand that 
I was not talking to you about bread? Beware of 
the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” Even 
though he still had not exposed the literal mean-
ing of his words but continued as before, the dis-
ciples would have understood the Savior as 
referring to the teaching of the Pharisees and 
Sadducees as leaven. 

When Jesus said “beware of the yeast,” the 
disciples understood that he did not tell them to 
watch out for bread but instead for the teaching 
of the Pharisees and Sadducees. You, of course, 
are aware that whenever yeast is used in the law 
or in the Scripture which follows the law, it re-
fers to teaching. Perhaps then yeast should not 
be burnt on an altar. Prayers should not have the 
form of teachings but should be only supplica-
tions for good things from God. 

Now, someone might ask, based on what has 
been said about the disciples crossing over to the 
other side, how can anyone who has reached the 
other side be rebuked as a person with little 
faith, not yet understanding or remembering 
what Jesus did? It is not difficult, I think, to 
answer this. That which has only a part will be 
done away with before that which is perfect. Lit-
tle faith is all the faith we can have. Accordingly, 
we who know in part do not yet fully under-
stand or remember.25 Therefore we are not able 

21GCS 40:76; ANF 9:453.   22Mt 15:16.   23PG 58:529; NPNF 1 
10:329.   24PG 58:529-30; NPNF 1 10:329-30.   25Cf. 1 Cor 13:12.
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to achieve a mind sufficient and capable of 
attaining the magnitude and nature of such 
speculations.  Commentary on Matthew 
12.6.26 

16:12 Then They Understood 

Beware of False Teaching. Jerome: This 
was a favorable opportunity for instruction 
which was ordered by the Savior. He said, “Be-
ware the leaven of the Pharisees and the Saddu-
cees.” He taught them what the five loaves and 
seven that had nourished five thousand and four 
thousand men in the desert signified. He 
showed that there is a spiritual understanding 
underlying these events, even if the import of 
the sign is clear. For if the leaven of the Phari-
sees and the Sadducees indicated not physical 
bread but twisted narratives and heretical teach-
ing, then might not also the food by which the 
people of God were nourished signify the true 
and complete doctrine? 

Someone might inquire, “How is it that they 
do not have the loaves? For they immediately 
boarded the boat after the seven baskets had 
been filled.” But the Scripture testifies to the 

fact that they had forgotten to take food with 
them. 

Remember the leaven about which even the 
apostle speaks when he writes, “A little leaven 
spoils the whole dough.”27 The sort of leaven of 
which he speaks is something like the kind that 
Marcion and Valentinus28 and all heretics exhib-
ited. It is to be avoided by all means. 

Leaven has this power, that, if mixed with 
flour, that which seemed small would grow into 
something larger and draw to its own essence 
the whole loaf. So too with heretical doctrine, if 
it tosses even a tiny spark into your heart, in a 
short time a huge flame grows beneath and 
draws to itself a person’s entire substance. It was 
then that they finally understood that he had 
not meant them to beware simply of the leaven 
of bread but of the teaching of the Pharisees and 
Sadducees.  Commentary on Matthew 2.16.6-
12.29 

Matthew 16:13-20

26GCS 40:77-78; ANF 9:453.   27Cf. 1 Cor 5:6; Gal 5:9.   28Marcion 
and Valentinus were heretics of the second century. Valentinus was 
the most important Gnostic teacher; Marcion originated the heresy 
that took his name.   29CCL 77:137-38.
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P E T E R ’ S  C O N F E S S I O N  O F  T H E  C H R I S T

M A T T H E W  1 6 : 1 3 - 2 0

Overview: Our Lord did not examine his own 
disciples as to his identity within the borders of 
Judea but did so in the territory of the Gentiles, so 
that it would be revealed to the Gentiles through 
Peter what flesh and blood had not unveiled. All 
of this would in due time occur in the faith of Cor-
nelius, who was first among the Gentiles to be-
lieve (Epiphanius the Latin). By the title Son of 
man, Jesus showed that he himself not only ap-
pears to be but in fact unchangeably is man, with-
out ceasing to be true God (Theodore of 
Heraclea). He signifies how earnestly he desires 
the triune economy to be duly confessed when he 
says, “Who do men say the Son of man is?” for he 
thereby denotes his true deity (Chrysostom). He 
asked about a secret that the faith of those who 
believe ought to penetrate (Hilary of Poitiers). 
Peter is the rock upon whose confession the 
church will be built (Theodore of Mopsuestia). 
If Christ is the Son of God, he is also God. If he is 
not God, he is not the Son of God. But he himself 
is the Son and as the Son takes up all things from 
the Father, and so we hold him in our hearts 
(Epiphanius the Latin). He was unwilling to be 
proclaimed Jesus Christ prior to his suffering and 
resurrection ( Jerome). It was still necessary that 
this be hidden from the rulers, so that Christ, by 
suffering and rising again, might transform in 
himself human life and recreate it, changing it 
back to the state in which it was prior to its cor-
ruption (Theodore of Mopsuestia). When the 
things that offend would be taken out of the way 
and the cross accomplished, then his true identity 
could be engraved pure and immovable in the 
mind of believing hearers (Chrysostom). 

16:13 Who Do People Say I Am? 

Into Caesarea Philippi. Chrysostom: 
Why does he mention Philip, the founder of the 

city? Because there was another city, Caesarea 
Stratonis.1 He does not go there, but rather he 
leads them far away from Judea, so that being 
freed from all alarm, they might speak with 
boldness all that was in their mind. The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 54.1.2 
Matthew 16:13-20

The Question Asked Outside Judea. 
Epiphanius the Latin: Caesarea Philippi is 
outside Judea in the region of the Gentiles. 
Why therefore did our Lord not examine his 
own disciples within the borders of Judea? Why 
did he go far north into the territory of the 
Gentiles? But as our insignificance [as Gen-
tiles] works against us, he questioned the disci-
ples in Gentile territory. The result was that by 
the true and everlasting conviction of the 
blessed apostle Peter—what flesh and blood 
had not unveiled, the Father revealed from the 
heavens. Through faith the Gentiles rather 
than the Jews would come to acknowledge the 
Son of God. This indeed occurred in the city of 
Caesarea—Cornelius who was first among the 
Gentiles to believe with all his own household, 
through the holy apostle Peter. The Lord was 
not inclined to question his own disciples in 
Judea, when the Jews did not believe that he 
was the Son of God but regarded him merely as 
the son of Joseph. Interpretation of the 
Gospels 28.3 

Son of Man, Son of God. Theodore of 
Heraclea: Jesus asks this in order that we 
might know what opinions about him were cur-
rent among the Jews. [He also asks] so that we 
might learn to inquire intently into what people 
are saying about him, and if it is bad, to remove 

1In reality considerably more than two cities bore the name Caesarea.   
2PG 58:531-32; NPNF 1 10:332.   3PL Supp 3:868-69.
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the causes, or if complimentary, to increase 
them. But he said “Son of man” in order to show 
that he himself not only appears to be but in fact 
unchangeably is man, and again, is true God. [It 
is] not as if he were divided into different spe-
cies, one part God and one part man; rather one 
may address him as Son of man with no doubt 
that this very same one is also the Son of God.4 
Fragment 101.5 

16:14 The Opinions of the Multitude 

Who Do People Say That the Son of Man 
Is? Chrysostom: Note that he is not asking 
them their own opinion. Rather, he asks the 
opinion of the people. Why? In order to contrast 
the opinion of the people with the disciples an-
swer to the question “But who do you say that I 
am?” In this way, by the manner of his inquiry, 
they might be drawn gradually to a more sub-
lime notion and not fall into the same common 
view as that of the multitude. 

Note that Jesus does not raise this question at 
the beginning of his preaching but only after he 
had done many miracles, had talked through 
with them many lofty teachings, and had given 
them many clear proofs of his divinity and of his 
union with the Father. Only then does he put 
this question to them. 

He did not ask “Who do the scribes and 
Pharisees say that I am?” even though they had 
often come to him and discoursed with him. 
Rather, he begins his questioning by asking 
“Who do men say the Son of man is?” as if to in-
quire about common opinion. Even if common 
opinion was far less true than it might have 
been, it was at least relatively more free from 
malice than the opinions of the religious leaders, 
which was teeming with bad motives. 

He signifies how earnestly he desires this 
divine economy to be confessed when he says, 
“Who do men say the Son of man is?” for he 
thereby denotes his godhead, which he does also 
in many other places.  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 54.1.6 

Some Say Jeremiah. Theodore of Mopsues-
tia: In the same way they had supposed that 
Christ was Jeremiah. Perhaps they knew that 
the Lord had wisdom from his birth and was 
without peer in his teaching. Something similar 
was thought of Jeremiah, in that as a child he 
was singled out for prophecy and that without 
human training he was the prophet of a greater 
prophet who was to follow.7 Fragment 91.8 

One of the Prophets. Origen: Just look at 
the differences of opinion among the Jews about 
Jesus. Some, following corrupt thinking, said he 
was John the Baptist (for example, Herod the 
tetrarch, who asked his servants, “Is this John 
the Baptizer now risen from the dead and, 
because of this, with powers at work in him?”) 
Others said that Elijah is now the one called 
Jesus. He has either been born a second time or 
he has been alive somewhere all along and is 
now appearing again. Some suggested Jeremiah 
was Jesus, and not that Jeremiah was a type of 
Christ. This comes perhaps from a mistaken 
interpretation of a passage in the beginning of 
Jeremiah about Christ’s prophecy unfulfilled in 
the time of the prophet but beginning to be ful-
filled in Jesus, whom God set up over nations 
and kingdoms “to root up, and to build up, and 
to transplant.”9 Commentary on Matthew 
12.9.10 

16:15 What Do You Say? 

The Messianic Secret. Hilary of Poitiers: 
When they had presented diverse human ori-
gins concerning him, he asked what they them-

4Theodore observes that the person of Christ being one alone, man 
and God together, the titles “Son of man” and “Son of God” both 
define his divinity and humanity.   5MKGK 85.   6PG 58:532-33; 
NPNF 1 10:332.   7As it appears in Jeremiah 1:5, Jeremiah had 
already in his mother’s womb been chosen by God as a prophet.   
8MKGK 129.   9Jer 1:10. In Origen’s view these words, which the 
Lord speaks to Jeremiah, go beyond the mission entrusted to the 
prophet and are instead meant for Christ, of whom Jeremiah had 
therefore been a prophetic prefigurement.   10GCS 40:81-82; ANF 
9:455.
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selves thought about him. Peter answered, “You 
are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” But 
Peter had pondered the nature of the question. 
For the Lord had said, “Whom do men say that 
the Son of man is?” Certainly his human body 
indicated he was a Son of man. But by adding 
“Who do you say that I am?” Jesus indicated 
that they should consider something besides 
what he seemed in himself, for he was a Son of 
man. Therefore what judgment concerning him-
self did he desire? It was a secret he was asking 
about, into which the faith of those who believe 
ought to extend itself. On Matthew 16.6.11 

Probing for Another Judgment. Chrysos-
tom: Then, since they said, “Some John the Bap-
tist, some Elijah, some Jeremiah, or one of the 
prophets,” and set forth their mistaken opinion, 
he next added, “But who do you say that I am?” 
He was calling them on by his second inquiry to 
entertain some higher mental picture, indicating 
that their former judgment falls exceedingly 
short of his dignity. Thus Jesus probes for 
another judgment from them. He poses this sec-
ond question that they might not fall in with the 
multitude who, because they saw his miracles as 
greater than human, accounted him a man 
indeed but one that, as Herod had thought, may 
have appeared after a resurrection. To lead them 
away from such notions, he says, “But who do 
you say that I am?”—that is, you who are always 
with me, and see me working miracles and have 
yourselves done many mighty works by me. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 54.1.12 

16:16 You Are the Christ 

Christ, the Son of the Living God. 
Epiphanius the Latin: Did the Lord not know 
what people called him? But by questioning he 
brought forth the conviction of the apostle Peter 
and left for us in the future a strong affirmation 
of faith. For the Lord questioned not only Peter 
but all the apostles when he said, “Who do you 
say that I am?” Yet one on behalf of all answered 

the King, who is in due time to judge the whole 
world. He is God, both God and man. How mis-
erable does this make those who are false teach-
ers and strangers now, and to be judged in 
eternity. If Christ is the Son of God, by all 
means he is also God. If he is not God, he is not 
the Son of God. But since he himself is the Son, 
and as the Son takes up all things from the 
Father, let us hold this same one inseparably in 
our heart because there is no one who escapes 
his hand. Interpretation of the Gospels 
28.13 

One Christ. Cyril of Alexandria: Peter did 
not say “you are a Christ” or “a son of God” but 
“the Christ, the Son of God.” For there are many 
christs by grace, who have attained the rank of 
adoption [as sons], but [there is] only one who 
is by nature the Son of God.14 Thus, using the 
definite article, he said, the Christ, the Son of 
God. And in calling him Son of the living God, 
Peter indicates that Christ himself is life and 
that death has no authority over him. And even 
if the flesh, for a short while, was weak and died, 
nevertheless it rose again, since the Word, who 
indwelled it, could not be held under the bonds 
of death. Fragment 190.15 

16:17-18 On This Rock I Will Build My 
Church 

Upon This Rock. Theodore of Mopsues-
tia: This is not the property of Peter alone, but 
it came about on behalf of every human being. 
Having said that his confession is a rock, he 
stated that upon this rock I will build my 
church. This means he will build his church 
upon this same confession and faith. For this 
reason, addressing the one who first confessed 
him with this title, on account of his confession 

11SC 258:52-54.   12PG 58:533; NPNF 1 10:332.   13PL Supp 3:869.   
14Christ signifies “anointed,” and in the Old Testament many people 
were christs: kings, priests and prophets. Hence the dignity of Jesus is 
defined by the association of the name Christ with the term Son of 

God.   15MKGK 215.
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he applied to him this authority, too, as some-
thing that would become his, speaking of the 
common and special good of the church as per-
taining to him alone. It was from this confes-
sion, which was going to become the common 
property of all believers, that he bestowed upon 
him this name, the rock. In the same way also 
Jesus attributes to him the special character of 
the church, as though it existed beforehand in 
him on account of his confession. By this he 
shows, in consequence, that this is the common 
good of the church, since also the common ele-
ment of the confession was to come to be first in 
Peter. This then is what he says, that in the 
church would be the key of the kingdom of 
heaven. If anyone holds the key to this, to the 
church, in the same way he will also hold it for 
all heavenly things. He who is counted as 
belonging to the church and is recognized as its 
member is a partaker and an inheritor of 
heaven. He who is a stranger to it, whatever his 
status may be, will have no communion in heav-
enly things. To this very day the priests of the 
church have expelled those who are unworthy 
by this saying and admitted those who have 
become worthy by repentance. Fragment 92.16 

16:19 What Is Bound or Loosed 

The Keys of the Kingdom. Epiphanius the 
Latin: For Christ is a rock which is never dis-
turbed or worn away. Therefore Peter gladly 
received his name from Christ to signify the 
established and unshaken faith of the church. 
. . . The devil is the gateway of death who always 
hastens to stir up against the holy church calam-
ities and temptations and persecutions. But the 
faith of the apostle, which was founded upon the 
rock of Christ, abides always unconquered and 
unshaken. And the very keys of the kingdom of 
the heavens have been handed down so that one 
whom he has bound on earth has been bound in 
heaven, and one whom he has set free on earth 
he has also set free in heaven. Interpretation 
of the Gospels 28.17 

16:20 Jesus Charges the Disciples to Tell No 
One 

He Strictly Charged Them. Chrysostom: 
And why did he charge them? That when the 
things which offend are taken out of the way, the 
cross is accomplished and the rest of his suffer-
ings fulfilled, and when there is nothing any 
more to interrupt and disturb the faith of the 
people in him, the right opinion concerning him 
may be engraven pure and immovable in the 
mind of the hearers. For in truth his power had 
not yet clearly shone forth. Accordingly it was 
his will then to be preached by them when both 
the plain truth of the facts and the power of his 
deeds were pleading in support of the assertions 
of the apostles. For it was by no means the same 
thing to see him in Palestine, now working mira-
cles and now insulted and persecuted, especially 
when the very cross was presently to follow the 
miracles that were happening, and then to 
behold him everywhere in the world, adored and 
believed, and no more suffering anything such 
as he had suffered. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 54.4.18 

The Prohibited Proclamation. Jerome: 
For the purpose of proclaiming, he had sent his 
disciples before him and ordered them to 
announce his arrival. But he advised them lest 
they say publicly that he was Jesus Christ. It 
seems to me to be one thing to proclaim him to 
be Christ, another thing to proclaim him to be 
Jesus Christ. Christ is a common term for the 
messianic dignity,19 while Jesus is the proper 
name for the Savior. It is possible that for this 
reason he had been unwilling to be proclaimed 
Jesus Christ prior to his suffering and resurrec-
tion in order that he might afterwards, when the 
obligation of blood had been fulfilled, at an 
opportune time say to his apostles, “Go and 
teach all nations”20 and the rest. And lest anyone 

16MKGK 129.   17PL Supp 3:869-70.   18PG 58:535; NPNF 1 10:334.   
19Cf. p. 45 n. 14.   20Mt 28:19-20.
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think that this is merely our opinion and not the 
perceptions of the Evangelist, then what follows 
explains further the reasons for the prohibited 
proclamation. Commentary on Matthew 
3.16.20.21 

Tell No One. Theodore of Mopsuestia: 
When the disciples had received the Spirit, then 
the teaching concerning the divinity of the Son 
was shown to them perfectly and the Spirit him-
self bore witness through the miracles that were 
done in his name. Yet it was still necessary that 

this be hidden from the rulers, the elemental 
powers of this world,22 so that Christ, by suffer-
ing and rising again, might transform in himself 
human life and recreate it, changing it back to 
the state it was in at the beginning of its corrup-
tion. This perhaps is the reason why of necessity 
this instruction had not yet been given them. 
Fragment 93.23 
Matthew 16:21-28 Matthew 16:21-28

J E S U S  S P E A K S  A B O U T

H I S  S U F F E R I N G  A N D  D E A T H

M A T T H E W  1 6 : 2 1 - 2 8

Overview: When Peter objects to Christ’s talk 
of future suffering, Jesus explains that if Peter 
had listened to his teachings rightly, he would 
know that this, of all things, is most fitting to 
him. Now it becomes ever more clear how cor-
rect Jesus was in forbidding them not to declare 
his identity publicly. For if it so confounded the 

disciples, who knows what the response of oth-
ers might have been (Chrysostom)? After Jesus 
had warned of the cross to be borne, the soul to 
be ruined and eternal life to be exchanged for 
the loss of the world, he turned toward his disci-
ples and said that some would not taste death 
until they beheld the Son of man in the glory of 

21CCL 77:142-43.   22Eph 6:12.   23MKGK 130.
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his own kingdom (Hilary of Poitiers). When 
Peter confessed Christ, Christ praised him. But 
when he was irrationally terrified, Christ re-
buked him (Theodore of Heraclea). 

16:21-22 Suffering Many Things 

This Shall Never Happen to You. Chry-
sostom: Peter was examining the issue by hu-
man and earthly reasoning. He thought it dis-
graceful to Jesus as something unworthy of him. 
Jesus responded sharply, in effect saying, “My 
suffering is not an unseemly matter. You are 
making this judgment with a carnal mind. If you 
had listened to my teachings in a godly way, 
tearing yourself away from carnal understand-
ing, you would know that this of all things most 
becomes me. You seem to suppose that to suffer 
is unworthy of me. But I say to you that for me 
not to suffer is of the devil’s mind.” So he re-
pressed Peter’s alarm by contrary arguments. 

Remember that John, accounting it unworthy 
of Christ to be baptized by him, was persuaded 
by Christ to baptize him, saying, “Let it be so 
now.”1 So we find Peter as well, forbidding 
Christ to wash his feet. He is met by the words, 
“If I do not wash you, you have no part in me.” 
Here too Jesus restrained him by the mention of 
the opposite, and by the severity of the reproof 
he repressed his fear of suffering.  The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 54.6.2 

16:23 A Hindrance to Me 

Jesus Forbids Making His Identity Pub-
lic. Origen: What he intended when he for-
bade them to publicly declare him Christ is clar-
ified in part by “From that time Jesus began to 
show his disciples how he must go to Jerusalem 
and suffer many things from the elders” and the 
following thoughts. At the right time and in the 
right way, he proclaimed to those who knew 
that Jesus was Christ, Son of the living God (the 
Father had revealed this to them), that rather 
than believing in Jesus Christ already crucified, 

they should believe in Jesus Christ soon to be 
crucified. So also, instead of believing in Jesus 
Christ already risen from the dead, they should 
believe in “Jesus Christ soon to be raised from 
the dead.” 

“Having put off from himself the principali-
ties and powers, he made a show of them openly, 
triumphing over them in the cross.”3 If anyone is 
ashamed of the cross of Christ, he is ashamed of 
the agency by which these powers were 
defeated. The one who both believes and is 
assured of these things should, more appropri-
ately, glory in the cross of our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ. Through that cross, when Christ 
was crucified, the principalities (among them, I 
think, was also the prince of this world) were 
publicly humiliated and paraded before the eyes 
of the believing world.  Commentary on Mat-
thew 12.18.4 

Get Behind Me, Satan! Chrysostom: 
Therefore, the rest being troubled and in per-
plexity, Peter again in his ardor alone ventures 
to discuss these things. And he does not discuss 
them openly but only when he had taken him 
aside. Having separated himself from the rest of 
the disciples, he says, “God forbid, Lord! This 
shall never happen to you.” What is happening 
here? The very one who had obtained a revela-
tion, who had been blessed, has now so soon 
fallen away, so as now to fear the Passion of the 
Lord, and thereby his faith has been over-
thrown. It is remarkable that Peter, who had not 
yet been fully instructed in the course of revela-
tion, should come up with these responses. The 
larger picture had not yet been revealed to Peter, 
and he was confused and overwhelmed. Peter 
had learned that Christ is the Son of God. But 
he had not learned of the mystery of the cross 
and the resurrection. It was as yet not mani-
fested to him. It remained hidden. Do you see 
how correct Jesus was in forbidding them not to 

1Mt 3:15.   2PG 58:537; NPNF 1 10:335.   3Col 2:15.   4GCS 40:110-
11; ANF 9:461.
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declare his identity publicly? For if it so con-
founded the disciples, who were being made 
aware of it, who knows what the response of 
others might have been. 

This is why he rebuked Peter and called him 
Satan: to signify that he is coming to his future 
suffering voluntarily.  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 54.5-6.5 

Peter Rebuked. Theodore of Heraclea: 
When, contrary to what he had hoped, Peter 
heard this, he was troubled. For the revelation 
had exhibited Christ as Son of God and the liv-
ing God, on the one hand. Yet on the other 
hand, he was found to be preparing for the 
dreadful events of the Passion. In rebuking 
Peter, Christ brings to light his own righteous 
judgment. When Peter confessed Christ, Christ 
praised him. But when he was irrationally terri-
fied, Christ rebuked him, acting without respect 
of persons. Fragment 102.6 

Peter as Satan. Origen: Responding to 
Peter’s ignorance as one opposing God, Jesus 
said, “Satan,” which is Hebrew for opponent. If 
he had not spoken to him from ignorance nor of 
the living God when he said, “Never, Lord! This 
must never happen to you!” then he would not 
have said to him “Get behind me,” as if speaking 
to someone who had given up being behind him 
and following him. Neither would he have called 
him “Satan.” Satan had overpowered the one fol-
lowing Jesus in order to turn him aside from fol-
lowing him and from being behind the Son of 
God, to make him, because of ignorant words, 
worthy of being called “Satan” and a scandal to 
the Son of God, “not thinking in the ways of 
God but of humans.” Commentary on Mat-
thew 12.21.7 

16:24 Denying Oneself 

Let Him Take Up His Cross. Chrysostom: 
When did he teach this? When Peter said, “God 
forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to you.” 

And when Peter was told, “Get behind me, Sa-
tan,” Jesus did not merely rebuke Peter. He was 
willing to teach him more fully of the benefit of 
his Passion and about the exceeding confusion 
in what Peter had said. So he responds in effect: 
“Your word to me is that this shall never happen 
to me, but my word to you is ‘Not only is this 
hurtful to you, and destructive, to hinder me 
and be displeased at my Passion.’ But more so it 
will be impossible for you even to be saved, un-
less you yourself are continually prepared for 
death.” 

So, lest anyone should imagine that his suf-
fering was unworthy of him, he teaches them 
what great gain will come from it. This applies 
not only to his former afflictions but also to 
those yet to come. Later he will teach in John’s 
Gospel that “unless a grain of wheat falls into 
the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it 
dies, it bears much fruit.”8 So he now begins dis-
cussing more fully the outworkings of the fu-
ture, not only with respect to his own suffering 
and death but with theirs as well. Unwillingness 
to die is grievous, but to be ready for death is 
good and of great profit. 

Jesus makes this clear by what follows, but 
for the present he works it out on one side only. 
Note that he does not say, “You must suffer 
whether you will it or not.” Rather, he says, “If 
any man would come after me, let him deny 
himself and take up his cross and follow me.” 
This is as if to say: “I force no one, I compel no 
one, but each one I make lord of his own choice. 
So I say, ‘If any one will.’ ”  The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 55.1.9 

16:25 Losing One’s Life for Jesus’ Sake 

Whoever Would Save His Life Will Lose 
It. Chrysostom: Then, because he had said, 
“Whoever would save his life will lose it, and 
whoever loses his life for my sake will find it,” 

5PG 58:536; NPNF 1 10:335.   6MKGK 85.   7GCS 40:117; ANF 
9:462-63.   8Jn 12:24.   9PG 58:539-41; NPNF 1 10:338-39. 
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Jesus makes a strict distinction between salva-
tion and destruction. This was to prevent any-
one from imagining the one destruction and the 
other salvation to be all the same thing in the 
last instance. The distance is infinite between 
destruction and salvation. Then he makes this 
inference once for all to establish these points: 
“For what is a man profited if he gains the whole 
world and loses his own soul?” 

Do you see how the wrongful preservation of 
life amounts to destruction and is worse than all 
destruction, as being even past remedy from the 
want of anything more to redeem it?  The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 55.410 

16:26 Forfeiting One’s Soul 

Where Is the Profit? Origen: The first 
statement is ambiguous. At first it could be 
taken this way: Someone who loves being alive 
and thinks the present life is good manages his 
own life in order to live well according to the 
flesh, fearing death since by death he loses life. 
In this way, wanting to save his own life, he will 
lose it, having removed it beyond the boundaries 
of blessedness. Yet someone despising the 
present life because of my teaching and con-
vinced of eternal life, even facing death for the 
sake of the truth may, because of piety, lose his 
own life in death. Yet the same one who lost his 
life because of me will instead save and keep it. 

We could interpret the saying, however, in 
another way. If anyone knows what salvation is 
and wants to save his own life, after bidding 
farewell to his life, denying himself and taking 
up his cross and following me, he will, in terms 
of the world, have lost his life. But, having lost 
his life for me and my teaching, he will gain in 
the end this kind of loss, salvation.  Commen-
tary on Matthew 12.26.11 

What Is a Life Worth? Origen: But what 
shall a person give in exchange for his life, would 
seem, if spoken in answer to a query, to indicate 
a person who trades his life; a person who, after 

sin, has given up his substance in order that his 
property might feed the poor. He would in that 
way receive salvation. Yet, in a positive light, I 
think this indicates that there is nothing in a 
person that he can give in trade for his life that 
will buy off death. God, however, has ransomed 
us all with the priceless blood of Jesus 12 so that 
“we are bought with a price,”13 “having been pur-
chased not with perishable things like silver and 
gold but with the priceless blood of the spotless, 
flawless Lamb,”14 Christ. Commentary on 
Matthew 12.28.15 

The Disciples’ Human Weakness. Cyril of 
Alexandria: Since the disciples had not yet re-
ceived power from on high,16 it was perhaps not 
unnatural that they should fall occasionally into 
human weaknesses and, thinking something of 
this sort, say, “How shall someone deny himself? 
Or how can someone, by losing his own life, save 
it?” . . . 

Therefore, to lead them away from reason-
ings of this sort and, so to speak, forge courage 
anew within them, communicating to them a 
longing for the glory to come, he says, “There 
are some standing here,” hinting at Peter and the 
sons of Zebedee; for these were taken up with 
him at the transfiguration,17 which Christ calls 
“the kingdom,” as demonstrating the ineffability 
of [his] authority and the immutable nature of 
[his] kinship with the Father. And in this [say-
ing] he also hints at the importance and the fear-
fulness of his second coming, showing this 
coming to be a prelude and, as it were, a confir-
mation of that. For he will come “in the glory of 
God, the Father,” not in the humble condition 

10PG 58:543; NPNF 1 10:340-41.   11GCS 40:127-28; ANF 9:464.   
121 Pet 1:19. Origen turns the words of Jesus to a more specific and 
restricted meaning, applying them to the condition of the sinner 
who, enslaved by sin, cannot pay any price to free his soul. Jesus paid 
this price freely through his blood, since he was not subject to sin.   
131 Cor 6:20.   141 Pet 1:18-19.   15GCS 40:131; ANF 9:465.   16Lk 
24:49.   17The transfiguration immediately follows the prediction of 
the future coming of the Son of man in his kingly dignity. Hence Ori-
gen means that this prediction has come true with the transfigura-
tion itself.   
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that is commensurate with us.  Fragment 195.18 

16:27 Coming in the Glory of His Father 

With His Angels in the Glory of His 
Father. Chrysostom: Do you see how the 
glory of the Father and of the Son is all one 
glory? But if the glory is one, it is quite evident 
that the substance also is one. For if in one sub-
stance there be a difference of glory (“for there is 
one glory of the sun, and another glory of the 
moon, and another glory of the stars; for one 
star differs from another star in glory”;19 al-
though the substance is one), how may the sub-
stance of those differ in which the glory is one? 
For he did not say, “In glory such as the Fa-
ther’s,” whereby someone might suppose again 
some variation between the glory of the Father 
and the Son. Rather, he implies the entire per-
fection of the one God: “In that same glory, he 
will come,” for it to be deemed one and the 
same. 

“Why are you afraid, Peter,” so he speaks, “as 
you hear of death? Then you will see me in the 
glory of the Father. If I am in glory, so are you 
all. Your interests are no way limited to the 
present life. Another sort of condition will take 
you up, a better one.” Nevertheless, when he had 
spoken of the good things to come, he did not 
neglect to speak also of the fearful things to 
come. He spoke of the judgment seat, and the 
inexorable account, and the inflexible sentence 
and the judgment that cannot be deceived. 

Thus Christ’s discourse was not intended 
only to make people feel dismal, but it was tem-
pered with good hope. . . . He reminded not only 
the sinners of punishment but also them that 
have done well of rewards and crowns.  The 

Gospel of Matthew, Homily 55.5.20 

16:28 The Son of Man Coming in His 
Kingdom 

Some Standing Here Will Not Taste 
Death. Hilary of Poitiers: The Lord teaches 
that both deeds and words, and speech and 
action, equally furnish the faith of our hope. For 
it might seem that he had imposed a grievous 
burden upon human infirmity; namely that, 
when people had begun to have a sense of life by 
experiencing it, they should let go its enjoyment 
which is gratifying to their bodies. He taught 
that they should deny themselves for the sake of 
themselves—that is, they should not wish to be 
that which they had once begun to be. These 
things which are held close are accompanied by 
the enticements of gratifying joy, but they may 
lead to a wavering and uncertain hope. There-
fore it was necessary by the authority of a real 
and manifest example that he teach them of the 
loss of present things and place these in the con-
text of future gains. All of this might seem con-
trary to the power and perception of current 
judgment. After he had warned of the cross to 
be borne and the soul to be ruined and the eter-
nity of life to be exchanged for the loss of the 
world, he turned toward his disciples and said 
that some of them would not taste death until 
they beheld the Son of man in the glory of his 
own kingdom. Moreover, Jesus himself tasted 
death and showed the faithful already a taste of 
death. And so deeds follow words. On Mat-
thew 17.1.21 

18MKGK 216-17.   191 Cor 15:41.   20PG 58:544; NPNF 1 10:341-42.   
21SC 258:60-62.
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T H E  T R A N S F I G U R A T I O N
M A T T H E W  1 7 : 1 - 1 3

Overview: Peter, James and John accompany 
Jesus up the mount of transfiguration because of 
their close and loving relation to him (Chrysos-
tom). In his transfiguration Jesus is beheld as 
truly in the form of God while remaining no less 
truly human (Origen). His body had become 
spiritual, so that even his garments were trans-
formed ( Jerome). Jesus shone as the sun, indi-
cating that he is the light that illuminates 
everyone who comes into this world (Augus-
tine), that he may be manifested to the children 
of light, who have put off the works of darkness 
and become the sons of day (Origen). By seek-
ing three tabernacles Peter appeared to be com-
paring incommensurably the two servants with 
the one Lord ( Jerome). The Lord did not reply, 
for Peter’s comparison was inappropriate, not 
wicked (Leo the Great). The shining cloud 
gives shade to the righteous and at the same 
time protects them and gives them light (Ori-
gen). The Son is distinguished from his ser-

vants, Moses and Elijah. They, along with you, 
are to prepare a tabernacle for the Lord in the 
inner sanctum of their heart ( Jerome). The Fa-
ther reveals the Son when the ringing voice from 
heaven bursts forth loudly, and yet one must not 
think that the voice of God is necessarily audible 
(Apollinaris). It says, “Listen to him. By his 
preaching I am manifest. By his humility I am 
glorified” (Leo the Great). Why did they fall 
on their faces in awe? Because there was soli-
tude, the height of the mountain, great quiet-
ness, a transfiguration full of awe, a pure light 
and a cloud stretched out (Chrysostom, Cyril 
of Alexandria). Human weakness is not strong 
enough to bear the sight of such great glory but 
trembles with its whole heart and body and falls 
to earth ( Jerome). 
Matthew 17:1-13 Matthew 17:1-13

John the Baptist was forerunner of the first 
advent. He is called by the name Elijah, not be-
cause he was Elijah but because he was fulfilling 
Elijah’s ministry. For just as Elijah will be the 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+17%3A1-13&version=RSV
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forerunner of the second advent, so John was of 
the first (Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsues-
tia). The Savior too would suffer what the 
scribes did to Elijah (Origen). 

17:1 Jesus Takes Peter, James and John to a 
High Mountain 

After Six Days. Hilary of Poitiers: 
Indeed, in this type of event, reason, harmony 
and example are served. For after six days the 
appearance of the Lord’s glory is revealed. No 
doubt, with the cycles of six thousand years hav-
ing unfolded, the glory of the heavenly kingdom 
is prefigured. And the three were taken up in 
analogy to the descent of the three, Shem, Ham 
and Japheth. By this the coming election to 
divine favor of the people is shown. On Mat-
thew 17.2.1 

The Counting of Days. Jerome: Now it is 
asked how after six days he took them and led 
them separately onto a high mountain, whereas 
the Evangelist Luke established the number at 
eight. The answer is easy because in Matthew 
the days in the middle are counted, but in Luke 
the first and last are added.2 For Luke does not 
say after eight days Jesus took Peter and James 
and John but “now about eight days after.”3 
Commentary on Matthew 3.17.1.4 

Why Only Three? Chrysostom: Why does 
he take only these three with him? Because each 
one of these three was elevated above the rest. 
Peter showed his preeminence by exceedingly 
loving him; John by being exceedingly loved by 
him. James showed his superiority by his ready 
response to his brother: we are able to drink the 
cup5 and by his works and by doing what he 
said. For so earnest was James, and grievous to 
the Jews, that Herod himself imagined that he 
had bestowed a great favor on the Jews by killing 
him.6 The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 56.2.7 

17:2 Jesus Transfigured Before Them 

The Sun of Righteousness. Origen: But 
some may ask, when he was transfigured before 
those who were led up by him into the lofty 
mountain, did he appear to them in the form of 
God or in the preincarnate form that he earlier 
had? Did he appear to those left below in the 
form of a servant, but to those who had followed 
him after the six days to the lofty mountain, did 
he have not the form of a servant but the form of 
God? Listen carefully, if you can, and at the 
same time be attentive spiritually. It is not sim-
ply said that he was transfigured, but with a cer-
tain necessary addition. Both Matthew and 
Mark have recorded this: he was transfigured 
before them. Is it therefore possible for Jesus to 
be transfigured before some but not before oth-
ers?8 

Do you wish to see the transfiguration of 
Jesus? Behold with me the Jesus of the Gospels. 
Let him be simply apprehended. There he is 
beheld both “according to the flesh” and at the 
same time in his true divinity. He is beheld in 
the form of God according to our capacity for 
knowledge. This is how he was beheld by those 
who went up upon the lofty mountain to be 
apart with him. Meanwhile those who do not go 
up the mountain can still behold his works and 
hear his words, which are uplifting. It is before 
those who go up that Jesus is transfigured, and 
not to those below. When he is transfigured, his 
face shines as the sun, that he may be mani-
fested to the children of light, who have put off 
the works of darkness and put on the armor of 
light.9 They are no longer the children of dark-

1SC 258:62.   2To make the six-day interval in Matthew 17:1 fit with 
the eight days in Luke 9:28, Jerome holds that Matthew indicates 
only the whole days, whereas Luke, applying the criterion of the syn-

ecdoche, includes the incomplete portions of the day before and the 
day after the six.   3Lk 9:28.   4CCL 77:147.   5Mt 20:22.   6Cf. Acts 
12:1-3: “Herod . . . killed James the brother of John with the sword; 
and when he saw that it pleased the Jews . . .”   7PG 58:549-50; NPNF 
1 10:345.   8Origen holds that the Logos has an individual relation to 
every rational being, which varies according to the moral progress or 
regress of each being. Thus the Logos always presents itself to each 
being in a new way, so that the being can derive from this ever differ-
ing contact the maximum spiritual benefit.   9Rom 13:12.
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ness or night but have become the children of 
day. They walk honestly as in the day. Being 
manifested, he will shine to them not simply as 
the sun but as he is demonstrated to be, the sun 
of righteousness.  Commentary on Matthew 
12.37.10 

His Garments Became White as Light. 
Jerome: Certainly the Lord was transformed 
into that glory with which he would afterwards 
come in his own kingdom. The change accentu-
ated in splendor. It did not diminish his outward 
appearance. Let it be that his body had become 
spiritual. Even his garments were changed, 
which were white to such a high degree that as 
another Evangelist would say, “And his clothes 
became dazzling white, as no fuller on earth 
could bleach them.”11 What the mortal bleacher 
on earth is able to make is material and subject 
to touch, not supernatural and heavenly, which 
mocks the eyes and is only seen in a vision. 
Commentary on Matthew 3.17.2.12 

His Face Shone Like the Sun. Augustine: 
Indeed, Jesus himself shone as the sun, indicat-
ing that he is the light which illuminates every 
one who comes into this world.13 And this is the 
sun to the eyes of the flesh, that is the sun to the 
eyes of the heart. His garments are a type of his 
church. For garments, unless held up by the one 
having donned them, fall. Paul was like the low-
est hem of these garments. For he himself says, 
“For I am the least of the apostles,” 14 and in 
another passage, “I am the last of the apostles.” 
On a garment, the hem is the last thing and the 
least. Just as that woman who touched the 
Lord’s hem was made well, so the church which 
came out of the Gentiles was saved by means of 
Paul’s preaching. Sermon 78.2.15 

17:3 Moses and Elijah Appear 

Readiness to Die. Chrysostom: He is trans-
figured to manifest the glory of the cross, to con-
sole Peter and the others in their dread of the 

Passion and to bring their minds to elevated un-
derstanding. Those who went up with him did 
not hold their peace but were destined to speak 
of the glory which he was to accomplish at Jerus-
alem—of his Passion and the glory of the cross. 

And not only did Jesus elevate their under-
standing, but also he brought their virtues to a 
higher level, so that they could meet the require-
ments expected of them. He had just said, “If 
any man would come after me, let him deny 
himself, and take up his cross, and follow me.”16 
He then set before them Moses and Elijah, who 
were ready to die ten thousand times for God’s 
decrees and for the people entrusted to them. 
Each of them, having lost his life, found it. For 
each of them both spoke boldly to tyrants, the 
one to the Egyptian, the other to Ahab. They 
spoke on behalf of heartless and disobedient 
people. They were brought into extreme danger 
by the very persons who were saved by them. 
Both desired to lead people away from idolatry. 
These were not eloquent men. Moses was slow 
of tongue and dull of speech.17 Elijah had the 
crudest sort of appearance.18 Both were strict 
observers of voluntary poverty. Moses did not 
work for worldly gain. Elijah did not possess 
anything more than his sheepskin.  The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 56.3.19 

There Appeared Moses and Elijah. Je-
rome: While the scribes and Pharisees were 
testing him, he was unwilling to give signs from 
heaven to those demanding them; however, he 
silenced their perverse demand with a prudent 
response. Here, indeed, so that he might 
increase the faith of the apostles, he gave a sign 
from heaven. Thereupon Elijah descended from 
the place to which he had ascended. Moses rose 
from the lower regions. Commentary on Mat-
thew 3.17.3.20 

10GCS 40:152-53; ANF 9:470.   11Mk 9.3   12CCL 77:147.   13Jn 1:9.   
141 Cor 15:9.   15PL 38:490-91; NPNF 1 6:347 (Sermon 28).   16Mt 
16:24.   17Ex 4:10.   182 Kings 1:8.   19PG 58:551; NPNF 1 10:346.   
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17:4 Offering to Make Three Booths 

I Will Make Three Booths. Jerome: You go 
astray, Peter, just as the other Evangelist attests: 
you do not know what you are saying. Do not 
seek three tabernacles. Seek only the tabernacle 
of the gospel in which the law and the prophets 
are to be recapitulated.21 By seeking three taber-
nacles you appear to be comparing incommensu-
rably the two servants with the one Lord. Seek 
only the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
for in these there is one God, who is to be wor-
shiped in the tabernacle of your heart. Com-
mentary on Matthew 3.17.4.22 

Peter Said to Jesus. Cyril of Alexandria: 
Peter didn’t know what he was saying, for before 
the Savior’s Passion, resurrection and victory 
over death and corruption, it was impossible for 
Peter to be with Christ and to be permitted into 
the tents which are in heaven. These things 
would happen only after the Savior’s resurrec-
tion and ascent into heaven. Fragment 200.23 

It Is Well That We Are Here. Leo the 
Great: Excited therefore by these revelations of 
secret realities, the apostle Peter, spurning the 
mundane and loathing earthly things, was 
seized by a certain excess of passion toward a 
yearning for eternal things. Filled up with the 
joy of the whole vision, he wished to dwell there 
with Jesus where he was delighting in Christ’s 
manifested glory. Thus Peter said, “Lord, it is 
good for us to be here; if you wish, I will make 
three booths here, one for you and one for 
Moses and one for Elijah.” But the Lord did not 
reply to this suggestion, for it was not wicked 
but inappropriate, since the world could not be 
saved except by Christ’s death. And in the 
Lord’s warning the faith of those who believe is 
called to account. Among the temptations of this 
life we should understand that we are to ask for 
endurance before glory. Good fortune in ruling 
cannot come before a time of enduring. Ser-
mon 38.5.24 

17:5 Hear My Beloved Son 

A Bright Cloud Overshadowed Them. 
Origen: I think that God, wishing to dissuade 
Peter from making three tabernacles, under 
which so far as it depended on his choice he was 
going to dwell, shows him a better tabernacle, so 
to speak, and far superior: the cloud. It is the 
function of a tabernacle to give shade to one who 
is in it and to shelter him, and the bright cloud 
overshadowed them. So God made, as it were, a 
more divine tabernacle, inasmuch as it was 
bright, that it might be to them a pattern of the 
resurrection to come. For the shining cloud 
gives shade to the righteous and at the same 
time protects them, gives them light and illumi-
nates them. What would the shining cloud that 
gives shade to the righteous be? Is it perhaps the 
Father’s power, from which comes the Father’s 
voice saying that this is his Son in whom he is 
well pleased, urging those that are shaded by it 
to listen to him and to no one else? He speaks—
just as of old so also for all times—through 
those whom he wishes. Perhaps the shining 
cloud is the Holy Spirit, giving shade to the 
righteous and announcing the words of God at 
work within it and saying, “This is my beloved 
Son in whom I am well pleased.” I would even 
venture to say that the shining cloud is our Sav-
ior. Commentary on Matthew 12.42.25 

This Is My Beloved Son. Jerome: Because 
Peter had asked imprudently, he does not merit 
the Lord’s answer. But the Father answered for 
the Son so that the word of the Lord might be 
fulfilled: “I do not bear witness for myself, but 
the Father who sent me, he bears witness for 
me.”26 The cloud appears bright and shades 
them, so that those who were looking for a 
material booth made from boughs or tents 

21Jerome’s observation is meant to reveal the tight unity between the 
Old Testament (law and prophets) and the New Testament.   22CCL 
77:148.   23MKGK 218.   24SC 74:18-19; NPNF 2 12:163-64.   25ANF 
9:472-73; GCS 40:165-66.   26Jn 8:18.
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might be protected with the shade of a shining 
cloud. The voice of the Father speaking from 
heaven is also heard. It provides testimony and 
teaches Peter the truth with error removed, and 
in fact through Peter teaches all the apostles: 
“This is my beloved Son.” It is for him that you 
must build the tabernacle, him you must obey. 
“My Son” is distinguished from his servants, 
Moses and Elijah. They, along with you, are to 
prepare a tabernacle for the Lord in the inner 
sanctum of their heart. Commentary on Mat-
thew 3.17.5.27 

From Promise to Fulfillment. Apolli-
naris: The Father is evidently revealing the Son 
when the ringing voice from heaven bursts forth 
so loudly. Through it he reveals to everyone the 
testimony coming from above. One must not 
think that the voice of God is audible. Nor can 
one perceive a bodiless being. Just as no one has 
ever seen God,28 so no one has ever heard God. 
The words “listen to him” have the power of 
making a necessary distinction. For he says lis-
ten to him, rather than to Moses or the prophet 
who had been introduced, because it was now 
time to go forward and advance from the intro-
duction to the fulfillment, from the prefigura-
tion to the true reality.29 Fragment 85.30 

Listen to Him. Leo the Great: A voice from 
the cloud said, This is my beloved Son, with 
whom I am well pleased; listen to him. I am 
manifested through his preaching. I am glorified 
through his humility. So listen to him without 
hesitation. He is the truth and the life.31 He is 
my strength and wisdom. “Listen to him” whom 
the mysteries of the law foreshadowed, of whom 
the mouths of the prophets sang. “Listen to him” 
who by his blood redeemed the world, who 
binds the devil32 and seizes his vessels, who 
breaks the debt of sin and the bondage of iniq-
uity. “Listen to him” who opens the way to 
heaven and by the pain of the cross prepares for 
you the steps of ascent into his kingdom. Ser-
mon 38.7.33 

17:6 The Disciples Filled with Awe 

Filled with Awe. Chrysostom: Why was it 
that when they heard these words they were dis-
mayed? For previously a similar voice had spo-
ken in Jordan and a crowd was present, but no 
one felt anything like this; and afterwards, 
again, when they said that it thundered, they 
did not feel anything like this.34 Why then did 
they fall on their faces on the mountain? 
Because there was solitude, and the height of the 
mountain, and great quietness, and a transfigu-
ration full of awe, and a pure light and a cloud 
stretched out; all of these threw them into great 
alarm. Amazement arose on every side, and they 
fell on their faces in both fear and adoration at 
the same time. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 56.6.35 

They Fell on Their Faces. Cyril of Alex-
andria: Through their speaking together it 
shows that the old prophets also spoke the same 
things as Jesus, even if enigmatically. In great 
awe the disciples fell on their faces, and the Sav-
ior raised them up. This shows that if Jesus had 
not been incarnate and had not been Mediator 
between God and humanity and strengthened 
his own nature, he would not have endured to 
hear the voice of God. Fragment 199.36 

17:7 Rise, and Have No Fear 

Jesus Came and Touched Them. Jerome: 
For three possible reasons they were petrified 
with fear: either because they knew they had 
sinned or because the bright cloud covered them 
or because they had heard the voice of God the 
Father speaking. Human weakness is not strong 
enough to bear the sight of such great glory but 

27CCL 77:148-49.   28Jn 1:18; 1 Jn 4:12.   29The Old Testament prefig-
ured, both symbolically and prophetically, the New Testament; 
hence the progress from one to the other is defined as progress from 
the typos to the truth.   30MKGK 26-27.   31Jn 14:6.   32Rev 20:2.   33SC 
74:20; NPNF 2 12:164.   34Jn 12:28-29.   35PG 58:554; NPNF 1 
10:348.   36MKGK 218.
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trembles with its whole heart and body and falls 
to earth. . . . “And Jesus came up and touched 
them.” Because they were lying down and could 
not rise, he mercifully came up and touched 
them so that through his touch he might put to 
flight their fear and strengthen their weakened 
limbs. “And he said to them, ‘Rise, and don’t be 
afraid.’ ” Those whom he had healed with his 
hand, he heals with his command, “Have no 
fear.” First fear is expelled so that afterwards 
doctrine may be imparted. Commentary on 
Matthew 3.17.6-7.37 

17:8 When They Lifted Their Eyes 

They Saw Jesus Only. Origen: Consider the 
details of this passage. See if you can also say this: 
The disciples understood that the Son of God 
had been speaking with Moses. It was Moses who 
had said of God, “No one shall see my face and 
live.”38 The disciples understood the testimony of 
Moses about God. They were not able to endure 
the radiance of the Word. They humbled them-
selves under the mighty hand of God. 

But after the touch of the Word, they lifted 
up their eyes. They saw Jesus only and no other. 
Moses, the law and Elijah the prophet had 
become one with the gospel of Jesus. They did 
not abide as they formerly were as three, but 
they became one. Think of these things in a spir-
itual sense.  Commentary on Matthew 
12.43.39 

17:9 Tell No One the Vision 

Until Jesus Is Raised from the Dead. 
Chrysostom: For the greater the things said 
about him, the harder it was for the many at 
that time to accept them. And the offense of the 
cross increased all the more thereby. Therefore 
he told them to be silent about the transfigura-
tion. He again reminded them of the Passion, 
and he almost mentioned the reason why he told 
them to be silent. For he did not command them 
never to tell anyone but “[to wait] until he is 

raised from the dead.” Saying nothing about the 
painful part, he told them only of the good. 
What then? Were they not going to be offended 
after this? Not at all. For the silence that was 
being demanded was only for the time before 
the crucifixion. After this they were thought 
better prepared to receive the Spirit. They had 
the voice of the miracles advocating for them, 
and everything that they said from then on was 
easier to receive. For the course of events 
announced his power more clearly than a trum-
pet, and no stumbling block interrupted these 
events. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
56.6.40 

Tell No One. Jerome: The preview of the 
future kingdom and the glory of his triumph had 
been shown on the mountain. So he does not 
want this to be told to the people in case it 
should be deemed incredible because of its 
greatness and also so that after such great glory 
the event of the cross that follows should not 
cause untaught minds to stumble. Commen-
tary on Matthew 3.17.9.41 

17:10 First Elijah Must Come 

The Scribes’ Teaching. Jerome: Unless we 
know the reasons why the disciples asked about 
the name of Elijah, their questioning seems fool-
ish and extraordinary. For what does asking 
about Elijah’s arrival have to do with what was 
written above? The Pharisees’ tradition, follow-
ing the prophet Malachi of the twelve minor 
prophets, is that Elijah comes before the end.42 
He turns the hearts of the fathers to their chil-
dren and the hearts of children to their fathers 
and restores everything to its ancient state. So 
the disciples think that the transfiguration of 
glory is the one that they have seen on the 
mountain and say, “If you now have come in 
glory, why does your precursor not appear?” 

37CCL 77:149.   38Ex 33:20.   39ANF 9:473; GCS 40:167-68.   40PG 
58:554; NPNF 1 10:348-49.   41CCL 77:150.   42Mal 4:5-6.
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especially since they had seen Elijah disappear. 
But when they say, “The scribes say that Elijah 
must first come,” by the word first they are say-
ing that unless Elijah comes, it is not the advent 
of the Savior according to the Scriptures. Com-
mentary on Matthew 3.17.10.43 

17:11 Restoring All Things 

He Is to Restore All Things. Theodore 
of Mopsuestia: Therefore there will be a fore-
runner of his second coming about the time of 
the consummation. Also this time he is to re-
store all to true knowledge, restoring everyone 
who obeys him. The scribes deceived the people 
when they said that Elijah comes before the ad-
vent of the Christ. And this word was reported 
also among the ignorant crowd; that is what the 
disciples now ask. How then does he resolve it? 
Fragment 94.44 

17:12 Elijah Has Already Come 

They Did Not Know Him. Origen: The dis-
ciples who went up with Jesus remembered the 
traditions of the scribes concerning Elijah, that 
before the advent of Christ, Elijah would come 
and prepare for him the souls of those who 
would receive him. But the vision on the moun-
tain, in which Elijah appeared, did not seem to 
be harmonized with what had been said, since 
Elijah seemed to them to have come with him 
rather than before him. So they say this think-
ing that the scribes were wrong. To this the Sav-
ior replies, not denying what was handed down 
about Elijah but saying that there was another 
coming of Elijah before that of Christ unknown 
to the scribes. In [this coming] “they did not 
know him but did to him whatever they 
pleased,” as though they too were accomplices in 
his imprisonment by Herod and execution by 
him. Then he says that he too will suffer what 
they did to Elijah. The disciples asked these 
questions as though about Elijah and the Savior 
replied. But hearing the Savior’s words, “Elijah 

has already come,” and what followed, they took 
it as a reference to John the Baptist. Commen-
tary on Matthew 13.1.45 

Fulfilling Elijah’s Ministry. Chrysos-
tom: They did not know this from the Scrip-
tures, but the scribes used to tell them, and this 
saying was reported among the ignorant crowd, 
as also about Christ. Therefore the Samaritan 
woman also said, “The Messiah is coming; when 
he comes, he will show us all things.”46 And they 
themselves asked John, “Are you Elijah or the 
prophet?”47 For this opinion was strong, as I 
said, both the one about Christ and the one 
about Elijah, but they did not interpret it as it 
should have been. For the Scriptures speak of 
two comings of Christ, both this one that has 
taken place and the future one. Paul spoke of 
these when he said, “For the grace of God has 
appeared for the salvation of men, training us to 
renounce irreligion and worldly passions, and to 
live sober, upright and godly lives in this 
world.”48 Behold the first advent, and listen to 
how he declares the coming advent: “Awaiting 
our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of 
our great God and Savior Jesus Christ.”49 The 
prophets also mention both advents; of the one 
that is second they say that Elijah will be the 
forerunner; John was forerunner of the first, 
John whom Christ also called by the name Eli-
jah, not because he was Elijah but because he 
was fulfilling Elijah’s ministry. For just as Elijah 
will be the forerunner of the second advent, so 
John was of the first. But the scribes, confusing 
these things and perverting the people, men-
tioned that coming alone, the second one, to the 
people, and said, “If this is the Christ, Elijah 
ought to have come first.” That is why the disci-
ples also say, “Then why do the scribes say that 
first Elijah must come?” The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 57.1.50 
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J E S U S  H E A L S  A  B O Y  

W I T H  A  D E M O N  A N D  S P E A K S  

A G A I N  A B O U T  H I S  D E A T H

M A T T H E W  1 7 : 1 4 - 2 3

Overview: Every disease and weakness that 
our Savior cured corresponds to different symp-
toms in the soul (Origen). Nothing is impossi-
ble to those who have total faith (Chrysostom). 
The mountains mentioned here are the hostile 
powers that have their being in a flood of great 
wickedness, such as are settled down, so to 
speak, in some souls. But when one has total 
faith such that one no longer disbelieves in any-
thing found in holy Scripture, possessing faith 
like that of Abraham, then one has complete 
faith like a grain of mustard seed (Origen). All 
power not only for defeating demons, but even 
for raising the dead, has been given to the faith 
of the apostles (Hilary of Poitiers). If one can 
pray so that one may cast out another demon, 
how much more should one pray that one’s own 
demons be cast out (Augustine). 

The disciples knew that the Son of man 
would die, having heard it continually. But what 
kind of death was to occur, that release from 
death would come quickly and that death would 
work innumerable blessings they did not yet un-

derstand (Chrysostom). Whenever the Lord 
speaks of future disaster, he always teaches its 
close connection with the happiness of redemp-
tion, so that when disasters suddenly come they 
do not terrify but may be borne by hearts that 
have premeditated them ( Jerome). It was neces-
sary for him to undergo his saving Passion for us 
(Cyril of Alexandria). 
Matthew 17:14-23 Matthew 17:14-23

17:14-15 Lord, Have Mercy on My Son 

The Boy Suffers Terribly. Origen: If every 
disease and weakness which our Savior cured at 
that time among the people represents different 
symptoms in the soul, it stands to reason that by 
the paralytics are symbolized the palsied in soul, 
who keep it lying paralyzed in the body. By 
those who are blind are symbolized those who 
are blind in respect of things seen by the soul 
alone,1 and these are really blind. And by the 
deaf are symbolized those who are deaf in regard 

1Cf. p. 33 n. 2. 
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to the reception of the word of salvation. On the 
same principle it will be necessary that the mat-
ters regarding the epileptic should be investi-
gated. This disease attacks those who suffer 
from it at considerable intervals, during which 
time he who suffers from it seems in no way to 
differ from the man in good health, at the season 
when the epilepsy is not working on him. You 
will find some souls that are often considered to 
be healthy suffering from symptoms like these 
in their chastity and the other virtues. But there 
comes a time when they are attacked by a kind 
of epilepsy, and then they seem to fall from their 
solid foundation and are seized by the deceits 
and other desires of this world. Commentary 
on Matthew 13.4.2 

17:16 The Disciples Could Not Heal Him 

Help My Unbelief. Chrysostom: The Scrip-
ture shows that this man is very weak in faith. 
This is evident from many things: from Christ’s 
saying, “All things are possible to him who 
believes,”3 and from the fact that the man him-
self as he approached said, “Help my unbelief.”4 
And it is evident from Christ’s ordering the 
demon “never to enter him again”5 and from the 
man’s saying again to Christ, “If you can.”6 But 
you will say, “If his unbelief was the reason why 
the demon had not gone out of the boy, why 
does he blame the disciples?” To show that they 
can often cure the sick, even though no one 
brings them in with faith. For just as the faith of 
the one bringing in the sick was often sufficient 
for receiving a cure even from lesser ministers, 
so the virtue of the minister was also sufficient 
to achieve a miracle even without the faith of 
those bringing them in. Both of these are dem-
onstrated in the Scriptures; for those around 
Cornelius drew to them the power of the Spirit 
by their faith. And in the time of Elisha, when 
no one believed, a dead man was raised.7 The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 57.3.8 

17:17 A Faithless and Perverse Generation 

O Perverse Generation. Origen: When the 
Savior says, “O faithless and perverse genera-
tion,” he shows that wickedness has entered us 
through perversity, that it is contrary to nature 
and makes us perverse. And I think that he was 
irked at the whole human race on earth for its 
wickedness. So he said, “How long am I to bear 
with you?” Commentary on Matthew 13.7.9 

How Long Am I to Bear With You? Chry-
sostom: Note this man’s lack of sense in an-
other instance: in full view of the crowd he 
pleads to Jesus against his disciples, saying, “I 
brought him to your disciples, and they could 
not cure him.” But Jesus dismissed these com-
plaints before the people and blamed him the 
more, saying, “O faithless and perverse genera-
tion, how long am I to be with you?” He is not 
addressing this person alone, so as not to upset 
him, but he is addressing all the Jews. For it is 
likely that many had been offended and thought 
ill of the disciples. 

But when he says, “How long am I to be with 
you?” he shows how welcome death is to him 
and his desire of passing on from here. He longs 
for his departure. It is being with them, and not 
so much the crucifixion, that is grievous. 

He did not put up with their complaints, but 
what does he say? “Bring him here to me.” And 
he himself further asks him, “How long has this 
been this way?” He is thereby both defending 
the disciples and leading the man to a better 
hope, that he should believe that there will be an 
end to his troubles. And Jesus lets him be con-
vulsed, not for display (for when the crowd 
gathered he rebuked the demon) but for the 
father’s sake, that when he saw the demon being 
put to flight at Christ’s mere call, so at least, if in 
no other way, he might be led to believe the 
coming miracle.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 57.3.10 
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17:18 The Boy Cured Instantly 

Jesus Rebuked Him. Jerome: Note that it was 
not the suffering victim but the demon who had 
to be directly rebuked. It may be that he indi-
rectly rebuked the boy and the demon went out 
of him because it was owing to his sins that the 
demon had oppressed him. Commentary on 
Matthew 3.17.18.11 

17:19 The Disciples Question Jesus Privately 

Why Could Not We Cast It Out? Hilary 
of Poitiers: The disciples are surprised that 
they could not throw out the demon. All power, 
not only of besting demons but even of raising 
the dead, had been given them.12 Furthermore, 
because the law was soon to be transcended, 
Jesus says, “O faithless and perverse generation, 
how long am I to be with you?” He does not 
seem to be saying this to those whom he had set 
apart. Those who did not have faith were going 
to lose the very law that they had. If they had 
had this faith within them, they would have 
been like the grain of mustard seed. By the 
power of the Word they would have thrown out 
this burden of sins and the heavy mass of their 
unbelief. They would have transferred it, like a 
mountain into the sea, to the activity of the 
pagans and secular people. On Matthew 17.8.13 

Praying to Cast Out One’s Own Demons. 
Augustine: In this chapter the Lord urged us 
to pray when he said, “Because of your little 
faith you could not cast out this demon.” For 
urging us to prayer he thus concluded, “This 
kind does not go out except by prayer and fast-
ing.”14 If a man prays so that he may throw out 
someone else’s demon, how much more so that 
he may cast out his own avarice? How much 
more so that he may cast out his own drunken-
ness? How much more so that he may cast out 
his own dissipation? How much more so that he 
may cast out his own impurity? How great are 
the sins in human beings! If they persevere in 

them, they do not allow them to enter the king-
dom of heaven! Sermon 80.3.15 

17:20 Because of Your Little Faith 

Faith as a Grain of Mustard Seed. Ori-
gen: The mountains here spoken of, in my opin-
ion, are the hostile powers that have their being 
in a flood of great wickedness, such as are set-
tled down, so to speak, in some souls of various 
people. But when someone has total faith, such 
that he no longer disbelieves in anything found 
in holy Scripture and has faith like that of Abra-
ham, who so believed in God to such a degree 
that his faith was reckoned to him as righteous-
ness,16 then he has all faith like a grain of mus-
tard seed. Then such a man will say to this 
mountain—I mean in this case the deaf and 
dumb spirit in him who is said to be epileptic—
“Move from here to another place.” It will move. 
This means it will move from the suffering per-
son to the abyss. The apostle, taking this as his 
starting point, said with apostolic authority, “If I 
have all faith, so as to remove mountains.”17 For 
he who has all faith—which is like a grain of 
mustard seed—moves not just one mountain 
but also more just like it. And nothing will be 
impossible for the person who has so much 
faith. 

Let us examine also this statement: “This 
kind is not cast out except through prayer and 
fasting.”18 If at any time it is necessary that we 
should be engaged in the healing of one suffering 
from such a disorder, we are not to adjure nor 
put questions nor speak to the impure spirit as if 
it heard. But [by] devoting ourselves to prayer 
and fasting, we may be successful as we pray for 
the sufferer, and by our own fasting we may 
thrust out the unclean spirit from him.  Com-
mentary on Matthew 13.7.19 
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Say to This Mountain: Move. Chrysos-
tom: The disciples seem to me to be in anxiety 
and fear that they had lost the grace with which 
they had been entrusted. For they had received 
power over unclean demons. So they ap-
proached him in private and asked him the ques-
tion, not out of shame (for if the matter had got 
out and they were criticized, it would have been 
superfluous for the future to have been ashamed 
of admitting it in their words) but because what 
they were going to ask him was secret and of 
great moment. 

What, then, does Christ say? “Because of 
your little faith. For truly, I say to you, if you 
have faith as a grain of mustard seed, you will 
say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ 
and it will move; and nothing will be impossible 
to you.” But if you say “Where did they move a 
mountain?” I will say that they did things much 
greater than that in raising up innumerable 
dead. For moving a mountain and moving death 
from a body are not at all comparable. After 
them other saints, far inferior to the disciples, 
are said to have moved mountains when neces-
sity demanded. It is clear that the disciples also 
would have done so had necessity demanded. 
But if there was never need at that time, do not 
find fault with them.  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 57.4.20 

17:22-23 Jesus Speaks of His Death and 
Resurrection 

The Disciples Were Greatly Dis-
tressed. Chrysostom: In case they say “Why 
do we delay here so long?” again he tells them 
about his Passion. Hearing of it, they did not 
even want to see Jerusalem. . . . Peter had been 
rebuked, those around Moses and Elijah had 
spoken with him and had called the thing glory, 
and . . . the Father had spoken from above; after 
so many miracles had taken place and the resur-
rection was close by (for he said that he would 
not long remain in death but would rise on the 
third day)—not even thus could they endure it. 

But “they were distressed,” and not simply “dis-
tressed” but “greatly distressed.” This happened 
because they did not yet recognize the power of 
what he said. But Mark and Luke imply it; the 
former saying that “they did not understand the 
saying and they were afraid to ask”;21 the latter 
saying that “it was concealed from them that 
they should not perceive it, and they were afraid 
to ask him about this saying.”22 Yet if they did 
not know it, why were they distressed? Because 
they were not totally ignorant. 

They knew that he would die, having heard it 
continually. But as yet they did not know clearly 
what kind of death this was to be, or that there 
would be a speedy release from it, or that it 
would work innumerable blessings, or what this 
resurrection might be. They did not know it, 
and so they were distressed, for they greatly 
adored their Master.  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 58.1.23 

He Will Be Raised. Jerome: Whenever the 
Lord speaks of future disaster, he always teaches 
its close relation with the happiness of redemp-
tion, so that when disasters suddenly come they 
do not terrify the apostles but may be borne by 
hearts that have premeditated them. If it sad-
dens them because he is going to be killed, it 
ought to make them rejoice that it says, “On the 
third day he will arise again.” Further, their dis-
tress, in fact their great distress, does not come 
from lack of faith—elsewhere also they knew 
that Peter had been rebuked because he did not 
consider what belonged to God but what 
belonged to men—but because their love of 
their Master does not let them hear anything 
ominous or humiliating. Commentary on 
Matthew 3.17.23.24 

The Necessity of His Passion. Cyril of 
Alexandria: Therefore he brought the disci-
ples to the mountain and showed them the glory 
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with which he will shine on the universe in the 
future. Then coming down from the mountain 
he freed a person from a rough and evil spirit. It 
was altogether necessary for him to undergo his 
saving Passion for us and to suffer the violence 
of the Jews. When this happened, it was quite 
likely that the disciples would be alarmed and 
would ponder it and say among themselves: “He 
has raised so many from the dead by divine 
power, he commands the seas and winds, he 
overwhelms Satan with his words—how has he 
now been taken and fallen to the noose of his 
murderers? Then maybe we were deceived when 
we thought that he was God?” So that they 
should know the future fully and completely, 
therefore, he foretells to them the mystery of the 
Passion. Fragment 209.25 

They Will Kill Him. Origen: I think we 
have an obligation to examine this, too: that 
Jesus was delivered into the hands of men, not 
by men into the hands of men but by powers to 
whom the Father delivered his Son on behalf of 
us all. In the very act of being delivered and 
coming under the power of those to whom he 
was delivered, he “destroyed him who had the 
power of death.” For “through death he 
destroyed him who has the power of death, that 
is, the devil, and delivered all those who through 
fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage.”26 
Commentary on Matthew 13.8.27 
Matthew 17:24-27 Matthew 17:24-27

P A Y I N G  T H E  T E M P L E  T A X

M A T T H E W  1 7 : 2 4 - 2 7

Overview: The half-shekel was the amount 
that the law had established for those serving in 
the temple for the redemption of soul and body, 
and for rich and poor alike (Hilary of Poitiers, 
Cyril of Alexandria). The giving of the half-
shekel is a symbol of true redemption, and the 
shekel is for the redeemed soul (Apollinaris). 
Rightly understood, the Lord is free from pay-
ing tribute, and yet he must fulfill all righteous-
ness (Chrysostom). We are like fish caught by 
the apostles, in whose mouths we display Christ 

the royal coin, who rendered payment of our 
debt for two things, our soul and our body 
(Cyril of Alexandria). It was no small thing to 
predict that the fish carrying the tribute would 
be the first one caught in those depths or that 
the net thrown into the deep would obey his 
command and would bring in the fish carrying 
the coin (Chrysostom). Since Jesus is the image 
of God the unseen and did not have stamped 
upon him the image of Caesar, he took the image 
of Caesar from a suitable place in the sea, so as 

25MKGK 221.   26Heb 2:15-16.   27GCS 40:203; ANF 9:479.
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to pay it to the kings of the earth as the contri-
bution of himself and his disciple. He did this so 
that those taking the half-shekel might not sup-
pose Jesus to be in debt either to them or to the 
kings of the earth (Origen). 

17:24 Does Not Your Teacher Pay the Tax? 

The Half-Shekel Interpreted Christo-
logically. Apollinaris: This tax of the half-
shekel was the law, defined by Moses, who said, 
“Each will give as redemption of his soul to the 
Lord, a half shekel.”1 The Jews collected this 
from everyone, and the half-shekel was paid as 
redemption for two souls according to the law. 
The rich man was not demanded more, nor the 
poor man less. The half-shekel is sacred, inti-
mating nothing else than the true divine-human 
Mediator, since everything foreshadowed this. 
The true redemption was the Lord who had the 
Father in himself, since his nature is divine.2 
The giving of the half-shekel is a symbol of his 
self-giving, and the shekel is for the redeemed 
soul. No one is allowed to pay more than the 
half, not even if he is rich. Thus it is said, “For in 
him all the fullness of God was pleased to 
dwell,”3 that is, all the fullness of divinity, which 
is offered in his mediatorial work on the cross, 
abides in his dual nature as God-man. The rich-
ness of his divinity and the poverty of his 
humanity are fully integrated in one person. The 
half-shekel is interpreted here as his divinity, 
under question by the tax collectors. Frag-
ment 87.4 

A Symbol Foreshadowing Our Redemp-
tion. Hilary of Poitiers: The Lord is asked 
to pay a half-shekel. For this was the amount 
that the law had established for those serving in 
the temple for the redemption of soul and body. 
But the law, as we know, is the foreshadowing of 
the future (for it was not the value of the coin 
that God desired so that with such a small 
expense redemption of soul and body might be 
granted for sins). Therefore the offering of this 

half-shekel was established5 so that we might 
offer ourselves certified and professed and 
enrolled in the name of Christ, in Christ who is 
the true temple of God, and it was established as 
testimony of the Son of God. On Matthew 
17.10.6 

Not Paying the Tax? Jerome: After Caesar 
Augustus, Judea was made a tributary state and 
all the people were registered in the census. So 
Joseph and his kinswoman Mary had set off for 
Bethlehem. Once again, since Jesus had been 
brought up in Nazareth, which is a town of Gali-
lee lying close to Capernaum, he is asked to pay 
taxes. Because of the magnitude of the miracles 
he had done, those who demanded this tax do 
not dare to ask him. Instead, they meet a disci-
ple and maliciously ask whether he should pay 
taxes or defy Caesar’s will. Commentary on 
Matthew 3.17.24.7 

17:25-26 From Whom Do Earthly Kings 
Take Tribute? 

The Sons Are Free. Chrysostom: So that 
Peter should not think that he said it after hear-
ing it from others, he forestalls him by showing 
this very thing and giving Peter, a man who up 
to now shrank from speaking about these 
things, freedom to speak about it. What he says 
is something like this: “I am free from paying 
tribute. For if the kings of the earth do not take 
it from their sons but from their subjects, much 
more ought I to be free of this demand, being 
the Son not of an earthly king but of the king of 
heaven and myself a king as well.” Do you see 
how he has distinguished the sons from them 

1Ex 30:13.   2Roman coins normally carried an image (characte4r) of 
the emperor stamped on their obverse alongside titles ascribing 
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contrasting the conventions to comment on Christ’s dual nature. To 
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that are not sons? And if he were not a son, he 
brought in the example of the kings without 
purpose. Someone may say, “Yes, he is a son but 
not trueborn.” Then he is not a son, and if he is 
not a son or trueborn he does not belong to God 
but to someone else. But if he belongs to some-
one else, then the comparison does not have its 
proper strength. For he is speaking not of sons 
generally but of truly begotten sons, their very 
own sons, of sons who share the kingdom with 
their parents. And so by way of contrast he men-
tioned “the sons of others,” calling those that are 
born of themselves “their own” and those not 
born of themselves “of others.” The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 58.2.8 

Immunity from Taxes. Jerome: Our Lord 
was the son of a king both according to the flesh 
and according to the spirit, begotten either from 
the stock of David or from the Word of the 
almighty Father. Therefore as the son of a king 
he did not owe tax, but as one who had assumed 
the humility of the flesh he has to fulfill all jus-
tice. We unfortunates, who are enrolled under 
Christ’s name and do nothing worthy of such 
great majesty, for us he both underwent the 
cross and paid our tax. But we do not pay him 
tribute in return for his honor and like the sons 
of a king we are immune from taxes. Commen-
tary on Matthew 3.17.26.9 

Do Kings Take Tribute from Their Sons? 
Hilary of Poitiers: Is it not clear that the 
sons of kings are not subject to tax and those 
who are the heirs of a kingdom are free from ser-
vice? But his words have inner meaning. A 
drachma was demanded of the people. Now the 
law moves toward that faith which was to be 
revealed through Christ. Therefore by the cus-
tom of the law this same drachma was de-
manded from Christ as though from an ordinary 
citizen. But to show that he was not subject to 
the law and to demonstrate the glory of his 
Father’s dignity in himself, he offered as an 
example of earthly privilege the fact that kings’ 

sons are not subject to census and tax. He is the 
Redeemer of our soul and body. Nothing should 
be demanded of him for his redemption, because 
it was necessary that a king’s son be distin-
guished from the common lot. Therefore the 
king’s son offers a stumbling block to the tax law 
in order to do away with it, he being free from 
the duty of the law. On Matthew 17.11.10 

17:27 Fishing for a Shekel 

The Fish a Figure for the Church. Apol-
linaris: He establishes himself as lord and mas-
ter of the sea, of the things in it and of all the 
elements, as the true Son of God the Father. For 
this fish provides a type of the church: once [it 
was] held by the brine of faithlessness and 
superstition, submerged in the depths of the sea 
and swamped by the storms and distress of 
worldly pleasures. But now [it is] raised up by 
the apostles’ hook of teaching and the fishing 
nets of the Word to the knowledge of God, of 
him “who calls us from darkness to his amazing 
light.”11 Fragment 88.12 

Find a Shekel in the Fish’s Mouth and 
Give It. Chrysostom: Elsewhere, however, he 
despises the offense,13 when he was talking 
about foods,14 teaching us to know the times 
when we must take account of those being 
offended and when to disregard them. And in 
the manner of giving or paying the tax, he dis-
closes himself again. Why does he not tell Peter 
to give of what they have laid up? So that, as I 
said, in this too he might show that he is God of 
all and that he rules even the sea. He had 
already demonstrated this when he rebuked it 
and by his commanding Peter to walk on the 
waves.15 Now again he signifies the same thing, 
though in another way, yet so as to cause great 
amazement. For it was not a small thing to pre-

8PG 58:567; NPNF 1 10:358-59.   9CCL 77:155.   10SC 258:70-72.   
111 Pet 2:9.   12MKGK 28.   13Scandalon, stumbling block.   14Mt 15:11-
20.   15Mt 14:29.
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dict that the fish carrying the tribute would be 
the first one caught in those depths or that the 
net thrown into the deep would obey his com-
mand and would bring in the fish carrying the 
coin. Thus it is an act of divine and unutterable 
power. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
58.2.16 

Matthew 18:1-5

Give It to Them for Me and for Your-
self. Origen: This coin was not in Jesus’ house 
but happened to be in the mouth of a fish in the 
sea. This too, I think, was a result of God’s kind-
ness. It was caught and came up on the hook 
belonging to Peter, who was the fisher of men. 
That which is figuratively called a fish was 
caught in order that the coin with the image of 
Caesar might be taken from it, that it might take 
its place among those which were caught by 
them who have learned to become fishers of 
men. Let him, then, who has the things of Cae-
sar render them to Caesar,17 that afterwards he 
may be able to render to God the things of God. 
But since Jesus is the image of God the unseen 
and did not have the image of Caesar (for there 
was nothing in him that had anything to do with 
the prince of this world),18 he therefore took the 
image of Caesar from a suitable place in the sea, 
so as to pay it to the kings of the earth as the 
contribution of himself and his disciple. Jesus 
did this so that those taking the half-shekel 
might not suppose Jesus to be in debt either to 

them or to the kings of the earth. For he paid the 
debt, one he had never taken on or possessed or 
used to buy anything or made his personal pos-
session, to prevent the image of Caesar ever 
being alongside the image of the invisible God. 
Commentary on Matthew 13.10.19 

Go to the Sea. Cyril of Alexandria: He 
was also able to take the coin out of the earth, 
but he did not do so. [Instead he] made the mir-
acle out of the sea, so that he might teach us the 
mystery rich in contemplation. For we are the 
fish snatched from the bitter disturbances of 
life. It is just as if we have been caught out of the 
sea on the apostles’ hooks. In their mouths the 
fish have Christ the royal coin, which was ren-
dered in payment of debt for two things, for our 
soul and for our body. Also for two peoples, the 
Jews and the Gentiles. Also in the same way for 
the poor and the wealthy, since the old law 
clearly demanded the payment of the half-shekel 
from both rich and poor alike. Fragment 212.20 

W H O  I S  T H E  G R E A T E S T ?

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 - 5

16PG 58:567; NPNF 1 10:359.   17Mt 22:21.   18In sharp contrast to 
Apollinaris (cf. p. 64. n. 2), Origen interprets the Roman emperor as 
a symbol of the devil, the prince of this world. Christ is the fish, and 
the coin found in its mouth signifies the ransom that he has paid the 
devil to free humankind, which through sin had become the devil’s 
slave. The fact that the coin was found in the sea (symbolic of the 
world) indicates that Christ did not take it from his dominion but 
from that of the devil, to show that he was not the devil’s slave as was 
his disciple Peter, who here symbolizes humanity set free by Christ.   
19GCS 40:207-8; ANF 9:481.   20MKGK 222-23.
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 Overview: Because the disciples had observed 
that the same tax had been paid for Peter and 
the Lord, they inferred that Peter might have 
been set over all the other apostles. Thus they 
asked who is greater in the kingdom of heaven 
( Jerome, Chrysostom). The child called by 
Jesus into the middle of the disciples is analo-
gous to the lowly work of the Holy Spirit (Ori-
gen). What children are in their simplicity, let 
us become through a holy way of life: as children 
innocent of sin and thus as one who is great in 
the kingdom of heaven ( Jerome, Epiphanius 
the Latin). One who receives such a person will 
receive Christ ( Jerome). 
Matthew 18:1-5

18:1 Who Is Greatest in the Kingdom of 
Heaven? 

Whether Peter Is First. Jerome: We must 
seek for reasons for individual sayings and 
actions of the Lord. After the coin was found, 
after the tribute paid, what do the apostles’ sud-
den questions mean? Why precisely “at that 
time” did the disciples come to Jesus saying, 
“Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” 
Because they had seen that the same tax had 
been paid for both Peter and the Lord. From the 
equal price they inferred that Peter may have 
been set over all the other apostles, since Peter 
had been compared with the Lord in the paying 
of the tax. So they ask who is greater in the 
kingdom of heaven. Jesus, seeing their thoughts 
and understanding the causes of their error, 
wants to heal their desire for glory with a strug-
gle for humility. Commentary on Matthew 
3.18.1.1 

Why They Were Upset. Chrysostom: The 
disciples experienced some human weakness; 
therefore the Evangelist also shows this, adding 
“in that hour,” when he honored Peter more 
than all others. For though Peter was a firstborn 
son along with James and John, he did nothing 
similar for them. Then being ashamed to admit 
what they felt, they did not openly say, “Why 

have you honored Peter above us?” or “Surely he 
is not greater than us?” When they became 
ashamed, they asked less definitely, “Who then 
is greater?” When they had seen the three hon-
ored above the rest, they had felt nothing of the 
kind. But when one took the highest honor, 
then they were hurt. Apparently it was not for 
this alone but piling up many feelings they 
became incensed. For Jesus had said to Peter, “I 
will give you the keys,”2 and “You are blessed, 
Simon Bar-Jonah,”3 and to Peter here he 
instructed, “Give it to them for me and for your-
self.” And seeing the great freedom allowed him 
elsewhere they were upset. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 58.3.4 

18:2 A Child in the Midst of Them 

The Image of Innocence. Jerome: He called 
a child to him to ask its age or to show the image 
of innocence. Or perhaps he actually set a child 
in their midst—he himself, who had not come 
to be served but to serve—to show them an 
example of humility. Commentary on Mat-
thew 3.18.2.5

18:3 Unless You Become Like Children 

Think of the Holy Spirit as a Child. Ori-
gen: Beside this obvious explanation6 let 
another be given as well. As an act of theological 
and ethical reflection, let us ask what sort of a 
child Jesus called to him and has set in the midst 
of the disciples. Think of it this way: The child 
called by Jesus is the Holy Spirit, who humbled 
himself. He was called by the Savior and set in 
the middle of the disciples of Jesus. The Lord 
wants us, ignoring all the rest, to turn to the 
examples given by the Holy Spirit, so that we 
become like the children—that is, the disci-

1CCL 77:156.   2Mt 16:19.   3Mt 16:17.   4PG 58:568; NPNF 1 
10:359.   5CCL 77:156.   6Previously Origen proposed the literal 
interpretation of the Gospel text, identified as “more sound” (ha-
plousteros), because it was suitable for believers who were still begin-
ners in the faith.
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ples—who were themselves converted and made 
like the Holy Spirit. God gave these children to 
the Savior according to what we read in Isaiah: 
“Behold, I and the children whom the Lord has 
given me.”7 To enter the kingdom of heaven is 
not possible for the person who has not turned 
from worldly matters and become like those 
children who had the Holy Spirit. Jesus called 
this Holy Spirit to him like a child, when he 
came down from his perfect completeness to 
people, and set it in the middle of the disciples. 
Commentary on Matthew 13.18.8 

18:4 Humble as a Child 

Return to the Simplicity of Children. 
Hilary of Poitiers: The Lord teaches that we 
cannot enter the kingdom of heaven unless we 
revert to the nature of children, that is, we must 
recall into the simplicity of children the vices of 
the body and mind. He has called children all 
who believe through the faith of listening. For 
children follow their father, love their mother, 
do not know how to wish ill on their neighbor, 
show no concern for wealth, are not proud, do 
not hate, do not lie, believe what has been said 
and hold what they hear as truth. And when we 
assume this habit and will in all the emotions, 
we are shown the passageway to the heavens. 
We must therefore return to the simplicity of 
children, because with it we shall embrace the 
beauty of the Lord’s humility. On Matthew 
18.1.9 

Humbling Oneself. Jerome: “Whoever hum-
bles himself like this child, he is the greatest in 
the kingdom of heaven.” Just as this child whose 
example I show you does not persist in anger, 
does not long remember injury suffered, is not 
enamored inordinately by the sight of a beauti-
ful woman, does not think one thing and say 
another, so you too, unless you have similar 
innocence and purity of mind, will not be able to 
enter the kingdom of heaven. Or it might be 
taken in another way: “Whosoever therefore 

humiliates himself like this child is greater in 
the kingdom of heaven,” so as to imply that any-
one who imitates me and humiliates himself fol-
lowing my example, so that he abases himself as 
much as I abased myself in accepting the form of 
a servant, will enter the kingdom of heaven. 
Commentary on Matthew 3.18.4.10 

18:5 Receiving Christ 

Who Receives Such a Child. Jerome: 
Whoever receives one such child in my name 
receives me. Whoever lives so as to imitate 
Christ’s humility and innocence, in him Christ 
is taken up. And he is careful to add—so that 
when the apostles heard of it, they would not 
think that they had been honored—that they 
would not be taken up for their merit but for 
the honor of the master. Commentary on 
Matthew 3.18.5.11 

What It Means to Become a Child. Epi-
phanius the Latin: Here the Lord not only 
repressed the apostles’ thoughts but also 
checked the ambition of believers throughout 
the whole world, so that he might be great who 
wanted to be least. For with this purpose Jesus 
used the example of the child, that what he had 
been through his nature, we through our holy 
living might become—innocent, like children 
innocent of every sin. For a child does not know 
how to hold resentment or to grow angry. He 
does not know how to repay evil for evil. He 
does not think base thoughts. He does not com-
mit adultery or arson or murder. He is utterly 
ignorant of theft or brawling or all the things 
that will draw him to sin. He does not know 
how to disparage, how to blaspheme, how to 
hurt, how to lie. He believes what he hears. 
What he is ordered he does not analyze. He 
loves his parents with full affection. Therefore 
what children are in their simplicity, let us 

7Is 8:18.   8GCS 40:226-27; ANF 9:485.   9SC 258:74-76.   10CCL 
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become through a holy way of life, as children 
innocent of sin. And quite rightly, one who has 
become a child innocent of sin in this way is 
greater in the kingdom of heaven. And whoever 

receives such a person will receive Christ. 
Interpretation of the Gospels 27.12 

T E M P T A T I O N S  T O  S I N

M E T T H E W  1 8 : 6 - 9

Overview: The millstone stands for blind toil, 
for pack animals that are driven around in the cir-
cle with their eyes closed (Hilary of Poitiers). 
When temptations come unaware, the situation 
is analogous to a sick person enjoying excellent 
care but refusing to follow the physician’s regi-
men (Chrysostom). Woe is pronounced upon 
those who voluntarily subject themselves to 
temptations. But the disciples, who are not at-
tached to the things of the world, do not volun-
tarily enter into these temptations (Origen). The 
whole world is not equally full of temptation to 
sin, but it is all filled with the possibility of fruit-
ful action. It is “the world who knew him not” 
upon which woe is pronounced, not the world 
which Christ has reconciled to himself. To say 
figuratively it is full of chaff does not imply that it 
contains nothing good (Augustine). 

The metaphor of cutting off limbs is really 
about friends and relatives who constantly cause 
temptation. For nothing is so harmful as bad 

company (Chrysostom). If at some time it hap-
pens that the eye so changes that it becomes a 
temptation to sin for the whole body, it would be 
better for it to be ripped out from the whole body 
than for the whole body together with the soul to 
be condemned (Origen). If the hands or feet of 
the church (that is, any priest or deacon), either 
through heretical faith or depraved living, has 
brought temptations to sin on the church, the 
Lord orders that such be plucked from the body 
of the church and thrown out (Chromatius). 
Matthew 18:6-9 Matthew 18:6-9

18:6 Causing a Believer to Sin 

A Spiritual Understanding of the Mill-
stone. Hilary of Poitiers: These important 
items of comparison are not idle. Such an of-
fender is to be sunk in the sea with both a 
millstone1 and an asses’ pack load,2 and even 

12PL Supp 3:866-67.

1Mola.   2Asinaria.
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this is better3 for him! What is better in the ac-
cepted sense of the word is always beneficial. 
What then is the utility of being sunk with an 
asses’ millstone hung around one’s neck? So 
harsh a death will profit him in terms of future 
punishment. In some way it will be beneficial 
to meet that death which is the ultimate of 
evils. 

But how should we understand this spiritu-
ally? That is the deeper question. The millstone 
stands for blind toil, for pack animals are driven 
around in a circle with their eyes closed. And we 
frequently find the Gentiles referred to under 
the name ass. The Gentiles do not know what 
they do. They are in ignorance, and their life’s 
work is like blind labor. Not so the Jews. For 
them the path of knowledge has been set forth 
in the law. Insofar as they gave offence to 
Christ’s apostles, it was more just for them to be 
sunk in the sea with an asses’ millstone tied to 
their neck.  On Matthew 18.2.4 

It Would Be Better for Whom? Jerome: 
This can be viewed as a general sentence against 
all who raise a stumbling block. Yet according to 
the context of the discourse, it can also be un-
derstood as spoken against the apostles. In ask-
ing who was greater in the kingdom of heaven, 
they seemed to have just previously been con-
tending among themselves for honor. If they 
persisted in this misbehavior they could lose 
those whom they were calling to the faith, if 
they should see the apostles fighting among 
themselves for honor. 

But when Jesus said, “It would be better for 
him to have a great millstone fastened around 
his neck,” he is following the rite of the province 
and telling how among ancient Jews this was the 
punishment for major crimes, that they be sunk 
in the deep with a rock attached to them. It is 
better for him, because it is much better to 
receive a short, quick punishment for one’s sin 
than to be reserved for eternal tortures. For the 
Lord will not punish the same fault twice.  
Commentary on Matthew 3.18.6.5 

18:7 Temptations to Sin 

Woe to the World. Origen: Jesus pro-
nounced “woe for temptations to sin” on people 
scattered throughout the whole world who are 
subject to temptations. But the disciples, who 
do not contemplate the things that are seen, are 
not of the world. Neither is their Master of the 
world. Therefore the “woe for temptations to 
sin” does not apply to Jesus’ faithful disciples. 
Rather, “great peace have those who love your 
law; nothing can make them stumble.”6 But 
there are some who appear to be disciples yet  
are still of the world. They love the world, and 
they love inordinately what is in it. They love 
the life that is led in these earthly places or the 
money which is in them, or the possessions or 
any resources whatsoever. The words “they are 
not of the world” do not apply to them. But “woe 
for temptations to sin” will apply to them since 
they are indeed of the world. Commentary on 
Matthew 13.21.7 

Necessary That Temptations Come. 
Chrysostom: Perhaps one of our adversaries 
may think, If it is necessary that temptations 
come, why does he call woe down on the world 
when he ought to help it and offer a hand? For 
this is the task of the physician and the protec-
tor. Cursing the world is what the man in the 
street does. So what are we to reply to this 
shameless questioner? What equal of this ther-
apy do you seek? For though he is God, he was 
made man for you, took on the form of a ser-
vant, suffered all the harshest treatment and still 
did not fail in anything that was assigned him. 
But because nothing further happened among 
ungrateful people, for this reason he calls woe 
down on them, because after so much fostering 
care they continued in their unsoundness. It is 
just as if some sick man were enjoying fine care 
but refused to follow his physician’s regimen. 

3Expediens.  4SC 258:76-78.   5CCL 77:157-58.   6Ps 119:165 (118:165 
LXX).   7GCS 40:237-38; ANF 9:487-88.
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Suppose someone lamented the patient, saying, 
“Woe to that man for his sickness, which he has 
increased by his own laxity!” But in that case no 
benefit comes from the lament. Here, however, 
there is also a kind of therapy, in that Jesus fore-
tells what will happen and laments it. The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 59.1.8 

Woe to the One by Whom Temptations 
Come. Augustine: Of what world are we 
speaking when we say “Woe to the world for 
temptations to sin”? We speak of that world of 
which it is said, “And the world knew him not.”9 
We are not speaking of that world of which it is 
said, “God was in Christ reconciling the world to 
himself.”10 There is an evil world, and there is a 
good world. In the evil world are all the evil ones 
of this world. In the good world are all the good 
ones of this world. We often hear it said of a 
field: his field is full. Of what? Of wheat. Yet we 
say also, and say truly too, his field is full of 
chaff. So with a tree, one says that it is full of 
fruit while another says it is full of leaves. Both 
speak truly. The supply of leaves has not 
usurped the place of the fruit, nor has the supply 
of fruit driven out the mass of leaves. The tree is 
full of both. But one thing is plucked by the 
wind; the other is picked by the harvester. So 
therefore when you hear, “Woe unto the world 
because of offenses,” do not be afraid. Love the 
law of God, and you will have no temptation to 
sin. Sermon 81.3.11 

18:8 Cutting Off Causes to Sin 

Cut It Off. Chrysostom: He is not saying 
this about human limbs. Far from it. This is said 
about friends, about relatives, whom we regard 
in the rank of necessary limbs. Jesus also said 
this earlier,12 and now he says it again. For noth-
ing is so harmful as bad company. 

For what relationship cannot do, often 
friendship can do, both for harm and for benefit. 
So he orders us with great emphasis to cut off 
those who are harmful to us, implying that these 

are people who supply temptations to sin. 
Do you see how he checks the future damage 

from temptations? First he predicts that they 
will happen, so that no one should be lazy, but 
everyone should be awake expecting them. Then 
he predicts that the evils will be very great. For 
Jesus did not simply say, “Woe to the world for 
temptations to sin,” but showed their great dam-
age. For when he says, “But woe to that man by 
whom temptation comes,” he indicates a great 
punishment. He does not only mention this, but 
he increases the fear by adding a comparison. 

And he supplies incontrovertible reasoning. 
If they remain your friends, you will not benefit 
them and you will destroy yourself. If you cut 
them off, at least you will preserve your own sal-
vation. 

Then, not content with this, he shows us the 
way by which we can escape temptations to sin. 
What is that? The wicked, he says, even if they 
are very friendly to you, cut them off from your 
friendship. Therefore if someone’s friendship 
harms you, cut him off from you. For if at times 
we cut off our limbs when they are incurable and 
are doing damage to our other members, how 
much more should we do this in the case of 
friends. If the limbs were evil by nature, all this 
advice and counsel would be useless; the warn-
ing of what is preached would be superfluous. If 
it is not superfluous, as in fact it is not, then it is 
clear that wickedness comes from the will.  The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 59.4.13 

18:9 Plucking Out an Eye 

Better One Eye. Origen: If somebody, in the 
whole body of the congregations of the church, 
is industrious and handy for practical action and 
he changes and his hand causes him to sin, the 
eye should say to this hand, “I have no need of 
you.” And after it has said it, let him cut it off 

8PG 58:573; NPNF 1 10:364.   9Jn 1:10.   102 Cor 5:19.   11PG 38:501; 
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and throw it from him. All will still be well if his 
head is still blessed and his feet worthy of his 
blessed head, so that the head, doing its duty, 
may not be able to say to the feet, “I have no 
need of you.” But if some foot is found which is a 
temptation to sin for the whole body, the head 
should say to this foot, “I have no need of you,” 
and should cut it off and throw it away from 
him. It is far better for the rest of the body to go 
on into life lacking the foot or hand that offers 
temptation to sin than for the whole body to be 
exposed to temptation and to be sent into eter-
nal fire with two whole feet or hands. Likewise 
it is good if what could be the eye of the whole 
body shows itself worthy of Christ and of the 
whole body. But if at some time it happens that 
this eye so changes that it becomes a temptation 
to sin for the whole body, it will be better for it 
to be ripped out and thrown from the whole 
body . . . than for the whole body together with 
the soul to be condemned. Commentary on 
Matthew 13.24.14 

Matthew 18:10-14

Forbidding Corrupt Church Leaders. 
Chromatius: This sentence of the Lord can 
faithfully be understood about any one of us. Yet 
in cutting off a hand or foot or in plucking out 

an eye, it is clear that family relations or unbe-
lieving ministers and leaders of the church are 
signified. 

And so by “hand” we understand that priests 
are signified; like a hand their work in every area 
is necessary to the body of the church, about 
whom we find it written in the Song of 
Solomon: “his arms”—that is, the body of the 
church—“are rounded gold set with jewels.”15 
By “foot” we recognize that deacons are signi-
fied. In busying themselves with the sacred mys-
teries of the church they serve the body like feet, 
about which it is written in the same Song of 
Solomon: “His legs are alabaster columns, set 
upon bases of gold.”16 And so, if hands or feet of 
this sort, that is, any priest or deacon, either 
through heretical faith or through depraved liv-
ing, has become a stumbling block to the church, 
the Lord orders that such a man be plucked 
from the body of the church and thrown out. 
The example of his life and heretical doctrine 
endangers all the body of the church, that is, the 
whole people, when it follows or imitates such 
doctrine.  Tractate on Matthew 56.2-4.17 

T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E  L O S T  S H E E P

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 0 - 1 4
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Overview: Do not hate those who have been 
excommunicated, since it is possible for them to 
change (Theodore of Heraclea). Not one of 
these little ones who believe in Christ should be 
despised. For their sake the Son of God came 
down from heaven and saved them by his Pas-
sion. It was for this that he took on the body of 
our human weakness (Chromatius, Chrysos-
tom). Though the height of the body depends 
on the seed, the largeness of our souls depends 
upon our own agency, actions and character 
(Origen). The will in its weakness could not be 
safe amid so many forceful attacks of the enemy 
if it is not strengthened by the help of the angels 
(Chromatius). The first man strayed from the 
company of the angels by sinning. Through him 
all people strayed from God. Our Lord seeks to 
recall the whole human race from death to life 
(Epiphanius the Latin). The shepherd seeks 
the missing sheep to make the flock complete 
(Apollonaris). 
Matthew 18:10-14

18:10 Do Not Despise These Little Ones 

Do Not Hate Those Cut Off. Theodore of 
Heraclea: But see, he says, that you do not at 
all despise those forced out of the church for 
wickedness.1 He does not want them to be cast 
out with any hatred or curse. But he spares 
those who are guilty of some damage or disorder 
and often hardened in their own depravity. It is 
as if it were possible to see even these change 
again for the better. By “little ones” he means 
those imperfect in their knowledge or those 
recently baptized. He does not want these to be 
looked down upon as ignorant in his teaching. 
Fragment 105.2 

Largeness of Soul. Origen: The bodies of 
people differ from each other in size, so that 
some are short, some are tall, and some are in 
between. Again the short are different in their 
shortness since they are more short or less 
short, and the same likewise of the tall, and 
again of those in between. So it is also in human 

souls, it seems to me: There is something which 
distinguishes their shortness, and again, so to 
speak, their tallness, and, again analogous to the 
bodily differences, their moderateness. But the 
bodily difference does not depend on the indi-
viduals themselves but on the nature of the seed. 
So this person becomes tall, that one short and 
another in between. But with our souls, our own 
agency that is our actions and our character 
causes one to be large or small or belonging to 
those in the middle. And it is in our power 
whether we grow in stature and receive an 
increase in size or do not grow and remain 
small. For we must believe that to attain to man-
hood and mature manhood at that3 depends on 
the person within: passing out of the times of 
childhood and advancing to manhood and put-
ting aside the stuff of childhood and perfecting 
the stage of manhood. Just so we must suppose 
that there is still some measure of spiritual 
growth to which the most perfect soul can 
advance in glorifying the Lord and so become 
great. Commentary on Matthew 13.26.4 

The Little Ones. Chromatius: And rightly 
the Lord has said, “The Son of man has come to 
save what had perished,”5 so that all the more he 
might show that not one of these little ones who 
believe in Christ should be despised. For their 
sake the Son of God came down from heaven 
and saved them by his Passion. It was for this 
that he took on the body of our human weak-
ness, so that he might in every way save this one 
who had perished. For the elements of the world 
have kept the law given them by the Lord. 
Humanity alone has been found the transgres-
sor. Alone we had fallen from immortality into 
death. And for this reason to save us the Son of 
God at a mature time descended from heaven 
according to the will of the Father. Hence, quite 

1Theodore here limits the meaning of little ones considerably to indi-
cate the sinners who had been sent away from the communion of the 
church until repenting of their sin.   2MKGK 86.   3Eph 4:13.   4GCS 
40:250-51; ANF 9:490.   5Cf. Lk 19:10.
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rightly Solomon speaks of a time of destroying 
and a time of saving.6 There was a time when the 
devil destroyed humankind. But again there 
came a time when the Son of God, the only 
begotten Son of God, saved the human race for 
life. Tractate on Matthew 57.4.7 

Who Is the Little One? Origen: Another 
may say that among these children “little” means 
perfect, recalling that the one who is less among 
you all is greater.8 Some may argue that the 
child shown by Jesus is the person who humbles 
himself and becomes a child among the whole 
mass of the faithful. This is so even if he is an 
apostle or bishop. He may become like a nurse 
taking care of her children.9 He is like an angel 
worthy of looking upon the face of God. Com-
mentary on Matthew 13.29.10 

Their Angels Behold the Face of My 
Father. Chromatius: For just as the Lord 
commands that unbelieving and treacherous 
persons who are a stumbling block to the body 
of the church should be cut off or plucked out, 
so he also warns us not to despise any of the lit-
tle children, that is, humble people in the laity 
who simply and faithfully believe in the Son of 
God. For it is not right to despise anyone who 
believes in Christ. A believer is called not only a 
servant of God but also a son though the grace 
of adoption, to whom the kingdom of heaven 
and the company of the angels is promised. And 
rightly the Lord adds, “For I tell you that in 
heaven their angels always behold the face of my 
Father who is in heaven.” How much grace the 
Lord has toward each one believing in him he 
himself declares when he shows their angels 
always beholding the face of the Father who is in 
heaven. Great is the grace of the angels toward 
all who believe in Christ. Finally, the angels 
carry their prayers to heaven. Hence the word of 
Raphael to Tobias: “When you prayed along 
with your daughter-in-law Sara, I offered the 
memory of your prayer in the sight of God.”11 
Around them there is also the strong guard of 

the angels; they help each of us to be free from 
the traps of the enemy. For a human in his weak-
ness could not be safe amid so many forceful 
attacks of that enemy if he were not strength-
ened by the help of the angels. Tractate on 
Matthew 57.1.12 

18:12 Searching for One Stray Sheep 

The One Lost Sheep. Jerome: When he said, 
“See that you do not despise one of these little 
ones,” he is calling us to be merciful. Then he 
adds the parable of the ninety-nine sheep left in 
the mountains and the one stray that because of 
its great weakness could not walk. The good 
shepherd carried it on his shoulders to the rest 
of the flock. This, some say, is the shepherd 
“who, though he was in the form of God, did not 
count equality with God a thing to be grasped 
but emptied himself, taking the form of a ser-
vant, being born in the likeness of men. And 
being found in human form he humbled himself 
and became obedient unto death, even death on 
a cross.”13 For that reason he descended to earth: 
to save the one sheep that had perished, that is, 
the human race. Others think that by the 
ninety-nine sheep should be understood the 
number of the righteous and by the one sheep 
the number of the sinners, according to what he 
said in another place: “I have come not to call the 
righteous but the sinners; for it is not the 
healthy who have need of the physician but 
those who are ill.”14 Commentary on Mat-
thew 3.18.12.15 

18:13 Rejoicing About the One Sheep 

He Rejoices Over the One. Chrysostom: 
Do you see in how many ways he leads us to care 
for our worthless brothers? Don’t therefore say, 
“The fellow’s a smith, a cobbler, a farmer; he’s 

6Eccles 3:3.   7CCL 9a:486.   8Lk 9:48.   91 Thess 2:7.   10GCS 40:259; 
ANF 9:492.   11Tob 12:12.   12CCL 9a:483.   13Phil 2:6-8.   14Mt 9:13.   
15CCL 77:160-61.
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stupid,” so that you despise him. In case you suf-
fer the same, see in how many ways the Lord 
urges you to be moderate and enjoins you to care 
for these little ones. He placed a little child in 
the midst and said, “Become like children,” and, 
“Whoever receives one such child, receives me.” 
But “whoever causes one of these to sin” will suf-
fer the worst fate. And he was not even satisfied 
with the example of the millstone, but he also 
added his curse and told us to cut off such peo-
ple, even though they are like a hand or eye to 
us. And again, through the angels to whom 
these small brothers are handed over, he urges 
that we value them, as he has valued them 
through his own will and passion. When Jesus 
says, “The Son of man came to save the lost,”16 
he points to the cross, just as Paul also says, 
writing about his brother for whom Christ 
died.17 It does not please the Father that anyone 
is lost. The shepherd leaves the ones that have 
been saved and seeks the one lost. And when he 
finds the one that has gone astray, he rejoices 
greatly at its discovery and at its safety. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 59.4.18 

Adam’s Straying. Epiphanius the Latin: 
For anyone who has sheep is a shepherd. No one 
is more truly a shepherd than Christ our God. 
One of his sheep has strayed. It is not the fault 
of the shepherd but of the sheep that had 
strayed from its flock. This one sheep is the man 
Adam, whom in the beginning the Lord had cre-
ated in his image and likeness. This one strayed 
from the company of the angels by sinning, and 
through him the entire human race strayed from 
God. Our Lord seeks to recall all humanity from 
death to life. For it was for us that he went to 
death, so that he might make us alive, these who 
had died. For he rejoiced even more over the 
hundredth sheep that was lost than over the 
ninety and nine. The patriarch of a hundred 
years, Abraham, had faith in God, and from his 
faith was held righteous. He received back his 
one and only son Isaac. Thus Abraham was 
called, because of his faith, father of the nations. 

So he crossed from the left onto the right, the 
number one hundred being viewed as held on 
the right.19 

Therefore, beloved, the hundredth sheep is 
the congregation of the nations—but only those 
who believed and served the Lord in the same 
way as Abraham did, so that they merit to be 
placed on the right side. This is just as the Lord 
himself says: “Then he will set up the sheep on 
the right but the goats on the left.”20 The “goats” 
are in this case the unbelieving Jews or infidels 
and sinners. To those who will be on the left, the 
Lord will say, “Depart from me, accursed ones, 
into the eternal fire which my Father has pre-
pared for the devil and his angels.”21 

Thus God wills “that not one of these little 
ones perish.” But if your brother sins against 
you, rebuke him. The Lord commands us to 
rebuke the sinner until he is corrected. But if he 
cannot be corrected, he is to be considered as a 
heathen. For our Lord acted as he taught. In his 
own person he rebuked the people of the Jews 
straying in the desert. He rebuked them again 
and again through the law and the prophets. 
Finally, in his own person in the presence of all 
the congregation of the saints he chastised the 
Jewish people.  Interpretation of the Gos-
pels 27.22 

18:14 That They Not Perish 

To Make the Flock Complete. Apolli-
naris: The sheep that became lost is the sinner 
lost from the flock of a hundred. This could 
refer to the number of the heavenly powers.23 
These powers are capable of speech and reason-
ing. The one sheep is counted as being among 

16Lk 19:10.   17Rom 14:15.   18PG 58:579; NPNF 1 10:368.   
19Epiphanius here alludes to the method of counting on the fingers, 
according to which one counted to one hundred with the fingers of 
the left hand and thereafter with the fingers of the right. His inter-
pretation relies on the positive significance of the right.   20Mt 25:33.   
21Mt 25:41.   22PL Supp 3:867-68.   23In biblical typology, the number 
one hundred often symbolizes a completed cycle or a perfected num-
ber. Since the powers that comprise the heavenly hosts are such a 
completed cycle, they are symbolized by one hundred.
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the flock, a part of a great number, as if among “a 
hundred sheep.” His wandering is the conse-
quence of Adam’s fall. He is searched for. He is 
of like nature to those who stay at God’s side. 
He is necessary for their full complement, so 
that the shepherd may not be deficient and 
wanting. The summing up of what Paul calls “the 

whole in Christ”24 involves the regaining of the 
deficient part, since the composition of the 
whole in Christ is not complete because of the 
deficient and absent one. Fragment 89.25 

Matthew 18:15-17

A  C H R I S T I A N  W H O  S I N S

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 5 - 1 7

Overview: We should immediately reprove our 
brother, if he has lost his shame, so that he does 
not remain in sin. If he refuses to listen, we 
should summon a brother, and then another, 
and finally the congregation if he remains recal-
citrant ( Jerome). A less caring response might 
have been to let him be if he persisted uncor-
rected from the first meeting. But instead Jesus 
shows us how to seek his cure once, twice and 
many times: first alone, then with two, then 
with many more (Chrysostom). Do not make 
his behavior worse by intensifying defensiveness 
and rationalization. Seek behavioral change, not 
shame for itself (Augustine). 

18:15 Telling About a Fault Privately 

The Art of Reconciliation. Chrysostom: 
He does not say “accuse him” or “punish him” or 
“take him to court.” He says “correct him.” For 
he is possessed, as it were, by some stupor, and 
drunk in his anger and disgrace. The one who is 
healthy must go to the one who is sick. You must 

conduct your judgment of him privately. Make 
your cure easy to accept. For the words “correct 
him” mean nothing other than help him see his 
indiscretion. Tell him what you have suffered 
from him. 

What then if he does not listen, if he stub-
bornly flares up? Call to your side someone else 
or even two others, so that two witnesses may 
corroborate all that’s said. For the more shame-
less and boldfaced he is, so much the more must 
you be earnest toward his cure, not toward satis-
fying your anger and hurt feelings. For when a 
physician sees the sickness unyielding, he does 
not stand aside or take it hard but then is all the 
more earnest. That then is what Christ orders 
us to do. You appeared too weak since you were 
alone, so become stronger with the help of oth-
ers. Two are sufficient to reprove the wrongdoer. 
Do you see how he seeks the interest not of the 
aggrieved party alone but also that of the one 
who caused the grief? For the person injured 
may be the one who is more taken captive by 
passion. He becomes the one that is diseased 

24Cf. 1 Cor 12:12-31.   25MKGK 28.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18%3A15-17&version=RSV
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and weak and infirm. 
This effort may occur many times, as he 

attempts to lead him first alone and then with 
others. If he persists, then make the effort with 
the whole congregation. “Tell it,” he says, “to the 
church.” If he had sought the interest of the 
aggrieved alone, he would not have told him to 
approach the sick individual seventy-seven 
times.1 He would not have attempted so many 
times or brought so many treatments to the mal-
ady. He might have just let him be if he persisted 
uncorrected from the first meeting. But instead 
he shows us how to seek his cure once, twice, 
and many times: first alone, then with two, then 
with many more.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 60.1.2 
Matthew 18:15-17

18:16 Confirmed by Two or Three Witnesses 

Seek Amendment, Sparing Shame. Augus-
tine: If someone has done you injury and you 
have suffered, what should be done? You have 
heard the answer already in today’s Scripture: “If 
your brother sins against you, go and tell him 
his fault, between you and him alone.”3 

If you fail to do so, you are worse than he is. 
He has done someone harm, and by doing harm 
he has stricken himself with a grievous wound. 
Will you then completely disregard your 
brother’s wound? Will you simply watch him 
stumble and fall down? Will you disregard his 
predicament? If so, you are worse in your silence 
than he in his abuse. 

Therefore, when any one sins against us, let 
us take great care, but not merely for ourselves. 
For it is a glorious thing to forget injuries. Just 
set aside your own injury, but do not neglect 
your brother’s wound. Therefore “go and tell 
him his fault, between you and him alone,” 
intent upon his amendment but sparing his 
sense of shame. For it might happen that 
through defensiveness he will begin to justify 
his sin, and so you will have inadvertently 
nudged him still closer toward the very behavior 
you desire to amend. Therefore “tell him his 

fault between you and him alone. If he listens to 
you, you have gained your brother,” because he 
might have been lost, had you not spoken with 
him.  Sermon 82.7.4 

18:17 Tell It to the Church 

When Sin Is Against God. Jerome: If our 
brother has sinned against us and damaged us 
in anything, we have the power of dismissing 
it, in fact the obligation to do so, since we are 
commanded to forgive our debtors their debts. 
But if anyone sins against God, it is not in our 
control. Divine Scripture says, “If a man has 
sinned against a man, the priest will pray for 
him; but if he sins against God, who will speak 
for him?”5 But we, on the contrary, are lenient 
over a sin against God but act out our hatred 
when we ourselves are insulted. Yet we should 
immediately reprove our brother, if  he has once 
lost his shame and innocence, so that he does 
not remain in sin. And if he listens, we profit 
his soul, and through the salvation of another 
we too acquire salvation. But if he refuses to 
listen, we should summon a brother; and if he 
does not listen to him either, yet a third should 
be summoned in the hope of either correcting 
him or meeting him with witnesses. Then if he 
refuses to listen even to these, the congregation 
must be told, so that they may curse him. Then 
the one who could not be saved through shame 
may be saved through their approbation. But 
since it is said, “Let him be to you as a heathen 
and a publican,” the person who under the 
name of faith does an infidel’s works is shown 
to be more cursed than those who openly are 
heathen. Publicans, figuratively speaking, are 
those who pursue the profits of the secular 
world and exact taxes by business, fraud, theft, 
crimes and false oaths. Commentary on Mat-
thew 3.18.15-17.6 

1Mt 18:22.   2PG 58:584-85; NPNF 1 10:372-73.   3Mt 18:5.   4PL 
38:508-9; NPNF 1 6:359.   51 Sam 2:25.   6CCL 77:161-62.
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Telling the Church. Augustine: But “if he 
does not listen,” that is, if he chooses to justify 
his sin as if it were a just action, “take one or two 
others along with you, that every word may be 
confirmed by the evidence of two or three wit-
nesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to 
the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the 
church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax 
collector.”7 Don’t consider him now in the num-

ber of your brothers. But not even so is his sal-
vation to be neglected. For even the heathen, 
that is, the Gentiles and pagans, we do not con-
sider in the number of our brothers, yet we con-
stantly pray for their salvation. Sermon 82.7.8 

Matthew 18:18-20

P R O H I B I T I N G  A N D  P E R M I T T I N G

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 1 8 - 2 0

Overview: The authorization of the church to 
discipline its members comes from Christ and 
promises to be binding in heaven (Augustine). 
People who do not want to be loosed from the 
bond of sin but draw sin to themselves so as to 
become alienated from the saints are alienated 
also from the church in heaven (Theodore of 
Mopsuestia). When people have been duly 
bound and condemned, they remain bound in-
sofar as none of those in heaven rescinds the 
judgment of the one by whom they were bound 
(Origen). It is not the one who has called for ac-
countability that is to blame but the one who is 
unwilling to be admonished (Chrysostom). 
How important a place the unanimity and har-
mony of Christians hold with God! We can 
know this from the fact that the Lord has clearly 
said that when two or three pray in unanimity, 
the Father grants everything (Chromatius). 
The reason we do not achieve our desires and 
prayers is our own fault, when we do not agree 
together either in our thoughts or in our way of 

life (Origen). Individual members have their 
own duty of personal prayer, but they will not 
be able to fulfill that duty if they come to com-
mon worship, to the beauty of that perfect body, 
still wrapped up in themselves (Peter Chrysol-
ogus). 

18:18 Bound on Earth and in Heaven 

The Confirming Judgment of Heaven. 
Origen: After stating that the one judged is 
viewed as a heathen and tax collector, something 
else is added which is well put: “Truly, I say to 
you”—clearly to those judging someone to be as 
a heathen and tax collector—“whatever you 
bind on earth shall be bound in heaven.” For he 
who has three times admonished him and not 
been heard has justly bound him, and that man 
is then to be thought judged as a heathen and 
tax collector. Therefore when a man like this has 
been bound and condemned by someone, he 
remains bound insofar as none of those in 

7Mt 18:16-17, i.e., as one who has chosen to be an outsider among 
the covenant people.   8PL 38:509; NPNF 1 6:359 (Sermon 32).
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heaven rescinds the judgment of the man by 
whom he was bound. So too the man who has 
once been warned and does things worthy of 
being won back is released through the warning 
of the one who wins him back. He is no longer 
bound by the bonds of his sins for which he was 
warned and bound; he will be judged by those in 
heaven as set free. Commentary on Matthew 
13.31.1 
Matthew 18:18-20

Whatever You Bind on Earth. Augustine: 
This then is what we have heard the Lord advis-
ing, and with such great particularity that he 
himself adds, “Truly, I say to you, whatever you 
bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and 
whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in 
heaven.” So the very moment you begin to hold 
your brother as an outsider to the covenant 
community, “you bind him on earth.” But see to 
it that you bind him justly. For unjust bonds will 
by justice soon be burst apart. . . . When you 
have admonished him and have been “reconciled 
to your brother,” you have thereby “loosed him 
on earth.” And when “you shall have loosed him 
on earth, he shall be loosed in heaven” also. So 
this is a weighty matter. You do this not for 
yourself but for him. For the harm he has done 
is not primarily to you but to himself. Sermon 
82.7.2 

Whatever You Loose on Earth. Theodore 
of Mopsuestia: Well introduced were the 
words “whatever you loose,” since he shows that 
if they loose those who repent, their action has 
power, since the church in heaven and on earth 
is one. Anyone who does not want to be loosed 
from the bond of his sin but draws it to himself 
by the alienation of the saints is alienated also 
from the church in heaven and accordingly is 
also bound by it. Hence, if one is earnest about 
being loosed and receives the loosing of the 
saints when they “ratify their love for him,”3 as 
Paul teaches, he will belong in the heavenly 
church and be loosed from the bondage of the 
judgment. Fragment 96.4 

The Call to Accountability. Chrysostom: 
He did not say to the leader of the church, “bind 
him” but “if you bind him,” leaving the whole 
entire decision to the one aggrieved. Only after a 
due process do the bonds remain unbreakable, 
and so he will suffer the worst fate. It is not the 
one who has called for accountability that is to 
blame but the one who had not been willing to be 
persuaded. Do you see how Christ has bound 
him with a twofold constraint, both by the chas-
tisement here and by the punishment hereafter? 
He threatens the one punishment to prevent the 
other from happening. Thus, by fearing both 
rejection from the church and the threat of being 
bound in heaven, he may become better behaved. 
And knowing these things, if not at the begin-
ning, at any rate through so many judgments he 
will put off his anger. For this reason, Jesus set up 
a first and a second and a third judging. He does 
not immediately cut him down, so that if he does 
not obey the first, he may still yield to the second. 
But if he rejects that too, he may still respect the 
third. But if he takes no account of this third dan-
ger, let him be terrified of future punishment, of 
God’s sentence and vengeance. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 60.2.5 

18:19 Done for Them by the Heavenly 
Father 

Earth and Heaven in Harmony. Origen: 
Concord occurs in two kinds: first, in agreement 
of thought, when two minds think the same 
ideas (as the apostle called it) and have the same 
thoughts. Second, in agreement of will, in living 
similar lives. But since “If two of you agree on 
earth about anything they ask, it will be done 
for them by Jesus’ Father in heaven,” if some-
thing is asked of the Father in heaven and is not 
granted, it is clear that the two here on earth are 
not in harmony. The reason why we do not 

1GCS 40:268-69; ANF 9:493.   2PL 38:509; NPNF 1 6:359 (Sermon 
32).   3Cf. 2 Cor 2:8.   4MKGK 130-31.   5PG 58:585; NPNF 1 
10:373-74. 
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achieve our desires and prayers is our own fault: 
we do not agree either in our thoughts or in our 
way of life. Besides, if we are the body of Christ 
and “God arranged the members in the body, 
each one of them . . . so that the members may 
have the care for one another, and if one mem-
ber suffers all suffer together; if one member is 
honored all rejoice together,”6 then we must 
practice the harmony that comes from God’s 
music, so that when we are gathered in Christ’s 
name, Christ may be in our midst, who is God’s 
word and wisdom and power. Commentary on 
Matthew 14.1.7

If Two or Three Pray Together. Chroma-
tius: How important a place the unanimity and 
harmony of brothers hold with God! We can 
know from this very fact that the Lord has 
clearly said that when two or three pray in una-
nimity, the Father grants everything from 
heaven. For with God nothing is more pleasing 
than brotherly peace, nothing better than una-
nimity and harmony, according to what is writ-
ten: “Behold, how good and pleasant it is when 
brothers dwell in unity.8 And again: “There is 
great peace among those who love your name,9 
and there is no stumbling block for them.”10 And 
in another place: “The God who makes us live in 
harmony in the house.”11 So Isaiah also testified: 
“Lord,” he said, “our God, give us peace. For you 
have given us everything.”12 That this harmony 
of brothers is pleasing to God, the Holy Spirit 
declared through Solomon, saying, “There are 
three things which are pleasing to God and men: 
harmony of brothers, love of one’s neighbors 
and the union of man and woman.”13 So quite 
rightly the Lord in this passage testifies that 
when two or three come together on earth, 
whatever they ask for, all is granted by the 
Father. Tractate on Matthew 59.1.14 

18:20 Where Two or Three Gather in My 
Name 

Two or Three. Cyril of Alexandria: Christ 

gives to those who are allotted the duty of teach-
ing the power to loose and to bind. So when 
those who have once fallen do not convert to the 
pursuit of virtue, they must fear the voices of the 
saints, even if they are not many who make the 
petition to bind or loose. For Christ has assured 
us of this, saying that there will be strength in 
the prayers of many, but that even if only two in 
number harmoniously and deliberately define 
their requests, they will come to their goal. “For 
I will be with you,” he says, “and will support 
you if only two are gathered, because of me.” For 
it is not the number of those gathered but the 
strength of their piety and their love of God that 
is effective. Fragment 215.15 

The Beauty of the Wholeness of the 
Body. Peter Chrysologus: There are those 
who presume that the congregation of the 
church can be disregarded. They assert that pri-
vate prayers should be preferred to those of an 
honorable assembly. But if Jesus denies nothing 
to so small a group as two or three, will he refuse 
those who ask for it in the assemblies and con-
gregation of the church? This is what the 
prophet believed and what he exults over having 
obtained when he states, “I will confess to you, 
O Lord, with my whole heart, in the council and 
congregation of the righteous.”16 A man “con-
fesses with his whole heart” when in the council 
of the saints he hears that everything which he 
has asked will be granted him. 

Some, however, endeavor to excuse under an 
appearance of faith the idleness that prompts 
their contempt for assemblies. They omit partic-
ipation in the fervor of the assembled congrega-
tion and pretend that they have devoted to 
prayer the time they have expended upon their 
household cares. While they give themselves up 
to their own desires, they scorn and despise the 

61 Cor 12:18, 25-26.   7GCS 40:276-77; ANF 9:495.   8Ps 133:1 
(132:1 LXX).   9According to Codex Alexandrinus.   10Cf. Ps 119:165 
(118:165 LXX).   11Cf. Ps 68:6 (67:7 LXX).   12Is 26:12.   13Sir 25:1.   
14CCL 9a:492.   15MKGK 224.   16Ps 111:1 (110:1 LXX).
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divine service. These are the people who destroy 
the body of Christ. They scatter its members. 
They do not permit the full form of its Christ-
like appearance to develop to its abundant 
beauty—that form which the prophet saw and 
then sang about: “You are beautiful in form 
above the sons of men.”17 

Individual members do indeed have their 
own duty of personal prayer, but they will not 
be able to fulfill it if they come to the beauty of 
that perfect body wrapped up in themselves. 

There is this difference between the glorious 
fullness of the congregation and the vanity of 
separation that springs out of ignorance or neg-
ligence: in salvation and honor the beauty of the 
whole body is found in the unity of the mem-
bers. But from the separation of the viscera 
there is a foul, fatal and fearful aroma. 
Sermon 132.4-5.18 
Matthew 18:21-35 Matthew 18:21-35

T H E  P A R A B L E  O F

T H E  U N F O R G I V I N G  S E R V A N T

M A T T H E W  1 8 : 2 1 - 3 5

17Cf. Is 52:14.   18CCL 24b:811-12; FC 17:217-18.
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Overview: The beautiful mystery of seventy-
seven is this: in that special number all sins of all 
generations were symbolized as having been for-
given. Since no generation was omitted, no gen-
eration misses out on the full gift of divine 
forgiveness in the cross. So also should we learn 
to forgive each other to the same extent that 
God has fully forgiven us. The frequency of par-
don shows us there is never a time for anger, 
since God pardons us for all sins in their en-
tirety by his gift rather than by our merit (Hil-
ary of Poitiers). The number six is full of toil 
and labor, reflecting the work of creation, but 
seven encompasses rest, which points to forgive-
ness (Origen). 

In the parable, the unmerciful servant had 
lost a vast amount. Much had been loaned and 
entrusted to him, but he had brought no gain to 
his master (Origen). The master’s teaching pur-
pose was to show him with all justice precisely 
how much debt he was going to free him from. 
In this way at least he might in due time become 
more gentle toward his fellow servant. Yet, even 
having learned of the weight of his debt and the 
greatness of the forgiveness, he continued to 
seize his fellow servant by the throat (Chrysos-
tom). The forced sale of his wife and family por-
trays metaphorically utter separation from the 
joys of God (Cyril of Alexandria). God cre-
ated us from nothing and made the whole visible 
world for us. To us alone he breathed a living 
soul. Yet after all this, when humanity proved 
ungrateful toward its benefactor, God thought 
us worthy of an even greater gift: forgiveness 
(Chrysostom). God forgives our immense debt 
of ten thousand talents on the proviso that we 
ourselves release our fellow servants from the 
paltry hundred denarii, from the few minor 
faults they have committed against us (Cyril of 
Alexandria). The king in the parable is the Son 
of God, and the kingdom belongs to the one who 
incomparably defines kingship itself and makes 
it possible (Origen). Compare the two servants: 
one was indebted for ten thousand talents, the 
other for a pittance. One was merely dealing 

with his fellow servant, while the other was 
dealing with his lord. The one received entire 
forgiveness, the other asked for delay (Chrysos-
tom). The story demands two things of us: to re-
member our own faults and not to bear a grudge 
against one who stumbles (Apollinaris). 

18:21-22 How Often Shall I Forgive? 

No Time for Anger. Hilary of Poitiers: 
When Peter asked him whether he should for-
give his brother sinning against him up to seven 
times, the Lord replied, “Not up to seven times 
but up to seventy times seven times.” In every 
way he teaches us to be like him in humility and 
goodness. In weakening and breaking the im-
pulses of our rampant passions he strengthens 
us by the example of his leniency, by granting us 
in faith pardon of all our sins. For the vices of 
our nature did not merit pardon. Therefore all 
pardon comes from him. In fact, he pardons 
even those sins that remain in one after confes-
sion. 

The penalty to be paid through Cain was 
established at sevenfold, but that sin was against 
a man, against his brother Abel, to the point of 
murder.1 But in Lamech the penalty was estab-
lished at seventy times seven times,2 and, as we 
believe, the penalty was established on those 
responsible for the Lord’s Passion.3 But the Lord 
through the confession of believers grants par-
don for this crime. By the gift of baptism he 
grants the grace of salvation to his revilers and 
persecutors. How much more is it necessary, he 
shows, that pardon be returned by us without 
measure or number. And we should not think 
how many times we forgive, but we should cease 
to be angry with those who sin against us, as 
often as the occasion for anger exists. Pardon’s 

1Gen 4:8.   2Gen 4:24.   3It did not miss the eye of rabbinic interpret-
ers that Cain would be avenged seven times and Lamech seventy-
seven. Lamech lived 777 years. Lamech boasted of his vengeful kill-
ing of a young man, so it is pride that is being corrected. Such pride 
was attributed by Hilary of Poitiers to those who killed the Savior 
(cf. Gen 4:18-24).
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frequency shows us that in our case there is 
never a time for anger, since God pardons us for 
all sins in their entirety by his gift rather than 
by our merit. Nor should we be excused from 
the requirement of giving pardon that number 
of times [i.e., seventy times seven], since 
through the grace of the gospel God has granted 
us pardon without measure.  On Matthew 
18.10.4 

The Seventy-Seven Generations from 
Adam to Christ. Augustine: What then 
does “seventy times seven” mean? Listen, my 
friends, to this great mystery, this wonderful gift. 
When the Lord was baptized, Luke the holy 
Evangelist there noted down his ancestry, in what 
order, series and stems that generation had been 
reached in which Christ was born. Matthew 
began from Abraham and came as far as Joseph in 
descending generations.5 But Luke began to 
count by going back up in ascending order. Why 
does the one reckon in a descending and the other 
in an ascending order? Because Matthew set forth 
the generations of Christ by which he came down 
to us, and so he began to reckon when Christ was 
born from a descending order.6 Luke begins to 
reckon in reverse from when Christ was baptized. 
In this is the beginning of an ascension, for he 
begins to reckon in an ascending order. Note that 
in his account he enumerates seventy-seven gen-
erations!7 With whom did he begin his reckon-
ing? Note carefully! He began to reckon from 
Christ up to Adam himself, who was the first sin-
ner and who parented us into bondage to sin. 
Luke reckoned up to Adam, and so there are enu-
merated in toto seventy-seven generations—
from Christ up to Adam and from Adam up to 
Christ. Note seventy-seven! So then if no genera-
tion was omitted, there is no exemption of any 
trespass that ought not to be forgiven. For there-
fore did he reckon up his seventy-seven genera-
tions, which number the Lord mentioned as to 
the forgiveness of sins; since he begins to reckon 
from the baptism, where all sins are remitted.8 
Sermon 83.5.9 

18:23 A King Settling Accounts 

Which King? Whose Kingdom? Origen: If 
the comparison is to a king like this—and to one 
who acts like this—of whom must we be speak-
ing if not the Son of God? For he is the king of 
the heavens. Just as he is wisdom itself and jus-
tice and truth, is he not kingship itself ? The 
kingdom does not belong to any of those below, 
nor a part of those above, but to all those above, 
whatever is called the heavens. If you are curi-
ous about the beatitude “theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven,”10 you can just as well say “theirs is 
Christ,” since Christ is the kingdom. Commen-
tary on Matthew 14.7.11 

Settling Accounts with His Servants. 
Origen: The servants in this case are the dis-
pensers of the word.12 When he demands an 
account of the servants, the king also asks those 
who have borrowed from the servants, whether 
a hundred measures of grain or a hundred jars of 
oil or whatever those outside the king’s steward-
ship have received. For the fellow servant of the 
unjust steward, according to the parable, will 
not be found to be the one who owes a hundred 
measures of grain or a hundred jars of oil, as is 
clear from the words “How much do you owe my 
master?” Consider that each good and fitting 
deed is like a profit and a gain, but each bad one 
is like a loss. And just as one gain can be a gain 
of more money and another of less and there is a 
difference between the more and the less, so in 
the case of good deeds there is a kind of valuing 
of greater or lesser gains. Commentary on 
Matthew 14.8.13 

Degrees of Sin. Chrysostom: Do you see 

4SC 258:84-86.   5Mt 1:1.   6Cf. NPNF 1 6:257-58.   7Lk 3:23.   
8Augustine followed Hilary of Poitiers and others in assuming that 
Jesus’ word about unlimited forgiviness may be a conscious allusion 
to the song of Lamech (Gen 4:24).   9PL 38:516-17; NPNF 1 6:364* 
(Sermon 33).   10Mt 5:3-10.   11GCS 40:289; ANF 9:498.   12Word 
means the Christian message, which is identified with Christ him-
self, the divine Word (Logos).   13GCS 40:293-94; ANF 9:499.
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how great a difference there is between sins 
against humanity and sins against God? As 
much a difference as between ten thousand tal-
ents and a hundred denarii; no, much greater in 
fact. This comes about from the difference of the 
persons and from the frequency of the sins. For 
when someone is watching, we hold off and do 
not dare to sin. But God is watching all the time, 
and yet we are not afraid; in fact, we even say 
and do everything quite brazenly. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 61.1.14 

18:24 One Who Owed Ten Thousand 
Talents 

When He Began the Reckoning. Origen: 
The moment of beginning the reckoning starts 
with the household of God, as is it written in 
Ezekiel: “Begin at my sanctuary.”15 This judg-
ment begins as quickly as the twinkling of an 
eye.16 In thinking of the demanding of accounts, 
let us not forget what we have said before, that 
these accounts are spiritually conceived. And 
the moment of demand begins understandably 
with those who owe the most. This is why the 
passage does not begin generally with a reckon-
ing of all accounts but a specific one: one was 
brought to him. Here is the moment. He is 
beginning to demand an account of one who 
owed him ten thousand talents! It is as if the ser-
vant had lost a vast amount and much had been 
loaned and entrusted to him but had brought no 
gain to his master. Rather, he ended up losing a 
vast sum so as to owe him an incredible debt of 
talents. Remembering the prophet Zechariah, it 
may be that he owed so many talents for this 
reason: he had often sought out the woman hid-
den in a barrel with a lead cover, whose name is 
Iniquity.17 Commentary on Matthew 14.10.18 

18:25 His Lord Ordered Payment to Be 
Made 

He Ordered Him Sold with His Wife and 
Children. Chrysostom: “His lord ordered 

him to be sold, with his wife and children.” 
Why? Not out of cruelty or inhumanity, for the 
punishment concerned the steward—his wife 
was already trapped like a slave to his folly. 
Rather, this discipline occurred in order to 
effect his transformation. His purpose is to 
frighten him by this threat so that he may come 
to supplication, and not merely that they all be 
sold. For if the lord had done this with unmiti-
gated punishment in mind, he would not have 
granted his request, nor would he have 
bestowed upon him a special favor. He did not 
dismiss the debt, and he called for an account-
ing. Why? His teaching purpose was to show 
him with all justice precisely how much debt he 
was going to free him from! In this way at least 
he might in due time become more gentle 
toward his fellow servant. Yet, even having 
learned of the weight of his debt and the great-
ness of the forgiveness, he continued to take his 
fellow servant by the throat. If the master had 
not disciplined him beforehand with such 
attempted medicines, how much worse might 
his cruelty have been than the shocking extent 
that it actually turned out to be? The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 61.3.19 

Forced Sale. Cyril of Alexandria: The sale 
of his wife and the rest of his family shows the 
complete and utter separation from the joys of 
God. For the sale shows quite clearly alienation 
from God. Those alienated from God are those 
who hear those bitter, fearful words, “Depart 
from me, you workers of iniquity, for I do not 
know you.”20 Fragment 217.21 

18:26-27 The Servant’s Plea, the Lord’s 
Mercy 

The Redemptive Motive of the Master. 

14PG 58:589-90; NPNF 1 10:376.   15Ezek 9:7.   161 Cor 15:52.   
17Zech 5:7-8, a vision in which wickedness was personified as a 
woman entrapped in a measuring barrel with a heavy lead cover.   
18GCS 40:298-99; ANF 9:520.   19PG 58:592; NPNF 1 10:378.   20Mt 
7:23; Lk 13:27.   21MKGK 225. 
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Chrysostom: Do you see again how generous 
he was? The servant asked only for an extension 
of time, but he gave him more than he asked for, 
remission and forgiveness of the entire debt. He 
wanted to give him this from the start, but he 
did not want the giving to be on his side only. 
He wanted the servant to learn from it and to 
ask for mercy, in order than he not be under an 
illusion of innocence. For that the whole was the 
Lord—even if the servant fell on his knees and 
implored—is demonstrated by the motive for 
the remission, for it says, “Out of pity the lord 
released him.” In this way he also wanted the 
servant to take some responsibility, to prevent 
him being too much put to shame, and so that 
he might learn from his own case and be lenient 
to his fellow servant, and schooled in his own 
calamities. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
61.3.22 

The Lord Forgave the Debt. Chromatius: 
So we recognize that in the person of this king 
is signified the Son of God, who held the whole 
human race guilty in the infinite debt of sin, 
since through the original sin we were all debt-
ors of sin and death. In the ten thousand talents 
the serious sins of the human race are signified. 
And though all men by natural law were debt-
ors to this heavenly king and guilty—since the 
apostle says about the same natural law that “all 
men, both Jews and Greeks, are under the 
power of sin”23—yet in this debt of sin the peo-
ple of the Jews were particularly held guilty. 
After so many great benefits they could not 
keep the law received through Moses. Since 
they did not have the wherewithal to repay 
such debt, that is, how to make it good, the lord 
had ordered them to be tormented, along with 
their wives and children. That is, this same 
people along with their synagogue and all their 
offspring were to be thrashed, to the point of 
death. But in no way could either the people of 
the Jews, who had received the law, nor the 
Gentiles, that is, we ourselves, pay off such a 
great debt of sin. Hence the heavenly King, 

moved by pity and mercy, forgave us all our 
sins. And what are these sins? Those that every 
day in our prayers we ask to be forgiven, saying, 
“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debt-
ors.” Therefore, since in no way—that is, with 
no satisfaction and no worthy penitence—
could we pay off this debt of sin and eternal 
death, that eternal King came down from 
heaven and by remitting the human race its sins 
forgave all the debt of every one who believes in 
him. How he forgave it the holy apostle clearly 
shows when he says, “having canceled the bond 
which stood against us with its legal demands; 
this he set aside, nailing it to the cross.”24 For 
we are held in sin-guilt as if under the debt of 
some creditor note. The Son of God has 
annulled this note written against us by the 
water of baptism and the drops of his blood. 
Tractate on Matthew 59.5.25 

18:28 Pay What You Owe 

Ten Thousand Talents Owed, a Hundred 
Denarii Collected. Cyril of Alexandria: 
The God of all releases us from the difficulties 
of our faults, according to the parable. This is 
what is signified by the ten thousand talents.26 
But this happens on the proviso that we our-
selves release our fellow servants from the hun-
dred denarii, that is, from the few minor faults 
they have committed against us. The angels who 
stand over us and are under the same yoke of 
service as we are make accusations before God. 
They do not speak to God as if God does not 
know—for God knows everything. Rather, in 
the interest of justice, they demand the proper 
punishment for those who choose to despise and 
dishonor the command that we love one 
another. When we meet our proper deserts, 
either we receive punishment in our present life, 
such as being visited with some pain or trouble 
or infirmity, or if not, we will certainly be pun-

22PG 58:592-93; NPNF 1 10:378.   23Rom 3:9.   24Col 2:14.   25CCL 
9a:495-96.   26Mt 18:24.
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ished in the future life. God punishes the obsti-
nate, intractable person with a view to 
improving and changing him for the better. This 
is easy to see. Holy Scripture is pertinent here, 
in these wisely spoken words: “the Lord disci-
plines those he loves, and he punishes everyone 
he accepts as a son,”27 and again: “Abide instruc-
tion.”28 Fragment 216.29 

18:29 His Fellow Servant Pleads 

I Will Pay You. Chrysostom: And so our sins 
become greater, and not only from this but also 
from the benefits and honor which we enjoy 
from them. If you want to learn how our sins 
against God are like ten thousand talents, or 
more in fact, and even much more, I will try to 
show you briefly. But I fear, lest to those who are 
inclined to wickedness and love continually to 
sin, I should appear to provide them with still 
greater security; or that I might drive the 
meeker sort to despair, and that they should 
repeat the despairing question of the disciples: 
“Who then can be saved?”30 But nevertheless I 
will continue on in the hope that I may make 
those who pay attention more secure and more 
amenable. For those who suffer an incurable dis-
ease and feel no pain are untouched by these 
words and do not change from their natural 
wickedness and inertia. And even if in the future 
they derive from my words greater occasion for 
contempt, that should be attributed not to this 
kind of argument but to their own insensibility. 
What I will say ought to be able to arouse them 
if only they attend to it and let it prick their 
hearts. But the meeker sort, when they see the 
profusion of their sins and learn the power of 
repentance, will of themselves pay more atten-
tion, I hope. And so it is necessary that I speak. 
In speaking of our sins, I will distinguish be-
tween those we commit against God and against 
other persons. I will set forth not each person’s 
own but what are common. But then I will ask 
individuals to add their own sins according to an 
examination of their conscience. I will do this, 

having first set forth the good deeds of God to 
us. What then are God’s good deeds? He created 
us from nothing; he made the whole visible 
world for us, the heaven, the sea, the earth, ani-
mals, plants and seeds. I must be brief because 
of the infinite number of his works. Into us 
alone of all that are on earth he breathed a living 
soul. He planted a garden for us. He gave us a 
helpmate and set us over all the brute species, 
and he crowned us with glory and honor. 

And yet after all this, when humanity turned 
out ungrateful toward its benefactor, he thought 
us worthy of an even greater gift—forgiveness.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 61.1.31 

18:30 He Refused to Show Mercy 

Unjust and Cruel. Chromatius: When 
Peter asked this, the Lord commanded that the 
sinning brother should be forgiven not seven 
times but seventy times seven. He then added a 
parable, making the comparison of a king and his 
servant. The servant, though unworthy, had 
received such mercy from his master that even an 
immense debt was forgiven him. But he himself 
refused to show mercy to a fellow servant for his 
small debt. So, quite rightly, he was handed over 
to the torturers and received the just punishment 
of condemnation. For what would such a wicked 
servant not deserve to suffer? Though he had 
experienced such pity from his master, he was 
himself unjust and cruel to his fellow servant. By 
this example, we are clearly instructed and 
advised that if we do not forgive our fellow ser-
vants—that is, the brothers who sin against us—
the debt of their sins, we will be condemned with 
like punishment. And though the comparison 
may seem to have been introduced for the present 
occasion, yet the parable itself has within it an 
integral logic and manifest truth. Tractate on 
Matthew 59.4.32 

27Heb 12:6; Prov 3:12.   28Prov 4:13; cf. Prov 19:20, Sir 41:14.   
29MKGK 225.   30Mt 19:25.   31PG 58:589-90; NPNF 1 10:376.   
32CCL 9a:495.
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18:31-33 Should Not You Have Had Mercy? 

Mercy and Lack of Mercy. Chrysostom: 
Do you see the mercy of the lord? Do you see 
contrasted the lack of mercy of the servant? Lis-
ten, all you who do such things for money: one 
should not act like this because it is a sin. But it 
is much worse to act like this for money. How 
then does he plead? “Have patience with me, and 
I will pay you everything.” But he did not even 
respect the very words through which he had 
himself been saved. With these words he him-
self had been freed from a debt of ten thousand 
talents! He did not even recognize the harbor by 
means of which he had escaped shipwreck. Even 
the gesture of supplication did not remind him 
of his master’s kindness. 

Casting all these out of his mind in his greed, 
cruelty and rancor, he was more brutal than any 
wild beast in seizing his fellow servant by the 
throat. 

What are you doing, O my beloved? Do you 
not see that you are making such a demand upon 
yourself ? You are deceiving yourself. You are 
thrusting a sword into yourself ! You are revok-
ing both the sentence and the gift. But he con-
sidered none of this, nor did he remember his 
own case, nor did he yield at all. Yet the requests 
were not on the same order. Compare them. 
One was for ten thousand talents, the other for 
a pittance: a hundred denarii. One was merely 
dealing with his fellow servant. But the other 
was dealing with his lord. The one received 
entire forgiveness; the other asked for delay, and 
not so much as this did he give him, for “he cast 
him into prison.”  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 61.4.33 

18:34 Delivered to the Jailers 

Till He Should Pay All His Debts. Apol-
linaris: When they do not tolerate our wicked-
ness, our fellow servants are angels who accuse us 
before God. They do not accuse to God as to one 
who does not know of our sins but because of 

their anger at those who break the laws of human 
love. By “jailers” he means the angels entrusted 
with our punishment. “Till he should pay all his 
debts” means in effect that he has handed him 
over to be punished for all time. For he could 
never pay it back. For when he corrects a person 
in the present life, God hands him over to bonds, 
sickness and tortures, but in the future he hands 
him over to anguish without remission for all 
time. He did not say, “So also will your Father do 
to you,” but “my Father.” For such people are 
unworthy to be called sons of God. So the parable 
describes in summary the indescribable love of 
God. Anyone who does not imitate this love as 
far as he can will suffer severe punishment from 
the just Judge. Even though it has been said, “Not 
to be regretted are God’s blessings,” yet wicked-
ness is so strong that it blocks out these words. 
So the story demands two things of us: to remem-
ber our own faults and not to bear a grudge on 
one who stumbles. Fragment 92.34 

18:35 If You Do Not Forgive 

So My Father Will Do to You. Chrysos-
tom: “In anger his lord delivered him to the jail-
ers, till he should pay all his debt.”35 This means 
forever, since he will never pay it. For since you 
did not become better by receiving blessings, it 
remains for you to be corrected by punishment. 
For since you have not become better by the 
kindness shown to you, it remains that you will 
be corrected only by vengeance. Although it is 
said that the blessings and gifts of God are irre-
vocable,36 our recalcitrance may frustrate even 
this intention of God. For what, then, can be a 
more grievous thing than to be vengeful, espe-
cially when it appears to overthrow so great a 
gift of God. The text does not simply say they 
“delivered him” but “in anger delivered him.” For 
when he had earlier commanded him to be sold, 
his were not the words of wrath but, rightly 

33PG 58:593; NPNF 1 10:379.   34MKGK 29.   35Mt 18:34.   36Rom 
11:29. 
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understood, a moment of great mercy. He did 
not in fact show wrath at that point. But in this 
case it is a sentence of great anger, punishment 
and vengeance. So what does the parable mean? 
“So also my heavenly Father will do to you,” he 
says, “if you do not forgive your brother from 
your heart.” Note that he did not say “your 

Father” but “my Father.” For it is not proper for 
God to be called the Father of one who is so 
wicked and malicious. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 61.4.37 

Matthew 19:1-15

J E S U S  T E A C H E S  A B O U T  D I V O R C E  A N D  

B L E S S E S  T H E  C H I L D R E N

M A T T H E W  1 9 : 1 - 1 5

Overview: Jesus left Galilee, where he had been 
born, as though the sun were climbing higher in 
the east. He came to Judea, the place where he 

was going to die, as though the sun were setting 
in the west (Incomplete Work on Matthew). 
There is a great difference between those who 

37 PG 58:594; NPNF 1 10:379-80.
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follow at a distance like the great multitudes and 
those who have left everything and followed, 
giving up all that was formerly theirs (Origen). 
His miracles accompanied and confirmed his 
teaching (Chrysostom). 

If a man loves his wife, he does not even 
think about a law for dissolving marriage. Such 
a law seems unnecessary (Incomplete Work on 
Matthew). On this matter, Jesus’ detractors 
tried to ambush him by trapping him into saying 
something against the law. Hence the question 
on divorce took a deceptive form. The motive of 
his detractors was to stir the crowd of husbands 
against him (Chrysostom). 
Matthew 19:1-15Jesus reminded them of how God had said 
“male and female,” so that a woman should think 
that no man has been made in the world except 
one and a man should think that no woman has 
been made in the world except one (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). Man “puts asunder” when 
he dismisses the first wife in desire of a second 
( Jerome). If God had wanted Adam to dismiss 
this wife and marry another, when he made one 
man, he would have made many women. But as 
it is, he shows both by the manner of her cre-
ation and the form of the commandment that 
one man must dwell with one woman continu-
ally and never break off from her (Chrysos-
tom). 

Just as faithfully as God relates to the 
church, so should we relate to our spouse. God 
will never abandon his people, unless they of 
their own will fall away into recalcitrant alien-
ation (Incomplete Work on Matthew). God 
did not simply bring the woman to her husband 
but ordered her also to leave her father and 
mother; and he not only ordered the man to go 
to the woman but also to cling to her, showing 
by his way of speaking that they should not be 
separated (Chrysostom). God, who created hu-
manity in the beginning according to his image, 
who being in the form of God created the Sav-
ior male and the church female, bestowed on 
both the same humanity according to his image. 
The Lord, becoming man, left his Father on ac-

count of the bride, the church, when he was “in 
the form of God.”1 He also left his mother, 
since he was the son of the heavenly Jerusalem, 
and became joined to the woman who had 
fallen down here (Origen). Unless we receive 
the help of divine grace, we have no power on 
our own account to avoid inordinate passions. 
Grace cannot achieve anything without the 
will, nor can will have any power without grace 
(Chrysostom, Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew). The will frequently sins without action. 
The continence that brings glory is the will of 
holy intention ( Jerome, Incomplete Work on 
Matthew). 

Jesus then laid his hands on the children so as 
to signify the arming of God’s power. Those 
qualities that the child has by nature God 
wishes us to have by choice: simplicity, forget-
fulness of wrongs done us, love of our parents 
(Apollinaris). Children are ignorant of wicked-
ness, do not know how to return evil for evil, do 
not know how to fornicate or to rob. What they 
hear, they believe. What they are by the gift of 
nature, we should become by the fear of God, a 
holy way of life and love of the heavenly king-
dom (Epiphanius the Latin). 

19:1 Jesus Entered Judea Beyond the Jordan 

He Entered Judea. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: Therefore, when he had completed 
these discourses, Jesus shifted his ministry from 
Galilee to Judea. He thus showed that the Lord 
of all loves some servants in such a way that he 
does not despise others. For just as they all owe 
him glory, as being Lord, so he renders to all of 
them mercy, as being servants. For if one place 
were to keep him all the time, he would not now 
be the possessor of all people but of some. “He 
went away from Galilee and entered the region 
of Judea.” He left Galilee his homeland, the 
place where he had been born, as though the sun 
were climbing higher in the east. He came to 
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Judea, the place where he was going to die, as 
though the sun were setting in the west, as if 
reclining in the peace transcending his Passion. 
He did this so that again from another place he 
might show us a new sunrise by his resurrec-
tion. And so we may say with the apostle: “the 
old has passed away, behold, the new has 
come.”2 And many crowds followed him. Hom-
ily 32.3 

The Borders of Judea. Chrysostom: He 
had often before left Judea because of the peo-
ple’s hostility. Now he returned there at last, as 
the time of his Passion was near. But he did not 
go up to Jerusalem yet, but to the borders of 
Judea. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
62.1.4 

19:2 Large Crowds Followed 

Large Crowds. Chrysostom: Entering Judea, 
“large crowds followed him, and he healed them 
there.” And he did not spend all his time either 
teaching or performing miracles, but at one time 
taught, at another time healed. Thus Jesus 
worked for the salvation of those remaining close 
by him and following him, so as through the mir-
acles to appear, in what he said, a teacher worthy 
of belief, and to add the gain coming from the 
miracles to the teaching of his words. In this way 
he was leading them by the hand to the knowl-
edge of God. But look at this with me. See how 
the disciples treat briefly whole multitudes in 
one word, not recording by name all the individ-
uals who were healed. For they did not say “so 
and so, and so and so” but “many,” teaching us 
not to be boastful. Christ healed them, benefit-
ing them and through them many others. For the 
healing of their sickness becomes for others the 
moment of recognition of God. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 62.1.5 

They Followed Him. Origen: Note that 
there is a distinction here between the crowds 
who simply followed and Peter and the others 

who “left everything and followed” and Mat-
thew, who arose and followed him—he did not 
simply follow but “having arisen”; for “having 
arisen” is an important addition. There are 
always those, then, who follow at a distance like 
the great multitudes yet who have not arisen 
that they may follow, nor have they given up all 
that was theirs formerly. But they are few who 
have arisen and followed, who also, in the regen-
eration, shall sit on twelve thrones.6 Only, if one 
wishes to be healed, let him follow Jesus. Com-
mentary on Matthew 14.15.7 

19:3 The Pharisees’ Question About Divorce 

Why Ask About Divorce? Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: To one who is chaste, 
marriage is good. Love that is wholesome and 
complete does not even perceive vices. If a man 
loves his wife, he does not even think about a 
law for dissolving marriages. Such a law seems 
unnecessary. 

But when someone begins inquiring about 
law aimed at dissolving marriage, there is al-
ready some sense of alienation present. Where 
alienation is found, fornication is lurking in the 
wings. Suppose you see someone who is search-
ing out physicians. You probably would conjec-
ture that he is sick. In the same way also, when 
you see either man or woman searching out in-
formation on the laws of dissolving marriages, 
you might not be far from wrong in conjecturing 
that some alienation has occurred between them 
and that one or the other may be wanton. 

So does the question of this passage arise out 
of alienation.  Homily 32.8 

They Tested Him by Asking. Chrysostom: 
Note their craftiness from the very form of their 
questioning. They did not say to him, “You told 
him not to dismiss his wife,” for he had already 
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spoken about this law.9 They did not mention 
those words but started off from that point. 
Thinking to make the ambush greater and want-
ing to trap him into saying something against 
the law, they did not say, “Why did you com-
mand such and such?” But, as if nothing had 
been said, they asked, “Is it lawful?” expecting 
that he would have forgotten what he had said. 
And they were ready if . . . he said, “It is lawful 
to put away,” to bring against him the things he 
himself had spoken and to say, “Why did you say 
the opposite?” And if he repeated what he had 
earlier said, they were ready to challenge him 
with the words of Moses. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 62.1.10 

19:4 God Made Male and Female 

God Made Them Male and Female. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: “Male and female.” 
Not male and many females, so that a man is 
allowed to possess many wives, nor males and a 
female, so that one woman is allowed to have 
many husbands. No, he said male and female, so 
that a woman should think that no man has 
been made in the world except one, and a man 
should think that no woman has been made in 
the world except one. For it was not two or three 
ribs that he took from the side of man; and he 
did not make two or three women. When, there-
fore, a second or a third wife stands before your 
face, as then Eve stood before Adam, how could 
you say to them, “This is bone from my bones”? 
For even if that woman is truly a rib, it is still 
not yours. If you have not said this to her, you 
do not affirm that she is your wife; but if you 
have said it, you lie. Homily 32.11 

From the Beginning. Chrysostom: Look 
carefully at the wisdom of the teacher. For being 
asked, “Is it allowed?” he does not immediately 
say, “It is not allowed,” lest they should be dis-
turbed and break out in an uproar. Before Jesus 
made his own statement he made it clear 
through his opening remarks that what he had 

to say came from his Father’s commandment. In 
commanding this he was not in opposition to 
Moses but fully in agreement with him. Notice 
how he validates covenant sexuality not from 
the creation alone but from God’s command-
ment. For he did not say that God had made 
only one man and one woman but that God had 
also commanded that the one man should be 
joined to the one woman. 

If God had wanted Adam to dismiss this wife 
and marry another, when he made one man, he 
would have made many women. But as it is, he 
shows both by the manner of her creation and 
the form of the commandment that one man 
must dwell with one woman continually and 
never break off from her. And see how he says, 
“He who made them at the beginning made 
them male and female,” that is, they sprang from 
one root and came together as one body, “or the 
two shall be one flesh.”  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 62.1.12 

19:5-6 Two Becoming One Flesh 

What God Has Joined. Chrysostom: Then 
he showed that it is a fearful thing to tamper 
with this law. When establishing this law, he did 
not say, “Therefore, do not sever or separate” 
but “What God has joined together, let man not 
separate.” If you quote Moses, I will quote the 
God of Moses, and with him I am always strong. 
For God from the beginning made them male 
and female. This law is very old, even if it 
appears human beings have recently discovered 
it. It is firmly fixed. And God did not simply 
bring the woman to her husband but ordered 
her also to leave her father and mother. And he 
not only ordered the man to go to the woman 
but also to cling to her, showing by his way of 
speaking that they could not be separated. And 
not even with this was God satisfied, but he 
sought also for another greater union: “for the 
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two shall be one flesh.” The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 62.1.13 

Let Not Man Put Asunder. Jerome: “What 
therefore God has joined together, let no man 
put asunder.” God “has joined” in making one 
flesh of man and woman; this no man can put 
asunder, unless perhaps God alone. Man “puts 
asunder” when we dismiss our first wife in 
desire of a second; God, who also had joined 
together, puts asunder, when by consent for 
God’s service, we so have our wives as though 
not having them.14 Commentary on Mat-
thew 1.19.6.15 

The Union of Christ and the Church. 
Origen: The apostle understands “the two shall 
become one flesh,” as referring to Christ and the 
church. So we must say that Christ did not dis-
miss the former (so to speak) wife, that is, the 
former synagogue, for any other cause than that 
the wife committed fornication, being made an 
adulteress by the evil one. Along with him she 
plotted against her husband and gave him over 
to death, saying, “Away with such a fellow from 
the earth, crucify him, crucify him.”16 

It was she, the synagogue, therefore who left 
him, rather than that her husband divorced her 
and sent her away. Therefore it says in Isaiah, 
rebuking her for this divorce: “Where is your 
mother’s bill of divorce, with which I put her 
away?”17  Commentary on Matthew 14.17.18 

19:7 A Certificate of Divorce 

The Command of Moses. Origen: Now, 
keeping in mind what we said above in regard to 
the passage from Isaiah about the bill of divorce, 
we will say that the mother of the people sepa-
rated herself from Christ, her husband,19 with-
out having received the bill of divorce.

 Afterward, however, when an unseemly 
thing was found in her, she did not find favor in 
his sight, and the bill of divorce was written out 
for her. When the new covenant called those of 

the Gentiles to the house of him who had cast 
away his former wife, it virtually gave the bill of 
divorce to her who formerly separated from her 
husband—the law and the Word. Therefore, he 
also having separated from her, married, so to 
speak, another, having given into the hands of 
the former wife the bill of divorce. So they can 
no longer do what was ordered to them under 
the law because of the certificate of divorce. And 
a sign that she has received the bill of divorce is 
that Jerusalem was destroyed along with what 
they called the sanctuary of the things in it 
which were believed to be holy, the altar of 
burnt offerings and all the rites contained in it. 
And a further sign of the bill of divorce is this, 
that they cannot keep their feasts, even though 
the letter of the law specifically commanded 
them [to be celebrated] in the place that the 
Lord God appointed for keeping feasts. At 
present the whole synagogue cannot stone those 
who have committed such and such sins; and 
thousands of other instructions are proof of the 
certificate of divorce. Add to this the fact that 
“there is no longer any prophet” and that they 
say, “We do not see any signs.”20  Commentary 
on Matthew 14.19.21 

The Motive of Jesus’ Detractors. Chry-
sostom: They ought not to have brought this 
up to him but rather he to them. Nevertheless 
he does not take advantage of them, nor does he 
say, “I am not now bound by this,” but he 
explained this, too. In fact, if he had been alien 
from the old law, he would not have argued on 
Moses’ side, nor would he have argued from the 
original events in the beginning; nor would he 
have striven to show that his views agreed with 
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the old ones. In fact, Moses gave many other 
commandments, about foods to eat, about the 
sabbath. Why do they not challenge Jesus with 
Moses anywhere else, as they do here? The 
motive of his detractors was that they wanted 
the crowd of husbands to be stirred up against 
him. For divorce was viewed as a matter of con-
siderable indifference among the Jews. Yet when 
so many things had been said on the mount, 
they remembered this commandment only now. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 62.2.22 

19:8 For Your Hardness of Heart 

The Accusers at Fault. Chrysostom: Nev-
ertheless, with unspeakable wisdom he makes a 
defense even for these things, saying that 
“Moses for the hardness of your hearts” had 
thus made that law. And he does not let Moses 
remain accused, since it was he himself who had 
given Moses the law, but he frees him from 
blame and turns the whole matter onto their 
heads, as he does everywhere. Just as when they 
accused the disciples while they were gleaning 
grain, he showed the accusers themselves to be 
at fault.23 When they charged them with eating 
with unwashed hands, Jesus proved that they 
themselves were the transgressors; and the same 
happened over the sabbath. So it happened here 
too. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 62.2.24 

19:9 No Divorce Except for Unchastity 

He Commits Adultery. Apollinaris: To 
commit adultery is to have relations with a 
woman who is not one’s proper spouse. A man 
commits adultery if he brings another woman 
in, instead of the one to whom he was lawfully 
bound. The law forbade obvious adultery, which 
is when another man seduces the woman in the 
house. But the Savior includes also that adultery 
that has not become known to everyone or that 
has not been proven as having occurred physi-
cally, because it is still adultery. Moreover, 
Christ agrees that the unfaithful wife has 

rebelled because she herself has destroyed the 
natural yoking and is no longer treated as a wife 
by her husband. Fragment 94.25 

Separation of the Will. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew: In adultery, every thing is 
destroyed by the very causes through which it is 
born. For marriage is not made by intercourse 
but by will. Therefore it is not destroyed by 
bodily separation but by separation of the will. 
Thus he who dismisses his wife and does not 
take another is still a husband. For although he 
has now been separated in the body, yet he is 
still joined in will. When he takes another wife, 
then he fully dismisses the first. So it is not the 
man who dismisses his wife who is an adulterer 
but the one who takes another wife. And just as 
the man who dismisses a chaste wife is cruel and 
unjust, so he who keeps a prostitute is foolish 
and unjust. . . . Therefore we ought to be imita-
tors of God: just as faithfully as God relates to 
the church, so should we relate to our wife. God 
will never abandon his people unless they of 
their own will cross over to the heathen or to 
heresy. Homily 32.26 

19:10 Not Expedient to Marry 

Is It Not Expedient to Marry? Chrysos-
tom: What then was Christ saying? He did not 
say, “Yes, marriage would be easier; that is what 
you must do.” He did not want the disciples to 
consider this as a commandment. So he added, 
“Not all receive this word but only those to 
whom it is given.” He raises up the matter of 
marriage and shows that it is important, both 
drawing them toward chastity and encouraging 
them. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
62.3.27 

19:11 Few Can Receive This Saying 

22PG 58:598; NPNF 1 10:382-83.   23Mt 12:1-7.   24PG 58:598; 
NPNF 1 10:383.   25MKGK 30.   26PG 56:802.   27PG 58:599; NPNF 
1 10:383.



Matthew 19:1-15

94

Not All Willing to Receive This Saying. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: Then the 
Lord did not say that it was expedient, but in-
stead he agreed that it was not expedient. But 
looking to the weakness of the flesh he said, 
“Not all men can receive this precept but only 
those to whom it is given.” The meaning is that 
not all men in fact do receive this, even if they 
are able to. All can indeed receive it, but not all 
are willing to receive it. 

The prize of glory has been laid out. Anyone 
who desires glory does not think about the toil. 
No one would win if all were afraid of the dan-
ger of the battle. Some are unable and fall from 
the goal of continence, but we ought not for that 
reason to become less earnest about the virtue of 
chastity. For if some who fall in the fight do not 
dispirit the others but say to them that that is 
their given lot, they do not apply the matter to 
the fight but to the person. All the more ought 
we to impute their fall to the negligence of the 
fallen and not to the difficulty of virginity. 

But he says, “To whom it is given.” By this he 
does not mean that to some it is given and to 
some it is not given. Rather, Jesus shows that 
unless we receive the help of divine grace, we 
have no power on our own account. But since 
grace is not denied to those who are willing, the 
Lord says in the Sermon on the Mount: “Ask, 
and it will be given you; seek, and you will find. 
Knock and it will be opened to you. For every 
one who asks, receives, and every one who 
seeks, finds, and to him who knocks it will be 
opened.”28 We must first will to ask, and then 
grace follows. For grace cannot achieve anything 
without will, nor can will have any power with-
out grace. The earth too does not germinate 
unless it receives rain, nor does rain bring forth 
fruit without the earth.  Homily 32.29 

19:12 Eunuchs for the Sake of the Kingdom 

The Grace to Live a Chaste Life. Jerome: 
There are three kinds of eunuchs, two carnal 
and the third spiritual. One group are those who 

are born this way. Another are those who are 
made into eunuchs by captivity or for pleasuring 
older women. The third are those who “have 
made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of 
heaven” and who become eunuchs for Christ 
though they could be whole men. The last group 
are promised the reward. The other two, for 
whom chastity is not a matter of willing but 
necessity, are due nothing at all. We can put it 
another way. There are eunuchs from birth who 
are of a rather frigid nature and not inclined to 
lust. There are others who are made eunuchs by 
men, those who are made so by philosophers, 
others who are made weak toward sex from 
their worship of idols, and still others who by 
heretical persuasion feign chastity so as to 
falsely claim the truth of religion. None of the 
above is receptive to the kingdom of heaven. 
Only the person who for Christ seeks chastity 
wholeheartedly and cuts off sexual impurity 
altogether [is the genuine eunuch]. So he adds, 
“He who is able to receive this, let him receive 
it,” so that each of us should look to his own 
strength as to whether he can carry out the com-
mands of virginity and chastity. Chastity in 
itself is agreeable and alluring; but one must 
look to one’s strength so that “he who is able to 
receive this may receive it.” It is as if the Lord 
with his words were urging on his soldiers to the 
reward of chastity with these words: He who is 
able to receive this let him receive it; he who is 
able to fight, let him fight and conquer. Com-
mentary on Matthew 3.19.12.30 

Willing and Acting Chastely. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: As if someone 
should say, “What are you saying, Lord? If for 
whatever reason a man happened not to have a 
wife, will he receive the reward of chastity?” Not 
always. For just as without will an action cannot 
cause sin, so justice is not achieved merely by 
the action unless there is the will. For many try 
to be chaste in body but commit adultery in 
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their will. If fornication were not committed 
through the will alone, the Lord never would 
have said, “Everyone who looks at a woman lust-
fully has already committed adultery with her in 
his heart.”31 Therefore the will frequently sins 
without action. The continence that brings 
glory is not the continence that a weakness in 
our bodies compels us to keep; rather it is the 
one which we embrace with the will of our holy 
intention. Therefore he says, “There are 
eunuchs who have been so from birth; there are 
eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by men.” 
These are kept chaste by necessity, but the third 
group, those “who have made themselves 
eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven,” 
are crowned by their willing it. Homily 32.32 

19:13 Children Brought to Jesus 

The Children Prefigure the Gentiles. 
Hilary of Poitiers: The children prefigure 
the Gentiles, to whom salvation is given through 
faith and the simple word. But since the goal 
was first to save Israel, they were at first pre-
vented by the disciples from approaching. The 
action of the apostles is not about their personal 
desires but rather their serving as a type or pre-
figuring of the future proclamation of the gospel 
to the Gentiles. The Lord says that the children 
should not be prevented because “theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven”; for the grace and gift of the 
Holy Spirit was going to be bestowed on the 
Gentiles by the laying on of hands, when the 
work of the law ceased. On Matthew 19.3.33 

Children Were Brought to Him. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: “Then”—that is, 
when the Lord was preaching about chastity and 
saying that eunuchs were blessed. For when the 
Lord was speaking about the glory of chastity 
and saying, “There are eunuchs who have made 
themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of 
heaven,”34 some of those listening offered him 
their infants, boys of the purest chastity. For 
they thought that the Lord was praising those 

who were pure in body only, not those also pure 
in will. They did not know that the Lord did not 
call blessed those eunuchs made chaste by the 
necessity of youth but those made chaste by the 
virtue of continence. “But the disciples rebuked 
the people.” O flesh, friend of wickedness and 
not of goodness! Because it does not delight in 
the good, it easily forgets the good.35 But what-
ever evil it hears, it retains forever as though 
naturally planted in the heart. For a man can 
never forget what he loves nor remember what 
he hates. 

Only a little before, when receiving a child, 
Christ had said, “Unless you become like this 
child here, you will not enter the kingdom of 
heaven." But now look at how the disciples had 
immediately forgotten the innocence of children 
and had kept them back as though they were not 
worthy to come to Christ, even though the disci-
ples themselves had been invited to be like chil-
dren.36 Who would merit to approach Christ if 
innocent children are kept back from him? The 
disciples thought they were doing honor to 
Christ, while actually they were diminishing his 
glory. For just as it is a loss to a physician if the 
sick are kept away from him, so it is a loss to 
Christ not to have those he may save.  Homily 
32.37 

19:14 Let the Children Come to Me 

To Such Belongs the Kingdom. Epipha-
nius the Latin: Why did the disciples keep the 
children back? Not because of the children’s 
wickedness but because it was not the right 
time. They did not want the Lord to be tired by 
the great crowd. To them he said, “Let the chil-
dren come to me and do not hinder them, for to 
such belongs the kingdom of heaven.” For chil-
dren are ignorant of wickedness. They do not 
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know how to return evil for evil or how to do 
someone an injury. They do not know how to be 
lustful or to fornicate or to rob. What they hear, 
they believe. They love their parents with com-
plete affection. Therefore, beloved, the Lord 
instructs us that what they are by the gift of 
nature, we should become by the fear of God, a 
holy way of life and love of the heavenly king-
dom; for unless we are alien to all sin just like 
children, we cannot come to the Savior. Inter-
pretation of the Gospels 25.38 

19:15 He Laid His Hands on Them 

Childlike Qualities. Apollinaris: Only 
the wickedness and corruption of the creature 
stands in the way of our approaching the Cre-
ator. Lack of wisdom should not prevent it. He 
seeks completeness, and your approach is wel-
come to him for this completeness. Therefore 
the words “For to such belongs the kingdom of 
heaven” are accurate. He did not say “of these” 

but “to such,” since lack of wisdom is a property 
of children. For the same reason the apostle 
said, “Do not be children in your thinking; be 
babes in evil.”39 And Mark also examines the 
cause, speaking and interpreting as follows: “To 
such belongs the kingdom of heaven” and “Truly 
I say to you, whoever does not receive the king-
dom of God like a child shall not enter it.”40 
Luke also said the same as Matthew above: 
“Whoever humbles himself like this child, he is 
the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”41 For 
those qualities which the child has by nature, 
God wishes us to have by choice: simplicity, for-
getfulness of wrongs done to us, love of our par-
ents, even if struck by them. He laid his hands 
on the children because the laying on of hands 
signifies the arming of God’s power. Fragment 
96.42 
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T H E  R I C H  Y O U N G  M A N

M A T T H E W  1 9 : 1 6 - 3 0

Overview: The law is the beginning of the 
route to the good life but not its completion 
(Apollinaris). When Jesus says no one is good, 
he means no one among humanity, and he says it 
not to exclude people from goodness but to 
make a comparison of human goodness with the 
goodness of God. That the rich man went away 
sorrowful is an indication that he did not come 
to Jesus with evil intent, but he did come with 
too weak a will (Chrysostom). Christ did not 
answer him as he expected but simply pointed 
him to the law, not because the law is perfection 
but because the life lived according to law is a 
kind of introduction to eternal life and an educa-
tion toward Christ (Cyril of Alexandria). 
Jesus sent the young man back to the law so that 
he might understand that in the very thing in 
which he takes pride, he has as yet done no right-
eous work. He put his trust in the law but did 
not really comply with it (Hilary of Poitiers). 

Matthew 19:16-30Matthew 19:16-30Learn therefore to seek eternal life, when you 
will not face these worldly troubles but will 
reign with God forever (Augustine). Even 
though we may be practiced in the other virtues, 
avarice may bring all the others to ruin (Chry-
sostom). One who fails in only one of the law’s 
commandments cannot enter into life (Origen). 
If you are not willing to do the greater com-
mandments, do the lesser ones. The greater 
commandments are “Sell everything that you 
have and give to the poor and follow me.” The 
lesser are “You shall not commit murder; you 
shall not commit adultery; you shall not bear 
false witness; you shall not steal; honor your fa-

ther and mother; love your neighbor as your-
self ” (Augustine). One may abandon wealth 
and still not follow the Savior ( Jerome). One 
does not instantly lose rage or inordinate desire 
the moment one has sold all and given to the 
poor (Origen). If not being generous with one’s 
own wealth is an impediment to gaining the 
kingdom, think how much fire is amassed for 
stealing another’s wealth (Chrysostom). 

The incarnate Word is viewed under the 
analogy of a needle: sharp, subtle, straight and 
enabling that which is torn to be sewn back to-
gether without making a deep wound (Incom-
plete Work on Matthew). God knew that 
even if the disciples had been endowed with 
much wealth they would still not have been dis-
tracted by it. Nor would their desire to follow 
Jesus have been thwarted by it (Origen). The 
disciples, though simple, unpolished sinners, 
could recognize him, but the priests and scribes, 
who had Scriptures before their eyes, could not 
recognize him. Almost the whole race was igno-
rant of him whom Twelve knew (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). The hundredfold harvest 
is the same as that which is filled with heavenly 
joy at the hundredth sheep (Hilary of Poitiers, 
Theodore of Heraclea). The synagogue was 
first to be called to salvation, but it was enfee-
bled due to a lack of faith. Then the church, ris-
ing in the house of its father—that is, the law—
out of the weakness of its sins came to Christ 
and overcame its feebleness with faith. The 
church took from the synagogue the grace thus 
passed on (Incomplete Work on Matthew). 
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19:16 Having Eternal Life 

What Must I Do to Inherit Eternal 
Life? Chrysostom: And, behold, one came 
and said to him, “Good Master, what deed must 
I do to inherit eternal life?” Some criticize this 
young man as dissembling and wicked, 
approaching Jesus to put him to the test. I 
would not hesitate to say that he is avaricious 
and greedy since Christ also showed him up as 
such. Yet I would by no means call him a dis-
sembler, because it is not safe to venture on 
things uncertain and especially in a case of 
blame. Such is also true because Mark has 
taken away the suspicion of dissembling. For 
Mark says, “A man ran up and kneeling before 
him asked him” and “Jesus looking upon him 
loved him.”1 The tyranny of money is a power-
ful thing, as is clear here. Though we are prac-
ticed in the other virtues, avarice brings the 
others to ruin. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 63.1.2 

19:17 If You Would Enter Life 

Overconfidence Under the Law. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: With good reason 
we should ask here: when the young man had 
asked Christ, “Teacher, what good deed must I 
do to have eternal life?” and the Lord had fin-
ished his explanation, why did he add at the end 
“But many that are first will be last and the last 
first”? No one doubts that it was said about the 
Jews and Gentiles. It is not by chance, therefore, 
that this young man is introduced as immature 
in the mystery. He is boasting and frivolous, 
showing features of a life lived too confidently 
under the law. Christ usually does this when he 
is going to speak about the mystery of some sub-
ject. First he introduces someone physically, so 
as to find an opportunity for reflecting spiritu-
ally out of the physical situation. He then 
explains the meaning of the matter. For exam-
ple, when he was going to talk about restraining 
the pride of the Pharisees,3 he first introduced 

the man with dropsy and healed him; the pas-
sage ends in midsentence but goes on: so that in 
the physical tumor of the man with dropsy the 
swollen pride of the Pharisees might be pricked. 
Homily 33.4 

One Who Is Good. Chrysostom: Why 
therefore did Christ reply to him in these words: 
“No one is good”? Because he considered Jesus a 
mere man and one of the crowd, and a Jewish 
teacher. For this reason he spoke as a man to 
him. For often he answers the hidden thoughts 
of the questioner, as when he says, “We worship 
what we know”5 and “If I bear witness of myself, 
my testimony is not true.”6 Therefore when he 
says, “No one is good,” he does not say this to 
show that he is not good; far from it. For he does 
not say, “Why do you call me good? I am not 
good” but “No one is good,” that is, no human 
being. When he says this, he does not mean to 
exclude men from goodness but to make a com-
parison with the goodness of God. Therefore he 
adds, “Except God alone.” The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 63.1.7 

Keep the Commandments. Apollinaris: 
The teaching of the law is good, and Christ does 
not criticize it, but he says, “If you would enter 
life, keep the commandments,” indicating the 
beginning of this route but not its completion. 
Through this he shows that the law is not alien 
to himself, but perfection comes from himself. 
Fragment 97.8 

Seek the Life That Endures. Augustine: 
The Lord said to a certain young man, “If you 
would enter life, keep the commandments.” He 
did not say “If you would have life” but “If you 
would enter life,” defining that life as eternal 
life. Let us first consider then the love of this 
life. For this life is loved, whatever its quality; 
and however troubled it is, however wretched, 

1Mk 10:17, 21.   2PG 58:603; NPNF 1 10:387.   3Lk 14.   4PG 56:805-
6.   5Jn 4:22.   6Jn 5:31.   7PG 58:603; NPNF 1 10:387.   8MKGK 32.
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people are afraid to end it. Hence we should see, 
we should consider, how much eternal life is to 
be loved, when this miserable life that must at 
some time be ended is so loved. Consider, broth-
ers, how much that life is to be loved when it is a 
life you never end. You love this life, where you 
work so much, run, are busy, pant. In this busy 
life the obligations can scarcely be counted: sow-
ing, plowing, working new land, sailing, grind-
ing, cooking, weaving. And after all this hard 
work your life comes to an end. Look at what 
you suffer in this wretched life that you so love. 
And do you think that you will always live and 
never die? Temples, rocks, marbles, all rein-
forced by iron and lead, still fall. And a person 
thinks that he will never die? Learn therefore, 
brothers, to seek eternal life, when you will not 
endure these things but will reign with God for-
ever. Sermon 84.1.9 

19:18 Listing the Commandments 

Keep Which Commandments? Chrysos-
tom: Note how prepared the young man is to 
obey the commandments. For he says, “What 
must I do to have eternal life?” He seems ready 
to do what he would be told. If his purpose had 
been to put Jesus to a test, the Evangelist would 
have given some indication of this as he does in 
other cases, for instance, in the case of the law-
yer.10 If the young man had remained silent or 
been deceptive, Jesus would have easily exposed 
that and brought it into the open. If the young 
man had come to test him, he would not have 
retreated downcast at what he heard. This never 
happened to any of the Pharisees. When refuted 
they were all the more angry. This man was not 
angry. He went away in sorrow, which is no little 
signal that he did not come to him with evil 
intent. But he did come with too weak a will. 
Truly he did desire life but was held in the grip 
of a serious moral infirmity. When therefore 
Christ said, “If you would enter life, keep the 
commandments,” he said “Which?” not putting 
him to the test—far from it—but because he 

thought that there were some other ones beside 
those in the law which could bring him life. So 
he seems to be quite earnest. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 63.1.11 

Christ and the Law. Cyril of Alexandria: 
When Christ says to him, “If you would enter 
life, keep the commandments,” the man expects 
him to add immediately, “my commandments.” 
“Which ones?” he asks. He was quite deceived 
in his expectation. For Christ did not answer 
him as he expected but simply pointed him to 
the law. This is not because the law is perfec-
tion, for “no one is justified by the law,”12 as it is 
written, but because the life lived according to 
law is a kind of introduction to the eternal life, 
briefly acquainting trainees to the things 
above. “For the law was put in charge to lead us 
to Christ.”13 The law is the starting point for 
social justice. Christ is the perfection. For the 
beginning of good is to act justly, he says. Just 
action then is shown by the law, but goodness 
is shown by Christ. The law taught us to repay 
those who wish to harm us, as in “eye for eye, 
tooth for tooth.”14 But Christ taught us to let 
go such balanced vengeance with a view to the 
greater good, teaching that “if anyone strikes 
you on the right cheek, turn to him the other 
also; and if anyone would sue you and take 
your coat, let him have your cloak as well.”15 
Fragment 218.16 

Knowledge of the Law Does Not Imply 
Obedience. Hilary of Poitiers: This young 
man has grown impudent from studying the law. 
He is worried about his salvation. Jesus sends 
him back to the law so that he might understand 
that, in the very thing in which he takes pride, 
he has as yet done no righteous work. For the 
Lord answered him with the words of the law. 
But the young man, like the boastful and impu-

9PL 38:519; NPNF 1 6:365-66 (Sermon 34).   10Mt 22:35.   11PG 
58:604; NPNF 1 10:387-88.   12Gal 3:11.   13Gal 3:24.   14Lev 24:20.   
15Mt 5:39-40.   16MKGK 225-26.
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dent people of whom he is a type,17 put his trust 
in the law, but he did not really comply with it at 
all. For they had been ordered not to kill, yet 
they had killed the prophets. They knew they 
were not to commit adultery, yet they had 
brought corruption on the faith and adultery on 
the law and had worshiped other gods. They 
knew not to steal, yet by stealth they had dis-
solved the commandments of the law, before 
Christ restored the freedom of believing in the 
faith. They knew not to bear false witness, yet 
they denied that Christ rose from the dead. 
They were ordered to honor father and mother, 
yet they had separated themselves from the fam-
ily of God the Father and their mother the 
church. They were ordered to love their neigh-
bor as themselves, yet they persecuted Christ, 
who had assumed the body of us all and had 
become neighbor to each one of us by the condi-
tion of the assumed body; they persecuted him 
to the punishment of the cross. So the young 
man was ordered to cast off and cut out all these 
vices and to return to the law.  On Matthew 
19.5.18 

The Law and Life. Origen: These command-
ments are sufficient for someone entering on the 
ground level of the path of eternal life. But they 
are not sufficient to lead one to the higher life, 
and certainly not to perfection. One who fails in 
just one of these commandments cannot even 
enter the beginnings of life. Anyone who wishes 
to enter the early stages of the path of life must 
be free from adultery and murder and any kind 
of theft. For just as the adulterer and murderer 
will not enter into life, so neither will the thief. 
Many of those who are said to believe in Christ 
are guilty of this sin. Just look at their daily 
business and the way money is entrusted to 
them and the crafts they practice. Commen-
tary on Matthew 15.13.19 

19:19-20 What Do I Still Lack? 

The Greater and Lesser Commandments. 

Augustine: The rich young man claimed to 
have kept the commandments. Then he heard 
the greater commandment: “If you wish to be 
perfect, you still lack one thing: sell all that you 
have and give it to the poor”; you will not lose it, 
but “you will have treasure in heaven; and come, 
follow me.” What good does it do you if you fol-
low the law and do not follow me? He went away 
sad and sorrowful, as you have heard, for he had 
great wealth. 

What he heard, we too have heard. The 
Word of Christ is the gospel. He sits in heaven, 
but he does not cease to speak on earth. Let us 
not be deaf, for he shouts. Let us not be dead, 
for he thunders. If you are not willing to do the 
greater commandments, do the lesser ones. If 
the burden of the greater is too much for you, 
take up the lesser. Why are you slow to do 
either? Why do you oppose both? The greater 
commandments are “Sell everything that you 
have and give to the poor and follow me.”20 The 
lesser are “You shall not commit murder; you 
shall not commit adultery; you shall not bear 
false witness; you shall not steal; honor your 
father and mother; love your neighbor as your-
self.”21 So do these things. Why do I shout to 
you that you must sell your possessions when I 
cannot get you to admit that you should not take 
someone else’s? You have heard, “You shall not 
steal.” You rob. Before the eyes of so great a 
judge, I now hold you not a thief but a robber. 
Spare yourself; pity yourself. This life still gives 
you time. Don’t reject reproof. Yesterday you 
were a thief; do not also be one today. Perhaps 
you have also been one today? Do not be one 
tomorrow. Sometime end your sin and expect 
good reward. You want to have your goods, but 
you are unwilling to be good. Your life is con-
trary to your hopes. If it is a great good to have a 
good house, how great an evil is it to have an evil 
soul?  Sermon 85.1.22 

17The reference here is to the Jewish leaders who were resistant to 
the gospel.   18SC 258:94.   19GCS 40:383.   20Mt 19:21.   21Mt 19:18-
19.   22PL 38:520-21; NPNF 1 6:366-67 (Sermon 35).
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19:21 Sell, Give, Follow 

Sell What You Possess. Jerome: It is in our 
power whether we wish to be perfect. Yet who-
ever wishes to be perfect ought to sell what he 
has—and not sell them in part, as Ananias did 
and Sapphira,23 but to sell it all. When he has 
sold it to give it all to the poor, he has begun to 
prepare for himself a treasure in the kingdom of 
heaven. Nor is this sufficient for perfection 
unless after despising riches he follows the Sav-
ior, that is, abandons evil and does good. For 
more easily is a little purse despised than one’s 
will. Many abandon their wealth but do not fol-
low the Savior. To follow the Savior is to be an 
imitator of him and walk in his steps. Anyone 
who says that he believes in Christ must himself 
also walk in the steps he walked in. Commen-
tary on Matthew 3.19.21.24 

If You Would Be Perfect. Origen: Some-
one might ask, If a perfect person is one who 
possesses all the virtues and no longer acts out 
of malice, how can the person who sells all his 
possessions and gives it to the poor then be per-
fect? For granted someone has done this, how 
will he go forth instantly without rage if he has 
previously been subject to rage? How will he in-
stantly be immune to grief and rise above all the 
worries that can beset someone and cause him 
grief? How can he be free from all fear, whether 
of troubles or of death or those things which can 
upset the still imperfect soul? How will it be 
that anyone who sells his possessions and gives 
them to the poor will lack all desire? 

More wisely a believer would seem to meet 
the question by keeping to the literal meaning 
and not expounding it allegorically. You decide 
for yourself whether what is said is worthily said 
according to its context or not. Some will say 
that anyone who gives to the poor is helped by 
their prayers. He takes for his salvation the 
abundance of the spiritual goods of those who 
are poor in material possessions to meet his own 
lack, as the apostle suggests in the second letter 

to the Corinthians.25 Who else would have this 
happen to him and be so greatly helped? For 
God listens to the prayers of so many poor peo-
ple who have been relieved. Among them per-
haps are people like the apostles or at any rate a 
little inferior to them, poor in material effects 
but rich in spiritual gifts.  Commentary on 
Matthew 15.16-17.26 

19:22 The Young Man Went Away 
Sorrowful 

Arrested Adolescence. Hilary of Poi-
tiers: But the young man, when he heard this, 
“went away sorrowful.” For he put great trust in 
wealth. And in him we observe the rational 
working out of a metaphor. This was a young 
man. He himself said that since his youth he had 
obeyed the commandments that are contained 
in the law. Yet an arrested adolescence remains 
within his youth, whatever age he may be.27 On 
Matthew 19.7.28

19:23-24 A Camel Through the Eye of a 
Needle 

The Incarnate Word as Needle. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: The needle is the 
Word of God, which is the Son of God himself. 
The tip of the needle is sharp and subtle: subtle 
according to his divinity and sharp as to his 
incarnation. The needle is straight and without 
curve, that is, without scruple. Through the 
wound of his Passion the Gentiles now have 
entered eternal life. Only this needle, the cross, 
can stitch wounds together. He sewed together 
once again the tunic of immortality, which had 
been torn by Adam. It is the needle that sewed 
the flesh to the spirit. This needle joined 
together the Jewish people and that of the Gen-

23Acts 5:1-2.   24CCL 77:170-71.   252 Cor 8:14.   26GCS 40:395, 397-
98.   27His optimism about himself may be evidence of an adolescent 
idealism whose hopes were stultified, so that even as a young man he 
is still trapped in immaturity.   28SC 258:96.
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tiles; the apostle says of it, “For he is our peace 
who has made us both one.”29 This is the needle 
that joined the broken friendship of angels and 
human beings. This is the needle that pierces 
and passes through but does not wound. Hom-
ily 33.30

The Metaphor of the Camel. Hilary of 
Poitiers: The arrogant young man, when told 
to make good his failure to obey the law, is 
downcast and sad. To the people of which he is 
a prototype,31 the cross and Passion are a stum-
bling block. There is no salvation for this 
young man there. But he glories in the law, 
despises the Gentiles and refuses to cross into 
the freedom of the gospel; therefore it will be 
difficult for him to enter the kingdom of 
heaven. For few of them—and compared with 
the multitude of the Gentiles they are very 
rare—were those Jews who would believe. It 
was difficult for them to bend their will, long 
hardened under the law, to the gospel’s preach-
ing of humility. But more easily will the camel 
pass through the eye of a needle. A camel can-
not fit into the eye of a needle, nor can the bulk 
of the huge beast be received by the narrow 
mouth of the tiny hole. In the beginning of this 
book in discussing John’s clothing I pointed out 
that the camel signifies the Gentiles. For this 
beast obeys the word, is restrained by fear, is 
tolerant of fasting and kneels to take on its 
burden with a kind of ordered discipline. In 
this comparison the wildness of the Gentiles 
has been tamed by obedience to God’s com-
mandments. These then enter the very narrow 
path of the heavenly kingdom, that is, the nee-
dle, which is the preaching of the gospel word. 
By it the wounds of the body are stitched 
together, the torn clothing is rewoven, and 
death itself is pricked. Therefore this is the 
route of this new preaching. Into it the weak-
ness of the Gentiles will enter with less diffi-
culty than the opulence of the rich man, that is, 
of the one taking pride in the law. On Mat-
thew 19.10-11.32 

Cyril of Alexandria: By “camel” here he 
means not the living thing, the beast of burden, 
but the thick rope33 to which sailors tie their 
anchors. He shows this comparison to be not 
entirely pointless (as a camel would be), but he 
makes it an exceedingly difficult matter; in fact, 
next to impossible. Fragment 219.34 

19:25 Who Can Be Saved? 

The Rich and the Kingdom. Chrysostom: 
What then did Christ say? “How difficult it will 
be for the rich to enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
He was not criticizing money itself but the wills 
of those who are taken captive by it. If it will be 
difficult for the rich, how much more so for the 
avaricious! For if stinginess with one’s own 
wealth is an impediment to gaining the king-
dom, think how much fire is amassed for taking 
someone else’s. But why does he say that it is 
hard for the rich man to enter the kingdom, to 
the disciples, who were poor and had nothing? 
He teaches them not to be ashamed of their pov-
erty and, as it were, gives the reason why he did 
not allow them to possess anything. After saying 
it is hard, he also shows them that it is impossi-
ble, and not simply impossible but even in an 
exaggerated way impossible. He shows this from 
the comparison of the camel and the needle: “It 
is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a 
needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom 
of heaven.” Hence Christ demonstrates that 
there is a significant reward for the wealthy who 
can practice self-denial. He also said that this 
had to be the work of God, that he might show 
that great grace is needed for anyone who is 
going to achieve it. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 63.2.35

29Eph 2:14.   30PG 56:812.   31The leaders of the Jews.   32SC 258:98-
100.   33This interpretation—“rope” (kamilos) and not  “camel” 
(kame4los)—rests on the homonymic character of the two words in 
Greek and has been variously followed even by modern exegetes. It 
is, however, unacceptable (cf. TDNT 3:593-94).   34MKGK 226.   
35PG 58:605; NPNF 1 10:388-89.



Matthew 19:16-30

103

19:26 All Things Possible with God 

Readily Approaching God. Chrysostom: 
When the disciples were upset, he said, “With 
men this is impossible, but with God all things 
are possible.” But why were the disciples upset 
since they were poor, in fact very poor? They 
were upset for others’ salvation and because 
they possessed great love toward them all. Al-
ready they were taking on the tenderness of 
teachers. At least they were in such trembling 
and fear for the whole world from Jesus’ declara-
tion as to need much comfort. 

And so after Jesus had made eye contact with 
them, he said, “With men this is impossible, but 
with God all things are possible.” So with a 
pleasant and gentle look, he soothed those 
whose hearts were terrorized and relieved their 
anguish (for this is what the Evangelist meant 
by “looking at him”). Then he uplifted them 
with his words as he focused on the power of 
God, and thus he gave them faith. 

If you also want to learn the way and how the 
impossible becomes possible, listen. He did not 
make this statement that what is impossible for 
man is possible for God merely so you could 
relax and do nothing and leave it all to God. No, 
he said this so you could understand the impor-
tance of calling upon God to give you help in 
this rigorous contest and that you might more 
readily approach his grace.  The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 63.2.36 

19:27 What Shall We Have? 

We Have Left Everything. Chrysostom: 
What is “everything,” blessed Peter? Is it your 
fishing rod? your net? your boat? your skill? Are 
you telling me these are the “everything”? “Yes,” 
he says, “I am not saying these things to show off 
but in order that by this question I may embrace 
the multitude of the poor.” For when the Lord 
said, “If you wish to be perfect, sell what you 
have and give to the poor and you will have trea-
sure in heaven,” one of the poor may say, “What 

then? If I have no possessions, can I not be per-
fect?” Peter asks the question so that you, the 
poor man, may learn that you are in no way infe-
rior to the disciples. Peter asks the question, not 
so that you may have doubts if you learn it from 
Peter (for he was still imperfect and as yet 
unfilled by the Spirit) but so that you may hear 
the word from Peter’s Master and so believe. 
When we dispute on behalf of others, we often 
make their concerns our own. That is what the 
apostle did when he offered this question to the 
Master on behalf of the wider world of the poor. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 64.1.37 

19:28 Judging the Twelve Tribes of Israel 

You Will Sit on Twelve Thrones. Origen: 
In gift giving it is not the gift itself that God 
praises and approves but the will and sincerity 
of the giver. He excuses and holds more accept-
able the one who gave less but gave it with more 
perfect sincerity than the one who gave more 
from a fuller store but with less pure affection.38 
Thus, from what is written about the gifts of the 
wealthy and from the two mites which the 
widow in the treasury sent for the poor,39 it is 
clear that the same also happens to those who 
leave everything that they possess for the love of 
God so as to follow undistractedly the Christ of 
God. They will do everything according to his 
word. The one who leaves the greater wealth is 
not more acceptable than the one who leaves the 
lesser. This is especially so if he leaves the lesser 
with his whole heart. What Peter left, along 
with his brother Andrew, was small and of no 
value, but when they both heard, “Follow me, 
and I will make you fishers of men, immediately 
they left their nets and followed him.”40 Yet they 
were not valued lightly by God, who knew that 
they had done this with great love. God knew 
that even if they had been endowed with much 
wealth they would still not have been distracted 

36PG 58:605; NPNF 1 10:389.   37PG 58:609; NPNF 1 10:391.   
38Mk 12:43-44; Lk 21:3-4.   39Mk 12:41-44.   40Mt 4:19-20.
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by it, nor would their desire to follow Jesus have 
been thwarted by it. . . . Those who follow the 
Savior, therefore, will sit on the twelve thrones 
judging the twelve tribes of Israel and will 
receive this power in the resurrection of the 
dead. For this is the regeneration, a new birth, 
when the new heaven and the new earth are 
established for those who renew themselves, 
and a New Testament with its chalice is given. 
Commentary on Matthew 15.21-22.41 

The Twelve Tribes of Israel. Chrysos-
tom: But what does it mean that they will “judge 
the twelve tribes of Israel”? It means they will 
judge them insufficient and convicted. For they 
are not going to sit as jurymen. But just as he 
said that the queen of the south is to judge that 
generation42 and the Ninevites will condemn 
them,43 so will these too. For this reason he did 
not say “the nations and the world” but “the 
tribes of Israel.” The Jews and the apostles had 
been brought up in the same laws and customs 
and political system. When the Jews said that 
they were not able to believe in Christ because 
the law forbade them to receive his command-
ments, he brings forward these people who had 
received the same law and had believed, and 
thus he condemns all those others. That is why 
he had already said, “Therefore they shall be 
your judges.”44 The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 64.2.45 

You Who Have Followed Me. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: On the day of judgment 
the Jews will reply, “Lord, we did not know that 
you were the Son of God incarnate. For what 
man could see the treasure hidden in the earth46 
or the sun hidden in a cloud? Who suspected 
that the morning star47 was born upon earth? 
Who thought that the woman who shut us out 
from paradise and prevented us all from enter-
ing it should herself become the first door of 
paradise? Or that the light should go forth 
through her who had caused the darkness to en-
ter? And so it was not obstinacy of heart that 

drove us to injure you, but we were deceived by 
consideration of the flesh.” 

You will reply to them, “We too were men 
just like you, having a similar soul and the same 
carnal nature, and we lived in one and the same 
world. We were threatened by the same factions 
of worldly spirits, helped by the same safeguards 
of God. Further, you had this advantage over us: 
we were simple, unpolished men and sinners, 
and obscure in the crowd, while you were priests 
and scribes and leaders of the people. We, sim-
ple, rustic sinners, could recognize him. You, 
though priests and scribes, who had Scriptures 
before your eyes like beacons and pathways, still 
could not recognize him. Even before witnessing 
his miracles, we understood him. But you, even 
after witnessing all his powers, could not under-
stand him? How could it be that almost the 
whole race was ignorant of him whom Twelve 
knew? You did not believe him. You did not 
know that he was the Son of God. What caused 
you to kill him when you did not find any fault 
in him? In us the goodwill of our rustic igno-
rance was like a lantern. But in you, the malice 
of your knowledge enveloped you like dark-
ness.”  Homily 33.48 

19:29 Inheriting Eternal Life 

A Hundredfold Harvest. Hilary of Poi-
tiers: They followed him in the washing of bap-
tism, the sanctification of the faith, in the adop-
tion of the inheritance and in the resurrection 
from the dead. For this is that regeneration that 
the apostles received and that the law could not 
grant. It joined them together above the twelve 
thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel, to 
the glory of the twelve patriarchs. To others fol-
lowing him in scorn of the secular world, he 
promises the abundance of hundredfold har-
vests. This hundredfold harvest is the same as 
that which is filled with heavenly joy at the hun-
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dredth sheep.49 This hundredfold harvest is that 
which the fruitfulness of the perfected earth will 
provide. This honor was also destined to the 
church in Sarah’s name.50 This honor will be 
merited through the loss of the law and the faith 
of the gospel. And thus he says that the first are 
to be made from the last because the last are 
made from the first. On Matthew 20.4.51

Eternal Spiritual Joys. Theodore of Her-
aclea: “A hundredfold” means that which is 
incomparably better as regards the future in 
heaven. When Mark says he will receive a hun-
dredfold “in this age,”52 we should understand 
him as speaking about spiritual joys far exceed-
ing earthly ones, inasmuch as they are pledges of 
future blessings. Fragment 107.53 

Receiving the Spiritual. Jerome: So the 
meaning is this: He who has given up the carnal 
for the Savior will receive the spiritual. In com-
parison and merit this will be as if a small num-
ber were compared with a number in the 
hundreds. Hence the apostle, who had given up 
only a house and his small provincial fields, also 
says, “As having nothing, and yet possessing 
everything.”54 Commentary on Matthew 
3.19.30.55

Everyone Who Has Left All. Cyril of 
Alexandria: So that no one should think that 
what was said applied only to the disciples, he 
extended the words to cover all those doing like-
wise. The rest might not receive the same as the 
disciples; yet instead of their relatives of the 
flesh they will have kinship with God and fra-
ternity with the saints. In fact, he means the 

older men and women of the church, who were, 
as it were, relatives through love, beloved from 
disposition, who loved them much more than 
their relatives of the flesh. They also received 
money from them to spend as they wished, 
while the future treasures were laid up in store 
for them. Instead of their fields they will receive 
paradise. They will receive paradise instead of 
their fields. They will receive Jerusalem above, 
the mother of their firstborn, in place of their 
houses built of stone. Fragment 221.56 

19:30 The Last First 

The First Will Be Last. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew: The synagogue had been first to 
be called to salvation, but it was enfeebled due 
to a lack of faith. Then the church, rising in the 
house of its father—that is, the law—out of the 
weakness of its sins ran to Christ and overcame 
its feebleness with faith. The church took from 
the synagogue the grace thus passed on. But the 
synagogue, driven more by zeal than faith, saw 
that the church had not only been cured of its 
sickness but also made the daughter of God by 
receiving the Holy Spirit, by which it came to 
Christ. As the apostle says, “Through their tres-
pass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to 
make Israel jealous.”57 Thus the synagogue, 
which was the first to be called, was the second 
to believe. The church, which was the second to 
be called, obtained the first place of salvation 
with God. Homily 33.58 
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W O R K E R S  I N  T H E  V I N E Y A R D

M A T T H E W  2 0 : 1 - 1 6

Overview: The vineyard is a place for the culti-
vation of virtues: gentleness, chastity, patience, 
and countless other good qualities (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). The workers, who are 
called to the task at different times of the day—
early, at the third hour, at the sixth, at the ninth, 
at the eleventh—are those who have come for-
ward at different ages and lived justly (Chrysos-
tom). By “day” Jesus means the whole age during 
which at different moments since the transgres-
sion of Adam he calls just individuals to their pi-
ous work, defining rewards for them for their 
actions. (Cyril of Alexandria). He went out 
early and summoned Adam and those who were 
with him; at the third hour Noah and those who 
were with him; at the sixth hour Abraham; and 
at the ninth hour Moses and David. At the elev-
enth hour he calls the Gentiles (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). The Lord justly gives to 

all “their single denarius,” the grace of the Spirit, 
perfecting the saints in conformity with God, 
impressing the heavenly stamp on their souls 
and leading them to life and immortality (Cyril 
of Alexandria). 
Matthew 20:1-16 Matthew 20:1-16

Some grumbled that God’s justice is flawed 
in admitting some into the kingdom in what 
seemed an untimely way. Even being last in the 
kingdom of God is an incalculable gift. No one 
should begrudge God’s generosity in allowing 
some who worked less to come in to the king-
dom with some who worked more. God is not 
less good because we in our distorted perception 
think we have been unfairly treated. No one can 
boast of this gift (Gregory the Great). Heaven 
is free of envy and jealousy. Just as the one group 
received greater reward in being the first to re-
ceive it, so the other group was more highly 
honored by the abundance of the gifts (Chry-
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sostom). Just as no one hires a laborer to work 
only so that the laborer may eat, so we too have 
been called by Christ not to do only what per-
tains to our own benefit but to do what pertains 
to the glory of God (Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew). The lambs and goats mingle in the 
church this side of final judgment, when they 
will be separated. On the final day the judge will 
separate from the ranks of the humble those 
who now exalt themselves on the horns of pride. 
This is why fewer are chosen out of so many 
who understand themselves to be called (Greg-
ory the Great). 

20:1 A Householder Hires Laborers 

The Householder. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: The householder is Christ, to whom 
the heavens and the earth are like a single house; 
the family is as it were the multitude of crea-
tures both angelic and earthly. It is as if he built 
a three-storied house: hell, heaven and earth, so 
that those struggling may live upon the earth, 
those conquered below the earth, those con-
quering in heaven. We too, set in the middle, 
should strive not to descend to those who are in 
hell but ascend to those who are in heaven. And 
in case perhaps you do not know which one you 
ought to shun or which one you ought to aspire 
to, he has given you as it were a little taste of 
both while you live between light and darkness: 
night as a taste of hell, daylight as a taste of 
heaven. Homily 34.1 

Laborers for His Vineyard. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: “To hire laborers for his 
vineyard.” What is the vineyard of God here? 
Not men, as elsewhere; for men are called the 
cultivators of the vineyard. The vineyard is jus-
tice and in it different kinds of virtues are placed 
like vines. For example, gentleness, chastity, pa-
tience, high-mindedness, and countless other 
good qualities which are all in general called vir-
tues. So let us note how earnestly we should cul-
tivate the heavenly vineyard. Adam was put in 

paradise to cultivate it and work it, but because 
he neglected it he was thrown out of it. We have 
been put here to cultivate justice; if we neglect 
it, we will be cast out, just as the Jews also were 
cast out, of whom it was written: “Add iniquity 
to their iniquity, that they may not enter thy 
justice.”2 The fall of those going before should be 
a warning for those following. But if we the fol-
lowers have also fallen into ruin, those who were 
the first to fall deserve pardon more than we 
who follow. . . . A hired hand placed in the vine-
yard will not only lose his pay if he neglects it, 
but he will also be charged with the loss of the 
abandoned vineyard. So we too, if we neglect the 
justice committed to us, will not only have no 
reward, but we will also be charged for the jus-
tice that has been abolished. For God’s vineyard 
is not outside us but has been planted inside our 
very selves. So anyone who commits sin de-
stroys the justice of God within himself; but 
anyone who does good works cultivates it in 
himself. The well-cultivated justice of God 
within you brings forth grapes, that is, Christ. 
For those who do just deeds form Christ in 
themselves, as is written: “My little children, 
with whom I am again in travail, until Christ be 
formed in you.”3 

Anyone who consigns a vineyard to another 
to work consigns it not so much for the other’s 
benefit as for his own; but God, giving his jus-
tice to our understanding, gave it not for his 
own benefit but for ours. God does not need 
our labor, but we who do just work may live be-
cause of it. The owner who consigned the vine-
yard to someone else for his own benefit 
expects to receive it back in the same condition 
as he handed it over. How then will justice not 
be demanded back from us in as immaculate a 
condition as he created it in us, particularly as 
he gave it not for his own benefit but for our 
salvation? 

Be aware that we have been hired as laborers. 
If we have been hired as laborers, we ought to 
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know what our tasks are, for a hired laborer can-
not be without a task. Our tasks are the works 
of justice, not to till our fields and vineyards; not 
to amass riches and pile up honors but to benefit 
our neighbors. And though we can do this tilling 
and amassing without sin, yet they are not our 
tasks but our daily occupations. 

No one hires a laborer to work only so that 
the laborer may eat. So we too have been called 
by Christ to do not merely what pertains to our 
own benefit but to do what pertains to the glory 
of God. The hired hand, who only works so that 
he may fill his belly, wanders purposelessly 
about the house. So we too, if we do only what 
pertains to our benefit, live without reason on 
the earth. And just as the hired hand first looks 
to his work and then to his wages, so we too are 
Christ’s hired hands and first ought to look at 
what pertains to God’s glory and to the benefit 
of our neighbors. . . . Charity and true love 
toward God “does not insist on its own way”4 
but desires to perform everything to the wish of 
the beloved—then to what pertains to our own 
benefit.  Homily 34.5 

20:2 Negotiating a Wage 

The Vineyard and the Workers. Chrysos-
tom: What then does the parable mean? For it is 
necessary first to make this clear; then we will 
unravel the other point. By the vineyard he 
means the commandments of God, and the time 
of working refers to the present life. The work-
ers—those called to the task at different times: 
early, at the third hour, at the sixth, at the ninth, 
at the eleventh—are those who have come for-
ward at different ages and lived justly. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 64.3.6 

A Denarius a Day. Cyril of Alexandria: 
He gives to all “their single denarius,” which is 
the grace of the Spirit, perfecting the saints in 
conformity with God and impressing the heav-
enly stamp on their souls and leading them to 
life and immortality. Fragment 226.7 

20:3-5 Hiring at Different Times of the Day 

The Day as the History of Revelation. 
Cyril of Alexandria: Avoiding ambition, the 
Lord speaks about another householder, being 
himself the householder and the regulator of the 
kingdom of heaven. By “day” he means the whole 
age during which at different moments since the 
transgression of Adam he calls just individuals 
to their pious work, defining rewards for them 
for their actions. And so “around the first hour” 
are those at the time of Adam and Enoch; “at the 
third hour” those in the time of Noah and Shem 
and the righteous descending from them, for the 
second time is also the second calling, when the 
laws were also different. The workers called “at 
the sixth hour” are those in the time of Abra-
ham, the time of the institution of the circumci-
sion; those “at the eleventh hour” are those just 
before Christ’s advent. In their time alone the 
question is asked, “What are you doing standing 
the whole day idle?” for they do not have the 
hope of the Lord. They were godless in the 
world and idle in every good work; they are like 
those “standing idle in the market place,” not 
groping in search of anything at all but running 
through their whole life to no purpose. The 
Lord admonishes them, “Why do you stand 
idle?” They answer, “No one has hired us; for 
neither Moses nor any of the holy men spoke to 
the Gentiles but to Jerusalem alone.” Neverthe-
less the lord sends them too into the vineyard. 
There are five callings so that he may show that 
at each time there were sensible people and aim-
less ones, like the five wise virgins and the five 
foolish ones, according to their particular 
times.8 Some were found worthy, and some in 
their folly thought little of the coming age. At 
the end of life, which is evening (for the time 
after Christ’s sojourn until the consummation is 
the time after the eleventh hour, as John says: “It 
is the last hour”),9 the householder orders their 
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wages to be given, beginning with the last. The 
householder should be considered the Father 
using the Son as manager, not as a subsidiary 
but as colleague; for he orders and regulates 
everything through him, whatever he wishes. 
Fragment 226.10 

20:6 Why Do You Stand Idle? 

The Third, Ninth and Eleventh Hours. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: And just as 
the hired hand spends the whole day in his lord’s 
work and only one hour feeding himself, so we 
too ought to spend every hour of our life in the 
work of God’s glory and only a fraction in our 
own earthly interests. And just as the hired 
hand is ashamed to enter the house and ask for 
bread on a day when he has not worked, how 
will you not be ashamed to enter church and 
stand before God’s gaze when you have done 
nothing good in God’s sight? He went out “early” 
and summoned Adam and those who were with 
him; “at the third hour” Noah and those who 
were with him; “at the sixth hour” Abraham and 
those who were with him; “at the ninth hour” 
Moses and those who were with him, or David 
and those who were with him,11 for to these he 
gave the testaments. “At the eleventh hour” 
understand the Gentiles, because now we stand 
on the very edge of the world, as John testifies in 
his letter, saying: “Children, it is the last hour.”12 
According to the apostle some part of the 
twelfth hour has now passed, for he says, “Salva-
tion is nearer to us now than when we first 
believed.”13 That was the eleventh hour. Now, in 
our time, the twelfth hour is not yet complete, 
but without a doubt little time remains. We are 
in the twelfth hour. Homily 34.14 

20:7-8 Paying All the Laborers 

Beginning with the Last. Cyril of Alex-
andria: The last ones, receiving the generosity 
of the Master instead of troubles, are first to 
receive their reward, since all those after the 

Lord’s coming have become—through baptism 
and the union with the Spirit—“sharers in 
God’s nature” and are called sons of God. . . . 
For the prophets too have become sharers in the 
Spirit, but not in the same way as the faithful, 
since the Holy Spirit is in some way like a leaven 
for the souls of the faithful and changes the 
entire man to another condition of life. And so 
we have become “participants in God’s nature,” 
and openly we cry “Abba, Father.” The more 
ancient peoples did not receive the same grace. 
So Paul too says, “For you did not receive a spirit 
that makes you a slave again to fear, but you 
received the Spirit of sonship.”15 The ancients 
then received a spirit of slavery without the 
honor of adoption. Since therefore we really are 
first to receive a denarius, we must of necessity 
be said to be honored above the rest. Frag-
ment 226.16 

20:9 Each Received a Denarius 

Ready to Obey. Chrysostom: So what was 
the point of this parable and what does it want 
to accomplish? To make those who convert in 
their extreme old age more earnest and to make 
them better and not to let them think they 
have less. He introduces others who are angry 
over the rewards of these elders, not so as to 
show them pining or eaten with envy—far 
from it—but to show that the elders enjoy 
such great honor as even to cause envy in oth-
ers. This we too often do when we say, “ The 
fellow criticized me because I thought you wor-
thy of such great honor,” when we have not 
been criticized and do not really wish to abuse 
him but just to show him how large a gift the 
other enjoyed. But why did he not hire them all 
at once? As far as concerned him, he did hire 
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all. But if  all did not listen at the same time, the 
time difference was caused by the inclinations 
of those called. And so some are called early, 
some at the third hour, some at the sixth, some 
at the ninth hour and some at the eleventh 
when they were about to obey. Paul also makes 
this same point when he says, “When it pleased 
him, separating me from my mother’s womb.”17 
When did it please him? When Paul was ready 
to obey. For God wished it even from the 
beginning, but Paul would not yield; then it 
pleased him when he too was ready to obey. In 
this way too Christ called the thief, though he 
was able to call him even earlier, but he would 
not have obeyed.18 For if Paul at the beginning 
would not obey, how much less would the thief 
have obeyed. Some may say, “No one hired us.” 
As I said, we should not busy ourselves too 
much about every detail in the parables. But 
here it is not the master of the house who said 
this but those workers; he does not contradict 
them, not so as to perplex them but to draw 
them to him. For that he called all—as far as 
concerned him—to him from the first, even 
the parable shows when it says that “he went 
out early in the morning to hire.” The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 64.3.19 

20:10 Each Received the Same 

They Thought They Would Receive 
More. Cyril of Alexandria: Among these 
[workers] the first seem to have toiled more 
than the last as having been subject longer to 
the devil’s fanaticism—sin and death and cor-
ruption not yet being overpowered. If exam-
ined on an equal basis, the matter supposes 
that more is owed to the earlier workers, 
because they lived their life when death and the 
devil ruled; for this is “the burden of the day 
and the scorching heat,” when not even the dew 
of the Spirit was present to help men to right-
eousness. Fragment 226.20 

20:11 They Grumbled at the Householder 

Not Murmuring. Gregory the Great: But 
we can ask why those who were called, even 
though late, to the kingdom are said to murmur. 
No one who murmurs receives the kingdom of 
heaven, and no one who receives it can murmur. 
Our ancestors up to the Lord’s coming, however 
righteous their lives, were not let into the king-
dom until he came down, who by his death 
opened up the paradise that had been closed to 
the human race. Their murmuring means that 
they lived in such a way as to obtain the kingdom 
and yet were kept for a long time from obtaining 
it. . . . We who come at the eleventh hour do not 
murmur after our labor, and we receive a denar-
ius. After our Mediator’s coming into the world, 
we are led to the kingdom as soon as we leave the 
body. We obtain with no delay what our ances-
tors obtained only after waiting a long time. 
Forty Gospel Homilies 19.4.21 

20:12 The Burden of the Day 

You Have Made Them Equal with Us. 
Chrysostom: What does this parable wish us 
to understand? For what is said at the begin-
ning does not agree with what is said at the end 
but appears totally at odds. For in the first part 
he shows all enjoying the same rewards and not 
some being thrown out and some being 
brought in. And yet he himself, both before the 
parable and after the parable, said the opposite, 
that “the first will be last and the last first,” that 
is, first before the original first; [those who 
worked all day] do not stay first but become 
last. To show what this means, Jesus adds, “For 
many are called, but few are chosen”; so in a 
double way he criticizes one group and encour-
ages and consoles the other. The parable does 
not say this, but it says that they will be equal 
with the just and those who have toiled much. 
“You have made them equal to us,” it says, “who 
have carried the burden and the heat of the 
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day.” The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
64.3.22 

20:13 You Agreed for a Denarius 

I Am Doing You No Wrong. Chrysostom: 
But the question is whether the first ones, who 
were righteous and pleased God and who shone 
brightly from their labors through the whole 
day, at the end are possessed by the lowest vice, 
envy and jealousy. For they saw the others 
enjoying the same rewards and said, “These last 
ones worked only one hour, and you have made 
them equal to us, who bore the weight and the 
heat of the day.” Even though they were not 
going to be penalized or to suffer any loss of 
their own pay, with these words they were angry 
and displeased at the blessing others received. 
That was proof of envy and jealousy. And what 
is more, the master of the house, in justifying 
and defending himself to the speaker, convicts 
him of wickedness and the lowest envy, saying, 
“Did you not agree with me for a denarius? Take 
what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to 
this last as I give to you. Is your eye wicked 
because I am good?” The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 64.3.23 

20:14 I Choose to Give 

The Point of the Parable. Chrysostom: 
What then is to be understood from these 
words? From other parables also it is possible to 
see the same point. The son who was righteous 
is shown to have suffered from this same fault 
when he saw his prodigal brother enjoying great 
honor, even more than himself.24 So just as the 
one group received greater reward in being the 
first to receive it, so the other group was more 
highly honored by the abundance of the gifts; 
and to these that righteous son bears witness. 

What then can we say? In the kingdom of 
heaven there is no one who justifies himself or 
blames others in this way; perish the thought! 
That place is pure and free from envy and jeal-

ousy. For if the saints when they are here give 
their lives for sinners, how much more do they 
rejoice when they see them there enjoying re-
wards and consider their blessings to be their 
own. For what reason then did he use this figure 
of speech? A parable is being told, and it is not 
necessary to examine everything in a parable to 
the letter. But when we have learned the point of 
the parable as composed, we should reap this 
harvest and not be overly particular about fur-
ther details.  The Gospel of Matthew, Hom-
ily 64.3.25 

20:15 Do You Begrudge My Generosity? 

Is Your Eye Evil Because Mine Is Good? 
Gregory the Great: The householder said to 
them, “I wish to give to this last one as I give 
even to you.” And since the obtaining of his 
kingdom comes from his good will, he properly 
adds, “Or am I not allowed to do what I wish?” It 
is always foolish to question the goodness of 
God. There might have been reason for loud 
complaint if he did not give what he owed but 
not if he gives what he does not owe. And so he 
adds, “Or is your eye evil because I am good?”26 

But no one should boast of his work or of his 
time, when after saying this Truth cries out: “So 
the last will be first and the first last.” We know 
what good things we have done and how many 
they are; we do not know with what exactitude 
our judge on high will investigate them. Indeed, 
we must all rejoice exceedingly to be even the 
last in the kingdom of God.  Forty Gospel 
Homilies 19.4.27 

20:16 The First Last 

The Final Winnowing of the Elect. Greg-
ory the Great: But what follows after this is 
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dreadful. For many are called, but few are cho-
sen; many come to the faith, and only a few are 
brought to the heavenly kingdom. See how 
many have gathered for today’s celebration; we 
fill the church! But yet who knows how few may 
be numbered in the flock of God’s elect. All 
voices shout “Christ,” but not everyone’s life 
shouts it. Many follow God with their voices 
but flee from him by their conduct. Paul says, 
“They profess that they know God, but they 
deny him by their deeds”;28 and James, “Faith 
without works is worthless”;29 and the Lord says 
through the psalmist, “O Lord my God, you 
have multiplied your wonderful works, and in 
your thoughts there is none who shall be likened 
to you. I declared and spoke of them. They 
exceed number.”30 At the Lord’s call the faithful 
were increased more than he could count, 
because they also come to the faith who do not 
belong to the number of the elect. In this world 

they mingle with the faithful through their con-
fession of faith, but in the next they do not merit 
to be counted in the ranks of the faithful because 
of their wicked way of life. The sheepfold of our 
holy church receives goats together with lambs, 
but as the Gospel bears witness, when the judge 
comes he will separate the good from the evil as 
a shepherd sets the sheep apart from the goats. 
Those who are subject to the pleasures of their 
bodies here cannot be counted as sheep there. 
The judge will separate from the ranks of the 
humble those who now exalt themselves on the 
horns of pride. Those who share the heavenly 
faith in this life but seek the earth with their 
whole desire cannot obtain the kingdom of 
heaven. Forty Gospel Homilies 19.5.31 
Matthew 20:1-16

J E S U S  S P E A K S  A  T H I R D  T I M E

A B O U T  H I S  D E A T H

M A T T H E W  2 0 : 1 7 - 1 9

Overview: Though a great crowd followed 
him on the road, he took only the twelve 
disciples apart in private and to them alone 
announced the mystery of his death. His mo-
tive in telling them about his future death is 
that when that day of suffering will have 
arrived, it might disturb them less, having 
been forewarned that these things were 
about to happen (Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew). 

20:17 Taking the Disciples Aside 

Speaking to Only the Few. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: Therefore, though a great 
crowd of the faithful followed him on the road, 
he took only the twelve disciples apart in private 
and to them alone announced the mystery of his 
death, because the more precious treasure is 
always stored in the better vases. There were 
many men with him, but they were weak on 

28Tit 1:16.   29Jas 2:20.   30Ps 40:5 (39:6 LXX).   31PL 76:1157; CS 
123:82 (Homily 11).
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account of the smallness of their faith. There 
were many women, who, though strong in their 
faith, were yet less strong physically according 
to their feminine nature. If they had heard that 
Christ was going up to Jerusalem so as to be put 
to death, the men perhaps would be distressed 
because of the weakness of their faith and the 
women because of the predilection of their 
nature. For by nature the mind of woman is gen-
tle and in such a business is quickly reduced to 
tears. Recall that when Peter himself heard 
about the death of Christ he was moved by grief 
and did not fear to rebuke the Lord himself, say-
ing, “God forbid, Lord, this shall never happen 
to you!”1 If then Peter was so moved at Christ’s 
death, who else had faith that could sustain the 
grief of such an evil? If the immovable rock was 
almost moved, how could the earth bear the 
onslaught of the storm? Homily 35.2 

20:18 The Son of Man Will Be Condemned 
to Death 

Going Up to Jerusalem. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew: “Behold, we are going up to 
Jerusalem.” Behold—it is the language of one 
calling to witness so that they may hide the 
memory of this foreknowledge in their hearts. It 
is even more dramatic than if he should say, 
“Behold, now indeed a third time I predict to 
you the mystery of my future suffering.” Having 
been repeated more often, it was intended to 
occupy their thoughts more deeply. Homily 35.3 

Condemned to Death. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew:  All the glory of God and all the 
salvation of humanity have been placed in 
Christ’s death. For there is no thing which per-
tains more to humanity’s salvation than Christ’s 
death. Nor is there anything else for which we 
should thank God more than for his death. 
Homily 35.4 
Matthew 20:20-28 Matthew 20:20-28

20:19 Sufferings Enumerated 

Why Did Jesus Predict His Suffering? 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: And why 
does he predict to them the mystery of his suf-
fering? Because every adversity that arises sud-
denly for people seems beyond hope and is very 
serious. But when we prepare ourselves against 
it, when it overtakes us expecting it, it is found 
to be lighter than it would have been if it had 
come unexpectedly. Therefore Jesus announces 
to them his future death so that when that day 
of suffering arrives, it might not disturb them, 
since they were aware that these things were 
about to happen. Recall that the apostles, who 
had been so often forewarned about his future 
death, nevertheless, when he was arrested, were 
all scandalized and left him. How much more 
would they have been scandalized if they had 
not been forewarned? Homily 35.5 

1Mt 16:22.   2PG 56:823.   3PG 56:823.   4PG 56:822-23.   5PG 
56:823.
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A  M O T H E R ’ S  R E Q U E S T

M A T T H E W  2 0 : 2 0 - 2 8

Overview: The disciples made a salutary error 
in seeking special privilege. It became the occa-
sion for our learning that to desire a good work 
is good but to desire honor is not in harmony 
with the kingdom. When the disciples so readily 
said “we are able” it was not so much by the 
boldness of their own hearts as by the ignorance 
of the trials ahead. To the unknowing, war is a 
desirable thing. To the inexperienced, the trial 
of death seems to be a light thing (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). The ecclesiastical histo-
ries show that in due time the spirit of martyr-
dom was not lacking and that James and John 
did drink the cup of confession ( Jerome). Just as 
James and John would not have made their re-
quest if they possessed spiritual understanding, 
so the ten would not have been saddened if they 
had understood the spiritual meaning of what 
had taken place (Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew). Jesus simultaneously removed the envy 
of the ten and the arrogance of the two. Emi-
nence within this community is not like status 
in the world (Chrysostom). Whoever pursues 
boasting, while the Lord pursues humility, does 
not reflect the image of Christ. And one who is a 
lover of riches in this age, while the Lord is a 
lover of poverty, repels the likeness of Christ. A 
person is not a true disciple who does not imi-
tate his or her teacher; nor is it a true image that 
is not like its creator (Incomplete Work on 
Matthew). So you need not be too annoyed if 
your honor is cast down. No matter how much 
it is lowered, you will not descend as far as your 

Lord descended. And yet the deep descent of 
one has become the ascent of all. His glory 
shines forth from these very depths (Chrysos-
tom). 

20:20 Asking Jesus for an Honor 

The Bewilderment Preceding the 
Request. Chrysostom: Yet none of these 
things that he had done caused them to be cou-
rageous, even when they were continually hear-
ing about his resurrection. It troubled them 
deeply to hear not only about his death but 
about him being mocked and scourged and the 
like. For when they considered his miracles just 
done, the possessed persons whom he had deliv-
ered, the dead whom he had raised, all the other 
marvelous works which he was doing, and then 
heard about his death, they were amazed, if it 
should be the case that he who did these works 
would then be destined to suffer. Therefore they 
fell even deeper into bewilderment. They now 
believed, now disbelieved, and could not under-
stand his sayings. So far at least were they from 
understanding clearly what he said that the sons 
of Zebedee simultaneously came to him and 
spoke to him of precedence. “Command that 
these two sons of mine may sit, one at your right 
hand and one at your left, in your kingdom.” 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 65.2.1 

1PG 58:618; NPNF 1 10:398.
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The Mother Came. Chrysostom: It seems 
that both the mother and the two sons of Zebe-
dee together came to him, with the purpose of 
making their supplication stronger and in this 
way to prevail with Christ. Mark well how 
Christ responds to them, and you will see better 
through their motive, since the request was 
doubtless their own, but they put forward their 
mother to make it.2 The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 65.2.3 

20:21 Places in the Kingdom 

These Two Sons. Hilary of Poitiers: The 
literal sense of this is that the mother begged the 
Lord for the sake of her two sons. But the spiri-
tual sense is deeper and full of symbolic signifi-
cance: Think of the analogy as that between the 
disciples of John the Baptist and the apostles. 
Both [groups] suffered. Both [groups] were to 
die. They were the two sons of Israel who were 
struggling against the Pharisees. After John had 
suffered and died, some of his disciples came to 
inquire of the Lord. The supplication is that 
both [groups] of these callings might be equally 
treated in the kingdom, since both [groups] 
believed in the gospel of Christ.4 On Mat-
thew 20.11.5 

20:22 Are You Able to Drink the Cup? 

The Cup Is Suffering. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew: The cup and baptism6 are not 
one. For the cup is suffering, but baptism is 
death itself. Moreover, baptism is said to closely 
resemble dyed wool. For just as wool, having a 
natural color, is dipped so that it be colored pur-
ple or some other color, so we also descend into 
death as corporeal beings and rise again as spiri-
tual beings. As the apostle said, “We are sown in 
infirmity; we rise in strength; we are sown in 
baseness, we rise in glory; it is sown an animal 
body, it will rise a spiritual body.”7 Indeed, every 
death contains in itself suffering, but every suf-
fering does not also contain in itself death. For 

there were many who suffered and were not 
killed; such are the confessors. They all indeed 
drank the cup of the Lord but were not baptized 
by his baptism. Homily 35.8 

We Are Able. Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew: They say, “We are able.” They say this 
not so much by the boldness of their own hearts 
as by the ignorance of the trial. For to the 
unknowing, war is a desirable thing, just as to 
the inexperienced, the trial of suffering and 
death seems to be a light thing. For if the Lord, 
when he had entered into the trial of his suffer-
ing, was saying, “Father, if it can be done, let this 
cup pass from me,”9 by how much more would 
the disciples not have said “we are able” if they 
had known what the trial of death was like? 
Great indeed is the grief that suffering holds, 
but death holds even greater fear. Homily 35.10 

20:23 Prepared by the Father 

The Actual Deaths of James and John. 
Jerome: It is asked how the sons of Zebedee, 
namely, James and John, drank the cup of mar-
tyrdom when Scripture says that such an apostle 
as James was beheaded by Herod,11 but John 
ended life with a natural death. But if we read 
the ecclesiastical histories, we see it related that 
even John himself for the sake of martyrdom 
was sent into a vat of boiling oil and from there 
proceeded as an athlete to win the crown of 
Christ.12 Immediately he was sent away to the 

2Recounting this same episode, Mark 10:35 has only the two sons 
speak and the mother remain silent. Chrysostom takes this inconsis-
tency, accentuated by the fact that in Matthew the mother makes the 
request but Jesus answers the two sons, into account and explains it 
in the manner that follows.   3PG 58:618; NPNF 1 10:398.   4Why 
Hilary of Poitiers here interprets the two sons as analogous to the 
two dispensations of the Baptist and the Lord is a mystery, but it 
well illustrates the tendency in patristic exegesis to look for some 
analogy, even if feeble, when numbers of any sort emerge in the 
sacred text.   5SC 258:114-16.   6It is Mark’s Gospel that mentions 
baptism: “Are you able to drink the cup that I drink or to be baptized 
with the baptism with which I am baptized?” (Mk 10:38).   71 Cor 
15:43.   8PG 56:828.   9Mt 26:39.   10PG 56:828.   11Acts 12:2.   12See 
Tertullian Prescription Against Heretics 36; ANF 3:260.
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island of Patmos. So we shall see that the spirit 
of martyrdom was not lacking and that John 
drank the cup of confession, which even the 
three boys in the furnace of fire drank,13 
although their persecutor did not shed blood. 
Commentary on Matthew 3.20.23.14 

For Those for Whom It Has Been Pre-
pared. Jerome: “To sit at my right and at my 
left is not mine to grant to you, but to those for 
whom it has been prepared by my Father” must 
be understood as follows: the kingdom of heaven 
does not belong to the one giving but to the one 
receiving. “For there is no respecting of persons 
with God.”15 But whoever has proven himself in 
such a way that he is made worthy of the king-
dom of heaven will receive what has been pre-
pared, not for a person but for a life. If therefore 
you are such that you pursue the kingdom of 
heaven which my Father has prepared for the 
triumphant and victorious, you also will receive 
it. Others wish that it was spoken about Moses 
and Elijah, whom they had seen speaking with 
him a little earlier on the mountain,16 but this 
view does not seem at all plausible to me. The 
names of those sitting in the kingdom of heaven 
are not spoken, lest the rest be considered 
excluded by the few who are named. Commen-
tary on Matthew 3.20.23.17 

Not Mine to Grant. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: And he says to them: “Indeed you 
shall drink my cup, and you shall be baptized by 
the baptism by which I am baptized, but to sit at 
my right or at my left is not mine to grant to 
you, but to those for whom it has been prepared 
by my Father.”18 Did he not have the power to 
appoint whomever he wished, since it was writ-
ten, “The Father loves the Son and gave all 
things into his hand?”19 But Jesus did not thus 
reprove their request. He did not want to make 
them dispirited and fainthearted. For it is not 
easy to restore one’s strength for hoping about 
the future once one falls from that for which he 
had hoped. Moreover, the Lord did not wish to 

accept their request, in order not to sadden all 
the others. For it was necessary, to the extent 
that they even considered such things, to this 
extent that they be strengthened without the 
help of the Holy Spirit. If the society of that 
entire kingdom should be divided among these 
two, if John is secure at his right and James at 
his left, what then are we to do? For what do we 
now hope? For this reason we have followed 
him, so that we may be found remaining with 
those chosen from our midst. In labor we have 
been like them. But it is better that we be not 
like them in seeking honor. For it was necessary 
that they who had not yet been made spiritual 
should think of carnal things. For if their 
request was not accepted and they all were dis-
turbed, why did they even dare to seek this very 
thing? How much more would the others have 
been disturbed if their request had been 
accepted? Thus he neither said “You will not sit” 
in order not to confuse the two; nor did he say 
“You will sit” in order not to anger the rest. But 
what did he say? “This is not mine to grant to 
you, but my Father.” Although kind and provi-
dent, the Father thus arranges and ordains all 
things so that among like-minded brothers the 
love of the brotherhood is not broken. See how 
he neither disturbed any of them or made them 
hopeful, saying, “It is not mine to grant to you, 
but my Father.” For what is not promised specif-
ically to one or two is hoped for by all. Homily 
35.20 

20:24 The Ten Indignant 

The Two and the Ten. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew:  “And the ten, upon hearing this, 
were saddened concerning the two brothers.” 
Just as the two carnally sought privilege, so also 
the ten carnally were saddened for the lack of it. 
For just as the two, if they had understood spiri-
tually, would not have requested that they be 

13Dan 3:23.   14CCL 77:178.   15Acts 10:34.   16Mt 17:3.   17CCL 
77:178-79.   18Mk 10:39.   19Jn 3:35.   20PG 56:828-29.



Matthew 20:20-28

117

put above the others, so also the ten, if they had 
understood spiritually that some are before 
them, would not have been saddened. For to 
wish to be above all is indeed blameworthy, yet 
to hold up another above oneself is truly glori-
ous. O beneficial error, which absolves the error 
of the entire world! For if the apostles had not 
erred thus, where might they have learned that 
not everything that seems good to desire is 
good, because it is deceptive? Some might argue 
that it is bad to desire, bad, just as greed and 
theft are bad. Now we know indeed that to 
desire a good work is good. But to covet the first 
place of honor is vanity. Now we are better able 
to distinguish between the good of a good work 
and seeking the first place of honor. For to fulfill 
a good work is of our will and of our work and 
labor, on which account the reward is ours. But 
to pursue the first place intrudes upon the judg-
ment of God. I do not know if we deserve to 
attain any reward of justice from the first place 
of honor if we seek it out for ourselves. Homily 
35.21 

20:25 Lording It Over Others 

He Called Them All to Him. Chrysostom: 
What then does Christ say? “He called them to 
him, and said, ‘The princes of the Gentiles exer-
cise dominion over them.’ ” He drew them near 
to him at the very moment when they were dis-
turbed and troubled, and he calms them by his 
invitation to come near. Picture the two as 
standing near him. They had already separated 
themselves from the company of the ten, plead-
ing their own interests. Therefore Jesus brings 
all of them near him. By this very unifying act 
he calms the passions of the two and the ten. He 
exposes and reveals their plea in the presence of 
all. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 65.4.22 

The Rulers of the Gentiles Lord It 
Over Them. Chrysostom: And now he cor-
rects them, in a different way than before. 
Whereas before he brought little children into 

their midst and called them to imitate their sim-
plicity and lowliness, now he admonishes them 
in a sharper way from the opposite direction. He 
says, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles 
lord it over them, and their great men exercise 
authority over them. It shall not be so among 
you; but whoever would be great among you 
must be your servant, and whoever would be 
first among you must be your slave.” Loving the 
first place is not fitting to us, even though it may 
be among the nations. Such a passion becomes a 
tyrant. It continually hinders even great men. So 
it needs to be treated more severely. 

Note how deep the Lord strikes into them by 
comparing them with the heathen, shaming 
their inflamed soul. At the same time he 
removes the envy of the one and the arrogance 
of the other. In effect he is saying, “When you, 
the ten, are insulted, do not be moved with such 
indignation. For James and John harm and dis-
grace themselves most by seeking the first place. 
That puts them among the last. For eminence 
within this community is not like status in the 
world. For the princes of the Gentiles exercise 
dominion over others, but here the very last is 
counted first. And if you want proof that I speak 
truly, look at what I am doing. Look at what I do 
and suffer. Let the proof of my teaching be my 
life. For I have done what I commend.” For 
being King of the powers above, he was willing 
to become man and submitted himself to be 
despised and despitefully treated. And not even 
with this lowliness was he satisfied, but he even 
came to die.  The Gospel of Matthew, Hom-
ily 65.4.23 

20:26 Being a Servant 

Serving in the Image of Christ. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: With regard to this 
point, we were made in the image of Christ so 
that we might become imitators of his will and 

21PG 56:829.   22PG 58:622; NPNF 1 10:401.   23PG 58:622; NPNF 
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conduct. How were we created toward the like-
ness of his greatness? He indeed was able to imi-
tate our flesh, yet we are not able to imitate his 
divinity. But we are being made in his image so 
that what seems good to him may also be good 
to us, and what seems bad to him may also be 
bad to us. Whoever pursues boasting, while the 
Lord pursues humility, is not the image of 
Christ. And he who is a lover of riches in this 
age, while the Lord is a lover of poverty, repels 
from himself the likeness of Christ. He is not a 
true disciple who does not imitate his teacher; 
nor is it a true image which is not like its cre-
ator. Homily 35.24 

20:27-28 Not to Be Served but to Serve 

A Ransom for Many. Chrysostom: He says, 
“The Son of man came not to be served but to 
serve and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 
It is as if he were saying, “I willed not even to 
stop at death but even in death gave my life as a 
ransom. For whom? For enemies. For you. If you 
are abused, my life is given for you. It is for you. 
Me for you.” 

So you need not be too picky if you suffer the 
loss of your honor. No matter how much it is 
lowered, you will not be descending as far as 
your Lord descended. And yet the deep descent 
of one has become the ascent of all. His glory 
shines forth from these very depths. For before 
he was made man, he was known among the an-
gels only. But after he was made man and was 

crucified, so far from lessening that glory, he ac-
quired further glory besides, even that from his 
personal knowledge of the world. 

So fear not then, as though your honor were 
put down. Rather, be ready to abase yourself. 
For in this way your glory is exalted even more, 
and in this way it becomes greater. This is the 
door of the kingdom. Let us not then go the op-
posite way. Let us not war against ourselves. For 
if we desire to appear great, we shall not be great 
but even the most dishonored of all. 

Do you see how everywhere Jesus encourages 
them by turning things upside down? He gives 
them what they desire but in ways they did not 
expect. In the preceding passages we have shown 
this in many instances. He acted this way in the 
cases of the covetous and of the proud. So you 
can see why he asks whether we are giving our 
alms to be seen by others. To enjoy glory? Do 
not do this for glory, and you will enjoy it more. 
Why do you lay up treasures? To be rich? Try 
laying up no treasures, and then you will be rich. 
And in this case, why do you set your heart on 
sitting in the first place? That you may have the 
honor before others? Try choosing the last place; 
then you will enjoy the first. That is how things 
work in the kingdom. If it is your will to become 
great, then do not seek greatness and you will 
become great.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 65.4.25 
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J E S U S  H E A L S  T W O  B L I N D  M E N

M A T T H E W  2 0 : 2 9 - 3 4

Overview: Let us listen to these blind men, 
who see better than many. They were not able to 
see the Lord when he came near to them. They 
had no one to guide them. Yet they tried to come 
near to him. Such is the nature of a resolute 
soul. It is borne up by the very things that 
hinder it (Chrysostom). In his bodily, temporal, 
incarnate life, Jesus was passing by quickly, only 
for a short time, as is the case with all temporal 
events—they quickly come to pass. Through the 
incarnation the Lord passed by us for a brief 
time in human history. Now we can read about 
it and believe (Augustine). To those who view 
the two blind men symbolically as the Pharisees 
and Sadducees, let us remember that the apostle 
advises those of us who are Gentiles not to boast 
or be haughty against our own roots in the old 
covenant. For we were the wild olive tree grafted 
on to a good olive tree. So in no way should we 
begrudge the salvation of the prior people of the 
covenant, the Jews ( Jerome). In touching their 
eyes, the Lord Jesus touched also the eyes of the 
mind of the nations, giving to them the grace of 
the Holy Spirit. Those nations, when enlight-
ened, followed him with good works, never 
wholly abandoning him afterwards (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). 
Matthew 20:29-34 Matthew 20:29-34

20:29-30 Have Mercy on Us, Son of David! 

Two Blind Men Sitting by the Roadside. 
Chrysostom: But let us keep to the things set 
before us. Let us listen to these blind men, who 
see better than many. They were not able to see 
the Lord when he came near to them. They had 
no one to guide them. Yet they tried to come near 
to him. . . . Such is the nature of a resolute soul. It 
is borne up by the very things that hinder it. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 66.1.1 

They Heard That Jesus Was Passing. 
Augustine: The Lord acted according to their 
faith. He restored their eyes. He has been heal-
ing sickness within, deafness within and dead-
ness within. Now he is healing blindness within. 
The eyes of the heart are closed. Jesus is passing 
by so that we might shout to him. 

What does it mean that Jesus was passing by? 
He is coming to us in time. Only for a short time 
is Jesus passing by us.2 What does it mean that 
Jesus is passing by? He is acting in a moment 
that comes to pass. Note how many things he 
has now done which have already passed by. He 
was born of the Virgin Mary in time. Is he being 
born always?3 As an infant he was nursed. Is he 
still being nursed? No, he matured through the 
successive ages of life4 until he came to adult-
hood. Is he always growing physically? After 
infancy came boyhood, after boyhood came 
youth; after youth he came to full human stature 
in several developing stages of growth. Even the 
very miracles that he did have “passed by.”5 Now 
we read about them and believe. They were 
written about so that they might be read later. 
But when they were occurring they were passing 
by like all temporal events. Finally, not to dwell 
long on this, he was crucified. Is he still hanging 
on the cross? In a similar temporal flow, he was 
buried, he rose again, he ascended into heaven. 
Now “he cannot die again; death no longer has 
mastery over him.”6 Now his divinity abides for-
ever; yes, even the immortality of his body now 
shall never pass away. But nevertheless all those 
things that were done by him in time have 

1PG 58:625; NPNF 1 10:404.   2The earthly Jesus passes by us just as 
any historical event passes by.   3The nativity is an event in time.   
4Here Augustine echoes the recapitulation then so prominent in Ire-
naeus Against Heresies.   5Like all historical events.   6Rom 6:9.
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passed by, and having passed by they were writ-
ten down in order to be read and preached to be 
believed. In all these things then “Jesus was pass-
ing by.”  Sermon 88.9.7 

Who Did the Two Blind Men Symbolize? 
Epiphanius the Latin: We read in Genesis 
that Noah, a very just man, had three sons, 
Shem, Ham and Japheth,8 with whom he 
entered into the ark at the time of the flood and 
departed. From these three sons diverse nations 
were scattered throughout the entire world. For 
from the first son of Noah descended the patri-
arch, Abraham, from whom proceeded, whether 
for good or ill, all the Jewish people. And from 
the two [other] sons diverse nations9 were dis-
seminated. Thus these two blind men had the 
form of the two sons of Noah. They heard that 
Jesus was passing by. Now is it not certain that 
the people of the Gentiles believed in the Savior 
not by seeing, as did the Jews, but by hearing? 
And what is the meaning of the phrase that he 
passed by? Does it not suggest that the messi-
anic event was passing by from the Jews to the 
nations? Did not the Lord himself say, “I came 
into this world for judgment so that those who 
do not see may see and those who see may 
become blind.”10 Interpretation of the Gos-
pels 30.11 

20:31 They Cried Out More 

The Crowd Told Them to Be Silent. 
Chrysostom: Christ permitted the crowd to re-
buke them so that their earnestness might all 
the more appear and that we might learn how 
worthily they would receive the benefits of a 
cure. He does not so much as ask, “Do you be-
lieve?” as he did with many. For their cry and 
their struggling to come to him were sufficient 
to make their faith evident. 

Learn this, beloved. Though we may be very 
vile and outcast, yet when we approach God 
with utter earnestness, we come closer to what 
we ask for. Just look at these men. They do not 

have any of the apostles to plead for them. 
Instead, here is the crowd trying to shut them 
up, telling them to be silent. Yet they were able 
to overcome all these obstacles and come to 
Jesus himself. Yet the Evangelist does not attest 
to any faith in them but only to their importu-
nity. Their earnestness sufficed above all other 
factors.  The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
66.1.12 

Son of David. Jerome: He calls them blind be-
cause they were not yet able to say, “By your 
light we shall see the light.”13 They were igno-
rant of Christ’s way. They apparently had some 
knowledge of the law, however inadequately 
conceived. Some propose a spiritual interpreta-
tion here: that the two blind men are to be un-
derstood as the Pharisees and Sadducees. 
Others view one of them as symbolizing the 
people following natural law without Christ, 
hence blind, and the other as symbolizing peo-
ple following the written law of the old covenant 
in a blinded way.14 In any event, they were not 
able to see for themselves. Yet they heard the an-
nouncement of the Savior’s coming. They pro-
claimed him Son of David. 

But let us suppose that each of the two blind 
men is blind with respect to the people of the 
Jews. What might it mean that the crowd 
rebuked them? It could suggest that the Gentile 
crowd was rebuking the Jews. Thus let us 
remember that the apostle advises those of us 
who are Gentiles not to boast or be haughty 
against our own roots in the old covenant. For 
we were the wild olive tree grafted on to a good 
olive tree.15 So in no way should we begrudge 
the salvation of the prior people of the covenant, 
the Jews.  Commentary on Matthew 3.20.31.16 

7PL 38:544; NPNF 1 6:382* (Sermon 38).   8Gen 5:32; 1 Chron 1:4.   
9Apart from the Semites, or sons of Shem.   10Jn 9:39.   11PL Supp 
3:873.   12PG 58:625-26; NPNF 1 10:404.   13Ps 36:9 (35:10 LXX).   
14The “people” discussed here were understood to mean the pagans. 
The episode of the two blind men was suited to a wide variety of 
allegorical interpretations, amply illustrated by the selected pas-
sages.   15Rom 11:17-18.   16CCL 77:180-81.
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They Shouted All the More. Epiphanius 
the Latin: Christ is the way. Therefore, the 
two blind men [the Gentiles] were sitting on the 
way [yet without seeing the way]. By straying 
through idols, they had completely wandered 
from the way of truth. Degenerated in the 
obscurity of sins, they destroyed the eyes of the 
heart. Thus those sitting shouted, “Son of 
David, have mercy on us.” But the crowd 
rebuked them to become silent. But they 
shouted all the more: “Son of David, have mercy 
on us.” For with the Jews neither believing nor 
willing, the blinded nations were shouting all 
the more through faith, saying, “Son of David, 
have mercy on us.” And for us, dearly beloved, 
whether envy opposes a man or the devil holds 
him back in darkness, let us therefore shout the 
more through faith, “Son of David, have mercy 
on us.” Interpretation of the Gospels 30.17 

20:32 Jesus Stopped and Called Them 

What Do You Want Me to Do for You? 
Chrysostom: Lest anyone might think that the 
blind men ask for one thing but Jesus gave them 
something else, we must examine why he asks 
them, “What do you want me to do?” It indeed 
was usual with him on many occasions that he 
first sought to discover all the highest moral ex-
cellences of one he was healing and only then to 
apply the cure. He did this in order that he 
might lead others to emulate their good quali-
ties and that he might show that they were re-
ceiving the gift of healing in a worthy manner. 
He did this, for instance, in the case of the 
Canaanite woman,18 and also in the case of the 
centurion19 and with the woman suffering from 
bleeding. We especially remember that this mar-
velous woman even anticipated the Lord’s in-
quiry.20 But recall that he did not pass her by. 
Even after her healing he kept looking around to 
see who had done it.21 Such earnest care he had 
on every occasion. He wished to make known 
the good qualities of those who came to him and 
to show them to be much greater than they are. 

This he also does here. 
Then, when they cried out what they desired, 

he had compassion on them and touched them. 
For this alone is the cause of their cure. It is the 
end for which he came into the world. Even 
though it is filled with mercy and grace, it seeks 
worthy recipients.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 66.1.22 

20:33-34 Jesus in Pity Touched Their Eyes 

The God-Man Touches Their Eyes. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: Therefore 
Jesus touched their eyes. As truly human, he 
touched them with the hands of his flesh. As 
truly God he healed them by the word. He 
touched them because they called him the Son 
of David. He healed them because they believed 
in his power. Thus in one and the same person, 
God and man, his work of healing both 
rewarded their faith and admonished their infi-
delity. Homily 36.23 

Immediately They Followed Him. Chry-
sostom: Note that they did not hasten away 
after their cure, as happened on numerous occa-
sions, with those who were less than grateful 
after receiving benefits.24 Not so with these two 
blind men, whose worthiness to receive is seen 
both in what they cried out and that they fol-
lowed. They were persevering before the gift 
and grateful after the gift. For it says that they 
followed him.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 66.1.25 

He Touched the Eyes of the Nations. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: While 
Christ did the healing, they received a good re-
ward. Of what sort? They followed him. For 
what would a man give back in return to God 
worthy of his kindness, except that which God 

17PL Supp 3:873.   18Mt 15:21-28.   19Mt 8:5.   20Mt 9:18-26; cf. Mk 
5:21-43; Lk 8:40-56.   21Mk 5:32.   22PG 58:626; NPNF 1 10:404.   
23PG 56:834.   24E.g., Mt 9:6-7.   25PG 58:626; NPNF 1 10:404-5.
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himself commends through his prophet: “He has 
showed you, O man, what is good; and what 
does the Lord require of you but to do justice, 
and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with 
your God?”26 

In touching their eyes, the Lord Jesus also 
touched the eyes of the mind of the nations. He 
was giving to them the grace of the Holy Spirit. 

For Christ’s touch gives the grace of the Holy 
Spirit. Those nations, when they were enlight-
ened, followed him with good works, never 
abandoning him afterward.27  Homily 36.28 

26Mic 6:8.   27Unlike, he goes on to say, the periods of abandonment 
that sometimes have characterized some periods of Jewish history.   
28PG 58:834.
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T H E  T R I U M P H A N T  E N T R Y  I N T O  J E R U S A L E M

M A T T H E W  2 1 : 1 - 1 7

Overview: The children did not understand 
what they were saying. So Jesus enables their 
immature tongues to speak through the exercise 
of his power. Their voices were a prototype of 
the Gentiles’ lisping of the gospel. The children, 
although immature in their age, uttered things 
that had a clear meaning in accord with testi-
mony from above. Regarding the events sur-
rounding the triumphal entry into Jerusalem, it 
might have been possible for these things to 
have occurred earlier, but the time had not yet 
come for them. Many miracles now began to oc-
cur quickly, and many prophecies were being im-
mediately fulfilled (Chrysostom). The sending 
of the two disciples outside of Jerusalem has a 
deeper spiritual meaning: Jesus is sending them 
to free the Gentiles who are bound and re-
stricted by error (Hilary of Poitiers). “Behold” 
is the expression of one who is showing. It says, 
“Don’t look with physical eyes alone, but look 
with spiritual intellect. Look upon his virtues, 
not the external outline of his appearance.” The 
garments are the divine teachings and spiritual 
grace. For just as the disgrace of nakedness is 
covered by the garment, so the evils of our flesh 
are covered by grace (Incomplete Work on 
Matthew). The King is gentle. The palm leaves 
signify victory (Severus). 

21:1 They Drew Near to Jerusalem 

Earlier Visits Different. Chrysostom: 
He had often entered Jerusalem before, but 
never with so much at stake. Why were earlier 
visits different? They came early in the dispen-
sation, when he was not very well known. The 
time of his Passion had not drawn near. He 
mixed in without distinction, keeping his iden-
tity under wraps. Had he appeared in this mode 

earlier, he would not have been held in high 
esteem. He would only have excited them to 
greater anger. But by now he had given them 
sufficient proof of his miraculous power. The 
cross was at the door. He now makes himself 
more conspicuous. He does not hesitate to do 
things that were likely to inflame them. All this 
happens with dramatic impact. It might have 
been possible for these things to have been done 
earlier, but it was neither profitable or expedi-
ent. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 66.1 
Matthew 21:1-17 Matthew 21:1-17

21:2 Go into the Village Opposite 

You Will Find an Ass with a Colt. Chry-
sostom: Note carefully how many miracles 
occurred so quickly. Observe how many prophe-
cies are fulfilled. For example, when he said, 
“You will find an ass”2 he foretold that no man 
should hinder them but that all, when they 
heard, should hold their peace. . . . He had 
already persuaded many who had never known 
him before to give up their own property and 
follow him. The Jews of Jerusalem were hardly 
persuaded, however, even though some of them 
were present with him when he worked his mir-
acles. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 66.1.3 

21:3 The Lord Has Need of Them 

Two Complementary Vocations. Hilary 
of Poitiers: Two disciples are sent to the vil-
lage to loosen the ass tied up with its colt and to 
bring them to him. And should someone ask 
them why they are doing that, they are to re-
spond that the Lord needs the animals, which 

1PG 58:627; NPNF 1 10:405.   2Cf. Zech 9:9.   3PG 58:627; NPNF 1 
10:405.
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must be released to him without delay. 
From the previous sermons4 we remember 

that the two sons of Zebedee symbolize the 
double vocation of Israel. Therefore, now it is 
fitting to interpret the two disciples sent to re-
lease the ass and the colt as the subsequent dou-
ble vocation of the Gentiles. It applies first of all 
to the Samaritans, who abandoned the law after 
their dissent and lived in a state of dependence 
and servitude. Yet it also applies to the rebel-
lious and ferocious Gentiles. 

Therefore the two disciples are sent to loosen 
those who were bound and arrested by the 
bonds of error and ignorance. They are sent from 

Jerusalem, since these vocations originated in 
that city. On the other hand, it was on the way to 
Jerusalem that the Zebedees’ mother prayed to 
the Lord, since it is by the two vocations of the 
apostles and John, which proceeded from the 
law, that Israel is saved. 

Similarly Samaria (which believed through 
Philip)5 and Cornelius (who was brought to 
Christ by Peter)6 are the first fruits of the Gen-
tiles. The fact that the disciples are instructed to 
respond, should someone ask them, that the two 
animals are needed for the Lord and must be 
released immediately means that the two 
preachers of the faith according to the gospel 
have to give themselves to the Lord as his own 
nation. Therefore the prophecy that announced 
the Lord’s entering Jerusalem on the ass and colt 
is fulfilled.7  On Matthew 21.3.8 

Serving the Creator. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew: “If anyone says anything to you, 
you shall say, ‘The Lord has need of them,’ and 
he will send them immediately.” Do not say 
“your Lord” or “our Lord” or “the Lord of the 
beasts of burden,” so that they all may under-
stand that I alone am the Lord, not only of ani-
mals or only of those who have been set under 
me but of all humanity, even of those who are 
against me. For even sinners are mine by right, 
even though they are the devil’s by their own 
will. “For the world is mine and all its fullness.”9 

Just say, “The Lord has need of them,” for it is 
entirely fitting that the brute creature should 
serve its own Creator. Homily 37.10 

21:4-5 Your King Is Coming to You 

Behold, Your King Comes Gentle. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: Into the mystery of 
future nations, sitting upon an ass and its colt, 
he entered into the temple. In this way he joined 
together the nations with the Jews. But knowing 
as a prophet the wickedness of the Jews, that 
they would speak against Christ ascending into 
the temple, he therefore predicted that through 
this sign the Jews would recognize their own 
kingdom, saying, “Behold, your king comes to 
you gentle, sitting on an ass and its colt.”11 

“Behold” is the word of the one showing. 
That is, don’t look at your King alone but exam-
ine the matter with spiritual intellect. Ponder 
the works of his virtues, not the external outline 
of his appearances. For if you look at his outline, 
you will be disappointed by human nature. If, 
however, you behold his work, you will be saved 
by God’s own goodness. 

A prophet who stood much earlier, however, 
observing with spiritual vision him who had not 
yet been born, was saying “behold” in order to 
show that he, about whom it was spoken, al-
ready was before he was born. When therefore 
you see him in the temple, oh Jews, do not wish 
to act haughtily toward him, saying, “By what 
power do you do these things?”12 Rather, “Be-
hold, your king comes to you gentle, sitting on 
an ass.” Do not consider by what power he does 
them but only if he is able to do them. Believe. 
Do not put him to a test. “Behold, your king 
comes to you gentle, sitting on an ass.” Do not 
say, “We have no king but Caesar only.”13 “Be-
hold, your king comes to you gentle, sitting on 

4As is his usual practice, Hilary connects the interpretations on con-
tiguous Gospel pericopes one to another.   5Acts 7:5-12.   6Acts 10:1-
48.   7Zech 9:9.  8SC 258:120-22.   9Ps 24:1 (23:1 LXX).   10PG 56:836.   
11Zech 9:9.   12Lk 20:2.   13Jn 19:15.
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an ass.” If you understand, he comes to you. If 
you do not understand, he will come against 
you. If you understand, he will come in order to 
save you and to set the nations under your feet, 
so that you may say with the prophet, “Since 
God is lofty, terrible and the great king over all 
the earth, he subjected the peoples to us and the 
nations under our feet.”14 “He chose us for him-
self for his inheritance, the image of Jacob, 
whom he loved.”15 If, however, you do not un-
derstand, he will come to destroy you and to ex-
pel you from the temple of holiness, and to take 
another wife more pure from the nations into 
his bed of holiness. [Then] you, cast forth and 
standing in the darkness, may say with Sol-
omon, “Do not look at me, since I have been 
blackened, since the sun has despised me.”16

Do you wish to know the gentleness of the 
one who is coming? Consider the image of his 
arrival. He does not sit on a golden chariot, 
shining with priceless purple. Nor is he 
mounted upon a foaming horse, the lover of dis-
cord and quarreling, which has a chest filled 
with glory’s boasting, which sniffs out war from 
afar and rejoices at the sound of the war trumpet 
and, when it sees a bloody battle, says in its own 
heart, “It is well done.” Rather, he sits upon an 
ass of tranquility, a friend of peace.  Homily 
33.17

The Gentle King. Severus: It is again a 
prophecy, that of Zechariah, just as that also 
found in the book of Matthew, which informs 
us that a donkey’s foal was tied to its mother. 
For the prophecy reads, “Rejoice greatly, daugh-
ter of Zion, shout, daughter of Jerusalem; 
behold, your king comes to you, righteous and 
having salvation; he himself is humble and 
mounted on a donkey and on a newly born 
foal.” 18 Now who doesn’t, while waiting for a 
righteous king, immediately understand that 
the Christ is in view, who prefigured likewise 
the name of Melchizedek, whose name in trans-
lation evokes the “king of justice”?19 So the 
prophet himself does not only say “king of jus-

tice,” but he added “and redeemer.” He did so in 
order to indicate, in an additional way through 
this means, the name of Jesus, which when 
translated means “salvation of God” and “heal-
ing.” And he added next, “He himself is humble 
and mounted on a donkey and on a newly born 
foal.” He does so to show in advance he who is 
written about in the Gospels: “Learn of me, for 
I am gentle and humble of heart.”20 Now there 
was never any king, simultaneously just, a 
redeemer, gentle and seated on a donkey, who 
came to Jerusalem, unless this is he who alone 
is King of kings, God and Redeemer, Jesus. He 
is kind, gentle and abundant in mercy for all 
those who call upon him,21 as it is written. 
Cathedral Sermons, Homily 20.22 

21:6-7 The Disciples Did As Jesus Told 
Them 

Jesus Sat Thereon. Hilary of Poitiers: All 
of these circumstances surrounding his 
appearance point to the shape of the future. By 
means of parabolic signs and by the conditions 
of present things, the form of the future is 
here suggested. The Lord is taking possession 
of the nations! His brightness is approaching! 
He is occupying the minds of the nations—
just as the rider of a beast. He is proclaimed 
by the entire army of his retinue of patriarchs, 
prophets and apostles. The patriarchs are 
spreading their garments, which signify their 
glory, under the Lord. By their generations, 
names and struggles, the Lord was prophesied. 
Going to him with all the ornaments of their 
own worthiness and scattering themselves 
under his seat, they will show that all their 
glory had been laid beneath him in prepara-
tion for his coming. The prophets are spread-

14Ps 47:2-4 (46:3-5 LXX).   15Ps 47:4 (46:5 LXX).   16Song 1:6.   17PG 
56:836-37.   18Zech 9:9.   19In a passage from Zechariah omitted by 
Matthew, the Messiah is also defined as just and salvific. Hence the 
connection with Melchizedek that Severus creates based on the ety-
mology of the latter with “king of justice.”   20Mt 11:29.   21Ps 86:5 
(85:5 LXX).   22PO 37:51.
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ing their own garments under the route of the 
one who is coming. They predicted this path 
long ago. They knew that the nations would 
uphold God. Many had died and offered them-
selves to stoning. They, in a certain sense, 
stripped their very bodies and offered their 
garments upon this path. The apostles are 
scattering the branches from the cut trees 
after casting their garments. This is not sim-
ply an act of human piety. It might at first 
seem that the branches might impede the one 
who is proceeding and might make the journey 
of the one who is hastening more difficult and 
entangled. Yet even in this the reasoning of the 
prophets is preserved and the form of the 
future announced. These branches are the 
fruitless nations, or the fruits of the often-
times faithless nations. These branches are 
scattered under the route of the Lord by the 
apostles. They are preparing for the entry of 
the Savior. On Matthew 21.2.23 

21:8 The Crowd Spread Garments and 
Branches 

They Spread Their Garments on the 
Road. Incomplete Work on Matthew: The 
garments are the divine teachings and spiritual 
grace. For just a garment covers the disgrace of 
nakedness, so the teachings of divine grace cover 
the evils of our flesh. “We were by nature chil-
dren of wrath, like the rest of mankind.”24 Even 
Adam therefore saw himself naked as a sinner, 
and so he covered his own nakedness with leaves 
from a fig tree; that is, with the commands of a 
harsh law. God is promising his own justice, that 
he will take his kindness away from the nation 
of Judea, just as the Lord had said through the 
prophet Hosea: “And I shall take away my gar-
ments and linens, I will show your disgrace to 
the nations.”25 Therefore they placed their gar-
ments over them—that is, they placed over the 
Jews and Gentiles commands and kindnesses 
they received from Christ. For Christ would not 
have been able to rest among them if his com-

mands had not been with them. Homily 37.7.26 

They Cut Branches from the Trees. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: “Most of the 
crowd spread their garments; others, however, 
cut branches from the trees and spread them on 
the road.” Clearly these garments and trees 
would be trampled when he comes on the beast 
of burden. The garments are the commands, just 
as we said. The leaves, however, are the appear-
ance of piety. Both the commands of the law and 
the appearances of the Jewish practice were or-
dered to be treaded upon by Christ on the road. 
So they spread them then under the feet of the 
beast of burden on the road. The apostles placed 
their garments over the beast of burden. The 
rest of the crowd placed them under the feet of 
the beast of burden. This means dated legalism 
is trampled, while the commands of the apostles 
are spread out. . . . 

Yet an entirely different view of this passage is 
that those who deposited their garments upon 
the ass are the apostles and teachers. The gar-
ments, however, are the beauty and form of glory. 
Therefore the glory which Christ received from 
the Father, he gave to his disciples. The disciples, 
however, receiving it from Christ, gave it to the 
nations, so that Christ may pleasingly sit among 
us, just as he himself says: “And the glory which 
you gave to me I have given to them, so that they 
may be one, just as we also are one.”27 The 
crowds, however, who spread their garments on 
the road, were trusting in circumcision and, upon 
seeing Christ, cast down the glory that they had 
from the law. [They are] humbling themselves 
and saying with the apostle Paul: “In accordance 
with the justice which is from the law, I was con-
verted without complaint, but whatever gain I 
had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ, and I 
count it as refuse, in order that I may gain Christ 
as profit.”28  Homily 37.8.29 

23SC 258:122-24.   24Eph 2:3.   25Cf. Hos 2:9 (2:11 LXX).   26PG 
56:837-38.   27Jn 17:22.   28Phil 3:6-8.   29PG 56:838.
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21:9 Hosanna to the Son of David! 

Hosanna in the Highest. Hilary of Poi-
tiers: Is this the crowd who would applaud his 
crucifixion? How was their hatred earned from 
his grace? Even the words of their commenda-
tion pointed to the power of redemption. 
“Hosanna” in Hebrew signifies the redemption 
of the house of David. They are calling upon the 
Son of David. They are celebrating the inherit-
ance of the eternal kingdom. They are proclaim-
ing blessing in the name of the Lord. Soon their 
shouting of “Crucify him!” would be blasphemy. 
But at present, the deeds he was doing were 
exhibiting the form of the future. It is granted 
that the crowd was doing these things with very 
confused emotions. The things that would fol-
low would be different. Nevertheless they were, 
inadvertently and without willing it, pointing to 
heavenly things unfolding. In this way the whole 
city of Jerusalem was stirred. On Matthew 
21.3.30 

The Spreading of Palm Leaves and 
Clothes. Severus: Indeed, on the one hand, 
the fact that the donkey walks on the branches 
and leaves of palm trees would make it clearly 
known that not only he who was mounted upon 
it but also those who would believe in him were 
going to subdue all their enemies, trample them 
under their feet and win a glorious victory. For 
the branches and leaves of palm trees are the 
emblems of the victory. On the other hand, the 
fact that the people took off their coats and 
threw them on the ground was a proclama-
tion—in an immediate and manifest fashion—
to speak of what appeared in reality in the 
events that followed. 

Indeed, when these believers were ridding 
themselves of all they possessed and even of 
their clothes, which is a sketch in miniature, 
they were following the gospel of grace. For it is 
written in the book of Acts that “all who were 
owners of land and houses, when they sold 
them, took the money from what had been sold 

and laid it at the feet of the apostles, and one 
gave to each according to his need.”31 If this were 
not so, if there were not things mysteriously 
prefigured in what was coming to pass, the 
branches and the clothes would have even be-
come an obstacle for the progress of this donkey, 
by impeding its feet like nets. 

“And the crowd that went ahead of him and 
those that followed were shouting, ‘Hosanna to 
the Son of David.’ ” This phrase (namely, “Ho-
sanna to the Son of David”), in passing from the 
Hebrew language to the Greek language, is 
translated as “praise, or a psalm, to the Son of 
David.” As for Jesus, it does not suit a man to be 
honored or praised by a psalm. But such does 
suit him alone who is by nature God, as it is 
said: “He has placed in my mouth a new song, 
praise to our God”32 and “I will sing to my God, 
as long as I live.”33 

And those who were crying out still added 
this: “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the 
Lord! Hosanna in the highest.” And certainly it 
would have been necessary that those who were 
praising spoke according to custom: “You are the 
good one who has come.” He is like the one who 
came a first time, or like the ancients greeting 
the prophet Samuel, asking from the outset, “Do 
you come in peace, O seer?”34 

For Jesus’ part, the fact that they were crying 
out “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the 
Lord! Hosanna in the highest” (Luke as well 
added, “Peace in heaven and glory in the high-
est”)35 is the act of those who proclaim his sec-
ond coming, by which he will come from the 
heavens with glory. After his coming “he will 
join by peace earthly things to heavenly things” 
when “he will likewise judge all the earth with 
justice,”36 and he will bring into the kingdom of 
heaven those who have lived well. This is why 
indeed it was also very small children who were 
praising and crying out like this. They were 
those who entered into the temple with him, for 

30SC 258:124-26.   31Acts 2:45.   32Ps 40:3 (39:4 LXX).   33Ps 104:33 
(103:33 LXX).   341 Sam 16:4.   35Lk 19:38.   36Ps 96:13 (95:13 LXX).
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Jesus himself says, “Truly, I say to you, unless 
you change and become like one of these little 
children, you will not enter the kingdom of 
heaven.”37 

Consider still the branches as bearers of vic-
tory, by which those who were acclaiming him 
were honoring the one who was praised in a 
manner worthy of God. Therefore the Evangel-
ists wrote that already, when he approached and 
was ready to descend from the Mount of 
Olives, the crowd began to welcome him and 
walk in front of him, to praise him and cut 
branches from the trees. The Evangelists clearly 
show that these branches were from olive trees. 
They had to be olive branches because they were 
growing on the mountain named the Mount of 
Olives. 

Now the olive plant indicates the reconcilia-
tion of God and his loving advent to be with us. 
He accomplished this not because of our right-
eousness, which did not even exist, but because 
of his mercy. In the same way indeed it is a dove 
holding and carrying in its beak the leaves of an 
olive tree who likewise signaled the end of the 
flood in the days of Noah and the ceasing of 
wrath by the mercy of peace which comes from 
on high.38  Cathedral Sermons, Homily 20.39 

21:10 All Jerusalem Was Stirred 

All the City Was Stirred. Chrysostom: 
Even when the crowds grasped that something 
great was happening, their inward thoughts 
remained uninformed, lowly, unworthy and 
lacking in understanding. But Jesus did these 
things in their presence not to display pomp but 
as I have said, to fulfill prophecy, teach self-
denial and to comfort his disciples, who were 
grieving for his death. He was showing them 
that he would suffer all these things willingly. 
Mark well the accuracy of the prophets, how 
they foretold all these things, some from David’s 
psalms, some from Zechariah. They had pro-
claimed them beforehand. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 66.3.40 

21:11-13 A House of Prayer, Not a Den of 
Robbers 

My House Shall Be Called a House of 
Prayer. Chrysostom: John’s Gospel also re-
ported this, but at the beginning of his narra-
tive. But now in Matthew we are coming to the 
end of the narrative. Thus it is probable that this 
was done twice and on different occasions. That 
there was a first cleansing of the temple and 
then a second is evident from many evidences. 
In John’s Gospel he came at the time of the Pass-
over. Here it was before Passover. In John the 
Jews said, “What miraculous sign can you show 
us to prove your authority to do all this?” In 
Matthew they hold their peace, though re-
proved, because he was not marveled at among 
all the population. 

If this happened on two different occasions, 
this becomes a heavier charge against the Jewish 
leadership. He did it not only once but a second 
time, and still they continued their buying and 
selling and called him an adversary of God. 
They should have learned from the first cleans-
ing to honor his Father and his own power. 
They could see his works agreeing with his 
words, and they could behold his miracles. They 
could hear the prophet pointing to him. They 
could see the children attesting him in a manner 
beyond their age. But all this did not persuade 
them. Instead, “they were indignant.” So he 
brings in Isaiah41 as their accuser when he says, 
“My house shall be called a house of prayer.”  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 67.1.42 

21:14-17 Perfect Praise from the Mouths of 
Children 

Even Infants Delighted in Christ’s Com-
ing. Incomplete Work on Matthew: Col-
umns of a temple that are installed in a perfectly 
upright manner actually grow more stable when 

37Mt 18:3.   38Gen 8:11.   39PO 37:51-57.   40PG 58:629; NPNF 1 
10:406.   41Cf. Is 56:7.   42PG 58:631-33; NPNF 1 10:409. 
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more weight is placed on them, but columns 
which are at first slightly askew only move far-
ther off center with greater weight. Likewise, if 
a man’s heart is upright, it will be strengthened 
in wisdom when he sees or hears about the good 
works of a just man. But the man who begins 
with a perverse heart will only be provoked to 
envy and greater perversity by the works of the 
righteous. In this way also, when the priests of 
the old covenant saw Christ healing the sick and 
heard children praising him, they did not 
thereby come to believe in Christ but were only 
hardened in their opposition to him, saying, “Do 
you hear what they are saying?” . . .  

“But Jesus said to them, ‘Have you not read: 
out of the mouth of infants and sucklings you 
brought perfect praise?’ ”43 It is as if he had 
asked rhetorically, “Am I to blame because the 
children cry out my praise, or is it my fault that 
the prophet foretold this event so many thou-
sands of years ago?” If we bear in mind how the 
Gospel said above that “the crowds which pre-
ceded him and followed him were shouting,”44 

we can understand that they are called infants 
because of the simplicity of their hearts, not 
with respect to their age, for literal “infants and 
sucklings” can neither understand anything nor 
give praise. Similarly they were called sucklings 
because their cries of praise arose from the 
delight they took in Christ’s wondrous works, as 
though in the sweetest milk, for it is written, “I 
have lifted up my soul, like a child at its 
mother’s breast.”45 Milk represents the working 
of miracles, but bread is the teaching of perfect 
justice, as the apostle says: “My preaching was 
not with persuasive words of wisdom but in the 
manifestation of the Spirit and power.”46 And 
again: “I was not able to speak to you as spiritual 
persons but as people of the flesh; like the chil-
dren in Christ you are, I gave you milk, not solid 
food.”47 Every first introduction to the faith, 
consisting of simple doctrine, is called milk 
because it can be assimilated without a great 
deal of laborious chewing and because it tastes 
sweet, just like milk. Neither do miracles 

require much labor from those who witness 
them. Moreover they are sweet to behold and 
provide a winsome invitation to faith. Bread, on 
the other hand, signifies the teaching of that 
more perfect justice which no one can assimilate 
without exerting a great deal of mental effort on 
spiritual matters, for whoever hears it will need 
to meditate on it within himself and to analyze 
it, as though grinding it up with spiritual teeth.  
Homily 38.48

Out of the Mouths of Babes. Chrysos-
tom: Hearing even the children proclaiming, 
the disciples were ready to stifle them. They re-
marked, “Do you hear what they are saying?” 
Jesus said to them, “Yes.” The children were 
singing to him as to God. Since the disciples 
were speaking against things being revealed, he 
applies his corrective more in the way of re-
proof: “Have you never read, ‘Out of the mouth 
of babes and infants you have brought perfect 
praise’?”49 For what the children were saying had 
not reached to their level of understanding. So 
of his power he gives articulation to their 
tongues, which are as yet immature. 

Their voices were a prototype of the lisping 
of the Gentiles of the gospel.50 They were 
sounding forth great things of faith. The apos-
tles found consolation in this. For they had al-
ready been perplexed as to how even the 
unlearned should be able to publish the gospel. 
But now they were already finding that the chil-
dren were anticipating them. The children re-
moved all their anxiety, teaching them that God 
would grant them utterance, who made even 
these little ones to sing praises. 

This showed that he is Creator of nature. 
The children, although of immature age, uttered 
things that had a clear meaning in accordance 
with testimony from above. But others thought 

43Ps 8:2 (8:3 LXX).   44Mt 21:9.   45Ps 131:2 (130:2 LXX).   461 Cor 2:4.   
471 Cor 3:1-2.   48PG 56:842-43.   49Cf. Ps 8:2 (8:3 LXX).   50This alle-
gorical interpretation by Chrysostom is noteworthy, since he was of 
the Antiochene school and therefore preferred literal interpretation.
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them only to be teeming with frenzy and mad-
ness. For such is the nature of wickedness. 

So his detractors found many things to pro-
voke them: the multitude, the cleansing out of 
the buyers and sellers from the temple, the mira-
cles, the children. He once again departs from 
them, giving room to their swelling frustration, 

not yet willing to begin seriously his own teach-
ing, lest boiling with envy they should be all the 
more displeased at what he would say.  The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 67.1.51 

J E S U S  C U R S E S  T H E  F I G  T R E E

M A T T H E W  2 1 : 1 8 - 2 7

Overview: Isn’t there something absurd about 
Jesus literally cursing a tree for not bearing fruit 
out of season? Everything in Scripture is to be 
understood either in its literal sense, in its figu-
rative sense or in some combination of these. 
The lesson figuratively conveyed by this sym-
bolic prophetic action was that it is now time to 
produce fruit. It is time to end the period of Is-
rael’s preparation (Augustine). When such 
things are done, whether to places, plants or ani-

mals, we do better not to be overly curious 
about the divine will. Do not inquire too far into 
whether it was just that the fig tree withered, or 
you will lose perspective. This sort of question is 
trifling. Just behold the miracle and admire and 
glorify its worker (Chrysostom). Jesus took no 
delight in the withering of a tree; he acted this 
way to produce awe in the disciples, that they 
should not fail Christ when he is hungry, and 
that you might hope to be in the coming season 

51PG 58:633; NPNF 1 10:409-10.
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of fruit rather than to be in the preparatory sea-
son of leaves (Augustine). Israel had not pro-
duced the fruit of righteousness. Even infants 
delighted in Christ’s coming (Incomplete Work 
on Matthew). 
Matthew 21:18-27 Matthew 21:18-27

21:18 As Jesus Returned to Jerusalem 

He Was Hungry. Chrysostom: How could 
he who is truly God be hungry in the morning? 
He is found in human form, so this flesh has 
ordinary human feelings. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 67.1.1 

21:19 May No Fruit Ever Come from You 
Again 

The Fig Tree Withered. Chrysostom: It 
was not his will to exhibit his anger upon men. 
Rather upon the plant he furnished the proof of 
his might in taking vengeance. But when such 
things are done, whether to places, or to plants, 
or to brutes, do not be overly curious about the 
divine will. Do not say, “Was it just that the fig 
tree withered?” especially if it was not yet the 
time of figs. This sort of question is the utmost 
trifling.2 Just behold the miracle and admire and 
glorify the worker of it. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 67.1.3 

Nothing but Leaves. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: “And seeing a fig tree alongside the 
path, he approached it and found nothing on it 
except leaves.” The fig tree represents the syna-
gogue, for the great many seeds dwelling 
within one rind of the fig tree is like the great 
many faithful men living in the one house of 
the synagogue, as it is written: “God who 
causes them to dwell single-mindedly in one 
house.”4 Observe how the leaves of the fig tree 
are formed to resemble human hands. The 
greenness of its leaves is like the mere appear-
ance of holiness among men who are full of 
religious words but lack the fruit of good 
works. The sentient tree then [is] the religious 

person who professes to be a man of God but 
fails to perform works of righteousness. [He] is 
like a leafy tree which bears no fruit, concern-
ing whom the apostle prophesied: “In the last 
days there will be lovers of self, lusting after 
money, arrogant, prideful, disobedient to their 
elders, preferring their own will over the will 
of God, having the appearance of piety but 
denying its power.”5 . . . The path along which 
the fig tree was discovered represents the 
world. Christ was unable to find any fruit 
among the Jews because they had been living 
alongside the world, which is to say that they 
had been living according to the world. The 
world is the common path along which every-
one travels who has ever been born, as we indi-
cated in our treatment of the parable of the 
sower. The faithful man, then, the sentient 
tree, will never be able to bear the fruits of 
righteousness if  he lives in proximity to the 
world. Homily 39.6 

The Failure to Produce Fruit. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: It was not because 
Christ cursed it that the tree produced no 
fruit; instead, because the tree first produced 
no fruit, Christ cursed it to ensure that it 
would produce no leaves. Likewise, it wasn’t 
because God abandoned them that the Jews 
squandered his righteousness; rather, because 
they failed to produce the fruits of righteous-
ness, God abandoned them to ensure that they 
would not have the appearance or reputation of 
righteousness. Just as it would have been better 
had there never been a tree at all than for there 
to have been a tree which produced no fruit 

1PG 58:633; NPNF 1 10:410.   2Mark 11:13 points out that it was 
not yet time for the figs to be mature. Chrysostom notes the appar-
ent contradiction with respect to the observation made in Matthew 
and resolves it by accusing the disciples of inconsistency in asking 
whether the fig tree had borne fruit out of season. In fact the epi-
sode, easy to interpret allegorically (see the following excerpts from 
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ties in the literal sense: Why would Jesus punish the tree if it were 
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according to its kind, so also would it have 
been better had there never been a man of God 
than for there to have been a man of God who 
did not live in accordance with God. If those 
who are not yours in the first place fail to obey 
you, you suffer nothing. You will suffer 
severely, however, if  the one who belongs to 
you despises you and serves another instead. In 
this way, God’s wrath was not kindled nearly as 
much by the fact that people who were strang-
ers to him openly served the devil as it was by 
the sight of his own possession doing the 
devil’s will. Homily 39.7 

21:20-21 If You Have Faith and Do Not 
Doubt 

A Figurative, Prophetic Act. Augustine: 
Now in order to convey this truth8 the Lord 
acted prophetically. By this I mean that in refer-
ence to the fig tree, it was not his will merely to 
exhibit a miracle but rather through this sign to 
convey an intimation of that which was to come. 
He often taught and persuaded us by such 
means. So even when our wills resist, he per-
suades us and brings us to faith. 

We first ask how was it the tree’s fault that it 
had no fruit? Even if it had no fruit in its proper 
season, its season of mature fruit, still the tree 
would bear no fault. For the tree is without 
sense and reason, so it could not be blamed. But 
to this perplexity is added another, which we 
read in the narrative of the other Evangelist who 
expressly mentions this: “It was not the time for 
that fruit.”9 For this was the time when the fig 
tree was just shooting forth its tender leaves, 
which come, as we know, long before the fruit. 
This sequence has a spiritual meaning. The time 
for fruit was soon coming with the day of the 
Lord’s Passion, which was at hand. And so to 
make this clear, the Evangelist, to his credit, 
notes that “the time of figs was not yet.” So then, 
if it was only a miracle that was being demon-
strated and not something to be prophetically 
prefigured, it would have been much more wor-

thy of the clemency and mercy of the Lord if he 
had found a withered tree and restored it to life. 
This would seem more in accord with his heal-
ing of the sick, cleansing lepers and raising the 
dead. 

But to the contrary, as though against the 
ordinary rule of his charity, he found a green 
tree, not yet bearing fruit, even before its fruit-
bearing season but still awaiting the hope of 
fruit, and what does he do? He withers it 
straight away! This is a prophetic anticipation 
of things soon to come, by which he in effect 
says to us: “I have no delight in the withering 
away of this tree. By doing so I want to convey 
to you that I am not acting absurdly but for a 
lesson you might take more seriously. It is not 
this literal tree that I have cursed. It is not on 
an insensible tree that I have inflicted punish-
ment. Rather, I have made you fear, whoever 
you are who considers this matter, that you 
should not fail Christ when he is hungry and 
that you might hope to be in the coming season 
of fruit than to be in the preparatory season of 
leaves.” . . .

Therefore, beloved, I must tell you and teach 
you according to my poor abilities that which 
the Lord has given me for your benefit. I must 
convey to you what you may hold as a rule in the 
interpretation of all Scripture. Everything that 
is said or done is to be understood either in its 
literal signification, or else it signifies something 
figuratively; or it may contain both of these at 
once, both its own literal interpretation and a 
figurative signification also. . . . 

Thus Christ, wishing to convey this lesson to 
us, wanted us to produce fruit and in this way 
set forth for us a figurative fiction which is not a 
deceiving fiction but a fiction worthy of praise.  
Sermon 89.3-6.10 

7PG 56:846.   8The truth referred to has generally to do with the des-
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Let the Devil Be Cast into the Sea. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: Jesus is 
referring here to an invisible mountain, one 
which produces fruitless trees, a rocky and 
rough place where there are steep cliffs, caves 
and overhanging crags, not fit for human habita-
tion but only for beasts. There are no level fields 
in it for resting peacefully, but the ground is ris-
ing or falling away because, among those who 
stand against the devil, some rise and some fall. 
The devil is called a mountain, not because of 
the height of his worthiness, like the holy 
angels, but because of the size of his prideful 
ego; not on account of the constancy of his vir-
tue but on account of his immovable and incorri-
gible malice. Remove this mountain from the 
midst of the saints, where there is faith, hope 
and charity, where there are fields of peace and 
beautiful fountains of doctrine, where meadows 
abound with the dew of grace, where holy birds 
adorn a perpetual springtime with their songs. 
“And be cast into the sea.” That is, into this 
world, where the water is brackish and worth-
less, which is to say that the people are evil and 
add nothing to the glory of God; even the sweet 
rivers of every spiritual grace which flows into 
them are unable to purify them. Instead, their 
brackishness spoils the sweetness of the rivers of 
grace flowing into the sea of this world, where 
there are perilous battles between conflicting 
spirits and where the powerful always rule. 
Homily 39.11 

21:22 Whatever You Ask in Prayer 

You Will Receive, If You Have Faith. 
Chrysostom: That you might learn that it was 
for the disciples’ sakes that this was done, that 
he might train them in confidence, listen to 
what he said afterward: “You also shall do 
greater things, if you are willing to believe and 
to be confident in prayer.”12 All this was done for 
their sakes, that they might not be afraid and 
tremble at plots against them. He repeated this 
to enable them to cleave to prayer and faith. For 

you shall not only do this, but you shall also 
remove mountains; and many more things you 
shall do, being confident in faith and prayer. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 67.2.13 

Faith Nurtures Good Works. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: “And whatever you ask in 
prayer with faith, you will receive.” God gives 
the grace of faith, but humanity nourishes and 
strengthens it. Faith then causes one to abstain 
from evil and to do good works. The more you 
abstain from evil and follow the good, the stron-
ger you will make your faith. The less you 
abstain from evil, however, and the more you 
neglect good works, the weaker your faith will 
become. Homily 39.14 

21:23 Who Gave You This Authority? 

The Pharisees Confront Jesus. Hilary of 
Poitiers: Prior to this, the Pharisees had seen 
many things more worthy to be called great mir-
acles, but now they were deeply troubled and 
asked Jesus to identify the authority by which he 
performed these works. The great mystery of 
the future is included in the consequences of 
present deeds. They felt the urge for special 
questioning, then, because the prefiguration of 
every danger was made known in this event. 
The Lord replied that he would tell them by 
what authority he did these works if only they 
would also reply to his question about whether 
they considered John the Baptist to have come 
from heaven or from man. They hesitated while 
pondering the dangers of responding. If they 
confessed John to have come from heaven, they 
would be convicted by that very confession for 
not believing in the authority of a heavenly wit-
ness. They were afraid to say that he was merely 
from man, however, because of the large crowd 
of people who believed John to be a prophet. So 
they answered that they did not know (they did 

11PG 56:846.   12Jn 14:12.   13PG 58:634; NPNF 1 10:410.   14PG 
56:846-47.



Matthew 21:18-27

134

in fact know him to be from heaven) because 
they feared that they might be convinced by the 
truth of their own confession. But they told the 
truth about themselves, even though it was their 
intention to deceive; it was only through their 
infidelity that they did not know John the Bap-
tist to be from heaven. And they could not have 
known that John the Baptist was from man, 
because he was not. On Matthew 21.10.15 

21:24-25 From Where Did John’s Baptism 
Come? 

A Darkened Will. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: Knowing their irreformable evil, 
the Lord asked them an entirely rhetorical 
question, not that they might understand it and 
respond but that they should be hindered from 
interrogating him further, for he had com-
manded, “Do not give what is holy to the 
dogs,”16 and it was not fitting that what the 
Lord commanded should be violated. But it 
would have profited them nothing, even if he 
had answered directly, since a darkened will 
cannot discern what is of the light. What good 
is it to show something beautiful to a blind 
man? Spiritual blindness consists of an evil 
heart, and evil people are not able to under-
stand the mystery of devotion any more than 
the blind can gaze upon the splendor of the 
light. When a stealthy hunter sees a place to dig 
a trap, he also raises a net adjacent to it so that 
wherever the prey he is seeking to capture 
attempts to flee, it will either be caught in the 
net or fall into the pit. Likewise, the Lord set a 
trap for the chief priests and elders by means of 
his simple question, in such a way that if they 
professed John to have come from heaven, he 
would be able to ask them, “Why, then, did you 
not believe him?” But if they replied that John 
was of the world, they would thereby have run 
into the danger of being stoned to death by the 
people, as though fleeing into a hunter’s trap. It 
was proper that the Lord teach his interrogator 
and weaken his tempter in whatever way he 

could and confound the cleverness of his 
reproach with rational arguments, while not 
making known the truth of his own mystery. 
The Lord did virtually the same thing else-
where to the devil, who had cited against him a 
scriptural text without understanding it: “For it 
is written, ‘He will command his angels con-
cerning you, and they will hold you in their 
hands, lest your foot stumble on a rock.’ ”17 The 
Lord did not respond, “That is not what this 
Scripture means.” Rather, he left the devil igno-
rant of the true meaning of the text and instead 
refuted him with another, clearer passage from 
Scripture in order to confound the devil’s arro-
gance without revealing the prophetic mystery.  
Homily 39.18 

21:26-27 We Do Not Know 

Liars Will Lie to Themselves. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: “They answered 
Jesus, saying, ‘We do not know.’ And he said to 
them, ‘Neither will I tell you by what authority I 
do these things.’ ” He did not say, “Neither do I 
know.” It was as if he had said, “You know the 
truth because you are men, but you deny it 
because you are evil; I know it because I am 
God, but I will not tell you because you are 
unworthy.” Liars will lie to themselves if they 
have no one to deceive. Similarly truth will keep 
itself pure if it finds no one to save. Homily 
39.19 

Neither Will I Tell You. Jerome: In 
answering Jesus that they did not know, the 
chief priests and elders lied. Consequently it 
would have been appropriate for the Lord to 
respond by saying, “Neither do I know.” The 
truth cannot lie, however, so he replied instead, 
“Neither will I tell you.” By this he shows both 
that they knew the answer but were unwilling to 
say it and that he also knows the answer but will 
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not speak it because they remained silent. 
Immediately, then, he tells a parable designed to 
convince them of their own sinfulness and of the 
necessity that the kingdom of God be trans-

ferred to the Gentiles. Commentary on Mat-
thew 3.21.27.20 

T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E  T W O  S O N S

M A T T H E W  2 1 : 2 8 - 3 2

Overview: The identity of the two sons in this 
parable varies with different commentators. For 
one the older son represents the Gentiles, and 
the younger son represents the Jews (Incom-
plete Work on Matthew). For another the 
older represents the Pharisees or those influ-
enced by their teaching; the younger represents 
the publicans and sinners (Hilary of Poitiers). 
It is surprising that the publicans and sinners 
believed in Christ even before the priests, who 
were too arrogant. To work in the vineyard is to 
do justice. Lessons drawn from the parable in-
clude the point that it is better to do the right-
eousness of God without promising to do so 
than it is to promise and then renege (Incom-
plete Work on Matthew). The son who first 
refused to work but afterward repented did the 
will of the father. The son who said he would go 
but did not go is reproved. Even after the publi-
cans and harlots had believed, the Jewish leaders 
had not believed. So they were thereby deprived 
of all excuses. He is saying, “To you he came 

first, not to them. You did not believe. They 
were not offended. They believed. Yet this did 
not profit you at all” (Chrysostom). 
Matthew 21:28-32 Matthew 21:28-32

21:28 Two Sons and a Vineyard 

The Two Sons. Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew: Who is this if not the God who created 
all people and loves them with a fatherly affec-
tion, the God who preferred to be loved as a fa-
ther rather than feared as a lord, even though he 
was Lord by nature? On this account, at the be-
ginning of the commandments of the law, he did 
not say, “You shall fear the Lord with all your 
heart” but “you shall love the Lord with all your 
heart.”1 To elicit love is not characteristic of a 
lord but of a father. 

Of the two sons in this parable, the older one 
represents the Gentiles, since they come from 
their father Noah. The younger son represents 
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the Jews, who come from Abraham. “And 
approaching the first, he said, ‘Son, go and work 
today in my vineyard.’ ” “Today” refers to this 
present age. How did he speak to his sons? He 
didn’t address them face to face like man, but he 
spoke to the heart, like God. Man only utters 
words to the ear, but God supplies understand-
ing to the mind.  Homily 40.2 

21:29-30 One Son Works, One Does Not 

Do Not Promise, Then Renege. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: What does it mean 
to work in the vineyard? To work in the vineyard 
is to do justice. We noted above that the vine-
yard is the justice that God has planted gener-
ally in the nature of all people but more 
particularly in the Jewish Scriptures. Each vine 
in the vineyard represents a different type of jus-
tice, and each person, according to his individual 
virtues, produces either more or fewer vines. I 
do not know of anyone, however, who is suffi-
cient to work the entire vineyard. 

“And he said, ‘I will not.’ ” How did he say, “I 
will not”? He said it in his thoughts, for whoever 
understands the difference between good and 
evil and abandons the good to follow evil seems 
to be rebelling against the Lord in his thoughts; 
for “I will not” is spoken against the faculty of 
the intellect, which was created by God for him-
self. No one would ever have been able to sin un-
less he had first said in his heart “I will not,” as 
the prophet indicates: “Injustice speaks within 
him that he might sin.”3 The pagans, who aban-
doned God and his justice from the beginning 
and converted to the worship of idols and to a 
life of sin, seem to have rebelled in their 
thoughts, as though they had said, “We will not 
do the justice which we learned from you.” 

“Approaching the other,” Jesus asked the 
same thing, and he replied, “ ‘I will go,’ but he 
did not go.” When the Jewish people, repre-
sented here by the younger son, were asked both 
by Moses and by John the Baptist, as though 
God were speaking through each of them, they 

promised that they would do everything the 
Lord commanded. Afterwards, however, they 
turned away and lied to God, as the prophet had 
foretold: “Foreign sons deceived me.”4 

“Which of these two did the will of the 
Father? They replied, ‘the first.’ ” Notice how, as 
we have already said above, attracted by the 
truth of the parable, they turned its meaning 
against themselves when they said that the first 
son, who represented the pagan Gentiles, had 
done the will of the father. It is better to do the 
righteousness of God without promising to do 
so than it is to promise and then to renege.  
Homily 40.5 

21:31 Which Son Did the Will of His 
Father? 

Earlier and Later Responses. Hilary of 
Poitiers: The first son represents the people 
who are from the Pharisees. Urgently admon-
ished by God through the prophecy of John to 
conform themselves to his commandments, they 
remained insolent, disobedient and contemptu-
ous to God’s warnings.6 They put their faith in 
the law and despised repentance from sin, glory-
ing instead in the noble prerogative that they 
had from Abraham. Later they came to believe 
through the miracles worked by the apostles af-
ter the resurrection of the Lord, and, having re-
turned by a faithful act of the will to evangelical 
works, they repented and confessed the guilt of 
their former insolence. 

The second son represents the group of pub-
licans and sinners who later returned to the sin-
ful state in which they lived at the time. They 
were instructed by John to expect salvation from 
Christ and to be baptized and to believe in him. 
When the Lord says in the parable that the sec-
ond son did not go as he promised to do, he 
shows that these people believed John. But 
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because they were not able to receive the teach-
ing of the gospel through the apostles until after 
the Lord’s Passion (for it was then that the mys-
teries of human salvation were to be accom-
plished), they did not go. He didn’t say that they 
refused to go but simply that they did not go. 
Their failure to go does not make them guilty of 
disbelief, because to do so would have been very 
difficult. Therefore it is not that the second son 
did not want to do immediately what he was 
ordered to do but rather that he was unable to 
do it. His will is shown free from guilt by the 
obstacles of the circumstance.  On Matthew 
21.13-14.7 

The Harlots Enter the Kingdom Before 
You. Chrysostom: If he had said simply, har-
lots go before you, the word would have seemed 
to them to be offensive. But now, uttered after 
their own judgment, it appears to be less harsh. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 67.3.8 

21:32 The Way of Righteousness 

John Came to You. Chrysostom: Therefore 
he adds also another accusation: “John came to 
you in the way of righteousness, and you did not 
believe him.” John came “to you,” he says, not to 
them. You cannot find fault with him, as if he 
were some careless person of no value. His life 
was irreprehensible. His care for you was great, 
and yet you did not pay attention to him. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 67.3.9 

The Harlots Believed. Chrysostom: The 
word “they go into the kingdom before you” is 
not meant to emphasize that some were follow-
ing but as having a hope, if they were willing. 
For nothing so much as jealousy rouses our pas-
sions. Therefore he is forever saying things like 
“the first shall be last and the last first.”10 Thus 
he mentioned here both harlots and publicans 
that they might provoke them to jealousy. Taken 
together these two represent chief sins engen-
dered by violent lust: the one of sexual desire, 

the other of the desire of money. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 67.3.11 

No One Expected the Prostitute to 
Believe. Incomplete Work on Matthew: 
You who are priests, because you know the com-
mandments of Scripture and hold positions of 
leadership among the people, should have been 
the first to believe in Christ as an example to the 
people. Not only did you fail to believe in him, 
but even after you saw that the publicans and 
prostitutes believed in him, you were neither 
ashamed nor repentant. The publicans and pros-
titutes, whom no one expected to believe, did in 
fact believe, but you who appeared to be follow-
ers of every commandment persisted in your 
impudence, refusing to repent and believe or 
even to follow the example of those for whom 
you ought to have provided an example. Are we 
to believe that you did not believe in Christ 
because you were more sinless than those who 
did believe in him? Quite to the contrary, you 
did not believe because you were more contemp-
tuous of God, more arrogant, lovers of vain-
glory, hard-hearted, wanting neither to lead 
them in faith nor to follow them. Truly great 
shame has come upon the priesthood and on the 
whole clergy when the laity can be found more 
faithful and more just than they are.12  Homily 
40.13 

You Did Not Afterward Repent. Chrysos-
tom: And with this there is also still another 
charge. The publicans were attentive and 
repented, but even after the publicans and har-
lots had believed, you did not believe. You 
should have repented long before they did. But 
you did not do it. So you are deprived of all 
excuses. How unspeakable was both the praise 
of the one and the charge against the other: He 
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came to you, and you did not receive him. He 
did not come to them, and they received him! 
And you did not even learn from their example. 
Note in how many ways he shows that some are 
to be commended and others charged, but in 
surprising ways, reversing expectations. To you 
he came first, not to them. You did not believe. 
They were not offended. They believed. This 
did not profit you at all. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 67.14 

Why Publicans Precede You in the King-
dom. Incomplete Work on Matthew: The 
Lord’s teaching can be paraphrased as follows: 
“Even if John had not come to you ‘in the way of 
righteousness’ but had only preached a baptism 
of repentance, you should have believed him as 

priests and wise men who judge impartially and 
in accordance with the facts, for what relevance 
is the preacher’s way of life to his student? If he 
lives wickedly, he alone is damned, but if he 
teaches truthfully, the benefit redounds to 
everyone who hears him. Even so, however, John 
came to you in a ‘way of righteousness’ so clearly 
manifest that his exemplary conduct and angelic 
life pierced even the hearts of publicans and 
prostitutes and converted them with fear and 
trembling to the faith. Yet he did not affect your 
hearts at all. You can see then that publicans and 
prostitutes are rightly said to ‘precede you into 
the kingdom.’ ” Homily 40.15 
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T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E  T E N A N T S

I N  T H E  V I N E Y A R D

M A T T H E W  2 1 : 3 3 - 4 6

Overview: Many themes are interwoven in this 
parable: God’s providence, the ingratitude of the 
covenant people, the great care the owner exer-
cised over his property and the extraordinary re-
calcitrance and violence of the people. The 
husbandman planted the vineyard, set a hedge 
around it, dug a wine press in it and built a tower. 
He left little for them to do but care for what was 
there and preserve what was given to them. But 
there was little effort made by them to work the 
land, even after they had enjoyed such great 
blessings from him. They killed the owner’s son, 
casting him out of the vineyard, that is, Israel. 
The stone that the builders rejected has thereby 
become the head of the corner. 

The priests were restrained by the fear of the 
multitudes. Little attention was paid to the 
prophet’s testimony, their own sentence or the 
disposition of the people, so entirely had the 
love of power and the lust for glory blinded 
them, together with the pursuit of temporal 
things (Chrysostom). 

Christ is called a stone because his founda-
tion is solid, and the wicked cannot overcome 
him. Even so, any evil done is done against God. 
The punishment for evil is proportional to the 
evil done. Likewise, the glory for good is pro-
portional to the good done. God is unlimited in 
his range of punishment and glory (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). The chief priests and 
Pharisees determined to put Jesus to death but 
still feared the crowd. Such crowds are fickle 
and easily swayed ( Jerome). 

21:33 A Householder Planted a Vineyard 

Hear Another Parable. Chrysostom: This 

parable suggests many things: God’s providence 
had been at work toward them from the outset; 
their disposition was murderous from the be-
ginning; nothing had been neglected of what-
ever pertained to an attentive care for them. 
even when prophets had been slain, God had 
not turned away from this people but had sent 
them his very Son; it is now clear that the God 
of both the New and the Old Testaments is one 
and the same; we know that the Son’s death will 
effect great blessings; we here learn that they 
were to endure extreme punishment for the 
crucifixion; here we learn of the calling of the 
Gentiles and the turning aside of the unbeliev-
ing Jews. 

He presents this parable after the previous 
one that he may show the charge to be even 
greater in this case and highly unpardonable. In 
what way? Although the Jews had received so 
much care from God, they were now found to be 
worse than harlots and publicans, and that by a 
wide margin.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 68.1.1 
Matthew 21:33-46 Matthew 21:33-46

He Set a Hedge Around the Vineyard. 
Chrysostom: Observe the great care that the 
owner took with this place and the extraordi-
nary recalcitrance of the people. He himself did 
the work the tenants should have done. It was 
he who planted a vineyard, and set a hedge 
around it, and dug a wine press in it and built a 
tower. He left little for them to do. All they had 
to do was take care of what was there and to pre-
serve what was given to them. Nothing was left 
undone but all accomplished. But they made lit-
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tle effort to be productive, even after they had 
enjoyed such great blessings from him. For 
when they had come out of Egypt, he gave a law, 
and set up a city, and built a temple and pre-
pared an altar. Then he “went into a far country.” 
He was patient with them. He did not always 
keep a close account of their sins. The meaning 
of “going into a far country” is God’s great 
patience. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
68.1.2 

21:34-36 The Tenants Kill the Landowner’s 
Servants 

He Sent His Servants to Get His Fruit. 
Chrysostom: He sent his servants, that is, the 
prophets, “to receive the fruit.” By fruit he 
referred to their obedience, demonstrated 
through their works. But even here they exhib-
ited their wickedness. They not only failed to 
give the fruit, after having enjoyed so much care, 
thus displaying their laziness, but also were 
angry with the servants who came. For those 
who did not repay what they owed should 
hardly have been indignant or angry. Rather, 
they should have asked for the householder’s 
forgiveness. But they not only were indignant; 
they even bloodied their hands. While deserving 
punishment, they themselves inflicted punish-
ment. Therefore he sent a second and a third 
company of servants both to show their wicked-
ness and the love toward humanity of the One 
who sent them. Why didn’t he immediately send 
his Son? In order that they might repent and 
condemn themselves for the things they had 
done to the others. He hoped they would set 
aside their anger and reverence him when he 
came. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
68.1.3 

21:37 Afterward the Landowner Sent His 
Son 

They Will Respect My Son. Chrysostom: 
But what does it mean that “it may be that they 

will have reverence for my son”? This is not the 
language of an ignorant man. Away with the 
thought! Rather, it is the language of one desir-
ing to show the sin to be great and inexcusable. 
For though he himself knew that they would 
slay him, he sent him. When he says “they will 
respect,” he states what ought to have been 
done, that it was their duty to have reverenced 
him. Elsewhere he says similarly: “whether they 
hear or refuse to hear.”4 He is not ignorant of 
their motives. But lest any of the obstinate 
should say that his prediction was the thing that 
necessitated their disobedience, therefore he 
frames his expressions in a particular way, using 
indeterminate terms like “whether they will” 
and “it may be.” For though they had been obsti-
nate towards his servants, yet they ought to 
have reverenced the dignity of the Son. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 68.5 

21:38 The Tenants Kill the Heir 

Let Us Kill Him and Have His Inherit-
ance. Chrysostom: What then do they do? 
While they had time to ask for pardon for their 
offenses and whereas they ought to have run to 
him to do so, they persist even more strongly in 
their former sins. They proceed to add even 
more to their previous pollutions. They always 
surpass their former offenses by their later ones. 
This is what he himself declared when he said, 
“Fill up, then, the measure of your fathers.”6 For 
from the first the prophets used to charge them 
with these things, saying, “Your hands are full of 
blood,”7 and “They mingle blood with blood,”8 
and “They build up Zion with blood.”9 

But they failed to learn self-control. They 
had already received the commandment: “You 
shall not murder.” They had already had been 
commanded to abstain from countless other of-
fenses. They had already been urged by many 
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and various means to keep these command-
ments. 

Yet, for all that, they did not put aside their 
evil ways. What did they say when they saw 
him? “Come, let us kill him.” With what motive 
and for what reason? What possible charge 
could they lay against him, either small or great? 
Is it that he honored you, and being God became 
a human being for your sakes and worked his 
countless miracles? Or that he pardoned your 
sins? Or that he called you into a kingdom? 

But observe that their disregard for bad was 
accompanied by great folly, and the cause of his 
murder was filled with madness. “For let us kill 
him,” it says, “and the inheritance shall be ours.”  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 68.1.10 

21:39-41 What Will the Landowner Do? 

The Householder and the Vineyard. 
Epiphanius the Latin: The householder in 
this parable is the Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. The vineyard he planted represents the 
Jewish people who were begotten from Abra-
ham, Isaac and Jacob, multiplied like the stars in 
the sky and the sand of the shore, liberated from 
the land of Egypt and the yoke of slavery, and 
led through the sea to the promised land, as the 
prophet said: “You brought a vine out of Egypt; 
you drove out the nations and planted it.”11 The 
Lord planted the Jewish people in the promised 
land, flowing with milk and honey, so that they 
would bear the fruit of the commandments of 
God. “He surrounded it with a hedge” means 
that God fortified it with the protection of 
angels. The wine press he dug signifies the holy 
church, where the fruits of righteousness and 
holiness are gathered; just as the grapes are 
pressed only with great toil and effort, so also 
the holy martyrs are crushed like grapes and 
shed their blood only through great persecu-
tions and tortures. The tower constructed in the 
middle of the vineyard is our Lord himself, who 
appeared like a strong tower in the midst of the 
holy church through the Virgin. Because of his 

presence, all the saints and martyrs are pro-
tected with spiritual weapons from their most 
wicked enemy, who is the devil. “When harvest 
time drew near, he sent his servants,” that is, the 
prophets, “to the tenants,” who were the teach-
ers of the law, “to collect the fruit of the vine-
yard.” He had already sent the prophets to them 
repeatedly to collect his fruit, but they were dis-
dainful and rebellious toward the Lord and 
greeted his prophets with swords, beatings, 
stonings and other persecutions. They killed 
Isaiah, stoned Jeremiah, pursued Elijah and 
beheaded John the Baptist. Every nation that 
persecutes its teachers and fails to produce the 
fruit of the gospel is an accomplice to the Jews. 
“Finally, therefore, he sent his only son to them, 
saying, ‘surely they will respect my son.’ ” The 
“only son” of the householder is the Lord, the 
Son of God, who came by the will of the Father 
to his vineyard, which is the Jewish people. “But 
when the tenants,” who are the teachers of the 
law, “saw his son, they said to themselves, ‘this is 
the heir; come, let us kill him, and the inherit-
ance will be ours,’ and they threw him out of the 
vineyard and killed him.” They also crucified 
our Lord outside the city, while they shouted, 
“Crucify him! Crucify him!” Yet they did not in 
fact come to possess the inheritance of the law; 
instead, they sentenced themselves to death, for 
the Lord asked, “What will the owner of the 
vineyard do to the tenants when he comes?” 
They responded, “He will destroy the evil ten-
ants and give the vineyard to other tenants who 
will produce its fruit in a timely manner.” They 
condemned themselves by their own words, as 
the Lord implies when he speaks about himself 
and their faithlessness: “The stone which the 
builders rejected has become the cornerstone; 
therefore, I say to you that the kingdom of God 
will be removed from you and given to a people 
producing its fruits.”12 Interpretation of the 
Gospels 31.13 
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They Cast Him Out of the Vineyard and 
Killed Him. Chrysostom: And where do 
they wish to kill him? “Outside the vineyard.” 
Do you see how he prophesies even the place 
where he was to be slain? Well, they did cast him 
out, and they killed him. 

And Luke indeed says, “He declared what 
they must suffer.” When they heard this, they 
said, “God forbid!”14 He then asks them to re-
member the testimony of Scripture: “He looked 
at them and said, ‘What then is this that is writ-
ten: The very stone which the builders rejected 
has become the head of the corner.’ Everyone 
who falls on that stone will be broken to 
pieces.”15 Matthew’s account does not contradict 
Luke’s. They passed the sentence against them-
selves, as Matthew says, and again, when they 
perceived what they had said, they added, “God 
forbid.” By the words of the prophet against 
them, he sought to persuade them that this cer-
tainly would come to pass. 

He signified only in a hidden way that he 
would “give the vineyard to others,” not men-
tioning the Gentiles and not affording his oppo-
nents a handle to use to attack him. It was for 
this reason that he spoke in parables, that they 
themselves might pass the sentence.  The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 68.2.16 

21:42 The Lord’s Doing Is Marvelous 

Christ the Great Stone. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: Christ is called a stone 
for two reasons. First, because his foundation is 
solid and no one who stands upon him will fall 
victim to deceitful charms or be moved by the 
storms of persecution. Second, Christ is called a 
stone because in him is the ultimate destruction 
of the wicked, for just as everything which col-
lides with a stone is shattered while the stone 
itself remains intact, so also everyone who 
opposes the Christian faith will himself be 
ruined, but Christianity will remain untouched. 
This is the sense in which Christ is the great 
stone. “Whoever falls on it will be broken to 

pieces, but it will crush those upon whom it 
falls.”17 It is one thing to be broken but some-
thing else again to be crushed, for sizeable pieces 
of whatever is broken remain, but whatever gets 
crushed is reduced to dust and utterly elimi-
nated. The stone does not break those who fall 
upon it, but they break themselves who fall on 
the stone. Their destruction therefore is not 
attributable to the stone’s strength but to the 
violence with which they fall upon it. Homily 
40.18 

21:43-45 The Kingdom of God Will Be 
Taken from You 

Killing God to Sin with Impunity. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: The man who 
commits a grave sin is likely to commit an even 
worse sin because he no longer hopes in God, as 
Solomon suggests: “When a wicked man enters 
the depths of evil, he becomes contemptuous.”19 

The sick will abstain from potentially harmful 
foods until their fever moderates and they begin 
to have hope that a cure is imminent, but if they 
are convinced that their disease is incurable, 
they will eat whatever they like. Likewise, as 
long as a man sins only venially and retains some 
hope for salvation, he will abstain from evil as 
far as possible, but if he begins to despair as a re-
sult of committing serious sins, he will come to 
have no doubt that he has already been done in 
by the judgment of God. Pathetic is the man 
who does not realize that there is a gradation of 
punishments for the evil, each one receiving his 
punishment according to the measure of his evil, 
just as there is a gradation of glory for the good, 
each one receiving a reward according to the 
measure of his goodness. For God is as unlim-
ited in his range of punishments for the evil as 
he is in his rewards for the good. 

The priests of the old covenant who had 
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already ceased to have any hope in God because 
they were filled with every evil raised their 
hands against God himself, inasmuch as they 
knew Christ to be the Son of God, because they 
had given up on abstaining from evil. Does this 
astonish you? Truly every evil man, insofar as 
his will is concerned, raises his hand against 
God and kills him, for whoever does not hesi-
tate to provoke God’s wrath, or despises his 
commandments, or treats his name with con-
tempt, or utters blasphemies against him, or 
murmurs against him, or looks toward heaven 
with an angry countenance or raises his arrogant 
hand against God in anger, would certainly also 
kill him if it were possible, just in order to be 
able to sin with impunity.  Homily 40.20 
Matthew 22:1-14 Matthew 22:1-14

21:46 The Multitudes Considered Jesus a 
Prophet 

They Feared the Crowd. Jerome: Although 
[the chief priests and the Pharisees] were hard 
of heart and on account of their unbelief and 
wickedness blunted in their understanding 
against the Son of God, nevertheless they were 
unable to deny Jesus’ straightforward state-
ments and understood that all the judgments of 
the Lord were directed against themselves. So 
they determined indeed to kill him but feared 
“the crowd, for they considered Jesus to be a 
prophet.” A crowd is always easily moved, not 
persisting with their will in their resolution. 
Additionally they are like waves and opposite 
winds blown to and fro. The one they now 
honor and revere as a prophet they later shout 
against: “Crucify, crucify” such a man. Com-
mentary on Matthew 3.21.46.21 

T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E  W E D D I N G  F E A S T

M A T T H E W  2 2 : 1 - 1 4
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Overview: The Lord’s table is open to all who 
are willing correctly to receive it. But it is impor-
tant that each one examines how he or she ap-
proaches. Both good and bad guests are present 
at this feast. All who excused themselves from 
this feast are inattentive, but not all those who 
entered in are good (Augustine). The gracious-
ness of God toward the people of faith can be 
compared with a wedding feast. The Father in 
heaven is making a marriage feast for his Son by 
joining the church to him through the mystery 
of his incarnation. The feast is ready, but some 
who appear are not worthy. This represents the 
church of this time, in which the bad are present 
along with the good, only to be separated in fi-
nal judgment (Gregory the Great). The 
proper wedding garment is charity from a pure 
heart. The wedding garment is not baptism as 
such but love that comes from a pure heart, a 
good conscience and a sincere faith (Augus-
tine). This is what our Creator possessed when 
he came to the marriage feast to join the church 
to himself. Meanwhile, prior to the final judg-
ment, the good and bad exist side by side in the 
church (Gregory the Great). 

22:1-2 The Kingdom of Heaven Is Like a 
Marriage Feast 

Invitation to the Feast. Gregory the 
Great: First we must ask whether this lesson in 
Matthew is what Luke describes as a dinner, 
since some details appear inconsistent.1 Here it 
is a midday meal, there a dinner; here the one 
who came to the marriage feast improperly 
dressed was cast out, and there none of those 
said to have entered is shown to have been cast 
out. From Matthew we can infer that in this pas-
sage the marriage feast represents the church of 
the present time, and the dinner in Luke repre-
sents the final and eternal banquet. Some who 
enter the one will leave it, but no one who has 
once entered the other will later go out. But if 
anyone argues that it is the same lesson, I think 
it better to save the faith and yield to another’s 

interpretation than to give in to strife. Perhaps 
we can reasonably take it that Luke kept silent 
about the man Matthew said came without a 
marriage garment and was thrown out. That one 
called it a dinner and the other a midday meal 
does not stand in the way of my interpretation, 
because when the ancients took their daily mid-
day meal at the ninth hour it was also called a 
dinner. . . . 

A clearer and safer thing to say is that the Fa-
ther made a marriage feast for his Son by joining 
the church to him through the mystery of his in-
carnation. The womb of the Virgin who bore 
him was the bridal chamber of this bridegroom, 
and so the psalmist says, “He has set his tent in 
the sun, and he is like a bridegroom coming 
forth from his bridal chamber.”2 He truly came 
forth like a bridegroom from his bridal chamber 
who, as God incarnate, left the inviolate womb 
of the Virgin to unite the church to himself. 

And so he sent his servants to invite his 
friends to the marriage feast. He sent once, and 
he sent again, because first he made the proph-
ets and later the apostles preachers of the Lord’s 
incarnation. He sent his servants twice with the 
invitation, because he said through the prophets 
that his only Son’s incarnation would come 
about, and he proclaimed through the apostles 
that it had. 

Because those who were first invited to the 
marriage banquet refused to come, he said in his 
second invitation, “See, I have prepared my 
meal; my oxen and fattened animals have been 
slain, and everything is ready.” What do we take 
the oxen and fattened animals to be but the 
fathers of the Old and New Testaments?  Forty 
Gospel Homilies 38.1, 3-4.3 

22:3-4 Come to the Marriage Feast 

1In fact, the parable given in Luke 14:15-35 contains considerable 
differences from that of Matthew. Gregory harmonizes the two 
texts, referring the text of Matthew to the current condition of the 
church and that of Luke to the eschatological banquet.   2Ps 19:4-5 
(19:5-6 LXX).   3PL 76:1282-83; CS 123:339-41.
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Everything Is Ready. Augustine: All the 
faithful know the story of the marriage of the 
king’s son, and his feast. They know that the 
Lord’s table is open to all who are willing cor-
rectly to receive it. But it is important that each 
one examines how he approaches, even when he 
is not forbidden to approach. 

The holy Scriptures teach us that there are 
two feasts of the Lord: one to which the good 
and evil come,4 the other to which the evil do 
not come.5 So then the feast of which we have 
just now heard when the gospel was being read 
has both good and evil guests. All who excused 
themselves from this feast are evil, but not all 
those who entered in are good. I now address 
you, therefore, who are the good guests at this 
feast. You are taking careful note of the words 
“For anyone who eats and drinks without recog-
nizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks 
judgment on himself.”6 It is to you I speak. I 
plead with you not to look vainly for the good 
apart from the church but to bear with the evil 
within it.  Sermon 90.1.7 

22:5-7 Rejecting the Invitation, Persecuting 
the Messengers 

The King Was Angry. Gregory the Great: 
But they paid no attention and went off, one to 
his farm, another to his business. To go to your 
farm is to involve yourself excessively in earthly 
toil. To go to your business is to long for the gain 
brought by our worldly activity. One person is 
concerned with earthly toil, another devoted to 
the business of this world. Neither takes notice 
of the mystery of the Lord’s incarnation. They 
are unwilling to live in accordance with it. As if 
they are proceeding to their farm or business, 
they refuse to come to the marriage feast of the 
king. Frequently, and this is a more serious mat-
ter, some not only decline the gift of the one call-
ing them but even persecute those who accept it. 
And so he adds, “The rest seized his servants, 
and, having insulted them, killed them. But the 
king, learning of this, sent his armies, destroyed 

those murderers and set fire to their city.” He 
destroys the murderers because he has slain the 
persecutors; he sets fire to their city because not 
only their souls but even their bodies are tor-
mented by the eternal flames of hell. . . .  

But the one who sees himself despised when 
he issues the invitations will not have the mar-
riage feast of his son the king empty. He sends 
for others, because although God’s word is in 
danger from some, it will find a place to come 
to rest. Then he said to his servants, “ The mar-
riage feast is ready, but those invited were not 
worthy. Go therefore into the byroads, and call 
to the marriage feast everyone you find.” If we 
take the roads in holy Scripture to mean our 
actions, we interpret the byroads as our failed 
actions. Often it is those who meet no prosper-
ity in their earthly actions who come readily to 
God. 

And his servants went out into the roads and 
gathered all whom they found, bad and good, 
and the marriage feast was filled with guests. 
The character of those at the banquet reveals 
clearly that the king’s marriage feast represents 
the church of this time, in which the bad are 
present along with the good. The church is a 
thorough mix of various offspring. It brings 
them all to the faith but does not lead them all 
to the liberty of spiritual grace successfully by 
changes in their lives, since their sins prevent it. 
As long as we are living in this world we have to 
proceed along the road of the present age thor-
oughly mixed together. We shall be separated 
when we reach our goal. Only the good are in 
heaven, and only the bad are in hell. This life is 
situated between heaven and hell. It goes on in 
the middle, so to speak, and takes in the citizens 
of both parts. The church admits them now 
without distinguishing them but separates them 
later when they leave this life.  Forty Gospel 
Homilies 38.5-7.8  

4Matthew’s account.    5Luke’s account.    61 Cor 11:29.    7PL 38:559; 
NPNF 1 6:392** (Sermon 40).    8PL 76:1284-85; CS 123:343-44.   
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22:8 The Invited Guests Unworthy 

Those Invited Were Not Worthy. Augus-
tine: But someone will object, This is strange. 
What great matter is it that one man among this 
large crowd does not have a wedding garment? 
Why rivet attention on this one man? So what if 
he creeps in unperceived by the servants of the 
householder? How could it be said that because 
of just that one, “they invited in both good and 
bad together”? Attend therefore, beloved, and 
understand. This man represents a whole class 
of persons of whom there are many. Sermon 
90.4.9 

22:9-10 Gathering All Whom the Servants 
Found 

Grace Given to the Outcasts. Apolli-
naris: This wedding pictures the marriage of 
the church to the Word. The donation of the 
gifts of the wealthy provides for the wedding’s 
preparation and is compared with bulls and fat-
tened calves prepared for lavish feasting. For 
Paul says that “in every way” we have been 
“enriched” in Christ, in our “speaking and 
knowledge.”10 The first and second are called 
servants. The first are those who run ahead in 
light of the coming of the Lord, fellow laborers 
and successors11 of the apostles. But a failure to 
watch carefully prevents those who are invited 
from attending. For they “who live their lives 
according to the flesh”12 do not follow the divine 
call which is according to Christ. In the case of 
the rest, with the calling of the nations there is 
no longer a separation of a people nor a special 
honor accorded to Israel. But grace is even 
[given] to the rejected and outcasts, “to the wise 
and to the foolish,”13 as Paul says, to the evil and 
to the good, as the parable teaches . . . if it is that 
they really obey the calling to do good, “having 
clothed themselves with the new humanity.”14 If 
this proves not to be true, though they were 
called, they were not chosen. Rather, their call-
ing is even overturned. Fragment 111.15 

22:11 A Guest with No Wedding Garment 

No Wedding Garment. Gregory the 
Great: But since you have already come into 
the house of the marriage feast, our holy church, 
as a result of God’s generosity, be careful, my 
friends, lest when the King enters he find fault 
with some aspect of your heart’s clothing. We 
must consider what comes next with great fear 
in our hearts. But the king came in to look at the 
guests and saw there a person not clothed in a 
wedding garment. 

What do we think is meant by the wedding 
garment, dearly beloved? For if we say it is bap-
tism or faith, is there anyone who has entered 
this marriage feast without them? A person is 
outside because he has not yet come to believe. 
What then must we understand by the wedding 
garment but love? That person enters the mar-
riage feast, but without wearing a wedding gar-
ment, who is present in the holy church. He may 
have faith, but he does not have love. We are 
correct when we say that love is the wedding 
garment because this is what our Creator him-
self possessed when he came to the marriage 
feast to join the church to himself. Only God’s 
love brought it about that his only begotten Son 
united the hearts of his chosen to himself. John 
says that “God so loved the world that he gave 
his only begotten Son for us.”16  Forty Gospel 
Homilies 38.9.17 

22:12 The Guest Speechless 

Without a Wedding Garment. Augus-
tine: Note that “the master of the house came in 
to look at the guests.”18 See, my beloved, the ser-
vants’ business was only to invite and bring in 

9PL 38:560; NPNF 1 6:393** (Sermon 40).   101 Cor 1:5.   11Apol-
linaris explains what the first servants symbolize but not the second. 
Given that his text has come down to us via the catenae (cf. intro-
duction to Matthew 1-13 [ACCS], p. xxxviii), it is clear that the omis-
sion is the work of the compiler.   12Rom 8:4.   13Rom 1:14.   14Eph 
4:24.   15MKGK 37-38.   16Jn 3:16.   17PL 76:1287; CS 123:346-47.   
18Mt 22:11.
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the good and bad. It is not said that the servants 
took notice of the guests, found among them a 
man who had no wedding garment and spoke to 
him. This is not written. The master of the 
house came in, the master saw him, the master 
of the house inspected, the master of the house 
hauled him off and threw him out. It is not fit-
ting to pass over this quickly.19 But I have under-
taken to establish another point, how that one 
man stands for many. “But when the king came 
in to look at the guests, he saw there a man who 
had no wedding garment; and he said to him, 
‘Friend, how did you get in here without a wed-
ding garment?’ And he was speechless.” For the 
one who questioned him was one to whom he 
could give no deceptive reply. Sermon 90.4.20 

22:13 Cast into Outer Darkness 

Binding of Hands and Feet. Apollinaris: 
The binding of their feet and hands puts a check 
on all their activity. . . . The outer darkness 
speaks of those things far removed from divine 
virtue and glory. Fragment 111.21 

Cast Him Out. Augustine: The garment that 
is required is in the heart, not on the body, for if 
it had been put on externally, it could not have 
been concealed even from the servants. But 
what is the wedding garment that must be put 
on? We learn it from these words, “May your 
priests be clothed with righteousness.”22 It is of 
that garment of righteousness that the apostle 
speaks when he says, “Because when we are 
clothed, we are not found naked.”23 In this way 
the unprepared man was discovered by the Lord 
of the feast, interrogated, bound and thrown 
out, one from among the many. Sermon 90.4.24 

22:14 Many Called, Few Chosen 

Those with the Garment of Charity. 

Augustine: What is that wedding garment, 
then? This is the wedding garment: “The goal of 
this command is charity,” says the apostle, 
“which comes from a pure heart and a good con-
science and a sincere faith.”25 This is the wed-
ding garment. Not charity of any kind 
whatever—for very often they who are partak-
ers together of an evil conscience seem to love 
one another. Those who commit robberies to-
gether, who love the destructive arts of witch-
craft, and who go to the coliseum together and 
join together in the shout of the chariot race or 
the wild beast fight—these too in some sense 
very often may be said to love one another. 

But in these is no charity from a pure heart, a 
good conscience and a faith unfeigned. The wed-
ding garment is charity such as this: “Though I 
speak with the tongues of men and of angels and 
have not charity, I have become like a sounding 
brass and a tinkling cymbal.”26 Suppose someone 
who speaks in tongues comes in and is asked, 
“How did you get in here without a wedding 
garment?” 

Suppose he answers, “But I have the gift of 
prophecy and understand all mysteries and all 
knowledge, and I have all faith, so that I could 
remove mountains.” But if he has no charity, he 
has nothing. Such may be the clothing of those 
who in fact lack the wedding garment. 
“Though,” he says, “ I have all these and have 
not Christ,27 I am nothing.” Is then “the gift of 
prophecy” nothing? Is then “the knowledge of 
mysteries” nothing? It is not that these are noth-
ing. But “I, if I have them, and have not charity, 
am nothing.”28  Sermon 90.6.29 

19However we may think we are perceived by humans, in this case 
the servants, we are perceived accurately by God, who knows the 
quality of the charity we are wearing.   20PL 38:560-61; NPNF 1 
6:393** (Sermon 40).   21MKGK 38.   22Ps 132:9 (131:9 LXX).   232 
Cor 5:3.   24PL 38:561; NPNF 1 6:393** (Sermon 40).   251 Tim 1:5.   
261 Cor 13:1.   27The love of Christ.   281 Cor 13:2.   29PL 38:562; 
NPNF 1 6:394** (Sermon 40).
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T H E  Q U E S T I O N  A B O U T

P A Y I N G  T A X E S

M A T T H E W  2 2 : 1 5 - 2 2

Overview: The Pharisees went off and took 
counsel together on how to trap Jesus in conver-
sation. Whenever someone wishes to close off a 
stream of running water, force alone bursts 
through another path from some new direction. 
So it was with the evil planning of these men. 
When cut off in one direction, they simply 
sought another opening. The Caesar’s coin is 
gold; that of God, humanity. Caesar is seen in 
his currency; God, however, is known through 
human beings. And so give your wealth to Cae-
sar but reserve for God the innocence of your 
conscience, where God is met and beheld. For 
the hand of Caesar has crafted an image by like-
nesses and lives each year by renewable decree. 
However, the divine hand of God has shown his 
image in the virtues. It is with such inscriptions 
that God imprints his coins. For Caesar re-
quired his image on every coin, but God has 
chosen the human personality, whom he has cre-
ated in love, to reflect his glory (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). The passion of hypocrisy 
is to hide hostility beneath flattery. Paying taxes 
to Caesar does not prevent one from serving 
God (Severus). 
Matthew 22:15-22 Matthew 22:15-22

22:15 The Pharisees Try to Entangle Jesus 

The Pharisees Planned How to Entan-
gle Him. Incomplete Work on Matthew: 
The truth frequently confounds every evil inten-
tion but without the intention being thereby 
reformed. This is especially true of those who 
intentionally sin by malice rather than out of 
ignorance. For example, the priests of the old 
covenant were unable to intimidate the Lord 
when they asked him, “By what authority do you 
do these things?”1 And after the force of his par-
ables further frustrated them, they passed judg-
ment on themselves by saying, “He will utterly 
destroy those wretches.”2 Since no one bore wit-
ness against them, it had to have been their con-
science alone which caused them to say this. Yet 
certainly the fear of sin didn’t prick their con-
science. Nor did the thought of freedom from 
sin restrain them. What was it, then? “They 
went out and planned how to catch him in his 
words.” If anyone attempts to shut off a stream 
of running water by erecting some sort of block-
ade, the water will burst through and create a 
new path in another direction. Similarly the 
priests’ frustrated evil intentions discovered 
other avenues for themselves. Homily 42.3 

1Mt 21:23.   2Mt 21:41.   3PG 56:866.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+22%3A15-22&version=RSV
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22:16 Teaching the Way of God 

They Sent Their Disciples. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: These same Pharisees, 
hoping to eliminate Christ, accordingly brought 
him not before the servants of God or truly reli-
gious men but before the secularized Herodians, 
the Gentiles.4 Such was their plan, and such 
were the planners. But who had the power to 
take counsel against Christ, except the devil, the 
adversary of Christ? 

The priests viewed themselves as patterns of 
the messianic hope. Yet if they went out alone, 
questioning Christ, no one would believe them. 
Everyone would know that the Pharisees were 
Christ’s enemy. He had already spoken to the 
question of whether it was lawful to give tribute 
to Caesar. 

So they joined to their party the Herodians. 
The witness of enemies is always judged care-
fully, especially if it is true, since what is suspi-
cious is judged doubly. The Pharisees did not 
wish to question Christ through the Herodians. 
But they had a common enemy, Christ. Both 
parties held Christ in great suspicion. Yet each, 
being suspect themselves, were afraid that they 
might not be able to indict Christ. An enemy in 
the open is far better than one hidden from 
view. For while the first may be feared, he is eas-
ily dealt with. The second, since he is unknown, 
may prevail. Therefore they sent him disciples, 
as if still less known and less suspect, so that 
they might deceive him easily and stealthily, or, 
if caught, they would at least embarrass them-
selves less. Homily 42.5 

Teacher, We Know That You Are True. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: They called 
him teacher, and truly he was. Yet they were 
only pretending that he was a teacher, one hon-
ored and praised. They pretended that he would 
simply open to them the ministry of his heart, as 
if they wanted to be his disciples. This is the 
first power of hypocrites, to simulate praise. 
They praise those whom they want to destroy. 

Their art is to incline human hearts toward sim-
plicity of a kind confession through the delight 
of praise. They take small steps, a little at a 
time. Homily 42.6 

You Teach the Way of God Truthfully. 
Severus: Jesus’ opponents expect that one of 
two outcomes must result for them from Jesus’ 
response. They think they can show clearly that 
Jesus was acting wrongly against the law of 
Moses or against the power of the Romans. “In-
deed, if he responds that it is necessary for us to 
pay the tribute,” the Pharisees will necessarily 
slander him alongside those who obey the Ro-
mans, saying, “He is guiding us outside the law 
of Moses away from the service of God. He is 
leading us to a foreign power and a foreign race.” 
That is indeed why Luke says, “They could not 
catch him at fault in his teaching before the peo-
ple.”7 For it is publicly, that is to say, in the midst 
of the people, that they are questioning him, in 
order to set the people against him. And if he 
does not permit the tax to be paid, the Herodi-
ans will immediately lay their hands on him as 
on one who does not submit to the Roman au-
thorities. 

Observe what is the passion of hypocrisy, 
how it has hidden all the hostility and the homi-
cidal thought of the Jews beneath flattery’s vile 
veil, and how those who hate involuntarily 
honor as they attempt to cause a death. Indeed, 
those who were saying, “We are the disciples of 
Moses, but we don’t know where that one is 
from”8 call him “Master.” Those who were call-
ing him a “deceiver” and “seducer” say, “We know 
that you are truthful.” Those who were doing 
their best to resist with jealousy and with igno-
rance, saying, “This man does not come from 
God, because he does not observe the Sabbath” 
and “he has a demon”9 witness that he teaches 

4In reality the partisans of King Herod were also Jews, but since the 
race of Herod is from Idumaea, the author thinks of his supporters 
as pagans as well.   5PG 56:866-67.   6PG 56:867.   7Cf. Lk 20:26.   8Jn 
9:28-29.   9Mt 12.   
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the way of God in all truth.  Cathedral Ser-
mons, Homily 104.10 

22:17-19 Why Put Me to the Test? 

Whose Likeness Is This? Severus: What 
then does the Wisdom and the Word of God do? 
Jesus allows all their passion to appear for all to 
see, without them taking back the words they 
were speaking to no purpose. And like a skillful 
physician, he then lances their passion with a deep 
incision, when he cut with the first word. “Why 
are you testing me, hypocrites?” And after having 
shown by a reproach that the skin of deceitful hy-
pocrisy was dead, it is gently, and to speak this 
way, insensibly and tranquilly that he nipped like 
the web of a spider their inescapable question. In-
deed, he said, “Show me a denarius for the tax.” 
And they presented a coin. And he said to them, 
“This image and this inscription concern whom?” 
They said to him, “Caesar.” Then he said to them, 
“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what 
is God’s.” “If the coin is Caesar’s,” Jesus says, “be-
cause that is what you have said—it is necessary 
to give it to Caesar himself.” 

“What then! You permit us to serve a man, 
and not god? And how is this not a violation of 
the law?” It will amount to nothing. Indeed, the 
act of giving tax to Caesar does not prevent the 
service of God, although you would like to think 
so. This is why it is necessary for you to give to 
God equally what is God’s, in such a manner 
that if what is Caesar’s is kept for the service of 
God, it is necessary that God be preferred to 
him. If you remain a tributary of Caesar, you 
should attribute this to your sins, not to God. In 
the same way, Paul similarly applies himself to 
the same distinction. In sending a letter to the 
Romans he wrote, “Pay to the world, therefore, 
what is due to the world; to those you owe taxes, 
taxes; to those you owe tribute, tribute.”11  
Cathedral Sermons, Homily 104.12 

22:20-22 Render to Caesar the Things That 
Are Caesar’s 

The Image of God. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: The image of God is not depicted on 
gold but is imaged in humanity. The coin of Cae-
sar is gold; that of God, humanity. Caesar is 
seen in his currency; God, however, is known 
through human beings. And so give your wealth 
to Caesar but reserve for God the sole innocence 
of your conscience, where God is beheld. For the 
hand of Caesar has crafted an image by like-
nesses and lives each year by renewable decree. 
However, the divine hand of God has shown his 
image in ten points. 

What ten points? From five carnal ones and 
five spiritual ones13 through which we see and 
understand what things are useful under God’s 
image. So let us always reflect the image of God 
in these ways: 

I do not swell up with the arrogance of pride; 
nor do I droop with the blush of anger; 
nor do I succumb to the passion of avarice; 
nor do I surrender myself to the ravishes of 

gluttony; 
nor do I infect myself with the duplicity of 

hypocrisy; 
nor do I contaminate myself with the filth of 

rioting; 
nor do I grow flippant with the pretension of 

conceit; 
nor do I grow enamored of the burden of 

heavy drinking; 
nor do I alienate by the dissension of mutual 

admiration; 
nor do I infect others with the biting of 

detraction; 
nor do I grow conceited with the vanity of 

gossip. 
Rather, instead, I will reflect the image of 
God in that I feed on love; 
grow certain on faith and hope; 
strengthen myself on the virtue of patience; 

10PO 25:634-35.   11Rom 13:7.   12PO 25:636-37.   13If human nature 
is interpreted on the basis of Platonic dualism, the intelligible (spiri-
tual) corresponds to the sensate (corporeal), and consequently the 
five spiritual senses to the five corporeal senses. The topic of the 
spiritual senses was much discussed by the mystical doctrine of Ori-
gen.
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grow tranquil by humility; 
grow beautiful by chastity; 
am sober by abstention; 
am made happy by tranquility; 
and am ready for death by practicing hospi-

tality. 
It is with such inscriptions that God imprints 
his coins with an impression made neither by 
hammer nor by chisel but has formed them with 

his primary divine intention. For Caesar 
required his image on every coin, but God has 
chosen man, whom he has created, to reflect his 
glory.  Homily 42.14 
Matthew 22:23-33 Matthew 22:23-33

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  A B O U T  T H E  R E S U R R E C T I O N

M A T T H E W  2 2 : 2 3 - 3 3

Overview: Take away the necessity of death 
and the usefulness of being born will be found 
superfluous. Take away the utility of being born 
and the reason for marriage is explained. The 
power of present action is in the hope of the fu-
ture. One who plows does so in order to reap. It 
is difficult in this world to serve the sanctity of 
justice if one is deprived of the hope of the res-
urrection. Take away this hope and the entire 
practice of piety is undermined (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). To say uncritically that 
God is the God of the dead is to consign the life 

of God to those who have no life ( Jerome). He is 
not the God of those who are not, who are ut-
terly blotted out, and are to rise no more. He did 
not say “I was” but “I am.” He is the God of those 
that are, those who live (Chrysostom). As we 
have seen in previous debates, Jesus takes a 
proposition from an empty extended hand of a 
deceiver, searches out its reasons and then pre-
sents plausible arguments and answers to it, 
even though the original question may be ab-
surd. We do well to follow Christ in his argu-
mentation clearly and in good order. In the case 

14PG 56:867-68.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+22%3A23-33&version=RSV
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of discoursing with the Sadducees, and because 
of their ignorance in knowing even themselves, 
he first proposed a rational argument by analogy 
and then argued according to the authority of 
Scripture. So today we may use both arguments 
from reason and the authority of Scripture in 
our conversations with those who would twist 
the truth (Incomplete Work on Matthew). 

22:23 The Sadducees Come to Test Jesus 

The Same Day the Sadducees Came. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: On what 
day? On the day when the Pharisees returned, 
the Sadducees acquiesced. The Sadducees then 
returned, and in turn the Pharisees withdrew. 
So it was one opponent and then another 
through many days of struggle. They accosted 
him frequently so that one or the other might be 
able to best him, or if they were not able to put 
him down squarely, they might instead subvert 
others’ judgment of him. So they frequented his 
company. Among the more numerous enemy is 
found the stronger warrior. While they were not 
able to put him down simply by words, they all 
surrounded him. They could not overcome him 
by strength; they sought to turn everyone 
against him, with the multitude following. 
Homily 42.1 

Distinguishing Pharisees and Saddu-
cees. Jerome: There were two heresies among 
the Jews: one of the Pharisees and the other of 
the Sadducees. The Pharisees preferred tradi-
tion and the observance of the law, which two 
things they referred to as “divine service.” They 
preferred them over justice. The Sadducees, 
however, were thought to be just and punished 
themselves because they were not. Hence the 
two parties were thought by the people to be 
quite different. The Sadducees denied every-
thing about the resurrection. As we find in the 
Acts of the Apostles, they were opposed to the 
believers and confessors of the resurrection of 
the body and soul.2 These are the two houses 

about which Isaiah clearly teaches3 that because 
they had climbed high they would surely be 
knocked down on the ground. Commentary on 
Matthew 3.22.23.4 

They Say There Is No Resurrection. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: He intro-
duced the heresy of the Sadducees, who said 
that there was no resurrection of the dead. Of 
all the propositions to be justly made, he demol-
ished this one. For in everything and in every 
act, whether corporal or spiritual, the power of 
action is the hope of future reward. For he who 
plows does so in order to reap. He who fights 
does so in order to win. For when it becomes so 
difficult in this world to serve the sanctity of 
justice, who would be content to put out such 
effort against themselves every single day, unless 
he aspired to the hope of the resurrection? Take 
away the hope of the resurrection and the entire 
practice of religion is undermined. For didn’t 
the Sadducees believe that there was marriage 
after death? There is not. For how could they 
believe that there was marriage after death 
when they denied the resurrection? But in 
defense of their own error they thought that 
they themselves had found an even more acute 
reason, speaking this way among themselves: 
For so it is not possible that she who was the 
wife of seven men could be the wife of only one 
or the common wife of all. Thus they thought it 
not possible that there is a resurrection of the 
dead. Homily 42.5 

22:24-28 The Law of Levirate Marriage and 
the Resurrection 

To Which of the Seven Will She Be 
Wife? Chrysostom: Watch him answering 
these like a deft teacher. For though they deceit-
fully came to him, yet their question was one of 
ignorance. Therefore he does not say to them, 
“You hypocrites.” 
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To avoid censure for the fact that the seven 
brothers had one wife, they refer to Moses’ 
authority. However, I believe that their whole 
story was just a fiction. For the third would not 
have taken her when he saw the two bride-
grooms dead, or if the third, yet not the fourth 
or the fifth; and if even these, much more the 
sixth or the seventh would not have come to the 
woman but have shrunk from her. For such is 
the custom of the Jews. If they now still have 
this resistance, how much more did they have it 
then? They often avoided marrying under these 
circumstances, even when the law was con-
straining them.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 70.2.6 

22:29 Knowing Neither Scripture nor God’s 
Power 

You Err. Chrysostom: What does Christ say? 
He replies to both, as taking his stand not 
against their words but their purpose. On every 
occasion he revealed the secrets of their hearts, 
at one time exposing them, at another time leav-
ing the refutation of them that question him to 
their conscience. See, at any rate here, how he 
proves both points, as well that there will be a 
resurrection. And it will not be such a resurrec-
tion as they suspect. 

For what does he say? “You err, not knowing 
the Scriptures nor the power of God.” For since 
they put forward Moses and the law as if they 
knew them, he shows that this question is that 
of men ignorant of the Scriptures. They 
tempted him because they did not know the 
Scriptures as they should and because they were 
also ignorant of the power of God. 

“For what marvel then is it,” he says, “if you 
tempt me? I am as yet unknown to you. You do 
not even know the power of God, although you 
appear to have had much experience. Yet nei-
ther from common sense or from the Scrip-
tures have you become acquainted with it.” 
Even common sense causes us to know this: 
that to God all things are possible.  The Gos-

pel of Matthew, Homily 70.2.7 

You Are Wrong. Jerome: On account of these 
things, they erred since they did not know the 
Scriptures. Because they were ignorant of the 
Scriptures, they denied the power of God, that 
is, Christ, who is the power of God and the wis-
dom of God. Commentary on Matthew 
3.22.29.8 

22:30 No Marriage in the Resurrection 

They Are Like Angels. Origen: Our Savior 
does not explain the meaning of the passage 
from Moses’ law, rejecting them as unworthy of 
the knowledge of such a great mystery. He only 
represents matters in the simplest way as he 
speaks and teaches from the divine Scriptures 
concerning the resurrection of the dead. He 
teaches that there is no marriage in heaven but 
that those who are risen from the dead are like 
the angels in heaven. And, just as the angels in 
heaven neither marry nor are given in marriage, 
so he says it is with those who are risen from the 
dead. But I think he means that only those who 
are considered worthy of the resurrection of the 
dead neither marry nor are given in marriage as 
the angels in heaven. Furthermore, their “hum-
ble” bodies are changed to become like the bod-
ies of the angels, ethereal and brilliant. Com-
mentary on Matthew 17.30.9 

They Neither Marry nor Are Given in 
Marriage. Incomplete Work on Matthew: 
Idiots! They thought that this world was like the 
next. In this world because we die, so there too 
we die since we are born. Hence we take wives, 
since in dying this life is made less, but in being 
born it is increased. Therefore remove the 
necessity of death and the usefulness of being 
born will be found superfluous. Remove the 
utility of being born and the reason for marriage 
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is explained. For this world is of the flesh; that 
one, of spirits. As the soul in this world is a pil-
grim, so the flesh in that world is extraneous. In 
this world, the soul is subject to the flesh, that 
is, to human passions, where in the other world, 
the flesh is subject to the spirit. A particular 
thing is always stronger in its own country and 
it overcomes. So if the soul, powerful as it is, can 
be closed up in this infirm world and so be sub-
dued by the grip of the body, so that nothing by 
its own efforts is able to grow or increase spiri-
tually in its own nature, then how much more so 
in that world will our weak and vile flesh 
become worthy of our spiritual dignity and 
nothing be able to grow physically or to increase 
according to its own nature? Homily 42.10 

22:31 The Resurrection of the Dead 

The Chaste Life Is Outside Our Nature. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: He has spo-
ken about fasting, almsgiving and certain other 
spiritual works. Yet we have heard nothing so far 
about the likeness of the angels. But in speaking 
of intercourse between men and women, he 
says, “For in the resurrection they neither marry 
nor are given in marriage but are like angels in 
heaven.” Why? The work of reproduction is 
characteristically a fleshly act that we share in 
common with animals. Just as all carnal powers 
have affinity with the animals, so also do all 
spiritual powers have affinity with the angels. 
This is preeminently so for chastity, an espe-
cially angelic practice. For through this charac-
teristic alone, the chaste are distinctively like 
the angels, and their nature is overcome with 
virtues. For the same reason he says, “Neither do 
they marry nor are they given in marriage but 
are like the angels of God in heaven.” For when 
we marry, because animals have this in common 
with us, we profess ourselves to be animals. So 
when we live chastely, because it is outside of 
our nature, we escape the nature of the flesh and 
we become coequals with the angels. Homily 
42.11 

22:32 God of the Living, Not of the Dead 

I Am God of the Living. Chrysostom: It is 
again by Moses that he stops their mouths. It is 
they who had brought forward Moses. Jesus 
says, “And as for the resurrection of the dead, 
have you not read what was said to you by God, 
‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac 
and the God of Jacob’? He is not God of the dead 
but of the living.” He is not the God of those 
who are not, who are utterly blotted out and rise 
no more. He did not say “I was” but “I am.” I am 
the God of those that are, those who live. Adam 
lived on the day he ate of the tree, then died in 
the sentence. Even though the progeny of Adam 
died, they live in the promise of the resurrec-
tion. How then does he say elsewhere, “That he 
might be Lord both of the dead and of the liv-
ing”?12 But this is not contrary to that. For here 
he speaks of the dead, who are also themselves 
to live. Furthermore, “I am the God of Abra-
ham” is another thing from “That he might be 
Lord both of the dead and of the living.” He 
knew of another death too, concerning which he 
says, “Let the dead bury their dead.”13 

“And when the multitudes heard this, they 
were astonished at his teaching.” Yet not even 
here did he persuade the Sadducees. They go 
away defeated, while the crowd, with less vested 
interests, reaps the benefit.  The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 70.3.14 

The Eternity of Souls. Jerome: Further, he 
quotes Moses to explain the eternity of souls: “I 
am the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac 
and the God of Jacob,” and immediately he adds, 
“For he is not the God of the dead but of the liv-
ing.” Thereby he shows that souls live after 
death. To say that God is the God of the dead is 
to consign the life of God to those who have no 
life. The nature of the resurrection and how it is 
the resurrection of both the good and the evil is 
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pursued by the apostle Paul more fully in the 
last part of his first epistle to the Corinthians.15 
Commentary on Matthew 3.22.32.16 

22:33 The Crowd Astonished at His 
Teaching 

They Were Astonished. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew: For if Abraham and Isaac and Ja-
cob might forever perish through death,17 then 
God never could be spoken of as their God, the 
God of those who were no more. As we have 
seen in previous debates, Jesus takes a proposi-
tion from an empty extended hand of a deceiver 
and then searches out its reasons, and then he 
presents plausible arguments and answers to it, 
however absurd it may be. We do well to follow 
Christ in his ways of presenting arguments 
clearly and in good order. 

In this case Jesus, in discoursing with the 
Sadducees and because of their ignorance in 
knowing even themselves, proposed first a ratio-
nal argument by analogy, saying, “For in the res-
urrection, they do not marry, nor do they take 
wives, but they will be like the angels of God in 
heaven.” Then he argues according to the au-

thority of Scripture, saying “I am the God of 
Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Ja-
cob.” 

So today we may use both arguments from 
reason and the authority of Scripture in our 
conversations with those who would twist the 
truth. However, from whatever source a propo-
sition is put to partners in dialogue, first we out-
line our argument and then give our authority 
for it. We are seeking to persuade our hearers by 
our arguments and then confirm it with legiti-
mate authority. However, our purpose is not 
merely to convince deceivers but to teach true 
seekers. Among those prone to deception, even 
if they understand an argument, they are less 
likely to consent to it. Yet for people seeking the 
truth honestly, it suffices only to explain our 
reasons, so they can understand a proposition, 
learn it and not deny it. On account of this, the 
true seekers may come to faith because of the 
arguments they have heard.  Homily 42.18 
Matthew 22:34-40 Matthew 22:34-40

T H E  G R E A T  C O M M A N D M E N T

M A T T H E W  2 2 : 3 4 - 4 0

Overview: Not all who call Jesus Teacher do so 
appropriately, but only those who have a desire 
to learn from him. No one is able to say 

“teacher” properly except a disciple (Origen). 
The Pharisees joined together as one, seeking to 
overcome him by force of numbers, since they 
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could not overcome him by rational argument. 
Yet in the face of the truth, they show them-
selves to be impotent (Incomplete Work on 
Matthew). If Christ had not responded to their 
asking, “What is the greatest commandment of 
the law?” then we might have concluded that 
one command was no greater than another. Not 
only is the greatest commandment to love the 
Lord, but it is also the first commandment. 
Worthy is a person, confirmed in all his or her 
gifts, who exults in the wisdom of God, having a 
heart full of the love of God, a soul completely 
enlightened by the lamp of knowledge and a 
mind filled with the Word of God. Whatever 
was written in Exodus or Leviticus or Numbers 
or Deuteronomy depends upon these two com-
mands: to love God and neighbor (Origen). To 
love God with the whole heart is the cause of ev-
ery other good (Cyril of Alexandria). 

22:34 The Sadducees Silenced, the Pharisees 
Gather 

The Motive Is Envy, Not Understanding 
the Law. Cyril of Alexandria: After the 
humiliation of the Sadducees Jesus was highly 
regarded by the crowds. The Pharisees, filled 
with envy out of an immeasurable shameless-
ness, again were testing him, hypocritically ask-
ing if he might deliver a ruling concerning the 
first commandment. By doing so, perhaps Jesus 
would amend the commandment in a manner 
that might lead to an accusation against him. 
Now, Matthew and Luke call the person who 
asked the question a lawyer, while Mark calls 
him a teacher of the law. This does not indicate a 
disagreement.1 For they both represent the 
questioner as one learned in the law and as a 
teacher of the law who is an interpreter of the 
law to the people. But the Lord publicly reveals 
their evil. They were not coming to have him 
interpret the law so that they might benefit but 
because they were seized by envy. So Jesus 
teaches that one should not measure out one’s 
devotion, loving God in part but also clinging in 

part to the concerns of this world. Through his 
teaching Jesus said that his commandment was 
the summary of all the commandments. The 
lawyer thought he could cast Jesus into danger 
as one who makes himself out to be God. Jesus 
failed to respond in the manner he expected, but 
he ends up praising Jesus, as Mark says.2 Frag-
ment 251.3 

The Pharisees Came Together. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: They came at him 
as one, that is, they overcame him as a crowd, 
since they could not overcome him by argument. 
In the face of the truth, they show themselves to 
be naked. Now they arm themselves with a 
crowd. For they said to him, One speaks for all 
and all speak for one, as if when one conquers, 
all seem to be victors. However, just as one may 
be a victor, one alone may also be confused. O 
Pharisees, you know and do everything on 
account of such men! Indeed, because at first 
you come as one, so must you be conquered by 
one alone. With one many were conquered. Yet 
all do not understand that they have all been 
conquered by one. Do not your own consciences 
acknowledge that they are confused? For it is a 
very superficial consolation for the man con-
fused in his own conscience that he is ignored by 
others. Homily 42.4 

22:35 A Lawyer Asks a Question 

Who Can Rightly Call Him Teacher? 
Origen: Now let us consider one argument of 
entrapment: “ Teacher,” he says, “what is the 
greater commandment in the law?” He says 
“teacher” trying to entrap him, since he offers 
his thoughts not as a disciple of Christ. This 
however, will be clearer from an example we 
now offer. Consider: The father of a son is 
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indeed the father, and no one else is able to call 
him father except the son; and the mother of a 
daughter is indeed her mother, and no one else 
can call her mother except her own daughter. 
And so the teacher of a disciple is indeed his 
teacher, and the disciple of a teacher is truly his 
disciple. As a result, no one is able to say 
“teacher” properly except a disciple. And see 
how, on account of this, that not all who call 
him teacher do so appropriately but only those 
who have a desire to learn from him. He said to 
his disciples, “You call me teacher and lord, and 
rightly so, for so I am.”5 Therefore disciples of 
Christ properly indeed address him as teacher, 
and by this word from the Lord himself his ser-
vants rightly call him Lord. Thus the apostle 
spoke well when he said, “Yet for us there is 
one Lord Jesus Christ, through whom are all 
things and for whom we exist.”6 And consider 
what he says, “It is enough for the disciple to 
be” not simply like a teacher but “like his 
teacher.”7 Therefore if anyone does not learn 
something from this word or surrender himself 
with his whole heart, in order to become his 
delightful dwelling place but still calls him 
“teacher,” he is brother to the Pharisees 
attempting to entrap Christ while calling him 
“teacher.” And so all who say “Our Father who 
art in heaven” ought not to have “the spirit of 
slavery in fear but a spirit of the adoption of 
sons.”8 However, whoever does not have “the 
spirit of adoption of sons” and yet says “Our 
Father who art in heaven”9 is lying, since he is 
not a son of God, while calling God his father. 
Commentary on Matthew 2.10

22:36 Which Is the Great Commandment? 

The Greatest Commandment? Origen: 
The question itself, however, was this: “What 
is the greatest command of the law?”—a ques-
tion of great worth which will allow us to 
explain something of the differences between 
these commands. For certain commands are 
very great, but certain others are secondary. 

Hence we must look at each right down to the 
least important of these commands. For if  in 
the baiting of the Pharisees and their asking, 
“What is the greater commandment of the 
law?” Christ had not responded, then we 
would conclude that one command was no 
greater than another. Commentary on Mat-
thew 2.11 

22:37 Loving the Lord Your God 

Love God with Your Whole Heart. Ori-
gen: However, now as he responds, he says, 
“Love the Lord your God with your whole 
heart, your whole soul and your whole mind.” 
This is the greatest and the first commandment. 
His statement contains something necessary for 
us to know, since it is the greatest. The others—
even to the least of them—are inferior to it. 
Commentary on Matthew 2.12 

Heart, Mind and Soul. Origen: Worthy is 
he, confirmed in all his gifts, who exults in the 
wisdom of God, having a heart full of the love 
of God, and a soul completely enlightened by 
the lamp of knowledge and a mind filled with 
the word of God. It follows then that all such 
gifts truly come from God. He would under-
stand that all the law and the prophets are in 
some way a part of the wisdom and knowledge 
of God. He would understand that all the law 
and the prophets depend upon and adhere to 
the principle of the love of the Lord God and 
of neighbor and that the perfection of piety 
consists in love.  Commentary on Matthew 
4.13 

With All Your Heart. Cyril of Alexan-
dria: Therefore the first commandment teaches 
every kind of godliness. For to love God with 
the whole heart is the cause of every good. The 
second commandment includes the righteous 
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acts we do toward other people. The first com-
mandment prepares the way for the second and 
in turn is established by the second. For the per-
son who is grounded in the love of God clearly 
also loves his neighbor in all things himself. The 
kind of person who fulfills these two command-
ments experiences all the commandments. 
Fragment 251.14 

22:38-39 Loving One’s Neighbor 

The Second Is Like It. Origen: This he adds 
since the Pharisees have asked truly “What is the 
greatest commandment in the law?” The Lord 
himself responds to them and teaches us. Not 
only is the greatest commandment to love the 
Lord, but as well it is the first commandment. It 
is first, however, not in the order of the Scrip-
tures but in the order of virtue. And as this comes 
from such a source, it must be adhered to, since as 
with many established commands, Christ says 
that it is the first and greatest command that “you 
love the Lord your God with your whole heart 
and your whole mind and your whole soul,” and 
the second, however, “is like unto” the first; and 
accordingly, this similitude is also great, “that you 
love your neighbor as you love yourself.” This is 
how we understand the second one, while 
another may be third in magnitude and order, or 
a fourth, and so in order we number the com-
mands of the law, accepting this as wisdom from 
God, who orders them even to the least. Such is 
the task of no one else but Christ alone, since he 
is “the power of God and the wisdom of God.”15 
Commentary on Matthew 2.16 

22:40 These Two Commandments 

Law and Prophets in Summary. Origen: 
After this you ask how it is that “all the law and 
the prophets depend upon these two com-
mands.” For it seems that the texts show us that 
whatever was written in Exodus or Leviticus or 
Numbers or Deuteronomy depend “upon these 
two commands.” But how is the law which re-
gards lepers or the continual flow of blood or the 
menstruation of women dependent “upon these 
two commands”? And still further, how does the 
prophecy about captured Jerusalem,17 or the vi-
sion of Egypt in Isaiah18 and the other prophets, 
or the vision of Tyre19 or whatever may be 
prophesied about Tyre or the king of Tyre,20 or 
Isaiah’s vision of the four-footed beasts in the 
wasteland21 “depend upon these two com-
mands”? 

It seems to me that the answer is something 
like this. He who fulfills all that is written con-
cerning the love of God and neighbor is worthy 
to receive the greatest thanks from God. 

Concerning this it has been argued that “the 
utterance of wisdom [comes] through the Holy 
Spirit,” after which follows “the utterance of 
knowledge” which is “according to the Spirit.”22  
Commentary on Matthew 4.23 

14MKGK 238.   151 Cor 1:24.   16GCS 38.2:4.   17Cf. Is 5:1-30.   18Cf. Is 
19:1-25.   19Is 23:1-18.   20Ezek 28:12-19.   21Is 30:6-7.   221 Cor 12:8.   
23GCS 38.2:7-8.



Matthew 22:41-46

159

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  A B O U T  T H E  M E S S I A H

M A T T H E W  2 2 : 4 1 - 4 6  

Overview: Pharisees and Sadducees asked 
their deceptive questions to tempt Jesus, not to 
learn from him. They appeared to be well-pre-
pared doctors of the law but were not. They 
were probing him only as tormentors. This is 
why the Lord chose to put his own questions to 
those who were professing to have knowledge of 
the law: that these matters might be argued be-
fore the people (Origen). They were being grad-
ually shown that it was not merely a man who 
was being tempted but God, whom no one is 
able to tempt. He was neither able to say 
straightforwardly the truth about himself nor to 
keep silent. He was not able to speak candidly, 
lest the Jews, in finding a greater occasion for 
blasphemy, be all the more enraged. However, it 
was not possible to silence the truth that had 
come in him. He propounded this ingenious 
question to them in order that while he was si-
lent his question itself might reveal his identity 
and show them that he was not a man but God. 
So he asks directly, “How is it then that David, 
inspired by the Spirit, calls him Lord?” For how 
was it possible for him to be his Lord who was 
yet to be born from David (Incomplete Work 
on Matthew)? He confused them by their own 
question so that, blushing, they might back 
away from his directness and thereafter ask him 
nothing further (Origen). They had supposed 
that he was a mere man, yet they also said that 
the Christ is “the Son of David” (Chrysostom). 
The incarnate Lord, truly God, truly human, is 
both David’s Son as in a human line of ancestry 
and David’s Lord as truly God (Augustine). 
Their mouths were stopped but not their anger. 
The faults of the jealous are indeed able to be 

overcome but are difficult to put to rest ( Je-
rome). 
Matthew 22:41-46 Matthew 22:41-46

22:41 Jesus Questions the Pharisees 

The Tables Are Turned. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: The confusion of the 
crowd had come about because of the provi-
dence of God, the gradual divine economy, 
which brings all things to ripeness at the proper 
time. Christ desires not to question those who 
resist but to teach them in whatever ways he 
can. Christ desires to teach even further those 
who already wish to be taught, and for this rea-
son they desired to be questioned. The Lord 
who sets the limits of the sea is found here 
boldly setting himself against the devil. He can 
set such a limit there at any time he wants to. 
Homily 42.1 

22:42 Whose Son Is the Christ? 

What Do You Think of the Christ? Chry-
sostom: Remember how many miracles have 
preceded this dialogue—after how many signs, 
after how many questions, after how great a 
display of his union with the Father in deeds as 
well as in words—now Jesus asks his own 
question. After so many previous events, he is 
now quietly leading them to the point of con-
fessing that he is God. He does this so that 
they may not be able to say that he is an adver-
sary to the law and a foe to God, even though 
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he has worked mighty miracles. 
With his own disciples on the mount of 

transfiguration he had asked first what the oth-
ers say and only then what they themselves say. 
But in this case he did not proceed in this way. 
For surely they would have said a deceiver and a 
wicked one, speaking all things without fear. So 
for this cause he inquires directly for the opin-
ion of these men themselves. 

For since he was now about to go on to his 
Passion, he sets forth the prophecy that plainly 
proclaims him to be Lord. It is not as if the call 
to confession has emerged without any precipi-
tating occasion, or from no reasonable cause or 
as if he had this as his prior aim. For he had 
already brought the issue to their attention, and 
they had answered that he was a mere man, in 
opposition to the truth. Now he is overthrowing 
their mistaken opinion. This is why he intro-
duces David into the discussion, that his true 
identity and divinity might be more clearly rec-
ognized. For they had supposed that he was a 
mere man, yet they also say that the Christ is 
“the Son of David.” Hence he now brings in the 
prophetic testimony to his being Lord, and to 
the genuineness of his Sonship and his equality 
in honor with his Father.2  The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 71.2.3 

22:43 David Calls Him Lord 

David Inspired by the Spirit. Origen: It is 
very worthy for us to consider that our Savior 
willingly proposed to the Pharisees his question 
about the Christ, hoping that they might 
respond in a fitting manner. They were not able 
to respond adequately. Nonetheless it was the 
will of the Savior to enter into dialogue with his 
audacious proponents, the Pharisees, with their 
many propositions, and similarly with the Sad-
ducees, who placed before him the question of 
the seven brothers and their one wife.4 The 
Pharisees and Sadducees asked their many ques-
tions to tempt Jesus, not to learn from him. 
They appeared to be well-prepared doctors of 

the law but were not. This is why the Lord chose 
to put his own questions to those who were pro-
fessing to have knowledge of the law: that these 
matters might be argued openly before the peo-
ple. The Lord did not give clear responses to his 
questioners even though he himself responded 
to all their questions. It was entirely appropriate 
that the Lord himself, in accordance with the 
custom of dining with the doctors, show and 
hand over true divine teaching. They neverthe-
less did not recognize him as the prophet who 
was the pinnacle of all prophets. Commentary 
on Matthew 5.5 

22:44 Sit at My Right Hand 

The Lord Said to My Lord. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: The judgmental Jewish 
leaders were tempting Christ the man. They 
would not have tempted him if they had 
believed that he were the Son of God. Christ 
therefore was ready to show himself to them. He 
knew the dishonesty in their hearts. He was 
ready to show them that it was not a man who 
was tempted but God, whom no one is able to 
tempt. He was not able to say straightforwardly 
the truth about himself or to keep silent. He was 
not able to speak openly, lest the Jews, in finding 
a greater occasion for blasphemy, be all the more 
enraged. However, it was not possible to silence 
the truth that had come to him in order that he 
might let this same truth be known. And it was 
for this reason that he propounded this inge-
nious question to them, in order that while he 
was silent his question itself might show them 
that he was not a man but God. So he asks 
directly, “How is it then that David, inspired by 
the Spirit, calls him Lord?” For how was it pos-
sible for him to be his Lord who was yet to be 
born from David? I think that he posed this 
question not only against the ancient Pharisees 
but against our contemporary heretics as well. 

2Ps 110:1 (109:1 LXX).   3PG 58:663; NPNF 1 10:432.   4Mt 22:23-
38; Mk 12:28-33; Lk 20:27-33.   5GCS 38.2:9-10.  
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For he was the Son of David according to the 
flesh but Lord according to his divinity. Hom-
ily 42.6 

22:45 How Is He David’s Son? 

If David Calls Him Lord. Augustine: Here 
then there is need for caution, lest Christ him-
self be thought to have denied that he was the 
Son of David. He did not deny that he was the 
Son of David, but he probed his detractors on 
the particular way this can be. You have said 
that Christ is the Son of David. I do not deny it. 
But “if David thus calls him Lord, how is he his 
Son?” Tell me how he could be his son who is 
also his Lord? They did not answer him but 
were dumbfounded. 

Let us then answer them by the explanation 
given by Christ himself. Where given? Through 
his apostle. By what source can we prove that 
Christ himself has explained it? The apostle says, 
“Would you receive a proof of Christ who speaks 
in me?”7 So it is through the apostle’s voice that 
Christ has allowed this question to be solved. In 
the first place, do you remember what Christ 
said, speaking by the apostle to Timothy? “Re-
member Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, de-
scended from David. This is my gospel.”8 So it is 
easy to see that Christ is the Son of David. But 
how is he also David’s Lord? Let the apostle 
again tell us of the one who, “though he was in 
the form of God, did not count equality with 
God a thing to be grasped.”9 Acknowledge 
David’s Lord. If you acknowledge David’s Lord, 
our Lord, the Lord of heaven and earth, the Lord 
of the angels, equal with God, in the form of 
God, how is he David’s Son? Note what follows. 
The apostle shows you David’s Lord by saying, 
“Who being in the form of God, thought it not 
robbery to be equal with God.” And how is he 
David’s Son? “But he emptied himself, taking the 
form of a servant, being made in the likeness of 
men; and being found in human form, he hum-
bled himself, having become obedient unto 
death, even the death of the cross. Therefore 

God has also highly exalted him.”10 Christ “of the 
seed of David,” the Son of David, rose again be-
cause “he emptied himself.” How did he empty 
himself? By taking upon himself that which he 
was not, not by losing that which he was. He 
emptied himself. He “humbled himself.” Though 
he was God, he appeared as a man.11 He was de-
spised as he walked on earth, he who made the 
heaven. He was despised as though a mere man, 
as though of no power. He was not only despised 
but also killed! He was that stone that was laid 
aside on the ground, which the Jews stumbled 
against and were shaken. And what does he him-
self say? “He who falls on this stone will be bro-
ken to pieces, but he on whom it falls, it shall 
grind him to powder.”12 First he was laid low, and 
they stumbled against him. He shall come from 
above, and he will “grind” them that have been 
shaken “to powder.” 

Thus you have heard that Christ is both 
David’s Son and David’s Lord: David’s Lord 
always, David’s Son in time. David’s Lord, born 
of the substance of his Father; David’s Son, born 
of the Virgin Mary, conceived by the Holy 
Spirit. Let us hold fast both. The one of them 
will be our eternal habitation; the other is our 
deliverance from our present exile.  Sermon 
92.2-3.13 

22:46 No One Was Able to Answer Him 

None Dared Question Him. Origen: And 
so Matthew added, “No one was able to say a 
word to him, and no one dared from that hour 
to ask him anything.” The reason, however, that 
they had not dared to ask him even another 
word was this, that having been asked them-
selves, they could not respond. For if their ques-
tion had come from a desire to learn, then they 

6PG 56:875.   72 Cor 13:3.   82 Tim 2:8.   9Phil 2:6.   10Phil 2:6-9.   
11The verb apparere here signifies “to show oneself, to make onself 
seen.” It does not at all imply the concept, so widespread in the sec-
ond and third centuries, that the body assumed by Christ had been 
merely apparent.   12Mt 21:44.   13PL 38:572-73; NPNF 1 6:400-401* 
(Sermon 42).
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would never have proposed their questions to 
him. They dared not ask him anything now. For 
they were asking him only as tempters, and for 
this reason he wanted to confuse them by their 
own question so that, blushing, they might back 
away from his directness and thereafter ask him 
nothing further. We have spoken these things 
according to an understanding of the plain sense 
of the text. Commentary on Matthew 5.14 

No More Questions. Jerome: The Pharisees 
and Sadducees had been looking for an opportu-

nity for deceiving him, looking to find some 
word that might be taken advantage of by the 
plotters. Yet they had been totally confounded 
in their conversations. So they asked nothing 
further. What did they do then? All they could 
do was turn him over to the custody of the 
Roman authorities. From this we learn that the 
faults of the jealous are indeed able to be over-
come but are difficult to put to rest. Commen-
tary on Matthew 4.22.46.15 

J E S U S  W A R N S  A G A I N S T  T H E  T E A C H E R S  O F  

T H E  L A W  A N D  T H E  P H A R I S E E S

M A T T H E W  2 3 : 1 - 1 2

Overview: We must admit that the desire for 
having the first place is found not only among 
the scribes and Pharisees but also in the 
church. It is found not only at dinner but also 
in the front seats of the church. Some rightly 
hand on the law, but they themselves do not 
do it. Some lay heavy burdens upon the shoul-
ders of men but do not wish to lift these bur-
dens themselves (Origen). We should 

however honor both the good and the bad 
priests, lest one condemn the good on account 
of the bad. For it is better to preserve the just 
with the evil than to subvert the just for the 
good. Wretched land may produce precious 
gold. The gold is not despised on account of 
the wretched land (Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew). The good pastor ought to be a rigorous 
and severe judge in things that concern him-

14GCS 38.2:10.   15CCL 77:210.
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self. But in the matters of those whom he of-
fers pastoral service, he ought to be gentle and 
ready to make allowances (Chrysostom). Mis-
taken laity may be more easily set straight, but 
clerics, if  evil, are almost impossible to set 
straight. The seat of Moses does not make the 
priest, but the priest makes the seat. The place 
does not sanctify the person, but the person 
sanctifies the place. Not every priest is holy, 
but all the holy belong to the spiritual priest-
hood (Incomplete Work on Matthew). The 
priest is eager to please the audience. What-
ever they want, he exhibits. If  the audience is 
lacking in enthusiasm and lazy, he also be-
comes more unconcerned. If  the audience de-
lights in ridicule, he becomes one who moves 
others to ridicule. He is predictable. Without 
exception, he always does everything with 
only his audience in mind (Chrysostom). 

No one should be called teacher or father ex-
cept God the Father and Our Lord Jesus Christ. 
He alone is the Father, because all things are 
from him. He alone is the teacher, because 
through him all things are made and through 
him all things are reconciled to God ( Jerome, 
Origen, Chrysostom). Not only does he forbid 
the disciple to set his heart upon the first place 
but also he requires him to seek out the last 
(Chrysostom). The Lord himself provided the 
pattern for humility. No matter how great he 
was, he humbled himself (Origen, Cyril of Al-
exandria). At the messianic wedding feast, typi-
cal protocols are reversed (Incomplete Work 
on Matthew). 

23:1 Jesus Speaks to the Crowds and His 
Disciples 

The Crowds and the Pharisees. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: The Lord had just 
humbled the disbelieving priests who were flail-
ing against him like wild beasts. With the accu-
racy of a spear point he gives them a very sharp 
answer, showing them their own incorrigible 
condition. Mistaken laity may be more easily set 

straight, but clerics, if they are evil, are almost 
impossible to set straight. After this, he then 
turned his conversation to the apostles and to 
the people, saying, “The Pharisees and scribes 
sit on the throne of Moses.” Their confusion 
there becomes what they end up teaching. 
Homily 43.1 
Matthew 23:1-12 Matthew 23:1-12

23:2 Sitting on Moses’ Seat 

Distinguishing Priests and Scribes. Ori-
gen: Therefore when he speaks “to the crowds 
and his disciples” he talks about “the scribes and 
Pharisees who sit upon the throne of Moses.” I 
judge these statements to be referring to the fol-
lowing groups. Those who profess that they 
interpret the law of Moses and glory in this, or 
who know the law well and seek to profit by this 
knowledge—these sit upon the throne of 
Moses. Those who do not depart from the letter 
of the law are called scribes. Then there are 
those who profess to know even more, setting 
themselves apart because they think they are 
better than the masses. That is why they are 
called Pharisees, which interpreted means “to 
divide or segregate” (for Phares translated means 
“division”).2 Commentary on Matthew 9.3 

Priests by Name. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: What does he say concerning these 
priests? “The scribes and Pharisees sit upon the 
seat of Moses.”. . . There are many priests by 
name but few by works. See therefore how you 
may sit upon it. The chair does not make the 
priest, but the priest, the chair. The place does 
not sanctify the man, but the man, the place. 
Not every priest is holy, but all the holy are 
priests. Whoever sits well on that throne will 
receive honor on its account. Whoever sits on it 
badly causes injury to the throne. And for this 

1PG 56:876.   2For a further explanation of the term Pharisee, see 
Bauer, Arndt and Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testa-

ment, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), p. 853.   
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reason, the evil priest is convicted by his priest-
hood and not honored by it. Homily 43.4 

23:3 Practice Whatever They Tell You 

Not What They Do. Jerome: He is tempted 
by the Pharisees and surrounded by their lies. 
According to the psalmist, “The arrows of chil-
dren are their snares.”5 Nevertheless, on account 
of the dignity of the priests and their reputation, 
he encourages the people to obey them, consid-
ering not their works but their teaching. What 
he says is this: “The scribes and Pharisees sit 
upon the throne of Moses,” showing this as a 
throne of teaching about the law. And we ought 
to accept this because of what is said in the 
psalms: “He does not sit in the seat of scoffers”6 
and “He overturned the seats of those who sold 
pigeons.”7 Commentary on Matthew 4.23.3.8 

Honor Good Priests and Bad. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: If they speak well, it is to 
their credit. If they teach well, it is to yours.9 
Accept therefore what is yours and do not discuss 
what is another’s. For just as the priests teach the 
unfaithful on account of the faithful, judging bet-
ter to encourage the evil on account of the good 
rather than to neglect the good on account of the 
evil, so also therefore you must honor good 
priests and bad, lest you condemn the good on 
account of the bad. For it is better to preserve the 
just with the evil than to subvert the just for the 
good. For frequently you will treat the bad man 
with good faith. Remember that wretched land 
may produce precious gold. Is the gold despised 
on account of the wretched land? No! But just as 
gold is taken and the earth is left behind, so also 
you must accept their teaching and leave behind 
their customs. Homily 43.10 

They Preach but Do Not Practice. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: What does 
he say then to the people? “Whatever you have 
been told to do, obey and do; just do not imitate 
their deeds.” For you are sitting in the church 

not only as listeners but also as judges of the 
priests. You may be learning strange things that 
would be considered inappropriate. You are 
judging the priests in comparison with your-
selves. You should listen to everything they say, 
but do not do everything which you hear. Yes, all 
priests teach, but they do not all practice what 
they teach. For among men there is a ranking 
that is quite diverse. But in nature everything is 
equal. For from the beginning men were created 
in this same way. Only afterwards are they 
ranked for your sake. Therefore, on account of 
this, their nature belongs to them in and of 
itself, but their ranking is for your benefit. 
Homily 43.11 

23:4 Binding Heavy Burdens on Others 

They Bind Heavy Burdens. Origen: There-
fore up until now the scribes and Pharisees 
among the Jews have been sitting on the throne 
of Moses. I am not saying this because only 
scribes and Pharisees will sit on the seat of 
Moses. They speak but do not do anything, lay-
ing heavy and unsupportable burdens on the 
shoulders of men.Yet they are not even willing 
to lift a finger to lighten those burdens. For I 
judge that those who rightly understand and 
explain Moses according to his spiritual power 
are the ones who will indeed sit on the throne of 
Moses. But these are not the scribes and Phari-
sees. They are much better. They are the 
beloved disciples of Christ who interpret his 
word through the grace of God. They are able to 
sort out different meanings in different words. 
Indeed, therefore, before the coming of Christ 
they sat well on the throne of Moses who inter-

4PG 56:876.   5Jerome is referring to Ps 63:8 in the Vulgate. This is 
not reflected in any of the English translations (Ps 64:7) but does 
reflect the Septuagint (Ps 63:8).   6Ps 1:1.   7Mt 21:12.   8CCL 77:210.   
9To justify the reverence due to a priest who is morally undeserving, 
the author observes that the role of the priest is to teach. Hence the 
faithful must pay heed even if his behavior is reprehensible because 
for this he is responsible as a man—not as a priest.   10PG 56:876-77.   
11PG 56:876.
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preted the sayings of Moses well and according 
to reason. However, after the coming of Christ, 
they sit on the throne of the church, which is the 
seat and throne of Christ. Commentary on 
Matthew 9.12 

Not Wishing to Move a Finger. Origen: 
Just as the scribes and Pharisees wickedly sat 
upon the throne of Moses, so do some in the 
church who sit upon the ecclesiastical throne. 
There are some in the church who have the right 
understanding of the law and pass it on cor-
rectly. They say what each person needs to do, 
but they themselves do not do it. Some of them 
lay heavy burdens upon the shoulders of men, 
but they won’t even lift a finger to help. These 
are the ones the Savior is talking about when he 
says, “Whoever then relaxes one of the least of 
these commandments and teaches men so, shall 
be called least in the kingdom of God.”13 There 
are others, however, who sit on the throne, who 
act before they speak and speak wisely, restrain-
ing those who are disordered. They place merci-
ful burdens on the shoulders of others. They 
themselves are the first to lift the heavy burden, 
for the exhortation of other listeners. It is these 
of whom the Lord speaks when he says, “He who 
does so and teaches others to do so, this man 
will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.”14 
Commentary on Matthew 9.15 

They Allow Themselves Privilege. Chry-
sostom: He mentions here a twofold wicked-
ness. First they require great and extreme strict-
ness of life, without any indulgence, from those 
over whom they rule. Yet they are much less 
stringent with themselves. This is opposite from 
what the truly good pastor ought to hold. He 
ought to be a rigorous and severe judge in things 
that concern himself. But in the matters of those 
whom he rules, he ought to be gentle and ready 
to make allowances. What these men do is just 
the opposite. 

For such are all they who practice self-
restraint in mere words while being unforgiving 

and grievous to bear when they have had no 
experience of the difficulty in actions. This is no 
small fault. In no small way does Jesus increase 
the former charge.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 72.2.16 

They Lay Burdens on People’s Shoul-
ders. Incomplete Work on Matthew: How 
great indeed were the heavy burdens and the 
insupportable demands of the law—attributed 
to the scribes and the Pharisees—about which 
Christ spoke and which God most assuredly 
gave them on account of the sin of the golden 
calf. The scribes and Pharisees taught [this law], 
persuading the people to live according to the 
commands of the law and not to go over to the 
easy and joyful grace of Christ. Indeed, the Lord 
spoke above about these very burdensome com-
mands, exhorting the Jews, “Come to me, all you 
who labor and are burdened, and I will give you 
rest.”17 And in the Acts of the Apostles, Peter 
says, “And you, why do you tempt God and wish 
to impose a yoke on the necks of the disciples 
which neither we nor our fathers were able to 
bear?”18 For there were indeed those who, com-
mending the burdens of the law to their listen-
ers for certain fabled reasons, could not push 
these things away from themselves, as if chains 
were binding on their shoulders above their 
hearts, as if they were constricted by the chains 
of reason. For the Pharisees and scribes did not 
fulfill these duties in any moderation. That is to 
say, they did not do so with full strength nor 
even with a moderate effort, such as with a fin-
ger. Consequently, however, priests who now 
order justice among their people but who them-
selves do not serve even moderately are surely 
not just in doing so, although they may appear 
to be just teachers. Such are they who impose 
heavy burdens on those coming to repentance, 
they who preach but do not practice; and so, 
while the punishment of sin is placed on those 

12GCS 38.2:16-17.   13Mt 5:19.   14Mt 5:19.   15GCS 38.2:16-17.   16PG 
58:668; NPNF 1 10:436-37.   17Mt 11:28.   18Acts 15:10.
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present, the punishment of future sin is 
despised. Homily 43.19 

23:5 Doing Works to Be Seen by Others 

They Make Their Fringes Long. Chrysos-
tom: He then accused them of vanity, from 
which came their ruin. His previous charges 
concerned signs of harshness and laziness, but 
these charges accuse them of a mad desire for 
glory. This desire drew them away from God. It 
caused them to make a show in front of others 
who were watching and corrupted them. 

Now that it has become the priest’s special 
interest to please those who are watching, he ex-
hibits whatever they want. If they are noble, he 
makes a spectacle of confronting conflicts. If 
they are lacking in enthusiasm and lazy, he also 
becomes more lackadaisical. If they delight in 
ridicule, he delights in ridicule, in order to 
please those watching. If they are earnest and 
practice self-restraint, he tries to be the same 
way, since this is the disposition of the one from 
whom he seeks praise. 

It is not that he does some things one way 
and some things in another way. No, he is far 
more predictable. He always acts with the spec-
tator in mind, in all things absolutely. Then, 
having laid bare their vanity, Jesus shows that it 
is not even about great and necessary things that 
they are vainglorious. They are vain about 
things without warmth or worth. These are the 
proofs of their baseness: the phylacteries and 
the fringes of their garments. “For they make 
broad their phylacteries and enlarge the borders 
of their garments.”  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 72.2.20 

They Make Their Phylacteries Broad. 
Jerome: They called those phylacteries “little 
pictures” of the Decalogue, because whoever 
had them had his own fortification and defense. 
But the knowledgeable Pharisees did not have 
them, because these things must be carried in 
the heart, not the body. They may have children 

and treasure boxes and granaries, but they do 
not have knowledge of God. Even today there 
are those superstitious ladies who have their 
“little Gospels.” In the absence of the true cross 
and other such things, they indeed have the zeal 
of God but no true knowledge of him. Even 
today, they too do these same kinds of things in 
front of us by liquefying gnats for drinking and 
gulping down honey. This is what some see as 
the small, short fringe mandated by the law. But 
a better case is the woman with the bloody flow 
who touched the fringe of the Lord’s garment. 
She was not motivated by the superstitious sen-
timents of the Pharisees. And what is more, she 
was healed at his touch. And so when they wid-
ened their phylacteries and lengthened their 
fringes, attracting the honor of the people, they 
were exposed in their hypocrisies, showing why 
they seek the first seats at dinners and the front 
chairs in synagogues. They point out gluttony 
and glory in public and are hailed by men as 
rabbi, which in colloquial Latin means “teacher.” 
Commentary on Matthew 4.23.5.21 

They Do All Their Deeds to Be Seen. 
Origen: Further, therefore, to the reprehensi-
ble Pharisees and scribes who were so concerned 
about their body and appearance, the Lord said, 
“They do everything to be seen by other men. 
For they widen their phylacteries and enlarge 
the tassels of their clothing.” The disciples of 
Jesus did everything to be seen by God alone. 
The only ornaments they had bound to their 
hands were good works. Meditating on divine 
teaching, they observed the divine commands, 
always applying them fittingly before the eyes of 
their souls. Their only tassel was the virtue of 
Jesus whom they imitated. Commentary on 
Matthew 11.22 

23:6-7 Loving the Place of Honor 
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Deacons and Bishops Who Love the 
Place of Honor. Origen: What are we to say 
about those who “love the places of honor at 
banquets and the front seats in synagogues and 
the highest respect in public places and to be 
called rabbi by everyone”? We must first admit 
that this kind of delight is found not only among 
the scribes and Pharisees but also in the church 
of Christ, and not only at dinner, while taking 
places at the table, but also the front seats in 
church. These are the deacons, or those who 
wish to become deacons, yet who “squander the 
savings of widows, praying for a good opportu-
nity” and yet “will receive a greater judgment.”23 
They covet even more avidly the highly visible 
“first seats” of those called priests. Indeed, how-
ever, even they do not put as much effort into 
their scheming as those who are called bishops, 
the ones who love “being called rabbi by men.” It 
is they who ought most clearly to understand 
that a bishop is to be “above reproach” and so 
on,24 so that he would be called “bishop” not by 
men [only] but rather before God. Commen-
tary on Matthew 12.25 

The Best Seats. Chrysostom: Everything he 
accused them of was small and trifling. Yet he 
was dealing with the cause of all the evils: ambi-
tion, the violent seizing of the teacher’s chair, 
and so on. These he brings forward and corrects 
with diligence, confronting this strongly and 
earnestly charging them. His own disciples 
needed to be warned about these matters. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 72.3.26 

23:8 One Teacher, Many Brothers 

You Have One Teacher. Origen: You are 
not “to be called rabbi” and especially “not by 
men,” nor are you to love to be called righteous 
by someone else. “For you have one teacher, and 
you are all brothers” to each other. For you have 
been born anew, not only from water but also 
from the spirit, and you have received the “spirit 
of adoption,” so that it might be said of you that 

you were “born not of the flesh, nor of the will of 
man” but from God.27 It is hard to imagine this 
being said of anyone or any son until now. You 
do not call anyone on earth “Father” in the sense 
that you say “our Father” of the one who gives all 
things through all ages and according to the 
divine plan. Whoever ministers with the divine 
word does not put himself forward to be called 
“teacher,” for he knows that when he performs 
well it is Christ who is within him. He should 
only call himself “servant” according to the com-
mand of Christ, saying, “Whoever is greater 
among you, let him be the servant of all.”28 
Commentary on Matthew 12.29 

Not to Be Called Rabbi. Chrysostom: 
“You are not to be called rabbi, for you have one 
teacher, and you are all brothers.” One has noth-
ing more than another. For in respect to his 
knowledge he knows nothing from himself. This 
is why Paul says, “For who is Paul, and who is 
Apollos, but ministers?”30—not masters. Again, 
“call no man your father.” This is said in order 
that they may know whom they ought to call 
Father in the highest sense. It is not said frivo-
lously as if no one should ever be called father. 
Just as the human master is not the divine Mas-
ter, so neither is the father the Father who is the 
cause of all, both of all masters and of all fathers. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 72.3.31 

23:9 One Father, Who Is in Heaven 

Call No Man Your Father on Earth. Je-
rome: No one should be called teacher or father 
except God the Father and our Lord Jesus 
Christ. He alone is the Father, because all things 
are from him. He alone is the teacher, because 
through him are made all things and through 
him all things are reconciled to God. 

But one might ask, “Is it against this precept 
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when the apostle calls himself the teacher of the 
Gentiles? Or when, as in colloquial speech widely 
found in the monasteries of Egypt and Palestine, 
they call each other Father?” Remember this dis-
tinction. It is one thing to be a father or a teacher 
by nature, another to be so by generosity. For 
when we call a man father and reserve the honor 
of his age, we may thereby be failing to honor the 
Author of our own lives. One is rightly called a 
teacher only from his association with the true 
Teacher. I repeat: The fact that we have one God 
and one Son of God through nature does not pre-
vent others from being understood as sons of 
God by adoption. Similarly this does not make 
the terms father and teacher useless or prevent oth-
ers from being called father.  Commentary on 
Matthew 4.23.10.32 

23:10 One Master, the Christ 

You Have One Master. Chrysostom: Previ-
ously when he had asked, “What do you think of 
the Christ?” it is worth noting that he did not 
say, “What do you think of me?” So it is here 
that he says you have one master, and he does 
not make this subjective by saying “me” but “the 
Christ.” 

Yet note that this passage repeatedly speaks 
of the one master, the one teacher, repeatedly 
applying the term one.33 Does this term apply to 
the Father alone so as to reject the only begotten 
Son? Is the Father guide? All would agree, and 
none would challenge it. And yet “one,” he says, 
“is your guide, even Christ.” For just as Christ, 
being called the one guide, does not cast out the 
Father from being guide, even so the Father, 
being called Master, does not cast out the Son 
from being Master. For the expression one is 
spoken in contradistinction to the human way of 
speaking and within the rest of the creation.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 72.3.34 

23:11 Humbled and Exalted 

Whoever Humbles Oneself Will Be 

Exalted. Chrysostom: For nothing is as cru-
cial as the practice of modesty. This is why he is 
continually reminding them of this virtue, both 
when he brought the children into the midst and 
now. Even when he was preaching on the mount, 
beginning the Beatitudes, this is where he be-
gan. And in this passage he plucks up pride by 
the roots, saying, “Whoever humbles himself 
will be exalted.”35 

See how he draws off the hearer right over to 
the contrary thing. For not only does he forbid 
him to set his heart upon the first place but also 
requires him to follow after the last. For so shall 
you obtain your desire, he says. So one who pur-
sues his own desire for the first must follow af-
ter in the last place: “Whoever humbles himself 
will be exalted.” 

And where will we find this humility? Go to 
the city of virtue, to the tents of the holy men, to 
the mountains, to the groves.36 There you may 
see this height of humility. 

For these persons, some illustrious from their 
rank in the world, some having had wealth, in 
every way put themselves down, by their ves-
ture, by their dwelling, by those to whom they 
minister. As if they were written characters, 
they throughout all things are writing the story 
of humility.37  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 72.3.38 

Cultivate Humility. Cyril of Alexandria: 
Since those who have arrived teaching new 
beliefs for the most part do so from conceit and 
arrogance, I will say something concerning the 

32CCL 77:213.   33Chrysostom’s entire reasoning is intended to dem-
onstrate that even though Jesus speaks of one master, one father and 
one guide, he means to combine himself and God the Father 
together. Jerome makes more or less the same argument in an even 
more general sense by emphasizing the distinction between the 
intrinsic and the figurative sense of a name (e.g., only God is the 
Father in the strict sense of the word, but in the figurative sense 
there are many fathers).   34PG 58:670; NPNF 1 10:438.   35Lk 14:11.   
36To the ascetic life.   37Chrysostom evidently alludes to persons of 
high social rank who had renounced all the prerogatives of their 
rank to become monks. He himself was one of these.   38PG 58:670-
71; NPNF 1 10:438.
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value of the teaching. The Lord cuts short this 
opinion and way as leading to destruction. He 
says, “You love glory and the places of first 
importance.” Meanwhile he desires the servant’s 
role and cultivates humility. Fragment 255.39 

One Who Exalts Will Be Humbled. Ori-
gen: I wish everyone might hear this, and most 
of all deacons, priests and bishops, especially 
those who think to themselves that these were 
not the words written: “He who exalts himself 
will be humbled.” On this basis, they then act as 
if they do not know that he said, “He who has 
humbled himself will be exalted.” They do not 
hear him who said, “Learn from me; for I am 
gentle and lowly of heart.”40 They thought them-
selves to be self-inspired and through this inspi-
ration fell “into the judgment of the devil.”41 
They had not thought of critically examining 
their false humility. They would have done bet-
ter to have remembered the word of wisdom 
that says, “The greater you are, the more you 
must humble yourself, and you will find grace 
before God.”42 It was the Lord who provided the 
pattern for this process. No matter how great he 
was, he humbled himself. For “though he was in 
the form of God, [he] did not count equality 
with God a thing to be grasped but emptied 
himself, taking the form of a servant, being born 
in the likeness of men. And being found in 

human form he humbled himself and became 
obedient unto death, even death on a cross. 
Therefore God has highly exalted him and 
bestowed on him the name which is above every 
name.”43 Commentary on Matthew 12.44 

Protocol Reversed at the Messianic 
Wedding Banquet. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: In this wedding feast, which is the 
calling of God, the Jews maintained that they 
should be first to recline at the table. Instead, 
they were humiliated and put in last place, after 
the Gentiles. The Gentiles, . . . who understood 
that their invitation was entirely undeserved, 
were put ahead of the Jews who preceded them 
to the feast, for what matters is not the priority 
of the invitation, but the worthiness of the 
response. The Jews then were invited only to an 
ordinary meal, but the Gentiles were invited by 
the Son himself, for whom the feast was held. 
The Jews were chosen by God on account of 
their fathers but the Gentiles because of their 
faith. Christ says elsewhere of the Jews, there-
fore, “When you are invited to a wedding feast 
[that is, to the wedding of Christ], do not seek 
to recline at the head table.”45 Homily 43.46 
Matthew 23:13-28 Matthew 23:13-28

39MKGK 239.   40Mt 11:29.   411 Tim 3:6.   42Sir 3:18.   43Phil 2:6-9.   
44GCS 38.2:24.   45Lk 14:8.   46PG 56:880.
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J E S U S  C O N D E M N S  

T H E  L E G A L I S T S ’  H Y P O C R I S Y

M A T T H E W  2 3 : 1 3 - 2 8

Overview: The priests and legalists have laid 
endless toil upon those for whom they should 
have been responsible (Origen, Jerome). This 
should have drawn them toward being more 
empathic with others’ burdens. But the things 
that we acquire easily we care less about. So 
even their unfair advantages did not render 
them gentle. They indulged their own bellies 
not from the houses of the rich but from the 
poor. Thereby they aggravated the poverty 
they should have been relieving. They did not 
merely eat. They “devoured.” All this is for the 
pretense of making long prayers (Chrysos-
tom). These imposters of holiness more easily 
entangled themselves with women, especially 
widows (Incomplete Work on Matthew). 
They lost sight of the advent expected by the 
prophets. They closed the kingdom of heaven 
not only for themselves but also for others by 
hiding the truth in their interpretations of the 

law (Hilary of Poitiers). 
Jesus showed them that it was equally as ab-

surd to swear by heaven as to swear by the tem-
ple or by the altar. In this way he admonished 
the Pharisees for adding further legalistic com-
plications to these traditions. Spiritually under-
stood, the temple is the Scriptures; the altar is 
the whole heart. One who rightly swears upon 
the temple swears upon all the Scriptures and 
upon the altar—that is, upon the whole heart, 
which is to say upon an understanding of the 
sense of the whole of the Scriptures and upon 
the whole heart. It is not possible for the offer-
ing of a person to be more honorable than the 
heart from which the offering is sent up (Ori-
gen). What is lost in their legalism is the hidden 
dimension of the evil will. The hidden things of 
the mind bring about these distortions of the 
law (Hilary of Poitiers). One is hardly ready 
to appear in the city above if one remains a sep-

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+23%3A13-28&version=RSV
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ulcher below (Chrysostom). 
Beyond the plain sense of Jesus’ words, their 

spiritual meaning must be sought (Origen, The-
odore of Heraclea). The cup of the soul must 
be cleansed from the inside to the outside (Ori-
gen, Apollinaris). Righteousness cannot be 
feigned (Origen). The Lord requires justice 
(Cyril of Alexandria), not external pretenses 
(Incomplete Work on Matthew). 

23:13 Shutting the Kingdom of Heaven 
Against Humanity 

Curses and Blessings. Origen: There are 
those who dare to say that God is not good 
because of the curses in his law that he places 
against their sin. And yet the one who is truly 
the Son of God who gave that same law is also 
the same one who put blessings into the law. 
The same God who provides blessings for those 
who are saved in a similar way applies curses 
which he placed in the law against sinners. 
“Woe,” he says. Woe to you and to those hearing 
these things who plead the God of the law and 
yet do not understand that these words were 
spoken by God in a kindly way. So we under-
stand why Jesus said, “Woe to you, scribes and 
Pharisees.” They believe that it is in fact a good 
thing to pronounce these curses against sinners. 
They consider the arrangement of the law’s 
curses to be a part of God’s design. The chiding 
father frequently urges his advice on his son for 
his improvement—advice that may seem to be a 
curse. He does not wish the curses to be actual-
ized, however, but rather he desires to avert him 
from even more such curses. Commentary on 
Matthew 13.1 

Woe to You Scribes. Hilary of Poitiers: 
“Woe” is a voice of sorrowing. For this reason he 
says that they close the kingdom of heaven, 
because they hide in the law the consolation of 
his truth. They lost sight of the advent expected 
by the prophets. Through deceptive teachings, 
they do not allow others to go to heaven either. 

They do not adorn the way of eternity. On 
Matthew 24.3.2 

You Neither Enter nor Allow Others. 
Jerome: The scribes and Pharisees have the 
knowledge of the prophets and of the law. They 
know that Christ is the Son of God. They are 
not ignorant that he was born of the Virgin. Yet 
they did not seek to serve the people to whom 
they were accountable. They themselves were 
not entering the kingdom of heaven, nor did 
they permit others who were able to do so. 
Hosea the prophet declares of them, “The 
priests have stolen the way, they have killed the 
[people of ] Shechem,”3 and again, “The priests 
did not ask where the Lord is.”4 Surely every 
teacher who misleads his students shuts the gate 
of the kingdom of heaven before them. Com-
mentary on Matthew 4.23.13.5 

23:14 Receiving Greater Condemnation 

Called to Account. Hilary of Poitiers: 
These are the poisoners of truth. They are reluc-
tant to undertake the salvation of others. They 
bolt shut the kingdom of heaven. In their ambi-
tion they “devour widows’ houses and for pre-
tense make long prayers.” By this acquaintance 
with heaven (achieved with those long prayers), 
they expect they will persevere in the merits of 
grace quietly, just as a rich person expects to 
receive the treasure stored up for him. However, 
they will receive ample judgment and punish-
ment for their particular sins. They will be 
called to account for their strange and ignorant 
practices.6 On Matthew 24.4.7 

For a Pretense You Make Long Prayers. 
Chrysostom: After this, he admonishes them 
for their gluttony. And it is most grievous that 
they indulged their own bellies not from rich 

1GCS 38.2:24-25.   2SC 258:166-68.   3Hos 6:9.   4Jer 2:8.   5CCL 
77:213.   6Verse 14 is included only in a marginal note of the RSV, but 
is included here due to the Fathers’ comments on it.   7SC 258:168.
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men’s houses but from the poor. Thereby they 
aggravated the poverty of the poor, which they 
should have relieved. They did not merely eat. 
They “devoured.” 

The manner of their false piety in overreach-
ing was even yet more grievous: “for a pretense 
you make long prayers.” 

It is just for anyone who does evil to receive 
just retribution. But in this case we have one 
who is using prayers as a cloak for his own 
wickedness. And he is deriving even the reason 
for his avarice as godliness. Sure he is justly lia-
ble to a far more grievous punishment. So why 
did God not stop this and depose them? 
Because the time had not yet come. He leaves 
them time for repentance for a while. But by 
his sayings he tries to avert his own disciples 
being similarly deceived or to be drawn to emu-
late these men because of the dignity of their 
positions. Earlier he said, “Observe whatever 
they tell you but not what they do.”8 For they 
do many things amiss.  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 73.1.9 

You Devour Widows’ Houses. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: Imposters of holiness 
more easily entangle themselves around women. 
Women are less ready to stand up to such 
imposters in front of them. These manipulators 
know that they are softer and more guileless.10 
. . . They loiter especially with widowed ladies 
for two reasons. First, because women with men 
are less easily deceived, having the mettle of 
men and being less ready to give anything from 
her purse. Widows are in a position in which 
they are more easily deceived. Second, they 
more easily involve themselves in things not 
subject to anyone else’s authority. So they are 
taken advantage of. Jesus here confronts the 
priests and warns Christian leaders against 
these temptations. They had best not remain 
with widowed women any more than with oth-
ers. For even if the desire to remain with widows 
is not ill motivated, it still may carry the suspi-
cion of being so. Homily 44.11 

23:15 Making Proselytes 

The Corruption of the Laity. Chrysos-
tom: The scribes and Pharisees have laid end-
less toil upon others. This should draw them 
toward being more empathic with others’ bur-
dens. But the things that we acquire easily we 
care less about. So even their unfair advantages 
do not render them more gentle. Here he lays to 
the charge of the priests two things. First, that 
they have been unprofitable for the salvation of 
many. They have forgotten that they need much 
toil in order to win over even one. And second, 
that they were remiss in the preservation of 
those whom they had won. Not only were they 
careless but traitors. We see this from the wick-
edness of their lives, corruption and making 
others worse. When a disciple sees his teacher 
to be corrupt, he becomes even more so. He 
does not stop at his teacher’s corruption. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 73.1.12 

You Traverse Sea and Land. Jerome: The 
scribes and the Pharisees were reviewing the 
whole world on account of the business and 
diverse profits taken by their disciples. These 
profits were taken under the pretense of sanc-
tity.  Commentary on Matthew 4.23.15.13 

23:16-17 You Blind Fools! 

Which Is Greater? Hilary of Poitiers: 
Jesus reproached those who by their inane 
observances detracted from the one who rightly 
should be honored in worship. He himself was 
the ground and source of the law. The law did 
not of itself suffice. The ornaments of the altar 
and temple were not the primary object of wor-
ship but were merely pointing the way for the 
future of true worship. Gold, silver, bronze, 

8Mt 23:3.   9PG 58:673; NPNF 1 10:440.   10The author, in line with 
a trend then much in vogue among pagans and Christians (e.g., 
Augustine), contends the weakness of the female sex.   11PG 56:880.   
12PG 58:673; NPNF 1 10:440.   13CCL 77:214. 
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brass, pearl and crystal each embrace a particu-
lar meaning from their unique natures as met-
als. Jesus refuted the premise that the gold of the 
temple or the gifts of the altar could be vener-
ated as if something in themselves rather than 
the greater one whom they honor. With the 
coming of Christ the massive structure of legal 
obligations became futile. Christ was not in the 
law, but the law was made holy in Christ. He 
had placed his seat and throne on the law. One 
who seeks to be religious should anchor himself 
rightly in the truth. They were stupid and blind 
who venerated gifts that were sanctified while 
they allowed sanctity itself to pass by. On Mat-
thew 24.6.14 

The Gold or the Temple. Theodore of 
Heraclea: Jesus is saying that the gold in the 
temple, the gold objects dedicated in the temple 
to the glory of God, whether these be the gold 
cherubim or the gold jar containing the manna, 
were considered by the Jews to be worthy of 
much more honor than the temple.15 Therefore 
they were condemned by the Lord. . . . But the 
saying possesses a figurative meaning directed 
against them because they are not receiving the 
truth regarding Christ. Instead, they were judg-
ing Moses and the types given through him as 
more valuable than Christ. . . . They were reject-
ing the Christ who sanctifies Moses while 
simultaneously praising the law. Just as the law 
was praiseworthy, not because it possesses the 
types and the symbols but because it prefigures 
the true mystery of worship in Christ, in the 
same way the gold is precious because of the one 
who sanctifies the temple, and heaven is beauti-
ful because of the God who sanctifies it and 
dwells within it. Fragment 115.16 

23:18 Bound by an Oath 

The Temple of Scriptures and the Altar 
of the Heart. Origen: Those who work in 
the fields of the gospel seek the hidden meaning 
of these passages of Scripture. We are not sim-

ply confiscating the higher parts of Scripture 
but rather looking toward its whole sense. As re-
gards swearing, it is intended as a binding ac-
tion, seeking to confirm the word concerning 
which something is sworn. 

Consider this analogy. Think of the altar as 
the heart and the temple as the whole of Scrip-
ture. The temple of God’s glory, spiritually un-
derstood, is the divinely inspired Scripture. The 
gold refers to the meanings it conveys. To swear 
is to witness to the Scriptures, as a validation 
and confirmation of the word we speak. There-
fore we ought to profess the whole sense of 
Scripture as a confirmation of the sense which 
we invoke in all of our words. 

Gold found outside the temple is not sancti-
fied. Rather, that gold which is found in the 
temple is the measure of that which is outside it. 
Similarly the meaning which is found outside of 
the Scriptures is not holy, but it is contained in 
the meaning of the Scriptures. Only that sense 
of Scripture is sanctified which can be seen from 
within the temple itself, that is, within the 
whole of Scripture. The temple, that is, the 
reading of the Scriptures, makes a great and 
venerable sense, just as consecrated gold is valu-
able. So we ought not to swear by our own intel-
lects to confirm our beliefs, as if we were 
creating witnesses that could judge according to 
the truth. But let us explore further the analogy 
of the temple, the gold and the altar. The altar is 
the place where a vow is sanctified. The altar in 
this passage is the heart of a man. What happens 
in the heart happens deeply within a person. 
Vows and gifts placed on the altar are clearly 
those placed upon the human heart. When you 
begin to pray, you place the vow of your prayer 
upon your heart, as if you had placed something 
upon the altar, so that you might offer your 
prayer to God. 

14SC 258:170.   15Jesus’ words against swearing by the gold in the 
temple are also considered by Apollinaris as indicative of the end of 
temple worship (p. 64 n. 2), since with the coming of Christ it had 
exhausted its function as his symbolic preannouncement.   16MKGK 
89.
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Suppose you are ready to place an offering of 
psalms upon your heart, so as to offer to God an 
offering of psalms, accompanying yourself with 
a harp. Or suppose you are ready to give alms. 
You make an offering of alms upon your heart, 
just as if you had placed something on the altar, 
as you would offer your alms to God. Suppose 
you have proposed to fast in order to make an 
offering of your fasting upon your heart, as if 
you had placed something upon the altar. 

In this way the heart of a man makes vows in 
a holy and venerable way. It is from the heart, 
that is, the altar, that the vow is offered to God. 
Therefore it is not possible for the offering of a 
man to be more honorable than his heart from 
which the offering is sent up.  Commentary on 
Matthew 18.17 

23:19 Which Is Greater? 

Swearing by the Whole Sense of Scrip-
ture. Origen: Anyone who thinks that his 
own almsgiving, his own fasting, his own psalms 
and prayers are in themselves great and who, 
without good judgment, blesses them and does 
not reflect that it is just from such a heart that 
his almsgiving or psalms or prayers or fasting 
are offered—such a man is blind. For indeed his 
heart is the altar that sanctifies his offering 
which is the heart of the world. The heart and 
the conscience of such a man “do not feel 
remorse but have trust in God,”18 because his 
own heart has been rightly formed. He does not 
rely on his gifts as such or the words of his 
prayers or of his psalms—although they may 
seem well composed and chosen from the Scrip-
tures—but on the heart rightly formed. Who-
ever places his own witness on the altar, that is, 
his own conscience and the center of his heart, 
such a man swears by the altar, embracing every-
thing which is contained in it. One who swears 
according to what we attest to by the temple, 
that is, “through the whole sense of Scriptures,” 
such a man seems to swear according to the 
word and the will of God which is contained in 

it. Such a man in this sense swears upon the 
temple (upon all the Scriptures) and upon the 
altar (upon the whole heart), that is, an under-
standing of the sense of the whole of the Scrip-
tures and upon the whole heart. The temple is 
the glory of God, which “we see as in a mirror 
darkly.”19 The heavens, however, are above the 
temple of God, in which sits the throne of God, 
on which we may look “with our face uncov-
ered”20 when he comes. Commentary on Mat-
thew 18.21 

23:20 Swearing by the Altar 

The Tradition of Oath Taking. Origen: 
One of the Pharisaical traditions regarded oath 
taking. Some were swearing by the temple, oth-
ers by the gold of the temple; some by the altar, 
others by the gifts of the altar. The Pharisees 
were teaching that one who swore by the gold of 
the altar or by the gift of the altar was obligated, 
whereas one who swore by the temple or by the 
altar was not under obligation. Our Savior 
spoke against these traditions. He wished to call 
them back from human traditions to divine rev-
elation. Those who hand on such traditions are 
blind and foolish. They do not see that what is 
placed in the temple is not sanctified through 
itself but through the Lord of the temple. That 
which is placed on the altar is judged already as 
a gift of God, which is why it is placed on the 
altar. It seems foolish to argue that one who 
swears in one way is bound and one who swears 
in another way is not bound. This assumes that 
what is sanctified is above the one who sancti-
fies. It seems foolish to argue that one who 
swears by heaven is less vulnerable than one 
who swears by God himself. Jesus showed them 
that it was equally as absurd to swear by heaven 
as to swear by the temple or by the altar. It is 
irrational to assume that one avoids punishment 
because he is not swearing by God but by the 

17GCS 38.2:33.   181 Jn 3:21.   191 Cor 13:12.   202 Cor 3:16.   21GCS 
38.2:33-34.
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throne of God. Thus he spoke to the Jews pro-
hibiting them to follow the Pharisaic tradition. 
Moreover, he clearly rejected the whole business 
of swearing at all, as if it were a superior way. 
Commentary on Matthew 17.22 

23:21-24 Neglecting Weighty Matters 

You Tithe Mint, Dill and Cummin. Ori-
gen: Not only among the Jews but among our-
selves as well, we find people sinning in these 
ways. They are swallowing camels. People of 
this type frequently show off their religion even 
in the smallest of things. They are rightly called 
hypocrites for wanting to exploit their religios-
ity before men but being unwilling to undertake 
that very faith which God himself has justified. 
Therefore the imitators of the scribes and Phari-
sees must be dislodged and sent away from us, 
lest a woe touches us in the same way it touches 
them. The scribes could be described as those 
who valued nothing found in the Scriptures 
except its plain sense interpreted legalistically. 
Meanwhile they condemn those who look into 
the very depths of God himself. Mint and dill 
and cummin are only spices for food but are not 
themselves substantial food. What substantive 
food would mean in conversion would be that 
which is necessary for the justification of our 
souls—faith and love—unlike these legalisms, 
which are more like condiments and flavorings. 
It is as if a meal might be thought to consist 
more of condiments and flavorings than the 
food itself. The seriousness of judgment is 
neglected while great attention is given to minor 
matters. Spiritual exercises which in and of 
themselves are hardly justice are spoken of as 
justice and compassion and faith. It is lacking in 
justice to treat these small parts as the whole. 
When we do not offer to God the observance of 
all that is necessary for worship, we fail alto-
gether. Commentary on Matthew 19-20.23 

What the Lord Requires. Cyril of Alex-
andria: “O Pharisees, you demand,” Jesus says, 

“perhaps the tithes of herbs and the smallest 
coins while you neglect the commandments, con-
cerning which the violation is greater.” And what 
kind of commandments are these? Justice, that is, 
to judge uprightly and blamelessly; mercy, that is, 
genuineness toward God. For justice and mercy 
and faith toward God are better than the tithe 
and firstfruits. Therefore the God of all things 
says through the prophet, “And now, Israel, what 
does the Lord require from you but to do justice 
and to love and seek mercy and to be prepared to 
follow the Lord your God.”24 For the genuine 
faith of those being saved is seen in their exceed-
ing readiness to follow. Fragment 258.25 

You Neglect Weightier Matters of the 
Law. Hilary of Poitiers: What is lost is the 
hidden dimension of the evil will. These hidden 
things of the mind bring about these distortions 
of the law. The law prescribes that a tenth be 
given, so they measure out a tenth of a measure 
of mint and dill but only in order that they 
might be thought by other men to fulfill the law. 
They abandon mercy and justice, faith and every 
form of benevolence. Yet these are the true 
duties of man. . . . God laughs at the superficial 
diligence of those who measure cucumbers. God 
laughs at our attempts to swallow camels, as if 
the sins of avoidance were less serious than the 
sins of consumption. On Matthew 24.7.26 

23:25-26 Inner and Outer Cleansing 

Congruence of Inner and Outer Life. 
Origen: This passage teaches us that we should 
hasten to be righteous, not merely to appear so. 
Whoever strives only to appear righteous will 
cleanse his exterior and will take great care of 
what can be seen by others but will neglect his 
heart and his conscience. He fails to realize that 
the one who is eager to purify his interior life 
and his thoughts will also naturally want to give 

22GCS 38.2:31-32.   23GCS 38.2:35-36.   24Mic 6:8.   25MKGK 240.
26SC 258:170-72.   
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a healthy outward appearance as well. Whoever 
works hard on the externals but neglects his 
interior life, however, will inevitably be filled 
with avarice, lust, malice, and many other kinds 
of evil. For the one who is solicitous of his own 
interior salvation also takes care of his external, 
public reputation. But not everyone who cares 
first about his public reputation is also solici-
tous of his interior salvation. In this connection, 
it is written that “whoever sees a woman and 
lusts after her has committed adultery with her 
in his heart.”27 He who refrains from acts of for-
nication, therefore, but commits fornication by 
lusting in his heart is like the one who cleanses 
the outside of the cup and plate while the inside 
is left full of intemperance. Whoever performs 
acts of mercy for the purpose of earning human 
respect, doing his good deeds “to be seen by 
men,” also seems to cleanse only the exterior of 
the cup and plate but is full of intemperance and 
lust for vainglory within. Commentary on 
Matthew 21.28 

Clean Inside the Cup. Apollinaris: The 
law of Moses taught through the use of symbols 
how to maintain purity throughout life’s activi-
ties. It was the custom of the Jews, passed on to 
them from their ancient traditions, to wash 
carefully their cups and the dish that contained 
their food. They observed these practices to 
maintain their purity and to avoid contact with 
“sinful people.” Their aim was that they might 
flee from fellowship with sinners. . . . How much 
more through such practices were they prepar-
ing themselves to flee from sin itself. And yet 
those who were carefully observing these prac-
tices were themselves acting like robbers and 
violently making a profit, becoming loathsome 
by doing so. Therefore Jesus says this: “Flee 
unrighteousness, O blind Pharisee. For you fail 
to perceive how you are acting. For what is in 
the cup and dish are clean if they are not gained 
in an unrighteous manner. Righteousness 
cleanses the vessel much better than water.” 
Fragment 117.29 

The Inward and Outward Cup. Origen: If 
it is proper to regard everything in the gospel ac-
cording to the moral sense . . . we can say that it 
is a sort of spiritual food and spiritual drink that 
we receive when we read the law and the proph-
ets in Scripture. Indeed, the language through 
which we take our spiritual drink and the bibli-
cal narratives on which we are nourished are the 
plates and cups for our food and drink. This is 
why we are warned not to take as much care for 
their outside as we do for their inside, so that 
our hearts might be filled with pure understand-
ing, not merely adorned with fine rhetoric and 
grammar. For “the Kingdom of God does not 
consist in words but in power.”30 Whoever 
strives harder to dress his speech in elegant 
composition than to fill it with saving doctrine 
has cleaned only the outside, but the inside re-
mains stained with vanity. . . . 

We can also say that the very words of the 
law and the prophets are the cups of spiritual 
drink for souls and that the plates or bowls of 
nourishing food for the faithful are their wise 
authors. The scribes and Pharisees work dili-
gently at discerning only the external, literal 
meaning of these prophetic cups and plates and 
bowls, eager to demonstrate that the vessels 
themselves are pure and holy. The disciples of 
Christ . . . hasten to purify and sanctify the inte-
rior, spiritual meaning by means of knowledge 
and credible explanations, so that they might eat 
and drink the law and the prophets whose inside 
has been purified, desiring as they do to hear 
and understand the interior, mystical meaning 
and to go beyond the literal sense of the words.  
Commentary on Matthew 22-23.31 

23:27 Whitewashed Tombs 

Full of Dead People’s Bones. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: The bodies of the just are 
rightly called temples because their souls reign 
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supreme within them, like God in his temple, or 
at least because God himself dwells in the bod-
ies of the just. The bodies of sinners, however, 
are called sepulchers of the dead because their 
souls are dead within them. For whatever does 
nothing of a living or spiritual nature with the 
body is not to be considered truly alive. At the 
very least, sinners are dead because death itself 
dwells in their bodies. As long as a sepulcher is 
closed, it can have a beautiful outward appear-
ance, but if it is opened, it looks horrifying. The 
case of hypocrites is similar; as long as they are 
not recognized for who they really are, they can 
be praiseworthy, but when they are found out, 
they appear disgusting. Tell me, hypocrite, if it 
is so good to be good, why do you not strive to 
be truly what you only appear to be? And if it is 
so bad to be evil, then why do you allow yourself 
to be in truth what you would never want to 
appear to be? What appears to be ugly is even 
uglier in truth, but what is beautiful in appear-
ance is much more beautiful in reality. Therefore 
either be what you appear to be or appear to be 
what you are. Homily 45.32 

23:28 Full of Hypocrisy and Iniquity 

Wash the Conscience. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew: How men can be compared with 
a cup and a plate is made clear when Christ 
adds, “for you are full of robbery and iniquity 
within.” The Jews washed themselves, their 
clothing and their utensils as often as they en-
tered the temple or offered sacrifices on solem-
nities, but they never washed themselves from 
sin. God neither praised cleanliness of the body 
nor condemned bodily filth. Nevertheless imag-
ine for the moment that God hates filth of the 
body, of vessels and other such things. If he were 
to hate the defilement of things like this, which 
necessarily get soiled during their ordinary use, 
how much more would he abhor the defilement 
of the human conscience, which it is possible for 
us to keep clean continually? It is not the vessels 
that need washing with water but the conscience 

that needs washing with prayer. 
“O blind Pharisees, first wash the inside of 

the cup and plate, that the outside might be 
made clean also.” No one notices if the bowl has 
been cleaned on the inside, but only if it is dirty 
on the outside does it get washed. A man . . . can 
never touch a drop of water and yet be perfectly 
clean before God if he has not been defiled by 
interior sin. If he were to commit a sin, however, 
he would be black with filth before God, even 
though he washes himself in the open sea and in 
every river of the world.  Homily 44.33 

Feigning Righteousness. Origen: As the 
scribes and Pharisees were previously called 
“full of robbery and intemperance,”34 likewise 
here they are said to be “full of hypocrisy and 
iniquity” and are compared with “the bones of 
the dead and all uncleanness.” Hypocrisy, 
because it is a counterfeit of the good, pos-
sesses nothing vital of the good it simulates, 
but is only its dead bones, so to speak. . . . If we 
listen with wisdom to what the present passage 
wants to tell us, we will understand that every 
simulated righteousness is a dead righteous-
ness, hence no righteousness at all. Just as a 
dead man can still have the appearance of a 
man, even though he is in fact no longer a man, 
so also a dead chastity is no chastity. For any 
virtue is dead when it is not practiced for God 
but feigned on account of men. He who feigns 
righteousness can give the appearance of being 
righteous even though what he has is not right-
eousness at all but only a figment of righteous-
ness, much like impersonators who can take on 
the appearance of another individual without 
thereby actually becoming the other person. 
The same is true concerning chastity. Because 
of this, men who do such things are appropri-
ately compared with “whitewashed tombs 
which look beautiful from the outside,” for 
they give every external appearance of right-
eousness, even though they are full of “the 
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bones of the dead” within. Commentary on 
Matthew 24.35 

Like Whitewashed Tombs. Chrysostom: 
You have been counted worthy to become tem-
ples of God. But you have instead suddenly 
become more like sepulchers, having the same 
sort of smell. This is dreadful. It is extreme 
wretchedness that one in whom Christ dwells 
and in whom the Holy Spirit has worked such 
great works should turn out to be a sepulcher, a 
place for death. What wretchedness is this? 
What mourning and lamentation does this call 
for! The members of the body of Christ have 
become a tomb of uncleanness? Remember 
your sonship and how you were born. Consider 
of what things you have been counted worthy. 
Recall what sort of garment you received in 

baptism. You were intended to be a temple 
without fault, beautiful, not adorned with gold 
or pearls but with the spirit that is more pre-
cious than these. You are hardly ready to 
appear in the city above if you remain a sepul-
cher below. For if here this is forbidden, much 
more there. Even here you are an object of 
scorn. You carry around a dead soul. You are 
shunned. Be honest. If anyone were to go 
around carrying about a dead body, wouldn’t 
everyone else rush for cover! Wouldn’t they all 
flee? But this is what you are like. You go about 
carrying a corpse far more grievous than this. 
It is a soul deadened by sins, a soul paralyzed. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 73.3.36 

J E S U S  P R E D I C T S  T H E I R  P U N I S H M E N T

M A T T H E W  2 3 : 2 9 - 3 6

Overview: Jesus pronounces woe upon the 
scribes and Pharisees because while pretending 
to condemn those who killed the prophets, they 
do worse. Yet in no way did this cause them to 
be corrected. To build the tombs of the prophets 

means to interpret prophetic writings only ac-
cording to the “bodily” (i.e., literal and histori-
cal) sense, disregarding the spiritual meaning. 
Such were the Pharisees who used to kill the 
prophetic message by separating its body from 
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soul and spirit (Origen). While condemning 
their ancestors who murdered the prophets, 
they committed worse crimes, murdering Jesus 
and the apostles. Fruition of the crime by these 
last murderers guaranteed them divine punish-
ment for the crimes of all their generation 
(Cyril of Alexandria). They built the tombs of 
the prophets to gain human respect, not for the 
glory of God. Thus they tried to make God their 
accomplice. As serpents are the cleverest ani-
mals, so the hypocrites are the smartest of hu-
man beings, yet also the most harmful ones 
(Incomplete Work on Matthew). There are 
different hypotheses on the identity of Zecha-
riah from Matthew 23:35 ( Jerome). 
Matthew 23:29-36 Matthew 23:29-36

23:29 Adorning the Monuments of the 
Righteous 

You Build Tombs for the Prophets. Chry-
sostom: Jesus did not pronounce woe upon 
them because they blamed others or because 
they build monuments. Rather, he pronounces 
woe because while pretending to condemn those 
who killed the prophets, they do worse. They 
witness against themselves. As for evidence that 
their adorning of monuments is a pretense, Luke 
says, “Woe to you! For you build the tombs of 
the prophets whom your fathers killed. So you 
are witnesses and consent to the deeds of your 
fathers; for they killed them, and you build their 
tombs.”1 Their purpose was not to honor those 
that were slain but to make a show of the mur-
ders. They are afraid lest, when the tombs had 
perished by time, the proof of their daring 
should fade away. They set up these buildings as 
a kind of trophy, priding themselves in the dar-
ing deeds of those men and displaying them. 
This is what is reproved by the Lord. The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 74.1.2 

23:30 We Would Not Have Shed the 
Prophets’ Blood 

Who Shed the Blood of the Prophets. 

Origen: Once the prophets had departed this 
life, their bodies were in the tomb but their 
souls and spirits were in the “realm of the living.” 
Accordingly, the historical narrative of the pro-
phetic writings is to be regarded as the body but 
their spiritual meaning and the inner truth as 
the soul and spirit which inhabits history. It is 
not improper then for us to consider the “tombs 
of the prophets” to be the letters on the pages of 
their books, in which the narrative lays as 
though it were a body placed in a tomb. Those 
persons therefore who receive and understand 
the spiritual meaning of the prophetic writings 
and the truth hidden within them have the soul 
and spirit of the prophets and are themselves 
made into a sort of realm of the living prophets. 
. . . Those who neither seek nor accept the spiri-
tual meaning but attend only to the simple, his-
torical narrative study the bodies of the 
prophets in the letters and pages of the books, 
as though in so many tombs. Such persons were 
the Pharisees, who were rightly called Pharisees 
(that is, the “separated”) because they separated 
the spiritual meaning of the prophets from their 
bodily history, as though expelling the prophets’ 
souls from their bodies, killing them and ren-
dering them devoid of soul and spirit. It was also 
right for the Pharisees to be called “hypocrites,” 
because they built and adorned only the tombs 
of the prophets which contained their bodily 
history, which is to say that they studied only 
the letter of their writings and books. They did 
not understand that those who study dead bod-
ies (the historical narrative) may seem to act 
with reverence toward the memory of the 
prophets but are in fact being most irreverent. 
Their attempts to defend themselves against the 
charge of being associated with “those who 
killed the prophets” and to prove themselves 
innocent only add to the crimes of “those who 
killed the prophets,” thereby filling up the “mea-
sure” of the iniquity of their fathers by not 
believing in Christ, whom the prophets pro-

1Lk 11:47-48.   2PG 58:679; NPNF 1 10:445.



Matthew 23:29-36

180

claimed not through the historical sense of their 
writings but through the spiritual sense. Com-
mentary on Matthew 27.3 

Sons of Those Who Murdered the 
Prophets: Chrysostom: And you yourselves 
continue to do these things in this spirit. 
Though you may speak to the contrary, you still 
do them. You say, “If we had lived in the days of 
our fathers we would not have taken part with 
them in shedding the blood of the prophets.” Yet 
your own disposition is evident. Even as you are 
unfolding your intention, you are already 
expressing it, however disguised. So Jesus adds, 
“Thus you witness against yourselves, that you 
are the sons of those who murdered the proph-
ets.” If you are the son of a murderer but do not 
partake of the mind of your father, you yourself 
are not to blame. But if you do so partake, you 
have an affinity with his wickedness. The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 74.1.4 

23:31 You Witness Against Yourselves 

The Same Kinds of Evil. Cyril of Alexan-
dria: We will carefully investigate what the 
Savior says. The forefathers of the Jews killed 
the holy prophets who were transmitting the 
divine word to them in those times. They surely 
have become witnesses for some of them, 
because the prophets are now revered and hon-
ored. They have placed crowns on their heads or 
assign . . . honor to their tombs as to holy things, 
for believing the prophets to be holy men, they 
have become the judges of those who have killed 
them. For by honoring them in this way, they 
have spoken against those who killed them, and 
through these things they accuse them of having 
acted wickedly. But though they agreed to con-
demn the murders committed by their own fore-
fathers, they were about to become threshing 
floors for the same kind of evils, indeed, to 
things even worse. They “killed the author of 
life”5 and added to their impieties against him 
other murders, those of his holy apostles. For 

while one scrutinizes the sins of others, making 
a decision according to one’s innate reason, one 
sees the wickedness and censures it. . . . He who 
is led into similar passions is like a blind man 
carried away. Fragment 260.6 

Those Who Murdered the Prophets. 
Hilary of Poitiers: The form of judgment is 
perfect; the understanding and idea of equity are 
instilled in each of us by nature so that the more 
fully the ideal of equity is known, the less need 
there is for the forgiveness of iniquity. The peo-
ple of the law killed all the prophets. They had 
become inflamed with hatred toward them 
because of the harshness of their reproaches, 
since the prophets had publicly called them 
thieves, murderers, adulterers and sacrilegious. 
Moreover, because they had denounced the Jews 
as unworthy of the kingdom of heaven and 
because they taught that the Gentiles would be 
the heirs of the covenant of God, they afflicted 
the prophets with a variety of other punish-
ments. The descendants, however, repudiated 
the deeds of their fathers, honoring the proph-
ets’ books, decorating their tombs, restoring 
their sepulchers and attesting by these forms of 
respect that they were not culpable of the crimes 
of their fathers. On Matthew 24.8.7 

23:32 Fill the Measure of Your Ancestors 

Just Piety. Incomplete Work on Matthew: 
Every good deed that is done for God is univer-
sally good for everything and everyone. Deeds 
that are not seen to benefit everything and every-
one, however, are done on account of man, as the 
present matter itself demonstrates. For example, 
those who build reliquaries and adorn churches 
seem to be doing good. If they imitate the justice 
of God, if the poor benefit from their goods and if 
they do not acquire their goods through violence 
against others, it is clear that they are building for 

3GCS 38.2:45-46.   4PG 58:679; NPNF 1 10:445.   5Acts 3:15.   
6MKGK 241.   7SC 258:174.



Matthew 23:29-36

181

the glory of God. If they fail to observe God’s jus-
tice, . . . and if the poor never benefit from their 
goods and if they acquire their goods from others 
by means of violence or fraud, who is so foolish 
not to understand that they are building for 
human respect rather than for the glory of God? 
Those who build reliquaries in a just manner 
ensure that the poor do not suffer as a result of it. 
For the martyrs do not rejoice when they are hon-
ored by gifts for which the poor paid with their 
tears. What kind of justice is it to give gifts to the 
dead and to despoil the living or to drain blood 
from the poor and offer it to God? To do such 
things is not to offer sacrifice to God but to 
attempt to make God an accomplice in violence, 
since whoever knowingly accepts a gift which was 
acquired by sinful means participates in the sin. 
Homily 45.8 

23:33 You Serpents 

You Brood of Vipers. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: Serpents are the most clever of all 
the animals, but they use it for evil, not for 
good, since they are forever scheming to bite 
something, and, once they’ve attacked, to con-
ceal themselves. Similarly hypocrites are the 
cleverest of all people, for while appearing to live 
innocent lives, they are always planning how to 
injure their neighbor and then to continue along 
their way as though they had done no harm to 
anyone. Homily 45.9 

Responsibility for Murder. Cyril of 
Alexandria: The punishment of all the mur-
ders committed in the past will fall on the last 
generation of murderers according to a certain 
pattern, although God speaking through the 
prophet does say that “the fathers will not die 
for the sins of the children”10 . . . and indeed, 
“each will die for his own sin.”11 What then 
should we think about this?12 How can a later 
generation be punished for the murders com-
mitted by others, concerning whom Christ says 
these things? Won’t Cain be punished for the 

murder of Abel? . . . How is it that these poor 
souls will be subjected to the punishment due to 
all these people? For God is not unjust but is the 
righteous judge, powerful and patient, according 
to the testimony of the Scripture. Therefore we 
think there is a certain intention contained 
within the things that have been spoken that 
applies to the present case and helps us to fit one 
thing to another. Let it be taken for granted 
then that this may be so in the present case. Let 
us say that they have become robbers in that 
land. These men were plundering the surround-
ing villages and killing their inhabitants. But the 
prince of the realm did not immediately strip 
them of the ruler’s sword. Rather, he was eager 
to teach them differently through the use of 
threats. . . . But I suppose someone of the last 
who have been cruelly punished will say that 
they have received the penalty due to all. . . . You 
will also understand something such as this con-
cerning God. For God was extremely patient in 
the preceding times until he deemed it necessary 
to set a boundary on his longsuffering. For it 
was also necessary that the divine anger fall 
upon these. On the one hand, they continued to 
sin against people and their fellow servants. On 
the other hand, they killed the Lord of all. Not 
that it is for this reason that he harshly pun-
ished the last ones but that it is astonishing that 
he has borne patiently with them to the present 
time. Fragment 261.13 

How Are You to Escape? Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: “How will you avoid 
being sentenced to Gehenna?” They build 
churches but do not hold the true faith of the 
churches they build. They read the Scriptures 
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but do not believe them. They call upon the 
prophets, apostles and martyrs but neither imi-
tate their works nor profess their faith. Have 
you not heard him who said, “It is not those who 
say to me ‘Lord, Lord’ who will enter into the 
kingdom of heaven but those who do the will of 
my Father”?14 Just as not all who call upon the 
Lord are of the Lord but only those who do his 
will, neither does everyone who extols the apos-
tles, prophets and martyrs thereby venerate 
them, but only those who imitate their works 
and hold their faith. Homily 45.15 

23:34 Sending Prophets, Wise Men and 
Scribes 

Tongues Like Whips. Origen: The unfruit-
ful scribes of the law are different from the 
scribes who were sent by Christ on account of 
the gospel, in whose work the spirit vivifies but 
the letter does not kill, as does the letter of the 
law. Those who follow the letter of the law incur 
faithlessness and vain superstitions. Those who 
follow the letter of the gospel (i.e., its simple 
narrative), however, are saved. For the literal 
story of the gospel itself is sufficient for the sal-
vation of the more simple among us. And if you 
see scribes of the law and Pharisees acting not 
only against “wise men” of the gospel and 
“prophets” of Christ but also against the 
“scribes” of the new covenant, you will see how 
(insofar as they are able) they kill the prophets 
of Christ and crucify the scribes and scourge 
them with slanderous speech in their syna-
gogues. It is common to hear how the sects, the 
so-called spiritual men of the Pharisees, use 
their tongues like whips to scourge Christians 
with curses and to pursue them “from town to 
town,” sometimes bodily, sometimes spiritually, 
wanting to expel them from their own town, 
which is the law and prophets and the gospel 
and the apostles, and to drive them by deceitful 
means into another, foreign town, which is 
another gospel. Commentary on Matthew 
27.16 

23:35 Righteous Blood 

The Blood of Zechariah. Jerome: Because 
we read about so many Zechariahs in Scripture, 
we need to inquire into the identity of this par-
ticular Zechariah, the son of Barachiah. Lest we 
mistake him for another, the Gospel specifies 
“whom you killed between the sanctuary and 
the altar.” Yet there remains a variety of diverse 
opinions on this question, each of which ought 
to be considered.17 Some say that this Zechariah 
the son of Barachiah is the eleventh of the 
twelve minor prophets. Although their fathers 
share the same name, however, they cannot 
be the same persons because the prophet Zecha-
riah was never said to have been killed between 
the sanctuary and the altar and especially 
because the temple had just recently been 
destroyed in the prophet’s time. Others want us 
to believe that this Zechariah is the father of 
John the Baptist, killed because he proclaimed 
the advent of the Savior on the basis of some-
thing he had dreamed. Because this theory 
doesn’t have the authority of Scripture, how-
ever, it can be disproven as easily as it can be 
proven. Still others maintain that this is the 
Zechariah who was killed between the sanctu-
ary and the altar by Joash the king of Judah, as is 
chronicled in the book of Kings.18 But that 
Zechariah was the son of Jehoida the priest, not 
Barachiah, as the Scripture relates: “Joash did 
not remember the good which Jehoida, Zecha-
riah’s father, had done for him.”19 Commen-
tary on Matthew 4.23.35.20 

23:36 It Will Come on This Generation 

Committing Grievous Acts. Chrysostom: 
Mark how well he has forewarned them. Even 
after he has pointed out their hypocrisy, they 
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claim that they would not have shed the blood of 
the prophets. Jesus shamed them thoroughly, 
saying, “While you condemn them, you do 
things worse. These things shall not be without 
punishment.” He thus implants in them fear 
beyond words. He reminds them of hell. Then 
because that was to come, he brought home to 
them the terrors as even present. “Truly I say to 
you, all this will come upon this generation.” He 
added also unspeakable severity to the ven-
geance, saying that they shall suffer more griev-

ous things than all these. Yet in no way did this 
cause them to be corrected. But if anyone ask 
why they will suffer more grievously than all, we 
would say, Because they have first committed 
more grievous things than all, and by none of 
the things that have been done to correct them 
have they been brought to a sound mind. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 74.2.21 

Matthew 23:37-39

J E S U S ’  L O V E  F O R  J E R U S A L E M

M A T T H E W  2 3 : 3 7 - 3 9

Overview: O Jerusalem, Jerusalem! This is the 
exclamation of one who at the same time pities, 
bemoans and greatly loves his beloved. It is like 
a woman who is much beloved yet who has de-
spised the one who loved her. Now on the point 
of her punishment, just as the punishment is 
about to be inflicted, he pleads for her. With 
what warmth is his affection expressed, as a 
mother for her brood. This is the language of 
one who loves earnestly. Jesus is poignantly ap-
pealing to the city in relation to the judgment 
that is to come. He is not merely warning them 
concerning their past follies. He is now speaking 
of the future day of his second coming (Chry-
sostom). Foreseeing the tribulations and blood-
shed to come, he grieves not so much for the 
saints to be murdered, since he knew the glory 
prepared for them after death, but for those who 
were to receive evil in this life and even worse in 

the life to come (Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew). The whole economy of salvation was fo-
cused on gathering his people into one, under 
his protection, symbolized by the wings. Yet 
they could not bear to remain under his protec-
tion and scattered themselves instead (Apolli-
naris). It is only Christ, the Son of the Father, 
who can come “in the name of the Lord” (Cyril 
of Alexandria). 

23:37 As a Hen Gathers Her Brood 

O Jerusalem, Jerusalem. Chrysostom: 
Then he directs his speech at the city, yet with 
the intention of correcting his hearers. He says, 
“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem!” Why the repetition? 
This is the speech of one who at the same time 
pities, bemoans and greatly loves this city. The 
emotive quality is like a woman who is much be-

21PG 58:681; NPNF 1 10:446.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+23%3A37-39&version=RSV


Matthew 23:37-39

184

loved and forever loved, yet who had despised 
the one who loved her. Now on the point of her 
punishment, just as the punishment is about to 
be inflicted, he pleads for her. The prophets also 
had similar words when they said, “Turn to me, 
and she did not return.”1 

Then having called her, he tells also her 
bloodstained deeds, she who has been “killing 
the prophets and stoning those who are sent to 
you! How often would I have gathered your chil-
dren together as a hen gathers her brood under 
her wings, but you would not!” In this way Jesus 
is also pleading his own case. But even with all 
this you have turned me aside. Yet I have not 
withdrawn my great affection toward you. It was 
my desire often to draw you to myself, but you 
would not. 
Matthew 23:37-39Jerusalem is defeating itself by its sins. Yet 
what affection remains. With what warmth is 
his affection expressed, as a mother for her 
brood. Everywhere in the prophets is this same 
image of the wings, both in the song of Moses2 
and in the Psalms,3 indicating his great protec-
tion and care. 

“But you would not,” he says, so “behold, 
your house is forsaken and desolate,” stripped of 
the protection which comes from me. 

It surely was this same one who had been 
protecting the city, and holding it together and 
preserving it, who had found it necessary to 
chasten his beloved. So now a punishment is 
appointed, one that brings exceeding dread and 
implies the entire overthrow of the city.  The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 74.3.4 

For Whom Was the Lord Grieving? 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: The whole 
future is before the gaze of the Lord, for he fore-
saw the fall of Jerusalem and the wound which 
was to be inflicted upon its people by the Roman 
Empire. It was on account of these things that 
he raised his mournful lamentation, crying, 
“Jerusalem, Jerusalem.” He was thinking of the 
blood that flowed from the bodies of his saints, 
soon to be shed yet again. Nevertheless the Lord 

was not grieving over the suffering sustained by 
these holy ones, for he knew what kind of glory 
he had prepared for them after death. Instead, 
he was mourning the destruction of those who 
were to receive evil in this life and even worse in 
the life to come. Homily 46.5

Ardent Care for Her Brood. Apolli-
naris: He was soon to rain calamitous blows on 
Jerusalem because of its bloodthirsty nature. For 
that very reason Jesus accuses it of possessing a 
murderous disposition. For he says it kills the 
prophets and stones the ones sent to it. So often 
[the city] could have obtained mercy, but it does 
not desire it. How many times he demonstrated 
this, on many occasions and to many descen-
dants, as when he brought back the people from 
captivity. But through their sins they continu-
ally scattered themselves. By speaking of wings 
and shelter Jesus teaches in a way appropriate 
for God and illustrates the meaning of Moses’ 
words through a human comparison. “He spread 
his wings and welcomed them.”6 And David: 
“But the children of men take refuge in the 
shadow of your wings.”7 For when Satan scat-
tered them on one side into idolatry and on the 
other into a love for pleasure, he sent prophets 
to them. Then through himself he came that he 
might gather them together “into one.” But they 
could not bear to remain under his protection. 
“For I,” he says, “like a loving hen always held 
you to draw you to myself, but you had no desire 
for this. You scattered yourself through your 
constant sinning and drew away from God.” But 
this is a prolific hen who has many children. She 
ardently loves and cares for her children and 
willingly gives herself for them. Fragment 121.8 

23:38-39 A Forsaken and Desolate House 

You Will Not See Me Again. Chrysostom: 
“For I tell you, you will not see me again, until 

1Jer 3:7.   2Deut 32:11.   3E.g., Ps 91:4.   4PG 58:682; NPNF 1 10:447.   
5PG 56:894.   6Deut 32:11.   7Ps 36:7 (35:8 LXX).   8MKGK 241.
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you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of 
the Lord.’ ” This is the language of one that 
loves earnestly. He is poignantly appealing to 
them in relation to the judgment that is to come. 
He is not merely warning them concerning their 
past follies. He is now speaking of the future day 
of his second coming. 

So did this occur? Did they not see him from 
that time? He was speaking of the time up to his 
crucifixion. 

They had been continually accusing him of 
being a foe to God. He can do nothing now but 
show them who he is, as Son of the Father, in full 
accord with the Father’s will. He indicates him-
self to be the very one expected by the prophets. 
This is why he uses the same words as did the 
prophets. In this way he intimated both his res-
urrection and his second coming. He made all 
this plain even to the utterly unbelieving but 
even more surely to all who would worship him.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 74.3.9 

The Vision of Faith. Cyril of Alexandria: 
That which has been spoken possesses an inter-
pretation that comes through the vision of faith. 
For when “the fullness of the nations come in”10 
and they believe in Christ, then the Jews who 
believe after these things see the beauty of the 
divine nature of Christ. They behold the Father 
in the Son and declare him to be the Redeemer 
proclaimed through the prophets, whom the 
prophets previously mentioned as coming in the 
name of the Lord. For the other prophets did 
not come in the name of the Lord. For they were 
saying, “The Lord says these things”11 and “I am 
the servant of the Lord, and I worship the God 
of heaven.”12 Fragment 264.13 
Matthew 24:1-14 Matthew 23:37-39

9PG 58:683; NPNF 1 10:447-48.   10Rom 11:25.   11Jer 14:15.   12Jon 
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J E S U S  S P E A K S  O F  T H E  D E S T R U C T I O N  O F  T H E  

T E M P L E , O F  T R O U B L E S  A N D  P E R S E C U T I O N S

M A T T H E W  2 4 : 1 - 1 4

Overview: Everyone who receives the Word of 
God is a temple. Every sin damages the temple, 
yet complete departure from God destroys it. 
Moreover, Jesus meant replacement of the mate-
rial building of the temple with the unsurpassed 
mystical temple of Scripture, composed of the 
inspired words and phrases (Origen). Jesus 
meant the temple to be destroyed after his cruci-
fixion, not in the consummation of the age 
(Cyril of Alexandria). In accordance with 
Jesus’ prediction, the Jewish temple stood while 
Christ and the kingdom of God dwelt among the 
Jews. When they departed from the Jews to the 
Gentiles, the temple collapsed (Origen). The 
temple of Jerusalem was to be destroyed, since 
the more beautiful and eternal temple, which is 
every practicing Christian, was being conse-
crated by the Holy Spirit (Hilary of Poitiers). 
The olives that were planted on the Mount of 
Olives are the Christian churches, which are 
taken care of by the farmer, the Word of God. It 
is this farmer who grafts branches of a wild tree, 
the Gentiles, into the good tree of the righteous 
(Origen). The disciples asked about the end of 
the world for our benefit so that we would know 
the signs of the coming end and would expect it 
eagerly. These signs, however, are to be inter-
preted not literally and chronologically but spir-
itually (Incomplete Work on Matthew). Jesus 
foretold the coming wars to strengthen his disci-
ples (Chrysostom). Interpreted in a moral 
sense, this passage refers to the spiritual strug-
gle and afflictions of anyone who is about to see 
the Word of God coming into their soul (Ori-
gen). Even the most grievous cooling down of 
love will not harm the noble and the firm (Chry-
sostom). The preaching of the gospel in the 
whole world is almost accomplished, so no one 

has the excuse of not knowing it ( Jerome). Be-
fore the end of the world the church will be se-
duced by diverse heresies (Incomplete Work on 
Matthew). 

24:1 The Buildings of the Temple 

You Are a Temple. Origen: Everyone who 
receives the Word of God into himself is a tem-
ple. Everyone who does not completely fall 
away from God after sinning but retains some 
vestiges of faith and devotion to the command-
ments of God remains a temple, albeit partially 
destroyed. Whoever fails to take care of his 
soul after he sins, however, but continues to 
walk away from the faith and from the life of 
the gospel is progressively alienated until he 
has fully departed from the living God. Then he 
will be a temple in which “there will not be left 
one stone” of the teaching of the command-
ments of God “upon another that will not be de-
stroyed.” . . . 

The temple of God was a building composed 
of distinct words, every Scripture from the Old 
Testament plainly having been constructed 
according to the historical sense. By their 
arrangement of words and phrases, Moses and 
the prophets built it in such a way that the 
beauty of the stones, that is, the meaning of 
their carefully chosen sayings, would command 
the admiration and praise of everyone. When 
the disciples of Jesus attempted to direct his 
attention to the structure of the temple, he 
responded by saying that this first, merely phys-
ical building must be destroyed by the Word so 
that another, more divine, more mystical temple 
might be constructed in its place. That other 
temple is the Scripture, as has already been 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+24%3A1-14&version=RSV
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demonstrated.  Commentary on Matthew 30-
31.1 

You See These Buildings. Cyril of Alex-
andria: Some were pointing out to Christ the 
magnificent things in the temple and how it was 
adorned by the gifts that had been dedicated to 
God. For they supposed that Jesus would admire 
with them all there was to see, although being 
God he has heaven as his throne! He does offer a 
teaching concerning them, but he had already 
predicted that according to the times the temple 
would utterly fall. The Roman army is being 
gathered for this very thing, demanding the sur-
render of Israel itself as all Jerusalem suffers the 
punishment of the slaying of the Lord. For let 
me tell you, it came to pass that they suffered 
these things after the crucifixion of the Savior. 
But they did not understand the meaning of 
Jesus’ teachings. They supposed his teachings 
concerned the consummation of the age. Frag-
ment 266.2 

24:2 One Stone Not Left on Another 

The Kingdom Will Be Taken from You. 
Origen: After Christ predicted everything that 
was about to happen to Jerusalem, he who had 
preserved the temple left it, lest it collapse while 
he was still in it.3 The temple stood safe and 
secure as long as the Word and the kingdom of 
God were with the Jews, as did all things Jewish. 
Subsequently, however, the kingdom of God 
was taken from the Jews and given to the Gen-
tiles, as it is written, “The kingdom of God will 
be taken away from you and given to the nations 
who produce its fruit.”4 Both Jesus and the king-
dom of God were then established among the 
Gentiles. Therefore neither Jesus nor the king-
dom of God is to be found among the Jews, 
because they were abandoned “like a booth in a 
vineyard and like a hut in a cucumber field and 
like a city besieged,”5 on account of the crime 
they committed against Christ. Commentary 
on Matthew 29.6 

Not One Stone upon Another. Hilary of 
Poitiers: The magnificent splendor of the tem-
ple’s design was shown to Christ immediately 
after he had warned of Jerusalem’s desolation, as 
though to move him. Yet he said that everything 
had to be destroyed and the scattered stones of 
its entire foundation demolished, for an eternal 
temple was being consecrated as a dwelling place 
of the Holy Spirit. This eternal temple is the 
man who is made worthy of becoming God’s 
habitation through knowledge of the Son, con-
fession of the Father and obedience to the com-
mandments. On Matthew 25.1.7 

24:3 What Will Be the Sign of Your Coming?

He Sat on the Mount of Olives. Origen: 
I regard the allegory of the Mount of Olives to 
refer to the churches of the Gentiles, among 
whom olive trees were planted. Each church is 
able to say, “I am like a fruitful olive tree in the 
house of God.”8 Perhaps also in this Mount of 
Olives, where the roots of good olive trees live,9 
branches of a wild olive tree were grafted into 
the good tree in the place of those branches 
which had been “broken off for their unbelief.”10 
The farmer residing on the Mount of Olives is 
the Word of God as professed in the church, 
which is Christ, who continually grafts wild 
olive branches into the good tree of our father 
Moses and the other prophets, so that having 
been strengthened by the holy prophets (whose 
prophecies they understood to refer to Christ), 
these new branches might offer more abundant, 
richer fruit than the first olive branches, which 
had been cut off and made useless on account of 

1GCS 38.2:56-57.   2MKGK 243-44.   3According to the exegetical 
theme already mentioned (cf. p. 92 n. 19), the function of the temple 
was exhausted with the advent of Christ. In this sense, Christ’s dis-
tancing himself from it signified its end, which in a short time was 
actually accomplished by the Roman soldiers.   4Mt 21:43.   5Is 1:8.   
6GCS 38.2:55.   7SC 258:180.   8Ps 52:8 (51:10 LXX).   9The symbolic 
meaning which Origen applies to Jesus’ stay on the Mount of Olives 
springs from the connection with Romans 11:17-24; the pagans are 
like the wild olive branch grafted onto the good domestic tree (the 
Jews).   10Rom 11:20.
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the curse which was in the law. Commentary 
on Matthew 32.11 

They Questioned for Our Benefit. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: Here the 
disciples were asking, “When will this be that no 
stone of the temple stands upon another, as you 
said?” With these questions and others, they 
asked Jesus also to indicate to them the end of 
the age, which he had not mentioned. They 
asked questions about the temple for their own 
benefit, but those questions concerning the end 
of the age were asked for our benefit. We never 
saw the destruction of the temple, nor did they 
see the end of the age. It was expedient therefore 
that they hear about the signs of the temple’s de-
struction and that we learn to recognize the 
signs of the world’s consummation. The work’s 
completion is sweet to every laborer, and the 
traveler eagerly awaits his arrival at home. The 
mercenary frequently counts the days to year’s 
end, and the farmer constantly looks forward to 
harvest time. The merchant examines his purse 
day and night, and an expecting mother contin-
ually thinks of her delivery date. In a similar 
way, the servants of God eagerly anticipate the 
consummation of the age, for it is written, 
“Wherever your treasure is, there will your 
heart be also.”12 

If you have a certain quantity of valuable 
property stored away in your house, when you 
come in from the street, you will naturally direct 
your gaze in the direction of those valuables 
before you look anywhere else. Likewise, the 
saints fix their gaze there where their crown has 
been laid up for them. It is also of some benefit 
to be able to recognize the end of the age, for 
when a man is on a journey, the closer he gets to 
home, the more he begins to celebrate.  Hom-
ily 48.13 

The Disciples Came to Him Privately. 
Chrysostom: Since they meant to inquire 
about confidential matters, the disciples came to 
him privately. They were deeply troubled about 

when the day of his coming would be. They 
eagerly desired to behold that glory and the 
countless blessing that will accompany it. Yet 
they asked him two things. When will these 
things come to pass—especially the overturning 
of the temple? And what will be the sign of his 
coming at the close of the age? The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 75.1.14 

24:4-5 Do Not Be Led Astray 

They Will Lead Many Astray. Origen: 
Come up to the moral and spiritual sense of 
Scripture and see if you can discover an inter-
pretation worthy of the excellence of the knowl-
edge of Christ and of the discernment of the 
Evangelists, lest you denigrate the dignity of 
evangelical wisdom with a lesser interpretation. 
Let us see then if mindful of that which was 
handed down from above concerning him who 
said “Many will come in my name saying, ‘I am 
the Christ,’ and they will seduce many,” we can 
interpret these things in accordance with their 
consequences. It is inevitable that everyone who 
has been made perfect and has been given to see 
the glorious coming of the Word in his soul, 
everyone who has destroyed, devoured and cru-
cified the world so that all things worldly are 
dead to him, and has trained his mind for under-
standing, will eventually engage doctrinal bat-
tles in the course of his search and discernment. 
He will hear many voices from divergent tradi-
tions professing to have the truth. Like a good 
soldier of the Word, however, his soul shall 
remain safe from all those opponents of the 
truth who feign adherence to the truth. In this 
way, he will be made worthy to receive in his 
soul the glorious coming of Christ, the Word of 
God who was “in the beginning with God,”15 
who comes to those who, having recognized him 
“according to the flesh”16 and having received the 
Word who “became flesh,”17 then ascended far 

11GCS 38.2:57.   12Mt 6:21.   13PG 56:900.   14PG 58:686; NPNF 1 
10:450.   15Jn 1:1.   162 Cor 5:16.   17Jn 1:14.
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beyond these things to behold no ordinary glory, 
but “the glory as of the only begotten of the 
Father.”18 Commentary on Matthew 35.19 

24:6 Wars and Rumors of Wars 

Interpreting the Signs. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: In the interest of acquir-
ing a better understanding of Christ’s response, 
it would seem imprudent to neglect to consider 
first the apostles’ question. The apostles asked 
two questions. First, they asked, “What will be 
the sign of the destruction of Jerusalem?” Sec-
ond, they asked, “What will be the sign of the 
end of the world?” At the dissolution of the na-
tion of Judea, Jerusalem was destroyed, but what 
seemed to be Jerusalem was not the true Jerusa-
lem. Likewise, the church will appear to have 
been forsaken or almost forsaken at the end of 
the world, but what seemed to be the church 
was not and is not the true church. The Lord did 
not differentiate between the signs of the de-
struction of Jerusalem and the signs of the end 
of the world, for the signs that pertain to both 
events are one and the same. This is so because 
Christ did not respond to his apostles’ questions 
as though he were a historian explaining the 
chronological order of events but rather in the 
manner of a prophet foretelling what would 
have to take place. Prophecies are always com-
municated through mysteries and properly un-
derstood as mysteries. 

What does this mean for the passage at hand? 
If we want to understand them in the full spiri-
tual sense, the signs of which Christ speaks—
famine, wars, tremors—could not pertain to the 
destruction of Jerusalem, because at the time of 
its capture nation was not rising against nation 
in the spiritual sense. [That] is to say that her-
etics were not then fighting among each other, 
since at the time of the apostles the heresies 
were still only in their seminal stage but didn’t 
germinate until the time of the Christian king, 
even though they are now fully grown, powerful 
forces. Moreover, there was no spiritual famine 

at the time of Jerusalem’s destruction but great 
abundance, as the psalmist said, “You visited the 
earth and watered it and increased its riches.”20 

Again, if we attempted to interpret these 
signs literally, they would tell us nothing about 
the end of the world, for there always have been 
and always will be wars, in the literal sense of 
the term. The same is true of famines and trem-
ors. Nothing can serve as a sign of future events 
that already is a normal occurrence. Only some-
thing new can properly be called a sign. Just as 
there is a literal Jerusalem, therefore, which is 
already conquered figuratively, there is also 
another, spiritual Jerusalem, the church of 
Christ, which must be tested at the end of the 
world and indeed is currently being tested. 
Therefore the signs of which the Lord spoke 
must be understood both spiritually and liter-
ally. Literally they speak of the destruction of 
Jerusalem, but spiritually they signify the trial 
of the church at the consummation of the age. 
Train your mind on both aspects then, on what 
occurred before Jerusalem was captured and on 
what will occur before the final trial of Christ’s 
church. Homily 48.21 

24:7 Nation Will Rise Against Nation 

Famines, Plagues and Tremors. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: “And there will be 
famines and plagues and tremors throughout 
the land.” Anyone who reads Josephus22 knows 
what kind of famines, plagues and tremors 
afflicted Judea before the fall of Jerusalem. 
Before the spiritual plundering of the church, 
however, a spiritual hunger for the Word and 
spiritual tremors and various plagues of carnal 
sins will undoubtedly afflict the Christian peo-
ple. So many schisms would never have arisen 
among Christians had they not already been 
famished for the Word, nor would they have 
suffered so many plagues, that is, diseases of 

18Jn 1:14.   19GCS 38.2:65.   20Ps. 65:9 (64:10 LXX).   21PG 56:900-
901.   22The obvious allusion is to Flavius Josephus Jewish Wars.
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carnal passion, if they had not been stirred up 
from without. This is what the Lord taught in 
the parable of the evil one planting weeds: 
“While the men were sleeping,” that is, when 
they neglected to guard against sin, “the enemy 
came and sowed weeds.”23 Homily 48.24 

24:8 All This Is but the Beginning 

Birth Pangs. Chrysostom: By “wars and 
rumors of wars” he refers to the troubles that are 
coming upon them. They supposed after that 
war the end would come. But see how he warns 
them: “But the end is not yet. For nation shall 
rise against nation, and kingdom against king-
dom.” He speaks of the preludes to the troubles 
of the Jews. “All this is but the beginning of the 
birth pangs,” that is, of the troubles that will 
befall them. “Then they will deliver you up to 
tribulation and put you to death.” This was the 
season for being candid about what was to come, 
in order that they might strengthen one another 
in facing their common miseries. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 75.2.25 

24:9 Hated for My Name’s Sake 

You Will Be Hated. Chrysostom: Then he 
added, “And you will be hated by all nations for 
my name’s sake. And then many will fall away 
and betray one another and hate one another. 
And many false prophets will arise and lead 
many astray. And because wickedness is multi-
plied, most men’s love will grow cold. But he 
who endures to the end will be saved.” This is 
the time of greatest evil, when the war becomes 
internal, for there are many false brothers. 

Note that the war is coming from three 
sources simultaneously: from the deceivers, 
from the enemies, from the false brothers. Later 
Paul would lament over the same complications, 
saying that there were “fightings without, fears 
within”26 and “danger from false brothers.”27 
Again he wrote, “For such men are false apos-
tles, deceitful workmen, disguising themselves 

as apostles of Christ.”28  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 75.2.29 

24:10 Many Will Fall Away 

Many Will Betray and Hate. Origen: If 
we ought to understand this passage in the 
moral sense, in accordance with how we treated 
the passages above, then we will explain its 
meaning as follows. It is necessary that he who 
is about to see the glorious coming of the Word 
of God in his soul should, like a great athlete, 
suffer the snares of his enemies and be given 
over to afflictions insofar as they advance the 
perfection of the Word within him. . . . 

The manifestation of the qualities of Christ 
implanted in him, on account of which he is called 
a Christian, makes him an object of hatred to ev-
eryone who has the spirit of the world. This per-
secution also only tends more and more toward 
the perfection of the indwelling of Christ. 

Few, however, will be left untouched by dis-
cussions and questions concerning the fullness 
of truth. Indeed, many will be “scandalized” and 
will fall on account of it, having been made 
betrayers and accusers of one another because 
of their dissensions over the truth of doctrine, 
which not everyone is able to learn. This is why 
they “hate one another.” Among the great many 
who will be engaged in questions of this sort, 
those “false prophets who deceive many” will 
report prophecies concerning the future inaccu-
rately and will interpret them incorrectly. Very 
few will seek the truth. False doctrines in and 
of themselves cannot overcome the power of 
truth, but those who have itchy ears will multi-
ply and will take delight in speaking evil con-
trary to the law. And the tendentious words of 
many teachers will do such great harm that 
even those whose charity was once fervent in 
the simplicity of faith will “grow cold” toward 

23Mt 13:25.   24PG 56:904.   25PG 58:688; NPNF 1 10:451-52.   262 
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the divine mysteries and toward the truth. But 
whoever is able to see all these things and yet to 
remain in communion with the original pur-
pose of the church’s founding and the apostolic 
tradition will be saved. In this way then the 
gospel will be preached to every soul and a tes-
timony will be given to every nation, that is, to 
all the unbelieving thoughts of every single 
individual.  Commentary on Matthew 39.30 

24:11 Many False Prophets Will Arise 

Why Heresy Is Permitted. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: For whom is it said, 
“Whoever perseveres to the end”? Is this said 
for the benefit of those who are persecuting 
Christians or seducing prophets? No, it is not. 
For just as medicine is administered to the sick 
rather than to the healthy, so also consolation is 
given to the endangered, not to the dangerous. 

“And the gospel will be proclaimed through-
out the whole world.” St. Mark clarifies this 
verse by adding, “First the gospel must be 
preached.” When the literal war was brought 
against Jerusalem, the gospel had just begun to 
be preached, but it had not yet extended to the 
whole world. Prior to the rise of the heresies, 
however, the proclamation of the gospel had 
already been completed. For the knowledge of 
Christ reached everyone either through individ-
ual preachers or by one nation evangelizing 
another continually until the time of the Chris-
tian king. If you want to know with certainty, 
however, that the knowledge of Christ had been 
extended to the whole world by that time, con-
sider that the very purpose for which the hereti-
cal wars began was so that there might be a 
decision for the better doctrine. Therefore as 
long as there is still a summons, since a sum-
mons is as much an impediment to a final deci-
sion as a decision is to a summons, there can be 
no decisive choice.  Homily 48.31 

24:12-14 The Gospel Preached Throughout 
the World 

Preached Throughout the Whole 
World. Chrysostom: What is even more ter-
rible than all of these things is that they shall 
not even have love’s consolation. “Most men’s 
love will grow cold.” Even all this, however, will 
in no way harm those who are noble and firm. 
So do not be afraid. Do not be troubled. If you 
demonstrate the patience that fits your faith, 
these dangers will not prevail over you. You will 
see proof of this when the gospel will be 
preached everywhere in the world. Then you 
will be above all these things that would other-
wise alarm you. You will preach everywhere. You 
will not waste away in despair asking whether 
you will survive. Then he added, “This gospel of 
the kingdom will be preached throughout the 
whole world, as a testimony to all nations; and 
then the end will come.” The sign of this final 
time will be the downfall of Jerusalem. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 75.2.32 

Leaving No Excuse. Jerome: The sign of the 
Lord’s coming is that the gospel will be preached 
throughout the entire world, leaving no one any 
excuse. We believe that this has already been 
accomplished or is about to be accomplished, 
since it appears to me that there remains no 
nation that does not know the name of Christ. 
Even if they haven’t been visited by an evange-
list themselves, certainly they have heard about 
the Christian faith from neighboring countries. 
Commentary on Matthew 4.24.14.33 

Then the End Will Come. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: Both the end of the world 
and the antichrist must be understood according 
to the spiritual sense of Scripture, since her-
esies, famines, epidemics and all such things will 
precede each of them. Finally, however, the 
abomination of desolation, which is the army of 
the antichrist, will stand in the holy place. The 
army of the antichrist consists principally of 

30GCS 38.2:76-77.   31PG 56:906.   32PG 58:688; NPNF 1 10:452.   
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every heresy which finds its way into the church 
and stands in its holy place that it might appear 
to be the word of truth, even though it is no 
word of truth at all, but the abomination of des-
olation and the army of the antichrist which 
separates the souls of many from God. Perhaps 
it was of this that the apostle said, “who opposes 
and exalts himself against everything which is 
called God or is worshiped, so that he might be 
seated in the temple of God, proclaiming him-
self to be God.”34 In this way, the collective evil 
of diverse heresies, which at one time were only 
rumored, will then stand in the holy place and 

desecrate the church of Christ. Having been 
given license to go this far, they will then begin 
to possess the churches entirely. We here 
announce that reports of war, famines, earth-
quakes, epidemics, rumors of heresy, depriva-
tion of the Word, the beating of Christians and 
the corruption of morals have already been pre-
ceding these events from the time of Constan-
tine to the reign of Theodosius.35 Homily 49.36 

T H E  D E S O L A T I N G  S A C R I L E G E

M A T T H E W  2 4 : 1 5 - 2 8

Overview: Abomination of desolation signifies 
either idolatry or worship of antichrist ( Je-
rome). In the end of time there will be no hope 
of salvation from destruction (Chrysostom). 
Prohibition of going from housetop back to the 
house may be interpreted as prohibition of re-

turning from spiritual life to earthly cares (Hil-
ary of Poitiers). Not to turn back from the 
field means not to turn back to the prebaptismal 
state of sin (Origen). The field represents the 
church, where the flowers of virtue flourish. 
Turning back from the field is returning to sin, 

342 Thess 2:4.   35Constantine reigned A.D. 306-337; Theodosius 
reigned A.D. 347-395.   36PG 56:906-7.
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which obstructs salvation (Epiphanius the 
Latin). Flight on the sabbath means departing 
from this life in the state of indolence, while 
winter signifies the season of spiritual unfruit-
fulness (Cyril of Alexandria). In accordance 
with Jesus’ prophecy, the terrors and tragedy of 
the Roman anti-Jewish universal campaign (un-
der Vespasian and Titus) were unprecedented 
(Chrysostom). Shortening of the days signifies 
cutting off the doctrines and practices alien to 
Scripture, which are added by heretics (Ori-
gen). Although there were numerous false 
christs around the time of the Jerusalem siege, 
Jesus’ warning also applies to the end of the 
world and the war of heretics against the church 
( Jerome). Antichrist will demonstrate great 
signs and miracles, and will declare himself God 
(Epiphanius the Latin). Those who try to lead 
astray even the elect are preachers of the false 
doctrine. The signs and miracles they employ 
are their skillful reasoning and pretentious pi-
ety. In Christ’s second coming the glory of his 
divinity will be so apparent that there will be no 
need to seek him (Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew). Christ, the Word of God, is shining in 
the whole of Scripture, from the law to the 
prophets (Origen). The body represents 
Christ’s Passion; the eagles represent the saints 
( Jerome). The saying about the body and eagles 
is a metaphoric description of Christ’s second 
coming (Apollinaris). 

24:15 Daniel Spoke of the Sacrilege 

The Abomination of Desolation. Jerome: 
Whenever we are urged to use our understand-
ing, the meaning is shown to be mystical. But 
we read in Daniel this only: “And for half a 
week my sacrifice and offering will be removed, 
and the abomination of desolation shall be in 
the temple until the end of time, and the end 
will be given in abandonment.”1 The apostle 
also said in this regard that the man of iniquity, 
the enemy, would rise up against everything 
uttered by God and would dare to stand in the 

temple and be worshiped as though he were 
God. After Satan’s work is finished, however, 
Christ’s coming will destroy all who raised 
themselves against him and will return them to 
the state of divine abandonment. This man of 
iniquity can be interpreted either simply as the 
antichrist, or as the image of Caesar which 
Pilate put in the temple, or as the statue of 
Hadrian the equestrian which still today 
stands in the Holy of Holies. Because the Old 
Testament normally calls the abomination an 
idol, the word desolation is added here to indi-
cate that the idol shall be placed there resulting 
in the temple’s abandonment and destruction. 
Commentary on Matthew 4.24.15.2 
Matthew 24:15-28 Matthew 24:15-28

24:16 Let Them Flee to the Mountains 

Flee to the Mountains. Chrysostom: 
Having spoken of the ills that were to overtake 
the city, and of the trials of the apostles, and 
that they should remain unsubdued, and that 
they will overcome the whole world, he turns 
again to the calamities of the Jews. While the 
gospel dispensation will be gloriously fulfilled, 
the others will be faced with deepening adver-
sities. He shows how intolerable the war will 
be, even in every detail. 

“Then let those who are in Judea flee to the 
mountains.” When does he mean by “then”? 
These things will take place, he says, “when you 
see the desolating sacrilege spoken of by the 
prophet Daniel,3 standing in the holy place.” He 
seems to me to be speaking of armies and wars. 
So flee. There is no hope of safety for you in the 
cities. 

Yet some will say that it has happened again 
and again that the people of Judah have recov-
ered from terrible times. Think of the condi-
tions under Sennacherib. Remember 
Antiochus. Remember the time when the 
armies had come upon them and the temple 

1Super solitudinem; see Dan 9:27.   2CCL 77:225-26.   3See Dan 9:27; 
11:31; 12:11.



Matthew 24:15-28

194

had been seized and the Maccabees rallied to 
give their affairs an opposite turn! But Jesus 
forbids them thinking of any such rescue. He 
does not want to feed them false hopes. For 
this is different. It is the end time.  The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 76.1.4 

24:17 One on the Housetop 

The Housetop and the Field. Hilary of 
Poitiers: The roof is the summit of the house, 
the noble perfection of the entire dwelling. For 
one may not even say that a house exists if it 
does not have a roof. Whoever therefore is es-
tablished at the summit of his house—that is, in 
the perfection of his body made new by regener-
ation, raised high by the Spirit and perfected by 
the absolution of the divine gift—should not al-
low himself to be provoked within by bodily en-
ticements and to descend to the sinful desire for 
the lowly things of this world or fall from the 
heights of the roof. 

“And let whoever is in the field not return to 
retrieve his tunic,” that is, if he is busy fulfilling 
the commandments, he should not return to his 
previous cares or desire clothing for this body, 
lest he restore and wear again the old tunic of 
sin with which he was once covered.  On Mat-
thew 25.5.5 

24:18 One in the Field 

What Roof? What Field? Origen: Who-
ever is in Judea, that is, “in the letter of the old 
law,” should flee to the mountains of the new 
things of the Spirit. And whoever is found to 
have gone up onto the roof, which is the Word, 
and stands high above his home should not de-
scend to retrieve anything from within his 
house. For he who remains on the roof and de-
nies himself will never need to come down. 

Whoever is in the field must not turn back. If 
he is in the field in which the treasure is hidden, 
as the Lord taught in his parable,6 he must not 
turn back. If he is in the field to which Jacob was 

compared when his father blessed him, saying, 
“Behold, the smell of my son is like the smell of 
a bountiful field which the Lord has blessed,”7 in 
which everyone who lives according to the law 
will be blessed with the spiritual blessings of the 
law, he still must not turn back. As the Scripture 
says, “You will be blessed in the city and blessed 
in the field.”8 Whoever therefore is in the field of 
“every plant which the heavenly Father has 
planted,”9 he too must not turn back. Just as he 
who puts his hand to the plow and turns back is 
unfit for the kingdom of God,10 so also the one 
in the field who turns back on account of those 
things which he ought to have forsaken will 
undoubtedly incur the abomination of desola-
tion which is deception. This is especially true 
of those who had previously stripped off their 
old tunic (that is, “the old nature with its prac-
tices”)11 and return again to retrieve it.  Com-
mentary on Matthew 42.12 

To Take His Mantle. Chrysostom: Under 
these conditions one would do well merely to 
escape with one’s naked body. So if anyone is 
on a housetop, he should not take time to run 
back into the house to get his clothes. For the 
evils are inevitable. The calamity is without 
end. Anyone nearby will surely perish. There-
fore he adds also, “if one is in the field,” saying, 
“do not try to take cover or turn back to find 
your belongings.” For if  those who are indoors 
flee, much more ought they that are out of 
doors not take refuge indoors. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 76.1.13 

Do Not Turn from the Church. Epipha-
nius the Latin: The holy reading continues: 
“Let him in the field not turn back.” This field 
represents the church, as was demonstrated by 
the blessing our blessed patriarch Isaac gave to 
his son Jacob: “Behold, the smell of my son is 

4PG 58:693-94; NPNF 1 10:456.   5SC 258:186.   6Mt 13:44.   7Gen 
27:27.   8Deut 28:3.   9Mt 15:13.   10Lk 9:62.   11Col 3:9.   12GCS 
38.2:85-86.   13PG 58:694; NPNF 1 10:456.
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like the smell of a bountiful field which the Lord 
has blessed.”14 The field was replete with a mul-
titude of flowers and was redolent with the 
sweetest aroma. Clearly this signifies the church 
where the Lord’s flowers—that is, virginity, 
chastity, continence, confession, faith, mercy, 
justice, truth and martyrdom—are perfected. 
These are the flowers of the field, which is the 
church; the flowers in which the Son of God 
rejoices, which have merited God’s blessing. 
Therefore he said, “Let him in the field not turn 
back.” Likewise, the same Lord once said, 
“Remember Lot’s wife.”15 While fleeing the con-
flagration of Sodom, she looked back and was 
turned into a pillar of salt, leaving an example of 
foolishness behind her. Therefore the Lord 
admonishes us that clinging more fully to his 
love and faith, we would not turn back, yet 
rather would save our souls for eternal life. 
Interpretation of the Gospels 33.16 

24:19 Alas for Those with Child 

Pregnancy, Infancy and Flight Viewed 
Spiritually. Hilary of Poitiers: One must 
not believe that the Lord was drawing our atten-
tion to the burden of pregnant women when he 
said, “Woe to those who are with child.” Instead, 
he wanted to demonstrate the heavy weight of 
souls filled with sins, a weight which prevents 
them from escaping the storm of wrath stored 
up for them, whether they are on the roof or in 
the field. Suffering naturally accompanies preg-
nancy, and no one is born into the world without 
his entire body being shaken by the experience. 
Souls therefore who are found in a similar con-
dition will continue in their suffering and bur-
dens. 

“Woe also to those who are nursing.” The 
weaned infant is no less unfit for flight than is 
the one who is still nursing. But if the difference 
in age and status between those who are nursing 
and those who are weaned is of no importance, 
how are we to understand “Woe also to those 
who are nursing”? This warning is meant to 

show the infirmity of souls who were being 
taught to know God as though they were being 
nursed. But in fact they only had a weak fore-
taste of the knowledge of God and were de-
prived of the strength which comes from the 
perfect food. The Lord’s woe therefore is said to 
the souls themselves who are too weighed down 
to escape the antichrist or too weak to face him 
because they had not been avoiding sin and be-
cause they had not been fed with the true bread. 

Therefore we are admonished to pray that 
our flight does not take place in the winter or on 
the sabbath. In other words, let us not be found 
in the coldness of our sins or in the absence of 
good works. A heavy, intolerable affliction will 
be visited upon everyone, unless those days are 
shortened because of the elect of God.  On 
Matthew 25.6-7.17 

Ties of Sympathy. Chrysostom: He first 
mourns for the one weighed down by the burden 
of pregnancy, who cannot flee easily, who is less 
mobile. Then he mourns for “those who are 
nursing.” They are bound by ties of sympathy 
for their children. Yet they cannot protect those 
who nurse. Who can escape these bonds of natu-
ral affection? By comparison, parting with 
money is nothing. How could the pregnant 
woman become mobile? How could she that 
nurses be able to overlook that which she had 
borne? The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
76.1.18 

Times of Tribulation. Epiphanius the 
Latin: The holy reading continues: “Woe to 
those who are with child and to those who are 
nursing in those days.” This means woe to those 
who have conceived suffering and begotten iniq-
uity by neglecting the faith. For just as a preg-
nant woman in flight has no rest but only pain 
and tribulation, so also sinners and disbelievers 
in the Christian faith will have nothing but grief 

14Gen 27:27.   15Lk 17:32.   16PL Supp 3:882.   17SC 258:188-90.   
18PG 58:694-95; NPNF 1 10:457.
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when the day of judgment comes upon them. 
The holy Gospel next says, “Pray that your 

flight not fall in the winter or on the sabbath, for 
there will be a tribulation such as has not been 
from the beginning of the world.” These two 
times, winter and the sabbath, represent two races 
of people: the Gentiles and the Jews. Just as every-
thing is fruitless, desolate and dead in the winter, 
so also are the Gentiles. The Lord is hereby warn-
ing us therefore not to be found as the Gentiles: 
desolate, dead and without the fruit of good 
works on the day of judgment or in the time of 
persecution. The sabbath . . . is a day reserved 
entirely for leisure. The Jews do nothing on the 
sabbath other than rest. We ought to be vigilant 
then that the time of persecution or the day of 
judgment does not find us resting. Whoever is 
found like this will deservedly suffer “a tribulation 
such as the world has not seen since its begin-
ning.”  Interpretation of the Gospels 33.19 

24:20 The Time of Your Flight 

Not in Winter. Chrysostom: Recall that 
this discourse is addressed to the Jews. He is 
speaking here of the ills that should overtake 
them. He is not speaking primarily to the apos-
tles, who did not keep the Jewish sabbath day.20 
They were nowhere around when Vespasian did 
these things.21 Indeed, most of the apostles 
would soon be dead or in other distant parts of 
the world. 

It is to the Jews that he says “Pray that your 
flight may not be in winter or on a sabbath.” 
Pray that it not be in winter, because of the dif-
ficulty of the season. Pray that it not be on the 
sabbath day, because of the absolute authority 
exercised by the law. For they had need of 
flight, and of the swiftest flight. The Jews 
would not dare to flee on the sabbath day, 
because of the law.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 76.1.22 

A Winter of Evils. Cyril of Alexandria: 
Perhaps this saying contains a puzzle. It admon-

ishes us to pray that our departure from this 
body would not happen in the time of rest from 
good works, which the sabbath signifies, nor in 
the time of unfruitfullness, which is winter. It is 
notable, however, that God did not create the 
winter of misfortunes. Winter means the time 
that we are possessed by the fleshly passions.23 
Fragment 269.24 

24:21 Great Tribulation 

Pray amid the Greatest Tribulation. 
Chrysostom: You must pray, for “then there 
will be great tribulation, such as has not been 
from the beginning of the world until now, no, 
and never will be.” Do not let anyone suppose 
that he is merely speaking in hyperbole. All you 
need to do is study the writings of Josephus to 
learn the truth of these predictions. No one who 
knows the fact of history can say that Christian 
believers have exaggerated this tragic history or 
been any part of trying to see that Christ’s 
words were fulfilled. For Jesus himself was a Jew, 
a determined and faithful Jew, very zealous. And 
among believers who lived after Christ there 
were many Jews. What then is this man predict-
ing? That these terrors would surpass all trag-
edy. And indeed no such similar tragedy has ever 
overtaken any nation. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 76.1.25 

24:22 For the Sake of the Elect 

No One Would Be Saved. Chrysostom: 
This is a tribulation such as never has been 
before nor will be. He adds, “And if those days 
had not been shortened, no human being would 
be saved; but for the sake of the elect those days 
will be shortened.” By this he is indicating that 

19PL Supp 3:882.   20They celebrated the resurrection on the first day 
of the week.   21Vespasian was the Roman emperor A.D. 69-79 and 
was known for his role in putting down the Jewish rebellion (66-70).   
22PG 58:695; NPNF 1 10:457.   23In the Mediterranean world severe 
winds rule and toss the sea during winter.   24MKGK 244.   25PG 
58:695; NPNF 1 10:457.



Matthew 24:15-28

197

they are deserving of a more grievous punish-
ment than any that had previously been experi-
enced. He is speaking now of the days of the war 
and of the siege. If the war of the Romans 
against Jerusalem had continued, all the Jews 
would have perished. By “no human being” in 
this case he means the Jews. And this doubtless 
applies to Jews at home and abroad. For the 
Romans were fighting not only against those in 
Judea but also against those Jews that were dis-
persed everywhere. They too were outlawed and 
banished, because of the Romans’ hatred against 
the Jews of Judea. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 76.1.26 

The Shortening of Days. Origen: “Those 
days” refers to the commandments and truths 
which were placed in Scripture for the illumina-
tion of rational souls. Accordingly, every doc-
trine that comes from “false knowledge”27 and is 
joined to the words of Scripture is to be under-
stood as corresponding to additions beyond the 
natural length of days in Scripture. The good 
God, however, shortens the addition of these 
days through whom he chooses. Whenever you 
see then by the advent of the Word of truth in 
your mind that the “arrogant who fight against 
the knowledge of God”28 are cut off, understand 
that the days of tribulation are shortened. The 
extra length is abbreviated which the abomina-
tion of desolation always adds in opposition to 
the natural number of the days of the Lord 
which are in Scripture. “Those days” will be 
shortened “for the sake of the elect,” so that they 
will suffer nothing from the desolation of abom-
ination nor from what was added to the true and 
natural days of Scripture. This assumes that the 
addition of days has been shortened and that the 
only remaining light is that of the word of truth. 
Commentary on Matthew 45.29 

Believers in Their Midst. Chrysostom: 
But who in this case does he mean by the elect? 
He means the believers that were hidden away 
in the midst of them. In order that Jews may 

not say that it was because of the gospel and 
the worship of Christ that these ills took place, 
he showed that so far from the believers being 
the cause, if  it had not been for them, all Jews 
would have perished utterly. For if  God had 
permitted the war to be protracted, not so 
much as a remnant of the Jews would have 
remained. But lest those of them who had 
become believers should perish together with 
the unbelieving Jews, he quickly put down the 
fighting and allowed an end to the war. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 76.2.30 

24:23 Ignoring False Reports 

Do Not Believe It. Jerome: “If anyone says to 
you, ‘Behold, here is the Christ,’ or ‘There is the 
Christ,’ do not believe him.” At the time of the 
Jewish captivity by Rome, many Jewish elders 
claimed to be the Christ. There were so many, in 
fact, that there were three distinct camps of 
them when the Romans besieged Jerusalem. 
This saying is better understood as referring to 
the end of the world, however. 

“False Christs and false prophets will arise 
and perform great signs and wonders so that 
even the elect might be led into error. Behold, I 
told you.” As I have already noted, this passage 
is to be explained in one of three ways. It refers 
either to the Roman siege of Jerusalem or to the 
end of the world or to the war waged by heretics 
against the church and by antichrists who op-
pose Christ under the pretext of false knowl-
edge. 

“If, therefore, they say to you, ‘Behold, he is 
in the desert,’ do not go out. And if they say 
‘Behold, he is inside,’ don’t believe it.” If anyone 
were to tell you that Christ dwells in the wilder-
ness of the pagans or in the doctrine of the phi-
losophers or within the inner chambers of 
heretics who promise to reveal the secrets of 
God, do not go out and do not believe them. 

26PG 58:695; NPNF 1 10:457.   271 Tim 6:20.   282 Cor 10:5.   29GCS 
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And lest false prophets find an opportunity for 
deceiving you at a time of persecution and anxi-
ety, you should not trust just anyone who claims 
to speak in the name of Christ.  Commentary 
on Matthew 4.24.23-26.31 

24:24 False Signs and Wonders 

False Christs Will Arise. Epiphanius the 
Latin: We are warned by the Lord so that if 
anyone were to come to us falsely in his name, 
none of us would believe in such a person, hav-
ing already been prepared. Henceforth how 
great will be the signs by which the faith of the 
elect is demonstrated! But whoever builds his 
house on the rock, that is, establishes his faith 
on Christ, cannot be destroyed by winds or 
rains. The rock represents Christ, the floods are 
the kings, and the winds are the kings’ orders to 
persecute the servants of God.32 

The holy reading continues: “False Christs 
and false prophets will arise and perform great 
signs and wonders so that even the elect would 
be led into error, if possible. Behold, I have told 
you.” You see then, beloved, what great love the 
Lord displays toward us. He carefully instructs 
each one of us individually regarding the future 
so that even if we see all these signs come to pass 
(having been forewarned by him) we will be 
wise to the enemy and accept nothing contrary 
to Christ and the catholic faith. In the Acts of 
the Apostles, Simon declared himself to be the 
power of God.33 Likewise, in the last days, the 
antichrist will declare himself to be God, as the 
apostle says, “Thus he will sit in the temple of 
God, calling himself God . . . whom the Lord 
Jesus Christ will kill with the breath of his 
mouth.”34 The day of judgment will come upon 
the antichrist also, and the Lord will kill him 
with the sword of his mouth.  Interpretation 
of the Gospels 33.35 

The Elect. Incomplete Work on Matthew: 
“That they might lead even the elect into error, 
if possible.” Scripture doesn’t say “that they 

might deceive even the elect, if possible,” but 
that they might “lead them into error.” Com-
monly, when the saints encounter hidden works 
of the devil under the appearance of goodness, 
they cannot understand the enemy’s boundless 
treachery. They are troubled in their hearts and 
scandalized, asking, “What is happening here?” 
Yet they are not easily convinced to believe him, 
for even if their human reason is overcome, they 
stand firm by faith. 

Scripture says “if possible” in order to show 
the greatness of the signs. How prodigious those 
signs must have been to deceive even the elect! 
Yet they were not deceived, because those whom 
God has preordained to life cannot die. The 
power of God was shown forth when he fore-
warned the faithful about these signs for the 
sake of their salvation. Nevertheless these mat-
ters are best understood with regard to the rise 
of the heresies. False Christs are the false truths 
of the heresies, and false prophets are preachers 
of false truths. Their signs consist in doing the 
same things falsely which the faithful do truth-
fully. They remain chaste and observe the fasts 
and practice mercy and fulfill every rule of the 
church. Do not the devil’s signs appear most 
deceptive when you see him doing the works of 
God?  Homily 49.36 

24:25-26 I Have Told You Beforehand 

Will He Come in the Desert? Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: He forewarned them lest, 
having heard of the coming of Christ, they 
would be seduced by men to step out into the 
open and either be captured in the desert or 
imprisoned within the house. Why should the 
coming of Christ happen in a desert? Does he 
love isolation more than human community? Is 
he so afraid of people that he needs to hide in 
the desert? If he did not fear kings or judges 
when the time for his Passion had arrived but 
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openly preached the word of righteousness to 
impious people, how is it that he will suddenly 
be afraid when he comes to judge sinners? 

“If anyone says to you, ‘Behold, he is inside 
the house,’ do not believe it.” You insult the 
Lord’s divinity if you search inside a house for 
the one who fills all of heaven and earth or if you 
think him to be hiding who came to resist the 
proud and to exalt the humble. At his first 
advent, his divinity was concealed in a body that 
he might test the faithful. When he comes again, 
he will be revealed in glory that he might reward 
their faith. At his first advent, therefore, it was 
necessary that he be sought out. Now, however, 
it is not the case that he must be sought in order 
to be believed. Rather, he himself will seek 
those by whom he has already been believed. 
The last times must be interpreted spiritually. 
Accordingly, there are two kinds of heresies: 
those which mask their falsehood by attempting 
to ground it in the divine authority of Scripture 
and those which are unable to do so because 
they are so thoroughly contrary to Scripture. 
The desert therefore represents heresies whose 
doctrines have forsaken Scripture altogether. 
The house represents those heresies that are 
sprinkled with citations from Scripture, thus 
giving only the appearance of truth.  Homily 
49.37 

24:27 As the Lightning Comes 

Truth Radiates from East to West. Ori-
gen: Christ is shown to be the Word and Truth 
and Wisdom of God from the very first creature 
of the world to the last of the writings of the 
apostles (that is, from Genesis through the 
apostolic books of the Bible). No Scripture writ-
ten after these is to be believed in the same way. 
Because “the law and the prophets prophesied 
until the coming of John,”38 the law and the 
prophets represent the lightning or radiance of 
truth which “comes from the East and shines as 
far as the West.” The East represents the law, 
and the West represents the “end of the law,”39 

which is marked by “the coming of John.” The 
church alone has neither removed one word 
from this radiance nor added any prophecy of its 
own. If we were to consider carefully why the 
Evangelist does not use the singular here but 
writes of a plurality shining “from the Easts to 
the Wests,”40 we would see that the law and the 
prophets are one thing and Jesus Christ himself 
is yet another reality which extends from East 
to West, appearing to the apostle Paul “last of 
all, as to one untimely born.”41 Commentary 
on Matthew 47.42 

Illuminating the Fullness of Truth. 
Theodore of Heraclea: For it is much the 
same with lightning. Lightning is figuratively 
compared with truth. It is likened to the coming 
of the Son of man, which is explained in every 
Scripture, whether it concerns the law, proph-
ecy, the gospel or apostolic testimony. It flashes 
out from the east, the region of principalities 
and spiritual powers, and shines all the way to 
the west, the realm of darkness and Satan, in the 
time of the Passion. Note that if the law is rising 
in the east, the end of the law is setting in the 
west. But from Jesus Christ to Paul is a rising 
and setting. He was revealed to Paul last of all as 
“to one abnormally born.”43 Fragment 124-25.44 

24:28 Eagles Gathered Together 

Wherever the Body Is. Jerome: We are 
taught about the sacrament of Christ by the use 
of a natural example taken from daily life. Eagles 
and vultures are said to sense the presence of a 
carcass all the way across the sea and to gather 
their food in this way. If therefore these irratio-

37PG 56:917.   38Mt 11:13; Lk 16:16.   39Rom 10:4.   40Origen high-
lights the fact that the Greek text of Matthew 24:27 has the plural of 
east and west.   411 Cor 15:8. Symbolically the spreading of the hori-
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entirety of the sacred Scriptures, begun by the will of God with the 
law and ended with the Passion of Christ, and (2) the story of the 
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431 Cor 15:8.   44MKGK 91.
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nal creatures have the natural capacity to know 
where a small body lies, even though separated 
by so great a distance across land and sea, how 
much more ought we and the whole multitude of 
believers hasten to him whose splendor comes 
from the east and shines as far as the west! 

In Greek the body is called a pto4ma,45 but the 
Latin word for it, cadaver, is more illuminating 
because it comes from the word “to fall,” cadere, 

and implies that the body has fallen dead. We 
can understand this body to refer to the Passion 
of Christ because wherever Scripture says that 
we are gathered together, it is for the purpose of 
coming to the Word of God. For example, “A 
company of evildoers encircle me; they have 
pierced my hands and feet,”46 “like a lamb led to 
the slaughter,”47 and in other passages like these. 
The eagles represent those saints whose youth is 
renewed like the eagle’s48 and who, according to 
Isaiah,49 shall mount up with wings to come to 
the passion of Christ.  Commentary on Mat-
thew 4.24.28.50 

The Gathering of Eagles. Apollinaris: 
Jesus spoke in a kind of comparison, as in the 
form of an illustration and example. For, he 

says, the appearing of the Son of man will be 
much the same as when eagles and other flesh-
eating birds find a carcass and dead body lying 
on the ground. They secretly and unexpectedly 
bear them through the heights and by doing so 
will provide food for themselves. In the same 
way, he will appear again on the earth a second 
and glorious time to judge the world. Ranks of 
angels will be seen serving as an escort with all 
the saints rising up “in a moment, in a twin-
kling of an eye,”51 according to the last trumpet. 
. . . But some attempted to explain this text as 
teaching that at the second coming of the Lord 
all who conducted themselves uprightly, corre-
sponding with eagles in their lofty and spiritual 
outlook, will leave paradise behind and be 
gathered to that place where the fall of Adam 
occurred. This is the place where Adam vio-
lated the commandment and through his dis-
obedience fell into sin. Fragment 126.52 

T H E  C O M I N G  O F  T H E  S O N  O F  M A N

M A T T H E W  2 4 : 2 9 - 3 1

Overview: The sun will be darkened because it 
is fitting that the day of resurrection would be 
preceded by the night (Incomplete Work on 

Matthew). The powers of heaven will tremble 
because of the terror of the judgment day (Chry-
sostom). As humanity is renewed, the whole of 

45Actually the Greek pto4ma derives from piptein (“to fall”), and so the 
correspondence that Jerome notes in Latin can be sustained in Greek 
as well.   46Ps 22:16 (21:17 LXX).   47Is 53:7.   48Ps103:5 (102:5 LXX).   
49Is 40:31.   50CCL 77:229.   511 Cor 15:52.   52MKGK 43.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+24%3A29-31&version=RSV


Matthew 24:29-31

201

creation is transformed to the new order also 
(Cyril of Alexandria). At the dread judgment 
all the sinners will mourn: Jews on account of 
Christ’s crucifixion, Gentiles on account of their 
false teachings, neglectful Christians on account 
of their just condemnation. The heretics who 
deny Christ’s divinity will be defeated by seeing 
him as Judge of the universe (Incomplete Work 
on Matthew). The sign of the Son of man, the 
cross shining brighter than the sun, will appear 
in the sky (Chrysostom). Sending the angels by 
the Son of man clearly demonstrates that he is 
God (Apollinaris). The angels will gather all 
the elect, who lived in accordance with Scrip-
ture, both learned and simple. Moreover, as 
there were degrees of perfection in the saints’ 
lives, so there will be degrees in their state of 
blessedness—different heavens, so to speak 
(Origen). 
Matthew 24:29-31 Matthew 24:29-31

24:29 After the Tribulation of Those Days 

The Sun Will Be Darkened. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: “The sun will be dark-
ened, and the moon will not give its light.” 
Either on account of the undeserved persecution 
suffered by the saints, for even worse crimes 
committed by the wicked or to show forth the 
wrath of God in the last days while the wicked 
are still living upon the earth, a taste of the 
infernal darkness will be given. Whatever the 
reason, it is fitting that a night should intervene 
between the two days, for a new day of resurrec-
tion is about to be born. The days will be sepa-
rated lest there seem to be one nature belonging 
both to this world and to the next. For we die in 
carnal bodies, but we will be raised in spiritual 
bodies.1 The day of darkness then serves as a 
sort of death, indicating that something new 
will be born. Or it could be that the night repre-
sents evil and the daytime righteousness. Hom-
ily 49.2 

A Great Change Will Come. Chrysostom: 
The sun shall be darkened, not destroyed. It will 

be overcome by the light of God’s presence. The 
stars shall fall, for what shall be the need of 
them thereafter, if there is no night? And “the 
powers of the heavens will be shaken.” For a 
great change had come to pass. When the stars 
were made, they trembled and marveled. When 
the stars were made, all angels praised the Lord 
with a loud voice.3 Much more upon seeing all 
things in course of final change, and their fellow 
servants giving account, and the whole world 
standing by that awful judgment seat, and all 
those who had lived from Adam until his com-
ing having an account demanded of them of all 
that they did, wouldn’t you expect the powers of 
the heavens to tremble and be shaken? The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 76.3.4 

The Recapitulation of Creation. Cyril 
of Alexandria: How will they not shudder 
with fear? For heaven and earth are transformed 
for the sake of God’s own discretion (to speak 
something accurately about such things requires 
more than one word). The sun and the moon 
will be darkened, and the stars will fall like flow-
ers. Their very nature is again changed by the 
One who created them, just as he wills, and the 
heavenly bodies will be thrown into disorder. 
For as humanity is renewed the whole creation, 
which had been created for the sake of human-
ity, is recapitulated and restored. Fragment 
271.5 

24:30 The Sign of the Son of Man 

All the Tribes of the Earth Will 
Mourn. Incomplete Work on Matthew: 
“Then all the tribes of the earth will mourn.” 
The Jews will mourn because they will see him 
living and enlivening whom they thought to be 
dead. Convicted by the wounds on his body, 
they will be unable to deny their crime. The 
Gentiles will mourn because they were deceived 

11 Cor 15:44.   2PG 56:918.   3Job 38:7 LXX.   4PG 58:698; NPNF 1 
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by the vain arguments of the philosophers into 
thinking it irrational foolishness to worship a 
crucified God and to attribute the glory of the 
Creator to a creature. Sinful Christians who 
loved the world more than they loved Christ 
will also mourn when they hear him say to 
them, “I was made man on your account. It is 
because of you that I was arrested, mocked, 
beaten and crucified. Where is the fruit of these 
great injuries I suffered? Consider that the sal-
vation of your souls came at the price of my 
blood. Where is the service you owe me in 
return for this? I who am God valued you above 
my own glory when I became a man. You, how-
ever, consider me to be of less worth than any-
thing else you possess. You love the most menial 
things of the earth more than you love my righ-
teousness and faithfulness.” And heretics who 
say that a mere man was crucified will mourn 
when they see him whom the Jews pierced 
return as judge. Homily 49.6 

The Appearance of the Son of Man. 
Chrysostom: “Then will appear the sign of the 
Son of man in heaven.” The cross will be 
brighter than the sun. The sun will be darkened 
and hide itself. The sun will appear at times 
when it would not normally appear. But why is 
this sign given? In order that the brazenness of 
the Jews might be more abundantly silenced. For 
having the cross as the greatest plea, the Son of 
man thus comes to that judgment seat, showing 
not only his wounds but also the reproach of his 
death. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
76.3.7 

24:31 The Angels Will Gather the Elect 

The Son of Man Will Send His Angels. 
Apollinaris: By saying that the Son of man 
will send his angels, he demonstrates that the 
Son of man is God. For they are God’s angels, 
and to send them is solely God’s prerogative. 
The saying “from one end of the heavens to the 
other” teaches us that the extremes of earth and 

heaven are the same. Hence it is necessary to 
believe in Christ and not to be deceived as 
though the smallest part of earth, situated in the 
midst of the heavens, was surpassed by their 
infinite greatness. Fragment 127.8 

The Gathering of the Elect. Origen: You 
will understand why the saints are gathered 
“from the heights of the earth”9 if you consider 
the conduct of their lives and the perfection, in-
sofar as possible, of their dealings with others. 
All who lived uprightly will be gathered not sim-
ply from the earth but “from the heights of the 
earth.” After their earthly lives have ended, their 
conduct in the next life will raise them not sim-
ply from the highest point in heaven, as it was 
from the highest level of earth, but from the 
“heights of the heavens” because each and every 
heaven has both a beginning and a conclusion or 
perfection. After their exemplary lives on earth, 
the saints’ conduct in the first heaven, once they 
have attained its perfection or conclusion, will 
elevate them still further. The same is true for 
the second heaven and the third heaven. It 
seems to me therefore that there are many heav-
ens, each with its own initiation and perfection. 
It is from the beginnings and ends of these di-
verse heavens that God gathers his elect. 

“From the heights of the heavens to their 
ends.” It is also possible that the heavens here 
represent either the divine Scriptures or their 
authors, in both of which God dwells. In that 
case, the heights of the Scripture is its begin-
ning, and the perfection of Scripture is its con-
clusion. To say that the saints will be gathered 
from “the heights of the heavens” means that 
they will be found from among those who live in 
the beginning of Scripture to those who live at 

6PG 56:919.   7PG 58:698; NPNF 1 10:459.   8MKGK 43-44.   9Mk 
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its conclusion, or, if I may speak more pro-
foundly, from the unskilled to the experts. 

The angels who will be sent by the Savior to 
gather his elect will gather them not just with 
any ordinary voice but with what Scripture calls 
a “great trumpet.” It won’t be an uncertain voice 

but one that is definite and clear so that all who 
hear and learn will be established on the way of 
perfection which leads to the Son of God.  
Commentary on Matthew 51.10 

T H E  L E S S O N  O F  T H E  F I G  T R E E

M A T T H E W  2 4 : 3 2 - 3 5

Overview: The lesson of the fig tree has to do 
with the signs of the last time. As the fig tree 
leaves correlate with the leaves Adam used to 
cover himself, and thus with sin, so the tree’s 
branch represents antichrist. Greening of the 
tree signifies the intensification of sin before the 
end (Hilary of Poitiers). By pointing to the fig 
tree Jesus assured his disciples that his second 
coming will not be delayed and will surely take 
place. When it occurs, saints will enjoy their 
“summer season” of rest, while the sinner suffers 
the winter season of damnation (Chrysostom). 
The fig tree is a metaphor for the church; as the 
tree contains myriad seeds under one bark, so in 
the body of the church many Christians are in-
corporated. Moreover, the fig tree is the only 
one that produces fruit even in winter, and so 
the church always produces saints (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). The fig tree represents 
the “people of circumcision,” who did not pro-
duce fruit and withered away. Yet later another 
fig tree, the Gentiles, produced an abundance of 
fruit (Origen). “This generation will not pass 
away” refers to the generation of the faithful 
who will persist until the second coming (Chry-

sostom). “This generation” refers to both those 
who suffer temptation and those who cause 
them, demons. Both groups will persist in their 
struggle until the end, since temptations are 
necessary to test faith (Incomplete Work on 
Matthew). 

Matthew 24:32-35

24:32 Learn the Lesson of the Fig Tree 

From the Fig Tree Learn Its Lesson. 
Hilary of Poitiers: The parable of the fig tree 
is offered as a lesson in recognizing the signs of 
the times. When its branches become tender 
and green we know that summer is near. Both 
this fig tree and this summer are very different 
from those found in nature, however. In nature 
there is a considerable interval between the 
onset of summer and the greening of a tree’s 
branches, which begin to grow tender early in 
the spring. Consequently this parable cannot be 
about the tree. Indeed, we have already dealt 
above with the particular meaning of the tree. 
We saw that Adam had covered himself with its 
leaves to hide his shameful conscience, which is 
to say that he was bound under the law as 

 10GCS 38.2:115-16.
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though clothed in sin. The fig tree’s branch 
therefore represents the antichrist, who is a son 
of the devil, a partaker of sin and protector of 
the law. When it begins to grow tender and 
green, then the summer, which here represents 
the day of judgment, is near. The greening of the 
tree then refers to the rise of sinners, a time that 
will be marked by the flowering of slanderers 
and the popularity of criminals and favor for 
blasphemers. This signals that summer, the heat 
of eternal fire, is near. On Matthew 26.2.1 
Matthew 24:32-35 Matthew 24:32-35

How Long a Time? Chrysostom: The time is 
“immediately after the tribulation of those 
days.” After how long a time would it be? They 
desired to know in particular the very day. So he 
puts forth the analogy of the fig tree. He indi-
cates that the interval was not great but that in 
quick succession these things would occur at his 
advent. He declared this not by the parable of 
the fig tree alone but by the words that follow. 
“From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its 
branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, 
you know that summer is near.” He foretells a 
spiritual summer, a calm for the righteous that 
would come on that day, after the storm. But to 
sinners, on the contrary, there would be winter 
after summer, which he declares in what fol-
lows, saying that the day shall come upon them 
when they are living in luxury. For these two 
purposes he spoke about the fig tree: in order to 
declare the short interval and to underscore that 
these things assuredly will come to pass. It was 
possible for him to have demonstrated this in 
other ways, but he chose the fig tree as an exam-
ple of a necessary series of things occurring in 
sequence. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
77.1.2 

You Know That Summer Is Near. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: Jesus uses the fig 
tree, rather than another kind of tree, as an illus-
tration for the onset of summer because it com-
monly happens that after other trees have begun 
to bloom, a cold snap forces them back into 

hibernation. Since the fig tree blooms later than 
almost any other tree, however, its fruitfulness 
is virtually never interrupted by the cold. In a 
similar way, the church is a sure sign of the 
advent of a new age. But let us consider this 
analogy more carefully. The fig tree begins to 
produce its leaves at the optimal moment of the 
spring season, but the church is afflicted with 
horrible persecutions and driven toward death. 
The Lord is here correlating the springtime 
jubilance of the fig tree to the spiritual progress 
of souls, not to bodily afflictions. For the soul 
flourishes when the flesh suffers, as the apostle 
said, “And you received the Word of God in 
great tribulation, with joy from the Holy 
Spirit.”3 Just as warm spring winds trigger the 
trees to begin producing their foliage and fruit, 
so persecution provokes the human soul to vir-
tue. The fig tree therefore is perennially compa-
rable to the church in the sense that it contains 
many seeds within a heart of sweetness under 
one bark, while the church unites many Chris-
tians within its heart of love under one body. 
There is yet another similarity, however. Other 
trees produce their fruit at approximately the 
same time of year, for everything ripens and falls 
to the ground in the space of a few days. Only 
the fig tree continues to produce fruit unceas-
ingly until winter. While some figs are ready to 
be harvested, other figs are just beginning to 
grow. Likewise, the church will never cease to 
produce saints until the end of time. In every 
age, while some are dying, others are just being 
born. Homily 49.4 

24:33 At the Very Gates 

He Is Near. Origen: The fig tree may be 
understood to represent the people of the cir-
cumcision. The Lord came to them when he was 
hungry and, “finding no fruit there”5 but the 
appearance of life only, said, “May no one ever 
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eat fruit from you again.” At his coming there-
fore this fig tree, the people of the circumcision, 
“withered immediately.” But the other fig tree, 
the one which until that time had been barren 
and was about to be cut down because no one 
had ever applied himself diligently to its cultiva-
tion, began to bear fruit when fertilizer was 
spread around it. What was formerly a blight 
upon the earth will now produce fruit in such 
abundance sufficient even for the entire time in 
which it was barren. Commentary on Mat-
thew 53.6 

24:34 Until All These Things Take Place 

This Generation Will Not Pass. Chrysos-
tom: “Truly, I say to you, this generation will 
not pass away till all these things take place.” All 
these things. What things? Those about Jerusa-
lem, those about the wars, about the famines, 
about the pestilences, about the earthquakes, 
about the false Christs, about the false prophets, 
about the sowing of the gospel everywhere, the 
seditions, the tumults, and all the other things 
which we said were to occur until his coming. 
What does he refer to when he says “this genera-
tion”? He is speaking not of the generation then 
living but of the age of believers. For he is prone 
to distinguish a generation not by times only but 
also by the mode of their religious service and 
practice, as when he says, “Such is the genera-
tion of those that seek him.”7 He said “all these 
things will take place,” and yet “the gospel will be 
preached.” These two are not inconsistent. The 
generation of the faithful shall remain through 
all things that will surely come to pass. The 
faithful will not be cut off by any of the things 
that have been mentioned. For both Jerusalem 
shall be destroyed and a large part of the Jews 
shall be decimated, but over this generation—
the faithful—shall nothing prevail, not famine, 
not pestilence, not earthquake, not the tumults 
of wars, not false Christs, not false prophets, 
not deceivers, not traitors, not those that cause 
to offend, not the false brothers, nor any other 

such temptation whatever. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 77.1.8 

My Words Will Not Pass Away. Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: Uncertainty always 
makes a person careless. We prepare ourselves 
earnestly only for what we truly believe will 
happen to us. Therefore, lest his disciples ini-
tially prefer certain danger to uncertainty and 
then, having doubts about its advent, allow 
themselves to become complacent, the Messiah 
strengthened his teaching with an oath, saying, 
“Truly, truly, I say to you, this generation will 
not pass away until all these things have taken 
place.” Great danger requires great preparation. 
Great preparation requires diligent admonition 
and caution. It must be recognized then that 
Christ did not intend to show his disciples that 
the coming trial was already beginning but 
rather that it was altogether in the future. He 
wasn’t addressing only those who had already 
been born by that time, therefore, but the entire 
family.9 

“This generation” refers both to those who 
suffer temptation and to those who cause it. It 
refers to sinners among men and to the demons 
who are at work in them. For neither group will 
cease being in the world until its consummation. 
For Christ said, “Depart from me, you cursed, 
into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and 
his angels.”10 Moreover, it is necessary that the 
source of temptation be preserved as long as 
there is faith which needs testing. It is also pos-
sible, however, that “this generation” refers to 
those mortal Christians who would not pass 
over into eternal life and be made immortal and 
impassible “until” all the events about which 
Christ was speaking had taken place. 

“Heaven and earth will pass away, but my 
words will not pass away” because heaven and 

6GCS 38.2:120.   7Ps 24:6 (23:6 LXX).   8PG 58:701-2; NPNF 1 
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earth were created to serve you, but my words 
were uttered to govern you. Both heaven and 
earth are subject to vanity, as the apostle said, 
“Creation is subject to vanity.”11 Truth, however, 

is by nature unable to deceive and can never die.  
Homily 49.12 

Matthew 24:36-44

N O  O N E  K N O W S  T H E  D A Y  A N D  H O U R

M A T T H E W  2 4 : 3 6 - 4 4

Overview: By saying that he does not know the 
day and the hour, Christ associates himself with 
his body, the church (Origen). By declaring that 
no one knows the day, Christ removes from us 
any need to be concerned about a particular 
date. This uncertainty is beneficial for our spiri-
tual life (Hilary of Poitiers). The Lord indi-
cates that he will return unexpectedly, when 
many will pursue the life of pleasure, luxury and 
unlawful passions. Yet for the saints it will be a 
time of tribulations (Chrysostom). When 
speaking about those eating and drinking in the 
time of the deluge, the Lord does not forbid 
these activities; rather he teaches us to exercise 
them spiritually, to the glory of God, as opposed 
to pleasing the flesh. As in the time of Noah 
only those in the ark were saved, so also in the 
second coming only those in the church will be 

saved. The outsiders, the heretics, will perish 
(Incomplete Work on Matthew). Those who 
live according to the gospel do not attempt to 
find out the date of the end. Rather, knowing 
that our personal end—death—may happen at 
any moment, they pursue vigilance (Origen). 
The second coming will be completely unex-
pected. Neither occupation or social status will 
matter for the final judgment (Chrysostom). 
Christ’s judgment is the final separation be-
tween the saints and the sinners (Hilary of 
Poitiers). As one has to be always prepared to 
confront a thief, so one has to be always pre-
pared to face the end of life and the following 
judgment. To keep us always vigilant and active 
the Lord does not indicate the precise day of his 
second coming (Chrysostom, Hilary of Poi-
tiers). To be ready means to keep all of the pos-
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sible entrances (that is, all of the senses) shut to 
sin and the devil, the thief. Since the date of the 
second coming as well as the date of personal 
death are not known to us, every generation 
should live in the constant expectation of 
Christ’s return (Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew). 

24:36 Of That Time Only the Father Knows 

Knowing the Day and Hour. Origen: As 
long as the church, Christ’s body, does not know 
that day and hour, the Son himself is said not to 
know it in order that he may be understood to 
learn of that day and hour only when all of his 
members do. But “to know” is given its own spe-
cial meaning here (as is customary with sacred 
Scripture), for only he who remains to meet its 
arrival will know that day and hour. Commen-
tary on Matthew 55.1 

Whether the Son Knows the Day. Hilary 
of Poitiers: When Christ taught us that no 
one knows the day on which the end of time 
will come, not the angels and not even himself, 
he removed from us any need to be concerned 
about its date. O immeasurable mercy of divine 
goodness! Since the Son said, “All things have 
been delivered to me by my Father,”2 we know 
that the Father did not deny him the knowl-
edge of this day. If anything was denied him, he 
could not have said that all things were deliv-
ered to him. But because the Son has handed 
on to us everything the Father gave him and 
the Word of God does not contain in himself as 
much assurance of the future as of things 
already accomplished, therefore it was estab-
lished by God that the date of the end should 
be indefinite. Thus he could allow us an abun-
dant amount of time for repentance yet still 
keep us solicitous for fear of the uncertain and 
so as to avoid giving anyone the idea of a par-
ticular day by expressing his will. For just as at 
the time of the flood, in the normal course of 
our life, in our activities and in our sufferings, 

that great day will suddenly appear. On Mat-
thew 26.4.3 

The Day and Hour No One Knows. Chry-
sostom: He spoke these things in order to show 
that he would return unexpectedly and suddenly 
and when many were living luxuriously. For Paul 
also says this: “When they shall speak of peace 
and security, then sudden destruction will come 
upon them.”4 To show just how unexpectedly he 
uses the metaphor “as travail comes upon a 
woman with child.” The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 77.2.5 

24:37 As Were the Days of Noah 

Pursuing Pleasures. Chrysostom: What 
then is meant by “after the tribulation of those 
days”? If there is to be luxury at that time, and 
peace and safety, as Paul indicates, how then can 
he say, “after the tribulation of those days”? If 
there is luxury, how is there also tribulation? 
The luxury is spoken of those who are in a state 
of insensibility and peace. He does not say that 
there will be peace but rather “when they speak 
of peace and safety,” indicating that their insen-
sibility would be something like those in Noah’s 
time, that even amid such evils they lived in lux-
ury. Yet it will not be a time of peace and luxury 
for the righteous. The righteous will be passing 
through this time of tribulation in dejection. He 
shows that when antichrist has come, the pur-
suit of unlawful pleasures shall be more eagerly 
pursued among the transgressors, who have 
learned to despair of their own salvation. There 
will then be gluttony, partying and drunkenness. 
He then offers an example of this. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 77.2.6 

24:38 Those Days Before the Flood 

In the Days Before the Flood. Incom-
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plete Work on Matthew: Christ did not for-
bid eating, drinking and marrying when he said 
“As in the days of Noah, they were eating, drink-
ing, marrying, and being given in marriage.” He 
would never destroy what he himself estab-
lished. Instead, he was commanding that what 
we do with our bodies, we do spiritually and to 
the glory of God so that our flesh might be made 
spiritual on account of the spiritual purposes for 
which we use it. . . . 
Matthew 24:36-44Before the flood, people were fleeing from 
the fear of God and doing nothing for his glory. 
Everything they did was only for their own 
flesh. Whenever they ate or drank, they ate and 
drank only to satisfy their bodily desires, not to 
glorify God as the apostle had commanded.7 

What Christ wanted to say here is that it will be 
like this again near the end of the world. . . . 

At the end of the world, the destruction will 
be universal and sudden like it was “in the days 
of Noah.” Just as every creature of the earth was 
destroyed in the flood, except only those who 
escaped in the ark, so also at the consummation 
of the world every heresy will be destroyed, but 
only one ark will be saved—the church of 
Christ, composed of the righteous. Everything 
outside of the ark died in the flood. Likewise, at 
the end of the world whoever is found to be out-
side the one true church will perish.  Homily 
50.8 

24:39 So Will Be the Coming of the Son of 
Man 

They Did Not Know Until the Flood 
Came. Origen: All who listen to the depths of 
the gospel and live it so completely that none of 
it remains veiled from them care very little 
about whether the end of the world will come 
suddenly and all at once or gradually and little 
by little. Instead, they bear in mind only that 
each individual’s end or death will arrive on a 
day and hour unknown to him and that upon 
each one of us “the day of the Lord will come like 
a thief.”9 It is important therefore to be vigilant, 

whether in the evening (that is, in one’s youth) 
or in the middle of the night (that is, at human 
life’s darkest hour) or when the cock crows (at 
full maturity) or in the morning (when one is 
well advanced in old age). When God the Word 
comes and brings an end to the progress of this 
life, he will gather up the one who gave “no sleep 
to his eyes nor slumber to his eyelids”10 and kept 
the commandment of the One who said, “Be vig-
ilant at all times.”11. . . 

But I know another kind of end12 for the righ-
teous person who is able to say along with the 
apostle, “Far be it from me to glory except in the 
cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom 
the world is crucified to me and I to the world.”13 
In a certain sense, the end of the world has 
already come for the person to whom the world 
is crucified. And to one who is dead to worldly 
things the day of the Lord has already arrived, 
for the Son of man comes to the soul of the one 
who no longer lives for sin or for the world.  
Commentary on Matthew 56.14 

24:40-41 One Taken, One Left 

In the Field, at the Mill. Chrysostom: All 
these things are demonstrations that he knew 
what was to come. It would be like the days of 
Noah: “Then two men will be in the field; one is 
taken and one is left,” so unexpected will it be. It 
is without thought that they will be taken. “Two 
women will be grinding at the mill; one is taken 
and one is left.” This is not the employment of 
those who are contemplating such a calamity. 

From both employees and employers some 
will be taken and some will be left. Among those 
who are at ease and those who labor, some will 

71 Cor 10:3-4.   8PG 56:922.   91 Thess 5:2.   10Ps 132:4 (131:4 LXX).   
11Lk 21:36.   12The greek telos, like consummatio in Latin, signifies 
completion, thus end and also perfection. Origen, little interested in 
the matter of the end of the world as a whole, takes the term in the 
first interpretation to refer to the death of the individual Christian, 
who must always be prepared for death. In this second interpreta-
tion, he reads the term as the perfection one reaches in Christ by 
dying to the world.   13Gal 6:14.   14GCS 38.2:130-31.



Matthew 24:36-44

209

be taken, some left. Rank or station will not 
matter, as it says in the Old Testament: “From 
him that sits upon the throne to the captive 
woman who is at the mill.”15 Even though he had 
said earlier that it is hard for a rich man to be 
saved, here he shows that not even the rich are 
altogether lost, neither are all the poor saved, 
but out of both groups people are saved and lost. 

And to me he seems to indicate that the 
advent will come at night, like a thief, as Luke 
also indicates. It is amazing how fully he knows 
all things. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
77.2.16 

A Judgment Coming. Hilary of Poitiers: 
Christ shows that a judgment is coming, since 
between two people in a field, one is taken up 
and one left behind. Between two grinding at 
the mill, one is chosen and one rejected. 
Between two lying in bed, one departs and one 
remains. This teaching means that the separa-
tion of the faithful from the unfaithful will con-
sist in one being accepted and the other 
abandoned. For, like the prophet says, when the 
wrath of God rises, the saints will be hidden in 
God’s chambers but the faithless will be left 
exposed to celestial fire. The two in the field 
therefore represent the faithful and the unfaith-
ful, both of whom will be surprised by the day of 
the Lord in the midst of the world, in the course 
of their life’s work. They will be separated, one 
taken and the other left. It will be the same for 
the two grinding at the mill, which represents 
the work of the law. For only some of the Jews, 
like Elijah, believed through the apostles that 
they must be justified by faith. One group will 
be taken up through the faith that produces 
good works, and the other group will be aban-
doned in the fruitless works of the law, grinding 
in vain at a mill that will never produce heavenly 
food. The two lying in bed are proclaiming the 
repose of the Lord after his Passion, which both 
Catholics and heretics confess alike. But because 
the truth of the Catholic faith preaches the 
unity of the Father and the Son, which we call 

their deity, whereas the false doctrine of heretics 
attacks this unity with many different insults, 
one of the two lying in bed will be taken up but 
the other will be left behind. For by accepting 
one and rejecting the other, God’s judgment will 
prove the merit of each confession. On Mat-
thew 26.5.17 

24:42 You Do Not Know the Day 

Watch Therefore. Chrysostom: But his 
meaning is like this: If ordinary persons knew 
when they were going to die, they would surely 
be striving earnestly at that hour. In order there-
fore that they may strive, not at that hour only, 
he does not tell them the hour or day. He wants 
to keep them on their toes looking for it, that 
they may be always striving. This is why he 
made the end of each person’s life so uncertain. 

In this passage he openly implies that he him-
self is Lord. Nowhere before has he spoken of 
this so distinctly. But here he seems to me also 
to be putting to shame those who remain care-
less about his lordship. They take much more 
care about a thief taking their money than about 
their own soul. Those who care about their 
house and do not want their possessions stolen 
take measures against the thief. They watch; 
they are prepared for the thief. So it is with you. 
You do not know when he will come. But you 
know assuredly that he will come. If you do not 
continue to watch, you will not be ready on that 
day. You will be unprepared. Destruction will 
come in your sleep. If the person had known 
when the thief was coming, he would have been 
prepared. So be like the one who is prepared at 
all times, so you will escape free. 

Having then mentioned the judgment, he 
directs his thoughts next to teachers, speaking 
of honorable and dishonorable actions. His dis-
course closes with that which is alarming, for he 
speaks first of those who do right, then of those 

15Ex 11:5 (variation on LXX).   16PG 58:704; NPNF 1 10:464.   17SC 
258:198-200.   
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who continue in sin.  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 77.2-3.18 

24:43 The Householder Would Have 
Watched 

You Do Not Know the Time. Hilary of 
Poitiers: To teach us that our ignorance of the 
date of his return (which his silence has kept 
hidden from everyone) is not without its useful-
ness, Christ warns us to keep all his command-
ments. We should also be occupied with 
constant prayer in order to guard against the 
coming of the thief. For the thief is the devil 
who seeks to invade our bodily homes with the 
darts of his thoughts and allurements in order to 
ruin us while we are sleepy and careless. It is 
good therefore that we be prepared. Our igno-
rance of the day of Christ’s return should pro-
voke us to be careful as we eagerly await his 
coming. On Matthew 26.6.19 

24:44 At an Hour You Do Not Expect 

You Must Be Ready. Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: Does the soul not know when the 
thief has gained access through one of these 
entrances? Indeed, it does not know until it has 
been led into sin.20 The soul must be vigilant, 
therefore, and close all its ports of entry. The 
mouth should be occupied with holy speech, the 
ears with pious sounds; the eyes with a vision of 
the wondrous works of God; and the mind with 
heavenly thoughts. It is not sufficient merely to 
refrain from speaking, hearing, seeing or think-
ing evil things. For to do that is only to block the 
access of good spirits along with the bad. Who-
ever renounces evil but fails to take up the good 
is said to have left the gates to his soul open. 
The enemy enters easily when he finds them 
vacant. It is necessary therefore that the portals 
to the soul of the just not only be free of evil but 

also be fully occupied with the good, lest evil 
find a way to gain access. Homily 51.21 

Living in Expectation. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew: Why is the date of an individ-
ual’s death hidden from him? Clearly it is so that 
he might always do good, since he can expect to 
die at any moment. The date of Christ’s second 
advent is withheld from the world for the same 
reason, namely, so that every generation might 
live in the expectation of Christ’s return. This is 
why when his disciples asked him, “Lord, will 
you restore the kingdom to Israel at this time?” 
Jesus replied, “It is not for you to know the times 
and the seasons which the Father has estab-
lished by his authority.”22 

“But know this, that if the head of the house-
hold had known the hour at which the thief 
would arrive, he would have been vigilant and 
would never have allowed his house to be bur-
glarized.” The head of the household represents 
the human soul, the thief is the devil, the house 
is the body, the doors are the mouth and ears 
and the windows are the eyes. Like the thief 
who gains access through the doors and win-
dows to despoil the householder, the devil also 
finds easy access to the soul of a man through 
his mouth, ears and eyes to take him captive. 
This is why Jeremiah wrote, “For death entered 
through our windows.”23 If you wish to be 
secure, install a bolt on your door, which is to 
say, put the law of the fear of God in your mouth 
so that you can say with the psalmist, “I will 
guard my ways that I might not sin with my 
tongue. I will put a guard at my mouth.”24  
Homily 51.25 

18PG 58:705; NPNF 1 10:465.   19SC 258:200.   20The careless soul 
becomes aware of the condition of sin when it is already deeply 
entangled in it, because it did not notice the insidious beginning of 
the actions of the thief (the devil) against it.   21PG 56:925.   22Acts 
1:6-7.   23Jer 9:21.   24Ps 39:1 (38:1 LXX).   25PG 56:924.
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T H E  F A I T H F U L  A N D

U N F A I T H F U L  S E R V A N T S

M A T T H E W  2 4 : 4 5 - 5 1

Overview: Faithful and wise make a rare com-
bination. There are many clever individuals, yet 
the wise are very few. The good steward is 
granted authority over all possessions of his 
master; that is, he is made coheir with Christ 
and will reign with Christ (Origen). Both wis-
dom in dispensing the gifts of God and faithful-
ness to God are the necessary components of 
good stewardship. This applies both to teachers, 
entrusted with the distribution of knowledge, 
and to those entrusted with the greatest and 
most honorable responsibility over “all posses-
sions” in the life to come (Chrysostom). The 
parable of the good and wise steward applies 
first of all to bishops, who are called to wisely 
feed their flock with the Word of God and to be 
constantly ready to give account of their stew-
ardship in Christ’s coming (Hilary of Poi-
tiers). This parable is against the wicked rulers 
who lead a luxurious life and against negligent 
teachers. Both of them sin because they do not 
believe that their judge will ever come. These 
will be condemned at the last judgment and will 
be cut off from the grace of God forever (Cyril 
of Alexandria). Cutting off means separating 
from the fellowship of Christians and condemn-
ing to destruction with the sinners (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). The Holy Spirit is the 
agent of union with God. Therefore, as Adam 

after the Fall was cut off from the Spirit, so will 
be those condemned at the last judgment. Thus 
cutting off the Spirit means the punishment of 
separation from God (Cyril of Alexandria). 
Matthew 24:45-51 Matthew 24:45-51

24:45 Who Is the Faithful and Wise Servant? 

The Faithful and Wise Servants. Origen: 
We should understand the phrase “faithful and 
wise servant” as referring to a person who is 
faithful in the customary sense of the term, not 
as referring to those who are wise or clever by 
natural endowment. Many who are clever and 
wise are not at all faithful. For instance, who-
ever considers the great number of people who 
fancy themselves Christians will discover many 
who are faithful and who have great zeal for the 
faith but are not very wise. He will thus con-
clude that “the sons of this world are wiser in 
their own generation,”1 knowing that “God 
chose the foolish of the world to confound the 
wise.”2 He will also see that others who are 
thought to be believers are clever and wise 
enough but of only limited faith. If they are not 
unfaithful, they are certainly at least less faithful 
than the “foolish of the world” whom “God 
chose.” But it is rare for faithfulness and wisdom 

1Lk 16:8.   21 Cor 1:27.
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to coincide in one person to enable him to “give 
his fellow servants their food at the proper 
time.” He needs wisdom to give food to the 
needy “at the proper time” and faith to refrain 
from keeping the food for himself in time of 
need. Commentary on Matthew 61.3 

24:46 Blessed Is That Servant 

Responsible for the Lord’s Goods. Chry-
sostom: Everyone should make full use of what 
he has been given for the common advantage of 
all. If you possess power or wealth or wisdom, 
do not use it to hurt your fellow servants. If you 
do, it will be to your own ruin. Since sins come 
from foolishness, he requires both wisdom and 
fidelity. One is faithful who has been a good 
steward of his Lord’s goods, not stealing from 
the Lord, not spending without aim or fruit. 
One is wise who knows how to dispense the 
things given him in a fitting way. Indeed, we 
have need of both these things together, faith-
fulness and wisdom, and these in conjunction. 
We are called to exercise our stewardship in a 
fitting manner, spending carefully. And we must 
not steal from the Lord. If one of these is lack-
ing, the other is halted. There would be great 
blame if one were to waste the Lord’s goods, 
spend freely the resources we have been given, 
even if we never stole anything at all. Similarly 
there would be heavy charges to make against 
one who spent his Lord’s goods well but occa-
sionally stole something for himself. The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 77.3.4 

A Great Promise. Origen: “Blessed is the 
servant whom the Lord will find so doing when 
he comes.” A great promise is extended to the 
Lord’s faithful and wise stewards. It is like the 
promise he made to those to whom he said, 
“Take authority over five cities” or “take author-
ity over ten cities.”5 For to be made the head 
“over all his possessions” is nothing other than 
to be made an “heir of God and coheir with 
Christ”6 and to reign with Christ. The Father 

has given him everything he himself possesses, 
as Christ said, “All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to me.”7 The Son of the 
good Father who is given authority over all his 
Father’s possessions also shares this honor and 
glory with his faithful and wise stewards, so 
they also might be with Christ above every crea-
ture and authority. This is what he meant when 
he said, “Truly I say to you, he will set him over 
all his possessions.” Commentary on Mat-
thew 62.8 

24:47 Set Over All His Possessions 

Entrusted with Riches. Chrysostom: Let 
everyone who is entrusted with riches listen 
carefully. He is not only speaking to teachers but 
to those who manage money. In both cases they 
are entrusted with riches. Those who teach are 
entrusted with a wealth that is far more neces-
sary than those who deal with money. There are 
times when teachers have difficult times. If in 
these times you who have money are not willing 
to demonstrate your generosity, what excuse 
will you have? You need to exhibit both generos-
ity and honesty, for the two go together. 

It is an honor to be entrusted with the 
responsibility of someone else’s resources. This 
happens to the faithful: “Truly, I say to you, he 
will set him over all his possessions.” What can 
be equal to this honor? What sort of speech 
would be fitting to this dignity? What sort of 
blessedness would accompany it? Here we are 
speaking of nothing less than the King of heaven 
who possesses all things. It is he who is setting a 
person “over all his possessions.” This is why he 
calls him to be wise. He must not spend large 
sums for small benefits. It is only having been 
responsible here in this life that he will receive 
the riches of heaven.  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 77.3.9 

3GCS 38.2:141.   4PG 58:706; NPNF 1 10:466.   5Lk 19:17-19.   
6Rom 8:17.   7Mt 28:18.   8GCS 38.2:143.   9PG 58:706; NPNF 1 
10:466.



Matthew 24:45-51

213

Over All His Possessions. Hilary of 
Poitiers: Although he urged everyone to exer-
cise an indefatigable vigilance, Christ com-
manded the princes of the people, the bishops, 
to demonstrate a special attentiveness in expec-
tation of his advent. The bishop is represented 
in this parable by the faithful and wise servant 
who was set over the household. He is fully 
equipped and enabled to care for the people 
entrusted to him. He needs to be attentive to his 
instructions and obedient to the command-
ments. When he speaks the truth and prudently 
applies doctrine, he will confirm the weak, heal 
the broken, convert sinners and feed his house-
hold with the Word of life—their eternal food. 
If he is found performing these tasks diligently, 
he will receive glory from the Lord as a faithful 
servant and effective steward. He will be set 
over all his possessions. In other words, he will 
be established in the midst of the glory of God. 
Nothing could possibly be better than this. On 
Matthew 27.1.10 

24:48-49 The Wicked Servant 

Beating One’s Fellow Servants. Cyril of 
Alexandria: This teaching is directed against 
the rulers who are leading a luxurious and lei-
surely lifestyle. He calls the negligent teacher a 
wicked and evil servant because he takes advan-
tage of the judge’s absence and believes he will 
not be observed because of the judge’s forbear-
ance. So he beats harshly those over whom he 
holds power and associates with those who are 
in love with the flesh. They sin both because the 
judge is not present and because they don’t 
think judgment will ever arrive. By wounding 
some of them, he points out those who are dis-
abled in soul because of the luxury of their ex-
alted positions. Just as the apostle says, “When 
you sin against your brothers in this way [you] 
wound their weak conscience.”11 Therefore he 
threatens to introduce the most severe punish-
ments to those living self-indulgently. . . . 

Those who pretend to understand the princi-

ples of the good life are not thinking as they 
should but are only clothing themselves in the 
appearance of virtue. They will be cut into 
pieces on that fearful day of judgment. This is a 
judgment from the Spirit and results in a per-
petual alienation. . . . Grace will be cut off from 
all the pollution of his soul, and his part will be 
reckoned with the hypocrites. Jesus calls hypo-
crites those who are cut into pieces and yet con-
tinue to teach others the way to live. They 
succeed only in making things worse for those 
learning the life of discipleship. Further, Jesus 
teaches that those who have not carried out 
faithfully the ministry given to them in this 
present life from the Lord will not receive 
another from him. . . . For the cutting Jesus 
reveals is not a bodily one but the stripping of 
their adoption as sons from the Spirit. More-
over, they are punished because they lived a life 
of derision. They will gnash their teeth when 
they consider the reason for their pain and the 
exceedingly severe character of their punish-
ment. Fragment 277.12 

24:50-51 Weeping and Gnashing Teeth 

The Unfaithful Servant Punished. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: “He will cut 
him off ” means that the Lord will cut him off 
from the fellowship of Christians. The unfaith-
ful servant will neither be glorified with the 
saints nor gently punished with those who have 
committed venial sins. Instead, he will be 
thrown in with the hypocrites and infidels, 
where he will suffer the destruction of those 
whose behavior he imitated. A good priest is 
glorified above all others, not only on account of 
his own righteousness but also on account of 
theirs as well, since he is the cause of their righ-
teousness. In the same way, a sinful priest is 
punished more severely than anyone else, not 
only for his own sins, but also for theirs, since 
he made himself the cause of their sin. The Lord  

10SC 258:202.   111 Cor 8:12.   12MKGK 248.



Matthew 24:45-51

214

calls them not only hypocrites but also infidels, 
because every hypocrite is an infidel, but not 
every infidel is a hypocrite. Whoever gives the 
appearance of being in the church and then acts 
against the church is properly called a hypocrite. 
Homily 51.13 

The Gift of the Spirit Cut Off. Cyril of 
Alexandria: Let us investigate carefully what 
“to be cut into pieces” means.14 When in ancient 
times Adam came into being, God made him a 
partaker of his own Spirit, giving to his nature a 
most perfect beauty. For “he breathed on his face 
the breath of life.”15 For to truly give life is to 
have the Spirit of life, that is, of Christ. But 
because Adam was deceived and slipped into sin, 
he was cut off from the Spirit. For it pleased our 
God and father “to bring all things together 
under one head in Christ”16 and to restore the 
ancient beauty to human nature. We have 
received this through grace, but the stealthy 
entrance of sin stripped it from us. For Christ 

breathed into us after the resurrection, restoring 
ancient beauty to us. “Receive,” he says, “the 
Holy Spirit.”17 And so the Spirit is united to us. 
For “he who unites himself to the Lord is one 
with him in spirit.”18 Surely, just as we have been 
compelled to be zealous in our efforts by a sense 
of devotion, we are receiving the utmost fullness 
since we now have the pledge of the Spirit at the 
appropriate time. We are deprived of that same 
foretaste of the Spirit when we stand accused in 
our own sin since the gift of the Spirit is cut off 
and sent away from us as in the time of the judg-
ment. We affirm that it is this judgment that 
Jesus speaks of when he mentions cutting some-
thing apart. For one such as this who has the 
Spirit is not delivered over to punishment. 
Fragment 278.19 

T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E  T E N  V I R G I N S

M A T T H E W  2 5 : 1 - 1 3

13PG 56:928.   14The act of punishment for which the evil servant is cut 
off indicates symbolically that the divine Spirit has departed because of 
sin. Cyril argues that the presence of this Spirit, restored by Christ 
after the sin of Adam, depends in every person on moral conduct.   
15Gen 2:7.   16Eph 1:10.   17Jn 20:22.   181 Cor 6:17.   19MKGK 249.
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Overview: In the final judgment, no one can 
look to another’s praise to help him or her shine. 
The five virgins are the whole church. The 
lamps are good works of love done from a pure 
heart. The wise are those souls who have the 
catholic faith and seem to demonstrate good 
works. The lamps of the wise burn with a good 
conscience, with an inner glory and with inmost 
charity, yet even they tremble on the last day 
(Augustine). The wise virgins are those who, 
embracing the time available to them, were pre-
pared at the first onset of the Lord’s coming (Hil-
ary of Poitiers). Watchfulness is required, lest 
Christ come to take the church for his bride at 
the least expected moment, when some of those 
waiting are seeking the praise of others (Augus-
tine). 

On the day of the resurrection and judg-
ment, however much people might be rich in 
good works, they will fear for themselves, lest 
they not be prepared with faith that has been 
active in works. The foolish virgins were those 
who were lazy and unmindful. They were fool-
ish because they were not prepared for the fu-
ture but only for the present. Thus they were 
foolish because they did not have works of 
compassion, for the oil symbolizes compassion 
(Epiphanius the Latin). They troubled them-
selves only over present matters and, forgetting 
what God said, did not direct their efforts to-
ward the hope of the resurrection. Because the 
foolish were not able to go out and meet the 
bridegroom, for their lamps had gone out, they 
asked the wise to share their oil. They were not 
part of the group entering the wedding feast 
but were late and unworthy of entering. They 
had lost their opportunity (Hilary of Poi-
tiers). If our hearts, symbolized by lamps, 
have in them no sense of the deep reserve of 
God’s graciousness, we are forever running 
short of oil and forgetting to carry enough our-
selves (Augustine). 

25:1 The Kingdom Compared with Ten 
Maidens 

Division Between Good and Bad. Hilary 
of Poitiers: The whole story is about the great 
day of the Lord, when those things concealed 
from the human mind will be revealed through 
our understanding of divine judgment. Then the 
faith true to the Lord’s coming will win the just 
reward for unwavering hope. For in the five wise 
and five foolish virgins,1 a complete separation 
between the faithful and unfaithful is estab-
lished. Similarly, Moses had received the Ten 
Commandments written on two tablets.2 For it 
was necessary that all these things be written on 
each. The double column represented, under a 
single testament, the division between the good 
and the bad, between the designation of right 
and left. On Matthew 27.3.3 
Matthew 25:1-13 Matthew 25:1-13

To Meet the Bridegroom. Augustine: Let 
us now, beloved, discuss the five wise and the 
five foolish virgins. They wished to go to meet 
the bridegroom. What is the meaning of “to go 
and meet the bridegroom”? To go with all the 
heart, to eagerly await his coming. Sermon 
93.5.4 

The Ten Maidens. Augustine: So then let us 
understand, dearly beloved, that this parable 
relates to us all, that is, to the whole church 
together, not to the clergy only, of whom we 
spoke yesterday, nor to the laity only but gener-
ally to all. Why then are the virgins five and five? 
These five and five virgins are all Christian souls 
together. But that I may tell you what by the 
Lord’s inspiration I think, it is not souls of every 
sort but such souls as have the catholic faith and 
seem to have good works in the church of God. 
Yet even of them it is said, “Five are wise, and 
five are foolish.” Sermon 93.5.5 

25:2 Five Foolish, Five Wise 

Foolish and Wise. Hilary of Poitiers: 

1Mt 25:2.   2Ex 32:15.   3SC 258:204.   4PL 38:575; NPNF 1 6:402 
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The wise virgins are those who, embracing the 
time available to them, were prepared at the first 
onset of the coming of the Lord. But the foolish 
were those who were lax and unmindful. They 
troubled themselves only over present matters 
and, forgetting what God said, did not direct 
their efforts toward hope for resurrection. On 
Matthew 27.5.6 

Five Senses. Augustine: Every soul that 
enlivens a body is denoted by the number five, 
because it makes use of five senses. For there is 
nothing of which we have perception by the 
body except through this fivefold gate, either by 
sight, or hearing, or smelling, or tasting or 
touching. Whoever abstains from unlawful see-
ing, unlawful hearing, unlawful smelling, 
unlawful tasting and unlawful touching, by rea-
son of blamelessness, is here called by the name 
of virgin. Sermon 93.2.7 

The Only Distinction. Augustine: It says 
that even of these, who were virgins and carry-
ing lamps, some are wise and some foolish. How 
is this distinction made? By what clue do we tell 
the difference? Only by whether the oil is 
present or missing. Sermon 93.4.8 

25:3-4 Flasks of Oil 

What the Oil Signifies. Augustine: It is 
some great thing, some exceedingly great thing, 
that this oil signifies. Do you think it might be 
charity? If we try out this hypothesis, we hazard 
no precipitate judgment. I will tell you why 
charity seems to be signified by the oil. The 
apostle says, “I will show you a still more excel-
lent way.”9 “If I speak with the tongue of mortals 
and of angels but do not have love, I am a noisy 
gong or a clanging cymbal.”10 This is charity. It is 
“that way above the rest,”11 which is with good 
reason signified by the oil. For oil swims above 
all liquids. Pour in water, and pour in oil upon 
it; the oil will swim above. Pour in oil, pour in 
water upon it; the oil will swim above. If you 

keep the usual order, it will be uppermost; if you 
change the order, it will be uppermost. “Charity 
never fails.”12 Sermon 93.4.13 

Took No Oil with Them. Augustine: What 
is the meaning of “took no oil with them”? 
What is “in their lamps”? In their hearts. For 
this reason the apostle wrote, “Indeed, this is 
our glory, the testimony of our conscience.”14 
There is the oil, the precious oil. This oil is of 
the gift of God. We can put oil into our lamps, 
but we ourselves cannot create the olive. See, I 
have oil. But did I create the oil? It is of the gift 
of God. So you have oil. Carry it with you. 
What does it mean to “carry it with you”? To 
have it within, where it is pleasing to God. 
Note: those “foolish virgins, who brought no 
oil with them,” wish to please a human audi-
ence by that abstinence of theirs by which they 
are called virgins, and by their good works, 
when they seem to carry lamps. But wishing to 
please human spectators, doing praiseworthy 
works, they forgot to carry with them the nec-
essary oil. Sermon 93.7-8.15 

The Foolish Did Not Take Oil. Epipha-
nius the Latin: Those ten virgins, whom the 
Lord compared with the kingdom of heaven, 
were set up as an example for all virgins. They 
went out to meet the bridegroom and the bride. 
This means that they had received the grace of 
the Holy Spirit. They had come forth as virgins 
never stained by sin and had left behind earthly 
matters to meet Christ and the church. “But five 
were foolish and five wise. For the wise took oil 
with them along with their lamps. But the fool-
ish did not take oil.” Thus they were foolish, 
because they were not prepared for the future 
but only for the present. Thus they were foolish, 
because they did not have works of compassion. 

6SC 258:208.   7PL 38:574; NPNF 1 6:402 (Sermon 43).   8PL 
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For the oil is compassion. But the wise took oil 
with their lamps. Thus they were wise, because 
they took these things not on account of people 
but on account of God. Thus they were wise, 
because they were virgins not for the sake of the 
present but the future. Thus they were wise, 
because they had works of compassion. Thus 
they were wise, because they were virgins in 
spirit and body. Interpretation of the Gos-
pels 36.16 

The Virgins and Their Lamps. Augustine: 
But if it is good to abstain from the unlawful 
excitements of the senses, and on that account 
every Christian soul has received the name of 
virgin, why then are five admitted and five 
rejected? They are both virgins, and yet half are 
rejected. It is not enough that they are virgins 
but that they also have lamps. They are virgins 
by reason of abstinence from unlawful indul-
gence of the senses. But they have lamps by rea-
son of good works. Of these good works the 
Lord says, “Let your works shine before men, 
that they may see your good works and glorify 
your Father who is in heaven.”17 Again he said to 
his disciples, “Let your loins be girded and your 
lamps burning.”18 In the “girded loins” is virgin-
ity. In the “burning lamps” is good works. Ser-
mon 93.2.19 

25:5 The Bridegroom Delayed 

Both Bride and Bridegroom. Hilary of 
Poitiers: The bridegroom and bride represent 
our Lord, God in the flesh. For as the spirit is 
wedded to the flesh, so the flesh is wedded to 
the spirit. When the trumpet finally summons 
us and the bridegroom is at hand, all this will be 
revealed. Indeed, the two aspects are the cor-
ruptible body and the incorruptible soul. On 
Matthew 27.4.20 

They All Slept. Augustine: But he tarried. 
And “while he tarried, they all slept.” What is 
“all”? Both the foolish and the wise. “All slum-

bered and slept.” But is this sleeping good? 
What does this sleep mean at this time? Might it 
mean that during the delay of the bridegroom 
there is an inattentiveness, so that “because of 
the increase of lawlessness, the love of many will 
grow cold”?21 Are we to understand this sleep in 
this way? I don’t like that reading, and I will tell 
you why. Because among the ten are the five 
wise virgins. Certainly when the Lord said, “And 
because of the increase of lawlessness, the love 
of many will grow cold,” he then went on di-
rectly to say, “But the one who endures to the 
end will be saved.”22 So on this premise, where 
would you place the wise virgins? Are they not 
among those that will “endure to the end”? They 
would not be admitted within unless they had 
“endured to the end.” No coldness of love then 
crept over them. In them love did not grow cold. 
Love preserves its glow even to the very end. 
And because it glows even to the end, therefore 
are the gates of the bridegroom opened to them. 
So they are told to enter in, just as did that ex-
cellent servant23 to whom it was said, “Enter into 
the joy of thy Lord.”24 

What then is the meaning of “they all slept”? 
There is another sleep which no one escapes. 
Don’t you remember the apostle saying, “But I 
would not have you to be ignorant, brothers, 
concerning those who are asleep,”25 that is, con-
cerning those who are dead? For why are they 
called “those who are asleep,” except that they all 
have died in their own time? Therefore it is said 
“they all slept.” Do you imagine that just 
because one is wise, she does not have to die? 
Whether the virgin is foolish or wise, all suffer 
equally the sleep of death.  Sermon 93.5.26 

The Moment of Least Awareness. Augus-
tine: Why “at midnight”? That is the moment of 
least expectation. There is no thought of it. It is 
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a moment of complete unawareness. It is as 
though one might calculate complacently, . . .  
“So many years have passed since Adam, and the 
six thousand years are being completed,27 and 
then immediately, according to the computation 
of certain expositors, the day of judgment will 
come.” Yet these calculations come and pass 
away, and still the coming of the bridegroom is 
delayed. So the virgins who had gone to meet 
him now are sleeping. But just when he is least 
looked for, when the best calculators are saying, 
“The six thousand years were waited for, and, 
look, they are already gone by. So how then shall 
we know when he will come?”—he comes at 
midnight. So what is “midnight”? It means when 
you are least aware. Sermon 93.7.28 

At Midnight, a Cry. Hilary of Poitiers: 
The delay of the bridegroom is the time for 
repentance. The sleep of those waiting is the 
peaceful rest of believers. The delay has given 
time for repentance. The cry comes at midnight, 
when no one yet knows what is happening. The 
sound of the trumpet of God heralds his com-
ing,29 rousing all to go out and meet the bride-
groom. The taking up of the lamps is the return 
of souls into their bodies. And the light shining 
from them is the consciousness of good work, 
which is contained in our bodies, which are like 
flasks. On Matthew 27.4.30 

25:7-8 Preparing to Meet the Bridegroom 

The Maidens Arose. Augustine: Of what 
cry are we speaking? That of which the apostle 
says, “In the twinkling of an eye, at the last 
trump? For the trumpet shall sound, and the 
dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall 
be changed”?31 And so when the cry was made at 
midnight, “Behold, the bridegroom comes!” 
what follows? “Then all those maidens arose.” 
But who are “all those” who arose? “The hour 
will come,” said the Lord himself, “when all that 
are in the graves shall hear his voice and shall 
come forth.”32 Therefore at the last trumpet they 

all arose. “When the foolish took their lamps, 
they took no oil with them; but the wise took 
flasks of oil with their lamps.”33 Sermon 93.7.34 

They Trimmed Their Lamps. Augustine: 
Note then, beloved, that before those virgins 
slept, it is not said that their lamps were extin-
guished. The lamps of the wise virgins burned 
with an inward oil, with the assurance of a good 
conscience, with an inner glory, with an inmost 
charity. Yet the lamps of the foolish virgins 
were also still burning. In what way were they 
burning? They burned because there was no 
lack of praise among human onlookers. But 
after that they arose, that is, in the resurrection 
from the dead. They began to trim their lamps, 
that is, began to prepare to render to God an 
account of their works. And because there is 
then no human beholder to praise them, all per-
sons are wholly employed in their own cause. 
There is no one then who is not thinking of 
self. Therefore there were none to sell them oil. 
Sermon 93.8.35 

Seeking the Praise of Others. Augus-
tine: So their lamps began to fail, and the fool-
ish plead with the five wise, “Give us of your oil, 
for our lamps are going out.” They sought for 
what they had been most prone to seek for, to 
shine, that is, with others’ oil, to walk after oth-
ers’ praises. Sermon 93.8.36 

25:9 Not Enough for Us and for You 

Perhaps There Will Not Be Enough for 

27The belief that the human race would become extinct in six thou-
sand years was widespread among the early Christians, since a mil-
lennium was made to correspond with each of the six days of 
creation, to which was added a seventh millennium as the eschato-
logical day of rest. Augustine rejects these chronological com-
putations and warns his listeners not to base their hopes and expec-
tations on them.   28PL 38:576; NPNF 1 6:403 (Sermon 43).   291 
Thess 4:16.   30SC 258:206.   311 Cor 15:52.   32Jn 5:28-29.   33Mt 25:3-
4.   34PL 38:577; NPNF 1 6:403 (Sermon 43).   35PL 38:577; NPNF 
1 6:404 (Sermon 43).   36PL 38:577-78; NPNF 1 6:404 (Ser-
mon 43).
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Us. Epiphanius the Latin: “As the bride-
groom was delayed, they all slumbered and 
slept. But at midnight there was a cry, ‘Behold, 
the bridegroom! Come out to meet him.’ ”37 
Likewise, the blessed apostle, Paul, declared, 
“For the Lord himself will descend from heaven 
with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call 
and with the sound of the trumpet of God. And 
the dead in Christ will rise first; then we who 
are alive, who are left, shall be caught up 
together with them in the clouds to meet the 
Lord in the air; and so we shall always be with 
the Lord.”38 So those virgins rose and trimmed 
their lamps. But the foolish said to the wise, 
“Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are 
going out.”39 Their spiritual virginity was run-
ning out and failing, because they did not have 
works of religious devotion and compassion. But 
the wise replied, “Perhaps there will not be 
enough for us and for you; go rather to the deal-
ers and buy for yourselves.” For on the day of the 
resurrection and judgment, however much any-
one might be rich in holy works, he will fear for 
himself, lest he not have enough. Interpreta-
tion of the Gospels 36.40 

Go to the Dealers and Buy for Your-
selves. Augustine: “But the wise replied, 
‘Perhaps there will not be enough for us and for 
you; go rather to the dealers and buy for your-
selves.’ ” This is hardly the voice of those who 
give counsel but rather those who rebuke. Why 
are they scornful? Because they were wise, be-
cause wisdom was in them. For they were not 
wise by anything that belonged to them. Rather 
that wisdom was in them of which it is written 
in a certain Scripture that wisdom shall say to 
those that despised her, when they have fallen 
upon the evils which she threatened them, “I 
will laugh over your destruction.”41 No wonder 
the wise mock the foolish virgins. And what is 
this mocking? 

“Go rather to the dealers and buy for your-
selves,” you who never desired to live well but 
because people praised you, who sold you oil. 

Who are these who “sold you oil”? They are the 
ones who sell praises. Who sells praises, but 
flatterers? How much better would it have been 
for you not to have acquiesced to flatterers, and 
to have carried oil within, and for the sake of a 
good conscience to have done all good works. . . . 

Go then to those who deal in human praise, 
as you have been accustomed to doing, but do 
not expect the wise to give you oil at this crucial 
moment. Why? “Lest there not be enough for us 
and you.” What is “lest there not be enough”? 
This was not spoken in any lack of hope but in a 
sober and godly humility. For though the good 
person have a good conscience, how does he 
know how the final judge, who is deceived by no 
one, will judge? He has a good conscience; no 
sins conceived in the heart argue with him. Yet, 
though his conscience is good, because of the 
daily sins of human life, he says to God daily, 
“Forgive us our debts,” on the assumption that 
he has already done what comes next, “as we also 
forgive our debtors.”42 He has broken his bread 
to the hungry from the heart; from the heart has 
he clothed the naked. Out of that inward oil he 
has done good works, and yet in that judgment 
even his good conscience trembles.  Sermon 
93.8-9.43 

25:10-11 The Bridegroom’s Arrival 

While They Went to Buy. Augustine: Now 
it is no wonder that precisely “while they were 
going out to buy,” while they were seeking for 
praise from others and found none, while they 
were seeking for persons by whom to be com-
forted and found none—just then the shut door 
opened. Just then “the bridegroom came,” and 
the bride, the church, was glorified then with 
Christ and all its members gathered together 
into one. Sermon 93.9.44 

37Mt 25:5-6.   381 Thess 4:16-17.   39Mt 25:8.   40PL Supp 3:892-93.   
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44PL 38:579; NPNF 1 6:405 (Sermon 43).



Matthew 25:1-13

220

The Door Was Shut. Hilary of Poitiers: 
Because the foolish were not able to go out and 
meet the bridegroom, since their lamps had 
gone out, they asked the wise to share their oil. 
They replied that they could not give them oil 
for there would perhaps not be enough. They 
told them to go to the dealers and buy for them-
selves.45 These foolish were not part of the 
group entering the wedding feast but late and 
unworthy of entering. They had lost their 
opportunity. On Matthew 27.5.46 

The Foolish Came Afterward. Augustine: 
“And those who were ready went in with him to 
the marriage feast; and the door was shut.” Then 
the foolish virgins came afterward. But had they 
bought any oil? Had they found any from whom 
they might buy it? No. Therefore they found the 
doors shut. They began to knock, but too late. 
Sermon 93.9.47 

25:12-13 Not Knowing the Time 

I Do Not Know You. Cyril of Alexandria: 
Jesus compares the rulers of the people with vir-
gins. The person who discharges a sacred func-
tion must be undefiled in soul and body, just as 
Paul says, “that she might be devoted to the Lord 
in both body and spirit.”48 For it is customary for 
the Scripture to divide the present age into five 
seasons or times.49 It assigns to each time both 
God-fearing and foolish souls, just as each time 
has wise persons and simpletons, righteous per-
sons and wicked ones. In the parable all the vir-
gins go out with their lamps. Jesus indicates by 

this that all souls have been illuminated by God 
through innate and natural laws but also indeed 
by the laws written by Moses. Now all the vir-
gins went out to meet the bridegroom. All were 
determined to seek favor with God and to join 
themselves spiritually to the bridegroom. He 
sows in the hearts of the faithful the seed of 
every kind of virtue. Indeed, this is why he is 
called a bridegroom! Nevertheless some prove to 
be undistinguished, though they possess an illu-
mination from God. . . . He mockingly calls 
their drowsiness the death of the flesh, which by 
necessity will go before both wise and foolish, 
whom the trumpet of the angels awakes at the 
time of Christ’s second coming. For all who have 
been rendered powerless by death are awakened, 
the good and the bad, and all are made ready to 
present their defense before the judge. This is 
represented in the parable when each virgin 
trims her lamp, summing up all that has 
occurred in her life. The thoughtless virgins 
have brought no oil with them. Their soul 
begins to grow gloomy and as if snuffed out 
departs into a delirious state, so as to think they 
will be shown mercy through the virtue of the 
others. They are rejected as the other virgins say 
there is not enough for us and for you. The vir-
tue of each scarcely suffices for the salvation of 
the soul, because even those who are very wise 
transgress in many ways. Fragment 280.50 

Matthew 25:14-30
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T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E  T A L E N T S

M A T T H E W  2 5 : 1 4 - 3 0

Overview: Those who do not love lose the love 
they have (Gregory the Great). One who is 
given a gift of preaching or teaching is given it so 
others may profit from it. If people do not use 
this gift, they will lose it. But one who uses the 
gift diligently will gain even more of the gift in 
abundance, even as the inactive recipient will 
lose what he or she received (Chrysostom). The 
risen Christ, entrusting his gifts to his servants 
the church, returns to receive an account. 

The five talents may be viewed as the gift of 
the five senses, that is, knowledge of externals 
by means of sight, hearing, taste, smell and 
touch. The two talents signify theory and prac-
tice; the one talent signifies theory alone. Many 
in the church resemble the man given one talent, 
who hides it in the earth, employing abilities in 
earthly affairs but failing to seek spiritual profit 

(Gregory the Great). One talent is by no 
means a paltry sum (Origen). Note how sins of 
omission also are met with extreme rejection. 
Not only the active doer of evil things, the mur-
derer and the adulterer, but also the one who 
fails to do good is culpable (Chrysostom). 

Two seems to be an average or mundane 
number. The servant who received the two tal-
ents gained two talents more. This can be 
viewed either with respect to worldly knowledge 
or to a higher knowledge. Righteous persons be-
long to God, who reaps where not he but the 
righteous person has sown. So we may say that 
the righteous have scattered and given to the 
poor. The Lord, however, gathers to himself 
whatever the righteous person has given to the 
poor. Reaping what he has not sown and gather-
ing where he has not winnowed, he counts as 
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having been done to himself whatever the faith-
ful have sown or winnowed for the poor (Ori-
gen). Let us therefore contribute whatever we 
have—wealth, diligence, or care giving—for our 
neighbor’s advantage. For the talents here are 
each person’s ability, whether in the way of pro-
tection, or in money, or in teaching or in what-
ever thing one has been given. Let no one say, “I 
have but one talent and can do nothing with it.” 
For this end God gave us speech, and hands, and 
feet, and strength of body and mind and under-
standing, that we might use all these things both 
for our own salvation and for our neighbor’s ad-
vantage (Chrysostom). Who is this man who 
sets out for foreign parts but our Redeemer, 
who departed to heaven in the body he had 
taken on (Gregory the Great)? 

25:14-15 Entrusted with Talents According 
to Ability 

He Entrusted His Property. Origen: This 
man, therefore, “like a man going abroad, called 
his servants and delivered to them” his money 
with pure words. Indeed, his “words” are “words 
that are pure, silver refined in a furnace on the 
ground, purified seven times.”1 Commentary 
on Matthew 65.2 

A Man Going on a Journey. Gregory the 
Great: Who is the man who sets out for foreign 
parts but our Redeemer, who departed to 
heaven in the body he had taken on? Earth is the 
proper place for his body. It is transported to 
foreign parts, so to speak, when he establishes it 
in heaven. Forty Gospel Homilies 9.1.3 

Matthew’s Numbers Differ from Luke’s. 
Chrysostom: In Luke4 the parable of the tal-
ents is told differently, and it is indeed different. 
For there, from the one pound different degrees 
of increase were made. From one pound one 
brought five, another ten, one nothing more, 
and they received recompense accordingly. Here 
it is different: The one that received two gave 

two. The one who received five made five more. 
But in Luke’s version, from the same invest-
ment, one made the greater and one the less 
increase, with the reward dispensed accordingly. 
But in both cases he does not require his invest-
ment back immediately. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 78.2.5 
Matthew 25:14-30

The Distributor of Talents. Cyril of 
Alexandria: The man who is the landowner is 
actually the Creator and Lord of all. The Word 
compares the time the landowner spends away 
from home in the parable to either the ascension 
of Christ into heaven or at any rate to the 
unseen and invisible character of the divine 
nature. Now one must conceive of the property 
of God as those in each country and city who 
believe in him. He calls his servants those who 
according to the times Christ crowns with the 
glory of the priesthood. For the holy Paul 
writes, “No one takes this honor upon himself; 
he must be called by God.”6 He hands over [his 
property] to those who are under him, to each 
giving a spiritual gift so that he might have char-
acter and aptitude. We think that this distribu-
tion of the talents is not supplied to the 
household servants in equal measure because 
each is quite different from the other in their 
understanding. Immediately they head out for 
their labors, he says, directly indicating to us 
here that apart from the procrastination of one 
they are fit to carry out the work of God. Surely 
those who are bound by fear and laziness will 
end up in the worst evils. For he buried, Jesus 
says, the talent given to him in the earth. He 
kept the gift hidden, making it unprofitable for 
others and useless for himself. For that very rea-
son the talent is taken away from him and will 
be given to the one who is already rich. The 
Spirit has departed from such as these and the 
gift of the divine gifts. But to those who are 

1Ps 12:6 (11:7 LXX).   2GCS 38.2:153.   3PL 76:1106; CS 123:127 
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industrious an even more lavish gift will be pre-
sented. Fragment 283.7 

The Five Bodily Senses. Gregory the 
Great: The man setting out for foreign parts 
entrusted his goods to his servants, for he 
granted his spiritual gifts to those who believed 
in him. To one he entrusted five talents, to 
another two, to another one. There are five 
bodily senses, sight, hearing, taste, smell and 
touch. The five talents represent the gift of the 
five senses, that is, knowledge of externals; the 
two talents signify theory and practice; the one 
talent signifies theory alone. Forty Gospel 
Homilies 9.1.8 

25:16-18 Five Talents, Two Talents, One 
Talent 

To Each According to Ability. Origen: 
There is the ability of those to whom “five tal-
ents” were given, the ability of those to whom 
“two talents” were given and the ability of those 
to whom “one talent” was given. Also, one per-
son did not receive the same amount as the 
other. And “he who had received the one talent” 
received by no means a paltry sum, for even one 
talent from this master is considerable. How-
ever, three in number are the servants of him 
who “set out like a man going abroad,” just as in 
another parable those who bear fruit are three in 
number: “some” of them. Again “one hundred, 
some sixty and some thirty.”9 But he who gains 
thirty is saved. Commentary on Matthew 
66.10 

Five Talents More. Gregory the Great: 
The person who received five talents gained 
another five. There are some who, even without 
knowing how to probe into inward and mystical 
matters, use the natural gifts they have received 
to teach correctly those they can reach to strive 
for their heavenly home. While guarding them-
selves from physical wantonness, from striving 
after earthly things and from taking pleasure in 

things they can see, they restrain others too 
from these things by their counsel. Forty Gos-
pel Homilies 9.1.11 

Two Talents More. Gregory the Great. 
And there are some endowed with two talents, 
so to speak, who comprehend both theory and 
practice. They understand the fine points of 
interior matters and accomplish astonishing 
things outwardly. When they preach to others 
by both theory and practice, their business ven-
ture, so to call it, yields a twofold gain. It is good 
that another five and another two are said to 
have been gained, since when preaching is pro-
vided for both sexes the talents received are so 
to speak doubled. Forty Gospel Homilies 
9.1.12 

He Dug in the Ground. Origen: The mas-
ter’s words scold him “who had received the one 
talent” and “hid it in the ground.” And I wonder 
whether those who received “five talents” can be 
deemed to be more mature than those who 
study and receive the more noble and sublime 
context of Scripture. Now those who received 
“two talents” improved somewhat on the origi-
nal sum given but were unable to gain more. 
Those in the third group, however, were unable 
to capitalize on the amount they had first 
received. It is entirely a matter of numbers, 
therefore, in those words that form a fitting dis-
course of our Lord and Savior—namely, five and 
two and one. Commentary on Matthew 66.13 

He Hid the Money. Gregory the Great: 
But the person who received one talent went 
away, dug in the earth and hid his master’s 
money. Hiding a talent in the earth means 
employing one’s abilities in earthly affairs, fail-
ing to seek spiritual profit, never raising one’s 
heart from earthly thoughts. There are some 
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who have received the gift of understanding but 
have a taste only for things that pertain to the 
body. The prophet says of them, “They are wise 
in doing evil, but they do not know how to do 
good.”14 Forty Gospel Homilies 9.1.15 

25:19 The Master Settled Accounts 

The Master Came to Them. Origen: Notice 
too that the servants did not go to the master so 
they might be judged and receive their just 
deserts. Rather, “the master came to them” in 
due course. “After a long time” he came and “set-
tled accounts with them” on everything they had 
done, compensating them for the gains of their 
good works and the losses of their sins. Settling 
“accounts” and scrutinizing everything, he dealt 
with each one individually. It behooves us, then, 
as those who by sinning have done evil and by 
doing good reaped a profit, to keep a guard on 
our hearts. In this way, when our Master comes 
to settle accounts with us, we may not be found 
to have done evil, even through idle words. 
Commentary on Matthew 66.16 

After a Long Time. Chrysostom: In the 
case of the vineyard, he let it out to farmers and 
went into a far country. Here he committed to 
them the talents and took his journey that you 
might understand his patience and long-suffer-
ing. And to me he seems to say these things as an 
intimation of the resurrection. But here it is no 
more a vineyard and husbandmen but all farm-
ers. For it is not to rulers only or to Jews but to 
all that he addresses this discourse. And those 
who bring a return to him confess frankly, both 
what is their own and what their Master’s. And 
the one says, “Lord, you gave me five talents,” 
and the other says, “two,” indicating that from 
him they received the source of their gain, and 
they are very thankful and reckon all to him.17 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 78.2.18 

Weighing the Gain. Gregory the Great: 
The Lord who dispensed the talents returns to 

demand an account, because he who now gener-
ously bestows spiritual gifts may at the judg-
ment inquire searchingly into what was 
achieved; he may take into account what every-
one has received and weigh up the gain we bring 
back from his gifts. Forty Gospel Homilies 
9.1.19 

25:20-21 Entering the Joy of the Master 

Bringing Five Talents More. Origen: We 
earnestly believe that we are incapable of ex-
plaining such things, unlike those who infer 
from the perceptible events of the Scriptures 
more inspired meanings. These are spiritual 
meanings that Solomon calls “divine” and which 
Jeremiah calls “faculties of the heart”20 and 
which Paul in his epistle to the Hebrews calls 
“faculties trained by practice to distinguish good 
from evil.”21 The persons in the first group are 
those who in addition to the “five talents” gained 
five more, trading with them and capitalizing on 
their ability. Successfully negotiating and zeal-
ously teaching, they traded and acquired five 
more talents. Indeed, no one readily benefits 
from another’s ability unless he has that ability 
to begin with. A wise man grows in wisdom, a 
trustworthy man in trust. 

“He brought five talents more.” Note this: 
What each man knows, he can teach to another, 
up to the level of as much as he knows. This he 
can teach to another and no more. Therefore 
whatever someone has in himself, by teaching 
this to another, he gains it in the other, making 
that person have what he too has. Consequently 
he who had received the “five talents” is said not 
to have gained more than the five which he had 
and “he who had received the two talents” not 
more than the two which he had.  Commen-
tary on Matthew 66.22 

14 Jer 4:22.   15PL 76:1106-7; CS 123:128 (Homily 18).   16GCS 
38.2:157.   17Mt 25:20.   18PG 58:713-14; NPNF 1 10:472.   19PL 
76:1107; CS 123:128 (Homily 18).   20Jer 4:19.   21Heb 5:14.   22GCS 
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Well Done, Good and Faithful Servant. 
Origen: The first servant stepped forward in 
confidence, because he had gone to work and 
made a profit. That confidence now made him 
bold, for he was the first one to approach the 
master and declare to him, “Master, you deliv-
ered to me five talents; here I have made five tal-
ents more.” The master replied in words 
favorable to us all, even as our master will reply 
when he settles with us: “Well done, good and 
faithful servant.” These words run counter to 
what he said to the third man: “You wicked and 
slothful servant.” Commentary on Matthew 
67.23 

Set Over Much. Chrysostom: What then 
does the master say? “Well done, good and faith-
ful servant.” For it is good to see the neighbor’s 
benefit. “You have been faithful over a little, I 
will set you over much; enter into the joy of your 
master.” He means by this expression, enter into 
the realm of all blessedness. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 78.2.24 

25:22-23 Rewarding Faithfulness 

You Gave Two Talents. Origen: Concern-
ing the two talents, those who did not stay with 
the original sum given but sought to excel—
though unable to surpass the measure of two tal-
ents—are those who had imbibed worldly 
know-how. Two seems to be an average or mun-
dane number. Having received the two talents 
from the one who knew their ability, he gained 
two talents more. This can be viewed either 
with respect to worldly knowledge or to a higher 
knowledge. Commentary on Matthew 66.25 

Two Talents. Gregory the Great: The ser-
vant who returned with two talents was praised 
by his master. He was led to his eternal reward 
when his master said to him, “Well done, good 
and faithful servant. Because you have been faith-
ful about a few things, I shall put you in charge of 
many.” Forty Gospel Homilies 9.2.26 

Eternal Joys. Gregory the Great: All the 
good deeds of our present life, however many 
they may appear to be, are few in comparison 
with our eternal recompense. The faithful ser-
vant is put in charge of many things after over-
coming all the troubles brought him by 
perishable things. He glories in the eternal joys 
of his heavenly dwelling. He is brought com-
pletely into the joy of his master when he is 
taken into his eternal home and joined to the 
company of angels. His inner joy at his gift is 
such that there is no longer any external perish-
able thing that can cause him sorrow. Forty 
Gospel Homilies 9.2.27 

25:24-25 Hiding the One Talent 

You Reaped Where You Did Not Sow. Ori-
gen: They exemplify the very words of the ser-
vant who answers and says, “I knew you to be a 
hard man” and one who was able to reap “where 
you did not sow and gather where you did not 
winnow.” 

The master answered him and reproached 
him as a wicked and lazy servant. Note that he 
did not call himself a hard man. But he agreed 
with the servant when he went on to say, “You 
knew that I reap where I did not sow and gather 
where I did not winnow.” 

How are we to understand the phrase that 
our Lord truly reaps where he did not sow and 
gathers where he did not winnow? In this way, it 
seems to me: The righteous man “sows in the 
Spirit,” from which he will also “reap eternal 
life.”28 Everything that is sown and reaped for 
eternal life by the righteous man, God reaps. 
The righteous man belongs to God, who reaps 
where not he but the righteous man has sown. 
So we may say that the righteous man has “scat-
tered and given to the poor.”29 The Lord, how-
ever, gathers to himself whatever the righteous 

23GCS 38.2:157-58.   24PG 58:714; NPNF 1 10:472.   25GCS 
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man has “scattered and given to the poor.” Reap-
ing what he has not sown and gathering where 
he has not winnowed, he counts as having been 
done to himself whatever the faithful have sown 
or winnowed for the poor. He says to those who 
have done good to their neighbors: “Come you, 
blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom which 
was prepared for you. I was hungry and you gave 
me to eat . . .”30 

And since he wishes to reap where he did not 
sow and to gather where he did not winnow, 
when he does not find anything, he says to those 
who failed to reap and gather: “Depart from me, 
you wicked, into everlasting fire, which my 
Father has prepared for the devil and his angels. 
For I was hungry and you did not give me to 
eat.”31  Commentary on Matthew 68.32 

One Talent. Origen: Then there was another 
servant who showed less ability. Because of it, 
the master of the household gave him “one tal-
ent” as though to the servant less capable. 
“Receiving” it, the servant went away and “hid 
the talent in the earth.” Instead he should have 
entrusted the money to the bankers. Commen-
tary on Matthew 66.33 

I Was Afraid. Chrysostom: But not so that 
other one, but how? “Master, I knew you to be a 
hard man, reaping where you did not sow, and 
gathering where you did not winnow. I was 
afraid. I hid your talent. Here it is. It belongs to 
you.” The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
78.2.34 

I Hid Your Talent. Gregory the Great: 
But the third servant was unwilling to work 
with his talent. He returned to his master with 
words of excuse: “Master, I knew that you are a 
hard man, reaping where you have not sown, 
gathering where you have not scattered; being 
afraid, I went away and hid your talent in the 
earth. Here it is; see, you have what is yours.” 
The useless servant called his master hard, and 
yet he neglected to serve him for profit. He said 

that he was afraid to invest the talent for inter-
est, when he should have been afraid only of 
bringing it back to his master without interest. 
For many people in the church resemble that 
servant. They are afraid to attempt a better way 
of life but not of resting in idleness. When they 
advert to the fact that they are sinners, the pros-
pect of grasping the ways of holiness alarms 
them, but they feel no fear at remaining in their 
wickedness. 

Peter is a good example. When he was still 
weak, he saw the miracle of the fishes and said, 
“Depart from me, O Lord, because I am a sinful 
man.”35 If you regard yourself as a sinner, it is 
only right that you not drive God away from 
you! But those who see that they are weak and 
are for this reason unwilling to improve their 
habits or way of life are like people admitting 
that they are sinners and at the same time ban-
ishing God. They flee him whom they ought to 
hallow in themselves; even in the agony of death 
they do not know where to turn and cling to 
life.  Forty Gospel Homilies 9.3.36 

25:26-27 A Wicked and Lazy Servant 

Slothful Servant. Gregory the Great: 
The Lord answered, “You wicked and lazy ser-
vant! You knew that I reap where I have not 
sown and gather where I have not scattered. 
Therefore you ought to have given my money to 
the moneylenders. On my return I would at 
least have received what was mine with inter-
est.” The servant was trapped by his own words 
when his master confirms, “Yes, I reap where I 
have not sown and gather where I have not scat-
tered. I expect something of you that I have not 
given. I expect much more than merely what I 
gave you to trade with.” Forty Gospel Homi-
lies 9.3.37 

30Mt 25:34-35.   31Mt 25:41.   32GCS 38.2:159-60.   33GCS 38.2:155.   
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You Ought to Have Invested My Money. 
Chrysostom: What then does the Master say? 
“You ought to have invested my money with the 
banker.” You ought to have spoken to someone 
and received his advice and been admonished. 
Are the bankers bad people? That is not for you 
to say. 

What could be more gentle than this? Those 
who give money at interest keep close accounts 
on its repayment. But you have not done any-
thing with it. You ought to have given it to 
someone else to work with and required them to 
report to you. I require it back with increase, 
that is, with some good works to boot. You 
ought to have done the easy part and left with 
someone else the part that is more difficult.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 78.2-3.38 

I Should Have Received Interest. Greg-
ory the Great: To give money to moneylend-
ers means to lay out knowledge of preaching to 
those who can practice it. As you perceive my 
danger, if I hold the Lord’s money, so carefully 
consider your own, dearly beloved. What you 
have will be required of you with interest. The 
point about interest is that more comes back 
than was laid out. Forty Gospel Homilies 
9.3-4.39 

25:28-29 Giving and Taking Away 

To the One with Ten Talents. Origen: 
Note that the talent is taken away from the 
wicked and slothful servant and is given “to him 
who has ten talents.” It is not easy to explain 
how what has been given to a person can be 
taken away and given to another who does good, 
so he may have it in addition to what he gained. 
It is possible, however, since God, who invari-
ably makes good sense in the teaching of truth, 
by his divinity can take away the corresponding 
amount from him who made poor use of it and 
give it to him who multiplied his own. 

“For to everyone who has will more be given, 
and he will have abundance; but from him who 

has not, even what he has will be taken away.” 
Furthermore, whatever someone has from natu-
ral creation, when he has exercised it, he 
receives that very thing also from the grace of 
God. In this way he may have abundance and be 
stronger in what he has. Concerning not only 
wisdom but also every good quality, we should 
reflect on the words of Solomon: “And if there is 
anyone perfect among the children of men, if 
your wisdom is taken away from him, he will be 
counted as nothing.”40  Commentary on Mat-
thew 69.41 

So Take the Talent. Chrysostom: “Since he 
did nothing with his one talent, even that one is 
to be taken from him and given to the more pro-
ductive partner. For to every one who has will 
more be given, and he will have abundance, but 
from him who has not, even what he has will be 
taken away.” What does this mean for us? One 
who is given a gift of preaching or teaching is 
given it so others may profit from it. If one does 
not use this gift, he will lose it. But one who 
uses the gift diligently will gain even more of the 
gift in abundance, even as the inactive recipient 
will lose what he received. The penalty is not, 
however, limited to this. The punishment in 
addition is intolerable, and the sentence is filled 
with heavy accusation. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 78.3.42 

Scriptural Examples of Those to Whom 
More Was Given. Origen: If someone should 
wish to peruse Scripture elsewhere to hear from 
his Master the word faithful, I believe Abraham 
is a good instance: “Abraham believed God; and 
he reckoned it to him as righteousness.”43 Then 
there is the man who heard from his master the 
words “faithful servant.” Without doubt his faith 
was reckoned as righteousness to him, like the 
faith of him who was faithful in little things, so 

38PG 58:714; NPNF 1 10:472.   39PL 76:1108; CS 123:130* (Homily 
18).   40Wis 9:6.   41GCS 38.2:162.   42PG 58:714; NPNF 1 10:472.   
43Gen 15:6.



Matthew 25:14-30

228

that every mystery of the resurrection and the 
administration of godly affairs may be entrusted 
to him. Everything in this life, by the way, con-
sists of little things. 

Let us note also where that good and faithful 
servant is going who was faithful in the little 
things of this life. “Enter into the joy of your 
master,” he is told. Every delight and every joy 
will be there when those who weep here below 
will be merry hereafter and those who righ-
teously mourn will receive a worthy consolation. 
He says this in effect both to the one “who had 
received the five talents” and to the one “who 
had received the two.” He says, “Enter.” Know 
what it is to approach me and to pass from this 
world to the next. Notice also that the master 
said to the second servant what he said to the 
first: “Well done, good and faithful servant; you 
have been faithful over a little, I will set you 
over much.” 

I wonder also, since the same words were said 
to both servants, whether by chance the one 
who had less ability and exercised it fully would 
be regarded less by God than the one who had 
more ability. I wonder if this is in fulfillment of 
what was said elsewhere: “He that gathered 
much had nothing over, and he that gathered lit-
tle had no lack.”44 

Such is indicated also concerning the com-
mandment of love for God or for one’s neighbor, 
according to the words “You shall love the Lord 
your God with all your whole heart and with all 
your soul and with all your strength.”45 Without 
doubt, when someone has loved God with all his 
heart and with all his soul and with all his 
strength, he has the same reward of love as the 
person with a bigger heart or with a more gifted 
soul or with greater ability. This alone is re-
quired: At whatever level one has received a gift 
from God, one should use it for God’s glory. 

It seems to me that “he who had received the 
one talent” was indeed among the believers, 
even though he was not among those who acted 
boldly in faith. He is among those who scatter 
their energies in trying to do everything but 

have nothing to show for it.46 Perhaps their 
behavior in other respects is not blameworthy. 
What they received they guard carefully, but 
they do not add to it, nor do they trade or faith-
fully transact with it. For that reason, the word 
does not bear any fruit in them, nor did anyone 
else gain from it. They even seem to be the type 
of people who fear God. They often see God as 
harsh and hard and implacable.  Commentary 
on Matthew 67.47 

The Three Servants Distinguished. Ori-
gen: The master had three servants. After they 
believed and became his servants, they were 
given a task to do. They received money from 
their master. One of them “traded” with it and 
“gained.” The second one “gained,” but not as 
much. And the third, out of fear and being 
insufficiently faithful, “went away and hid” his 
master’s money. From his defensiveness it 
appears that he feared the master. He was in awe 
of the master even as the other had “zeal for God 
but not according to knowledge.”48 Diffidently, 
he “hid” his talent in the ground. Such are those 
who neither exert themselves nor question what 
has been said nor extend themselves to benefit 
souls, but they scatter their energies on what 
they have received and have been entrusted 
with. Commentary on Matthew 66.49 

From One Who Has Not. Chrysostom: Let 
us therefore, knowing these things, contribute 
whatever we have—wealth, diligence or care 
giving—for our neighbor’s advantage. For the 
talents here are each person’s abilities, whether 
in the way of protection, or in money, or in 
teaching or in whatever thing you have been 
given. Let no one say, “I have but one talent and 
can do nothing with it.” You are not poorer than 

442 Cor 8:15; Ex 16:18.  45Mt 22:37.   46To evaluate this judgment of 
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the widow. You are not more uninstructed than 
Peter and John, who were both “unlearned and 
ignorant men.”50 Nevertheless, since they dem-
onstrated zeal and did all things for the common 
good, they were received into heaven. For noth-
ing is so pleasing to God as to live for the com-
mon advantage. 

For this end God gave us speech, and hands, 
and feet, and strength of body and mind and 
understanding, that we might use all these 
things both for our own salvation and for our 
neighbor’s advantage. Our speech not only is 
useful for hymns and thanksgiving, but it is 
profitable also for instruction and admonition. 
And if indeed we used it to this end, we should 
be imitating our Master; but if for the opposite 
ends, the devil.  The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 78.3.51 

Vigilance in Guarding Love. Gregory the 
Great: And immediately a general thought is 
added: “For to everyone who has, more will be 
given, and he will have more than enough; but 
from everyone who has not, even what he seems 
to have will be taken away from him.” To the one 
who has, more will be given, and he will have 
more than enough. Whoever has love receives 
other gifts as well. Whoever does not have love 
loses even the gifts he appeared to have received. 
Hence it is necessary, my friends, that in every-
thing you do, you be vigilant about guarding 
love. True love is to love your friend in God and 
your enemy for the sake of God. Whoever does 
not have this loses every good that he possesses; 

he is deprived of the talent he received, and 
according to the Lord’s sentence he is cast into 
external darkness. External darkness comes as a 
punishment to one who has fallen voluntarily 
into internal darkness through his own sin. The 
one who freely enjoyed pleasurable darkness in 
this world will be constrained to suffer punish-
ing darkness in the next. Forty Gospel Homi-
lies 9.6.52 

25:30 Cast into Outer Darkness 

The Worthless Servant Cast into Dark-
ness. Chrysostom: “The unprofitable servant 
is to be cast into outer darkness, where there 
shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” Do you 
see how sins of omission also are met with ex-
treme rejection? It is not only the covetous, the 
active doer of evil things and the adulterer, but 
also the one who fails to do good. 

Let us listen carefully then to these words. As 
we have opportunity, let us work to cooperate 
with our salvation. Let us get oil for our lamps. 
Let us labor to add to our talent. For if we are 
backward and spend our time in sloth here, no 
one will pity us any more hereafter, though we 
should wail ten thousand times. . . . Remember 
the virgins who again entreated and came to him 
and knocked, all in vain and without effect.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 78.3.53 
Matthew 25:31-46 Matthew 25:14-30
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T H E  F I N A L  J U D G M E N T

M A T T H E W  2 5 : 3 1 - 4 6

Overview: When someone is brought into the 
presence of a king or a judge, on the spot where 
he is ordered to stand he will learn whether he 
has been brought in because of the good he did 
or the evil (Incomplete Work on Matthew). 
He who knows our thoughts, who foresees all 
human works and knows how to judge rightly, 
will separate them according to the merits of 
each person, as a shepherd separates the sheep 
from the goats (Epiphanius the Latin). The 
sheep signify righteous people by reason of their 
gentleness, because they harm no one, and by 
reason of their patience, because when they are 
harmed by others, they bear it without resis-
tance. Jesus refers to sinners as goats, however, 
because these vices characterize goats: capri-
ciousness, pride and belligerence (Incomplete 
Work on Matthew). If Jesus has appeared in a 
lowly role, he now appears in an entirely differ-
ent role, in which he reproaches, confronts and 
sits on his throne of glory (Chrysostom). 

Even as Christ is healthy in souls that are 
healthy, he is ailing in souls that are ailing. They 
welcome Christ himself and clothe, by teaching 
righteousness, those who are naked and even 

without a garment of righteousness (Incom-
plete Work on Matthew). They have woven a 
garment for the cold and shivering Christ (Ori-
gen). But he curses the works of those at his left 
hand. “I prepared the kingdom for you,” he says, 
“but the fire I did not prepare for you but for the 
devil and his angels.” But you have cast your-
selves in it. You have imputed it to yourselves. 
Even when you see a dog hungry, you feel sym-
pathy. But when you see the Lord hungry, you 
ignore it. You are left without excuse (Chrysos-
tom). 

Matthew 25:31-46

25:31 The Son of Man Coming in Glory 

When He Comes in His Glory. Chrysos-
tom: In his previous parables when he speaks of 
two persons he is referring to two portions of 
humanity, the disobedient and the obedient. 
Here he speaks out more fearfully and with 
fuller clarity. 

He does not say that the coming kingdom is 
compared to this or that, as he has been speak-
ing previously, but now openly shows himself to 
be the Son of man, who “shall come in his glory.” 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+25%3A31-46&version=RSV
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If he has up to now appeared in a condition of 
dishonor, now he appears in a different role. He 
reproaches. He confronts. He sits upon his 
throne of glory. 

And he continually mentions glory. For his 
cross was drawing near, a thing that seemed to 
be a matter of reproach. So he lifts his hearers 
up and brings before their sight the judgment 
seat, with all the world gathered around him.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 79.1.1 

The Son of Man. Jerome: Jesus rightly prom-
ises that the glory of the triumphant one [would 
follow] after two days in which he would cele-
brate the Passover and be consigned to the cross, 
mocked by humanity and given wine and gall to 
drink. Thus he will offset with the promised 
reward the blameworthy actions to follow. 
Clearly he who is to be seen in majesty is the 
Son of man. Commentary on Matthew 
4.25.33.2 

All the Angels with Him. Chrysostom: 
And not in this way only does he make his dis-
course awesome but also by showing the heav-
ens opened. For all the angels will be present 
with him. They are there to bear witness to the 
many ways they had served when sent by the 
Lord for the salvation of humanity. Everything 
spoken of that day shows that it is fearful. Then 
“shall be gathered together,” he says, “all 
nations,” that is, all humankind.3 The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 79.1.4 

25:32-33 Gathering and Separating 

Gathered Before Him. Epiphanius the 
Latin: How can he be the Son of man when he 
is God and will come to judge all nations? He is 
the Son of man because he appeared on earth as 
a man and was persecuted as a man. Therefore 
this person who they said was a man will raise 
all nations from the dead and judge every person 
according to his works. Every race on earth will 
see him, both those who rejected him and those 

who despised him as a man. They will see him 
then, but not everyone in the same way: some 
will see him in punishment and others in heav-
enly bliss.5 All nations will be gathered together 
by the angels from the foundation of the world, 
beginning first with Adam and Eve down to the 
last person on earth—whoever experienced 
human birth. “And he will separate them one 
from another as a shepherd separates the sheep 
from the goats.” He, our Lord, who knows our 
thoughts, who foresees all human works and 
knows how to judge righteously, will separate 
them according to the merits of each person, as a 
shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. 
Interpretation of the Gospels 38.6 

He Will Separate Them. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: “And he will separate 
them one from another as a shepherd separates 
the sheep from the goats.” So then, people on 
earth are intermingled, and not only intermin-
gled in that the righteous live side by side with 
the wicked, but they are also indistinguishable. 
Between the righteous and the wicked there is 
no apparent difference. Even as in wintertime 
you cannot tell the healthy trees apart from the 
withered trees but in beautiful springtime you 
can tell the difference, so too each person 
according to his faith and his works will be 
exposed. The wicked will not have any leaves or 
show any fruit, but the righteous will be clothed 
with the leaves of eternal life and adorned with 
the fruit of glory. In this way they will be sepa-
rated by the heavenly shepherd and Lord. The 
earthly shepherd separates animals by their type 
of body, whereas Christ separates people by 
their type of soul. The sheep signify righteous 
people by reason of their gentleness, because 

1PG 58:717; NPNF 1 10:475.   2CCL 77:243.   3Chrysostom refers to 
the parable of the talents, in which the figures of the individual ser-
vants represent entire categories of humanity. He extends his obser-
vation to the pericope of the judgment of nations as well, observing 
immediately afterward that Jesus speaks no longer in parables but 
directly so as to cause greater fear.   4PG 58:717; NPNF 1 10:475.   
5Dan 12:2.   6PL Supp 3:899.
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they harm no one, and by reason of their 
patience, because when they are harmed by oth-
ers, they bear it without resistance. He refers to 
sinners as goats, however, because these vices 
characterize goats: capriciousness toward other 
animals, pride and belligerence. Homily 54.7 

Right and Left. Incomplete Work on Mat-
thew: “And he will place the sheep at his right 
hand but the goats at the left.” When someone is 
brought into the presence of a king or a judge, 
on the very spot where he is ordered to stand he 
will learn whether he has been brought in 
because of the good he did or the evil. If he has 
been brought in because of the good, he is 
immediately made to stand close; if because of 
the evil, he is ordered to stand at a distance. So 
too God will place the righteous at his right 
hand but the goats at the left. Each one will 
know what his merits are, then and there. When 
judgment is passed, the punishment of shame 
will follow. He will justly place the righteous at 
his right hand, because they never knew the left 
side; he will justly place the wicked at the left, 
because they never wanted to know the right 
side. Homily 54.8 

25:34 Blessed by My Father 

Inherit the Kingdom. Chrysostom: He 
commended them for doing what was right. He 
reveals how great is his bond of love for them 
and has been from the beginning. “Then the 
king will say to those at his right hand, ‘Come, 
O blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom 
prepared for you from the foundation of the 
world.’ ” To what other blessedness could this 
blessedness be compared? To be blessed of the 
Father! Why were they counted worthy of such 
a great honor? “I was hungry and you gave me 
food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink.” 
What honor! What blessedness! 

He did not say “take” but “inherit” as one’s 
own, as your Father’s, as yours, as due to you 
from the first. “For before you were,” he says, 

“these things had been prepared and made ready 
for you, because I knew you would be such as 
you are.”  The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
79.2.9 

First the Right Hand. Incomplete Work 
on Matthew: “Then he will say to those at his 
right hand . . .” And why will he not address first 
those at his left? Because God is always more 
willing to praise than to denounce. For he gives 
good things to those who are good according to 
his intentions because he is good; but to those 
who are bad, he reluctantly gives bad things 
against his intentions because he is a judge. 
Whatever humanity does against his nature, he 
does rather hesitantly. If indeed Christ de-
lighted in the punishment of sinners, he never 
would have delivered himself up for them. 
“Come, O blessed of my Father,” he says, “in-
herit the kingdom prepared for you from the 
foundation of the world.” You who sowed one 
seed on earth will deservedly have a hundred-
fold in heaven. Indeed, the kingdom of heaven 
has not been created according to what human 
righteousness deserves but according to what 
God’s power can prepare. “I was hungry, and you 
gave me food; I was thirsty, and you gave me 
drink.” And many other acts of mercy, as we 
pointed out. Homily 54.10 

25:35-40 Fed, Clothed, Welcomed 

You Gave Me Food. Chrysostom: Then, in 
order that you may see in another way also the 
justice of the sentence, he first praises those who 
have done right: “Come, O blessed of my Father, 
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 
foundation of the world; for I was hungry, and 
you gave me food,” and all that follows. Note 
that the judgment is in effect made by their fel-
low servants. This has happened before, when 
the virgins are judged by the virgins11 and in the 

7PG 56:942.   8PG 56:943.   9PG 58:719; NPNF 1 10:476.   10PG 
56:943.   11Mt 25:1-13.
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case of the drunken and gluttonous servant who 
was judged by the faithful servant. It happened 
once again in the case of the man who buried his 
talent, [who was judged] by the actions of those 
who produced more.12 . . . This is said to bring 
them to the point of answering, “When did we 
see you hungry?” The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 79.2.13 

Teaching as Feeding and Clothing. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: This can 
also be said of teachers who gave the food of 
learning to those hungry for righteousness, so 
they might be fed and grow healthy in good 
actions; who administered the drink of truth to 
those thirsty for the knowledge of God. Teach-
ing in the Word, they certainly fed them and 
also gave to drink, baptizing in the Holy Spirit 
those who are strangers in the world. For all 
souls are truly strangers on this earth who can 
say, “For I am your passing guest, a sojourner, 
like all my fathers.”14 Preaching the word of 
faith, they welcome souls from the spreading of 
error and make them fellow citizens and family 
members of the saints. They welcome Christ 
himself and clothe, by teaching righteousness, 
those who are naked and even without a gar-
ment of righteousness. As is written: “Put on, 
then, compassion, faith, peace and kindness.”15 
That is to say, they clothe Christ and baptize 
them in Christ, as is written: “For as many of 
you as were baptized into Christ have put on 
Christ.”16 Homily 54.17 

A Stranger or Naked? Origen: In the same 
way, we have woven a garment for the cold and 
shivering Christ. We have received the fabric of 
wisdom from God that we may impart knowl-
edge to some and clothe them with “compassion, 
chastity, kindness, lowliness” and the other vir-
tues. All these virtues are the spiritual garments 
of those who have listened to the words of those 
who teach these virtues, according to him who 
says, “Put on, then, compassion, kindness, lowli-
ness, gentleness” and so forth, more so Christ 

himself, who is all these things to the faithful, 
according to him who said, “Put on the Lord 
Jesus.”18 Therefore, when we have clothed with 
garments of this type “one of the least” who 
believe in Christ, we have apparently clothed 
the Lord himself, so that the word of God in the 
world will not go naked. But we must also wel-
come the Son of God who became a stranger and 
the members of his body who are strangers in 
the world, untainted by all mundane actions, 
even as he says about himself and his disciples: 
“They are not of the world, even as I am not of 
the world.”19 And Christ asks the Father to per-
mit them to be with him where he is. Commen-
tary on Matthew 72.20 

Sick or in Prison? Incomplete Work on 
Matthew: He who visits the sick and those 
languishing with the disease of earthly vices, 
who heals them with the medicine of good doc-
trine, heals Christ in them. Even as Christ is 
healthy in souls that are healthy, he is ailing in 
souls that are ailing. But he is also the one who 
comes to those who have gone down to the 
world of the dead alive and are doing infernal 
work—that is, they are in prison and under 
guard of the devil. As Scripture says, “Let them 
go down to the world of the dead alive.”21 Com-
ing through his word, he leads them out of that 
infernal prison and frees them from the guard of 
the devil. They give thanks to him, saying, “O 
Lord my God, I cry to you for help, and you 
have healed me. O Lord, you have brought up 
my soul from the world of the dead.”22 Homily 
54.23 

The Lord Hungers in His Saints. Epipha-
nius the Latin: “I was hungry, and you gave 
me something to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave 
me something to drink.”24 [ Jesus mentions] 

12Mt 25:14-30.   13PG 58:718-19; NPNF 1 10:475-76.   14Ps 39:12 
(38:13 LXX).   15Col 3:12.   16Gal 3:27.   17PG 56:944.   18Rom 13:14.   
19Jn 17:14.   20GCS 38.2:169.   21Ps 55:15 (54:16 LXX).   22Ps 30:2 
(29:3 LXX).   23PG 56:944.   24Mt 25:35.
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many other things, which we have recited. Hav-
ing been given the faith, the righteous say, 
“Lord, when did see you hungry and fed you, 
thirsty, and gave you something to drink, naked 
and clothed you?”25 Other things also follow. 
What then, my most beloved? Does our Lord 
hunger and thirst? Is he who himself made 
everything in heaven and on earth, who feeds 
angels in heaven and every nation and race on 
earth, who needs nothing of an earthly charac-
ter, as he is unfailing in his own nature, is this 
one naked? It is incredible to believe such a 
thing. Yet what must be confessed is easy to 
believe. For the Lord hungers not in his own 
nature but in his saints; the Lord thirsts not in 
his own nature but in his poor. The Lord who 
clothes everyone is not naked in his own nature 
but in his servants. The Lord who is able to heal 
all sicknesses and has already destroyed death 
itself is not diseased in his own nature but in his 
servants. Our Lord, the one who can liberate 
every person, is not in prison in his own nature 
but in his saints. Therefore, you see, my most 
beloved, that the saints are not alone. They suf-
fer all these things because of the Lord. In the 
same way, because of the saints the Lord suffers 
all these things with them. Interpretation of 
the Gospels 38.26 

25:41-44 Depart from Me 

You Imputed It to Yourselves. Chrysos-
tom: But to the others he says, “Depart from 
me, you cursed.” He does not say they are cursed 
by the Father, for the Father had not laid a curse 
upon them, but only their own works. He does 
not say that the eternal fire is prepared only for 
you but “for the devil and his angels.” For con-
cerning the kingdom indeed, when he had said, 
“Come, inherit the kingdom,” he added, “pre-
pared for you before the foundation of the 
world.”27 But concerning the fire, he does not say 
this but “prepared for the devil.” I prepared the 
kingdom for you, he says, but the fire I did not 
prepare for you but “for the devil and his angels.” 

But you have cast yourselves in it. You have 
imputed it to yourselves. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 79.2.28 

I Was Hungry. Chrysostom: “For I was hun-
gry, and you gave me no food.” For even though 
you should meet your enemy, is not his suffering 
enough to overcome and subdue your resistance 
to being merciful? And what about his hunger, 
cold, chains, nakedness and sickness? What 
about his homelessness? Are not these sufferings 
sufficient to overcome even your alienation? But 
you did not do these things for a friend, much 
less a foe. You could have at once befriended and 
done good. Even when you see a dog hungry you 
feel sympathy. But when you see the Lord hun-
gry, you ignore it. You are left without excuse. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 79.2.29 

You Did Not Visit Me. Origen: He could 
have said to the unrighteous, “I was sick, and 
you did not visit me; I was in prison, and you 
did not come to me.” Instead he abbreviated his 
discourse and compressed both phrases into 
one, saying, “I was sick and in prison, and you 
did not visit me,” for it was proper for a merciful 
judge to embellish the good deeds of people but 
to skim over their evil deeds. The righteous, 
however, dwell on each word, saying, “When did 
we see you hungry, and feed you; or thirsty, and 
give you drink?” And “when did we see you a 
stranger, and take you in; or naked, and clothe 
you?” Or “when did we see you sick or in prison, 
and come to you?” For it is characteristic of the 
righteous, out of humility, studiously to make 
light of each of their good deeds held up to 
them. It is as though to the Lord’s words, “This, 
that and the other good thing you did to me,” 
they disavowingly reply, “Neither this, that nor 
the other thing did we do to you.” The unright-
eous do not treat each item individually but are 
quick to say, “When did we see you hungry, or 

25Mt 25:37-38.   26PL Supp 3:900-901.   27Mt 25:34.   28PG 58:719; 
NPNF 1 10:476.   29PG 58:719-20; NPNF 1 10:476.
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thirsty, or a stranger, or naked, or sick or in 
prison, and did not minister to you, for we min-
istered the word to you.” They refer to every-
thing they did and tend to play down their evil 
actions, which might appear worse if enumer-
ated one by one, for it is characteristic of wicked 
people to mention their faults, by way of excuse, 
as being either nonexistent or few and far 
between. Commentary on Matthew 73.30 

When Did We See You Hungry? Incom-
plete Work on Matthew: “Then they will 
answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry 
. . . or thirsty?’ ” Oh, the invariable disobedience 
of sinners! Who does not realize that every evil 
we do is done not because we are corruptible but 
because we have a bad intention? Plainly then 
the corruptible flesh of sinners will die, but 
wickedness will live on. Did they not hear the 
Lord saying to the righteous, “As you did it to 
one of the least of these my brothers, you did it 
to me?”31 Certainly they should have understood 
that what they fail to do to people, they fail to 
do to Christ. But those who hear, remain ada-
mant; those who understand, pretend they do 
not understand. They stand in judgment, and 
yet they keep on sinning. This applies also to 
bad teachers . . . who did not clothe the naked, 
either by teaching justice or by baptizing in 
Christ; who did not welcome strangers in the 
world through the word or introduce them into 
the house of the church through faith; who did 
not heal the sick by their words; who did not 
lead out, through penance, those who were sit-
ting in the prison of ungodliness. If it is ungodly 
not to offer material things to bodies, which 
cannot live forever even if they accept these 
things, can you imagine how ungodly it is not to 
administer spiritual things to souls that are in 
danger and could live forever if only these things 

were administered to them? Since the soul is 
more precious than the body, it is all the more 
sinful not to give spiritual alms to troubled souls 
rather than material alms to bodies. Homily 
54.32 

25:45-46 Eternal Punishment or Eternal 
Life 

Eternal Punishment, Eternal Life. 
Epiphanius the Latin: You see, my beloved, 
there is no excuse for it. They knew what they 
had to do in this world. But greed and ill-will 
prevented them, so they laid up for themselves 
not treasures for the future but the world of the 
dead. Neither were they condemned because of 
the active wrong they did, nor did the Lord say 
to them, Depart from me, you wicked, because 
you committed murder or adultery or theft. But 
instead: because I was hungry and thirsty in my 
servants, and you did not minister to me. If 
those who did no wrong are thus condemned, 
what must be said of those who do the works of 
the devil? Will not the prophecy of blessed 
David come upon them: “The wicked will not 
stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the con-
gregation of the righteous?”33 Not that they will 
not rise, but that neither in judgment [nor in] 
the congregation of the righteous do they 
deserve to enter. They will stand, however, so 
that from punishment they may enter into pun-
ishment. “And they will go into eternal punish-
ment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 
Whatever will be is everlasting. Sinners will 
have everlasting punishment; and the righteous, 
everlasting life. Interpretation of the Gos-
pels 38.34 

30GCS 38.2:173.   31Mt 25:40.   32PG 56:946.   33Ps 1:5.   34PL Supp 
3:902.
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T H E  P L O T  T O  K I L L  J E S U S

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 1 - 5

Overview: The Father had set the hour of 
Christ’s Passion (Origen), where a feast and cel-
ebration were being kept for the salvation of the 
world. This foreknowledge prepares Jesus for 
his suffering (Chrysostom). What Ezekiel said 
to Jerusalem—that “it will be more tolerable for 
the land of Sodom than for you”—can be said 
more rightly of Jerusalem at Jesus’ time (Ori-
gen). The priests’ counsel remained steadfast 
that he should be killed not on the feast but on 
another day (Origen). Yet though they had said, 
“Not at the feast time,” on Jesus’ arrest they 
could not wait to kill him (Chrysostom). 
Matthew 26:1-5 Matthew 26:1-5

26:1-2 Jesus Speaks of His Crucifixion 

When He Had Finished These Sayings. 
Origen: We know that the Father had set the 
hour of his Passion. For he said to his mother at 
one point, “My hour has not yet come.”1 In 
another place, “Now is my soul troubled; and 
what shall I say? Father, save me from this hour! 
No, this is why I came to this hour.”2 And else-
where, “Father, the hour has come! Glorify your 
Son, that your Son may glorify you.”3 Since the 
Father set the hour of his Son’s Passion, he 
could not suffer anything from the time the 
devil had departed from him until his Passion.4 
Commentary on Matthew 74.5 

After Two Days the Passover Is Coming. 
Jerome: Let them6 blush with shame who think 
the Savior dreaded death and said out of fear of 

suffering, “Father, if it be possible, let this cup 
pass from me.” After two days, about to cele-
brate the Passover, he knew that he was to be 
betrayed and crucified. However, he did not 
turn away from the snares or take flight in fear. 
While the rest were unwilling to proceed, he 
remained unruffled when Thomas said, “Let us 
go that we may die with him.”7 Wishing to put 
an end to the earthly festivity and to declare the 
truth in the passing shadow of Passover, he said, 
“I have earnestly desired to eat this Passover 
with you before I suffer.”8 Indeed, “Christ, our 
paschal lamb, has been sacrificed” if we eat it 
with “the unleavened bread of sincerity and 
truth.”9 Furthermore, because he says, “After 
two days the Passover will be here” and omits a 
simple explanation, we should seek what is holy. 
After two days of the brilliant light of the Old 
and New Testaments, the Passover is celebrated 
for the world. This Passover, called pesah9 in 
Hebrew, is not named after Christ’s suffering as 
many believe.10 It refers to the “passing over,” 
when the destroying angel saw the blood on the 

1Jn 2:4.   2Jn 12:27.   3Jn 17:1.   4Origen frequently cites Wisdom 11:21 
to indicate the progression through which the design of the divine 
economy is worked out with regard to the world.   5GCS 38.2:174-
75.   6The adversaries confronted here by Jerome are the pagans, who 
used Jesus’ request that his cup be taken from him to maintain that 
he could not have been of a divine nature. Specifically Jerome proba-
bly has in mind the anti-Christian polemic of Porphyry.   7Jn 11:16.   
8Lk 22:15.   91 Cor 5:7-8.   10The etymology Pascha = Passover (taken 
from the Hebrew) was common in Alexandrian circles, while in the 
West as in the Asiatic East, the faulty etymology Pascha = Passion 
(drawn from the Greek paschein) was commonplace.
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doors of the Israelites, passed by and did not 
strike them down.11 In other words, the Lord, 
giving help to his people, came down from 
above. Our passing over—that is to say, pesah9—

will be celebrated if we put behind us both 
earthly things and Egypt and move on to heav-
enly things. Commentary on Matthew 
4.26.8-9.12 

He Will Be Delivered Up. Origen: He 
therefore used the verb impersonally—that is, 
“he will be delivered up.” He did not say by 
whom, because the words apply to all those who 
delivered him up. But not everyone delivered 
him up in the same way. God delivered him up 
out of mercy for the human race: he “has not 
spared even his own Son but has delivered him 
for us all.”13 But the rest delivered him up for a 
bad reason, each one according to his own mal-
ice:14 Judas out of greed, the priests out of jeal-
ousy and the devil out of fear—lest the human 
race be plucked from his hands because of 
Christ’s teaching, little knowing that the human 
race would be plucked away more through his 
death than through his teaching and miracles. 
He was in fact delivered up “to be crucified” so 
that, “disarming the principalities and powers,”15 
he might triumph over them on the cross. Com-
mentary on Matthew 75.16 

To Be Crucified. Chrysostom: When he had 
reminded them of the kingdom, he spoke again 
of the season of his suffering and of final judg-
ment. It was as though he had said, “Why are 
you afraid of the dangers that are only for a sea-
son when such good things await you?” Notice 
how he has thrown into the shade what was 
most painful to them. For he does not say, “You 
know that after two days I am betrayed,” but 
“You know that after two days is the Passover 
feast,” to show that what is done is a mystery. A 
feast and celebration is being kept for the salva-
tion of the world. With foreknowledge he is pre-
pared to suffer all. So then, as though this were 
sufficient consolation for them, he did not even 

say anything to them now about a resurrection. 
He had already spoken about it, and did not 
need to speak about it again. And moreover, as I 
said, he shows that even his suffering itself is a 
deliverance from countless evils, having by the 
Passover reminded them of the ancient benefits 
received in Egypt. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 79.2-3.17 

26:3-5 The Chief Priests and Elders Gather 

The Palace of the High Priest. Chrysos-
tom: They are coming to the high priest with 
the desire to obtain their authority from him, by 
whom they ought to have been hindered. 

How many high priests were there? For the 
law wills there should be one, but then there 
were many. From this it is beginning to be evi-
dent that the Jewish structure of governance had 
begun to collapse. For Moses, as I said, com-
manded there should be one and that when he 
was dead there should be another.  The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 79.3.18 

They Took Counsel. Origen: The words of 
the prophet, “And the rulers took counsel 
together against the Lord and his anointed,”19 
were fulfilled20 when “the chief priests and elders 
of the people gathered in the court of the high 
priest” and took counsel together “against the 
Lord and his anointed.” They were not true 
priests but “of the people” and “elders.” They 
only seemed to be the people of God but were 
after all the people of Gomorrah. It was they 
who would say, “Crucify him! Crucify him!” and 
“Away from the earth with such a one!”21 Fur-

11Ex 11:1—12:36.   12CCL 77:244-45.   13Rom 8:32.   14The Greek 
paradido4mi, like the Latin tradere, meant “to give over” both in the 
positive and in the negative sense. Thus the passive form, which does 
not specify the person by whom Jesus was to be given over, is subject 
to various interpretations in that different people gave Jesus over 
with different intentions: good (God) and evil ( Judas, the priests).   
15Col 2:15.   16GCS 38.2:176.   17PG 58:720; NPNF 1 10:477.   18PG 
58:720; NPNF 1 10:477.   19Ps 2:2.   20Already in Acts 2:25-26 the 
Passion of Christ is indicated as the realization of Psalm 2:12. The 
psalm was traditionally considered messianic.   21Lk 23:18.
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thermore, what Isaiah said, “Hear the word of 
the Lord, O leaders of Sodom; pay heed to 
God’s law, O people of Gomorrah,”22 applies to 
the Jewish leaders who lived at the time of 
Christ. And what Ezekiel said to Jerusalem, “It 
will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom 
than for you,”23 can be said more rightly of Jeru-
salem, over which the Lord wept, than of the 
time of the prophet. The chief priests sinned 
more greatly than Sodom. They did not recog-
nize God’s high priest but plotted against him. 
The elders of the people, not knowing the “first-
born of every creature”24 and the one who is 
older than all creatures, took counsel against 
him. Jerusalem was forsaken at that so-called 
court where “they took counsel together how 
they might seize Jesus by stealth.” Unfortunately 
this was the city that first killed the prophets 
and then the Lord of the prophets. That city 
took action against the founder of the whole 
world. Commentary on Matthew 76.25 

By Stealth. Chrysostom: What did they con-
sult together? That they might seize him secretly, 
or that they might put him to death? Both, for 
they feared the people. Thus they waited for the 
feast to be past, for they said, “Not on the feast 
day,” lest he should make the Passion conspicu-
ous. They were afraid of causing an uproar. Note 
that they never were afraid of the judgment of 
God but only the judgment of people. The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 79.3.26 

They Feared a Riot. Origen: They took 
counsel “in order to arrest Jesus by stealth.” The 

prophet had aptly said about them, “May the 
Lord cut off all deceitful lips.” “By stealth” they 
wanted to seize him and to kill him. But they 
said, “Not during the feast, lest there be a riot 
among the people,” for they had seen Jesus per-
forming many signs and wonders. Many indeed 
were those who sided with Jesus. They pro-
claimed that “a great prophet has arisen in 
Israel.”27 But others were against him, and they 
said, “It is only by Beelzebub, the prince of 
demons, that this man casts out demons.”28 
Many had come to see the Lord. The people 
showed great eagerness for him. They either 
loved Christ or hated him. They either believed 
in him or did not believe in him. The priests’ 
counsel remained steadfast (while they them-
selves who took counsel would not remain 
steadfast) that he should be killed not on the 
feast but on another day. “Christ our Passover”29 
was soon to be sacrificed so that, leaving behind 
the unleavened bread of the Jews, we might feast 
on the spiritual and true unleavened bread. 
Commentary on Matthew 76.30 

Not During Feast Time. Chrysostom: Yet 
for all this, boiling with anger, they changed 
their purpose again. For though they had said, 
“Not at the feast time,” when they found the 
traitor, they did not wait but killed him at the 
feast. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
79.3.31 

22Is 1:10.   23Ezek 16:51-52.   24Col 1:15.   25GCS 38.2:177.   26PG 
58:721; NPNF 1 10:477.   27Lk 7:16   28Mt 12:24.   291 Cor 5:7.   
30GCS 38.2:177-78.   31PG 58:721; NPNF 1 10:477.
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J E S U S  I S  A N O I N T E D  A T  B E T H A N Y

A N D  B E T R A Y E D  B Y  J U D A S

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 6 - 1 6

Overview: About to suffer for the whole world 
and to redeem all nations by his blood, Jesus 
rests in Bethany, in the house of Simon the leper 
( Jerome). A woman with an alabaster jar came 
to him. Leprosy was considered a most unclean 
disease, yet the woman saw that Jesus had both 
healed the man and had gone into his house. She 
did not come to him on the premise that he was 
a mere man. If he were only human, she would 
not have wiped his feet with her hair (Chrysos-
tom). This woman prefigures the Gentile peo-
ple, who would give glory to God through the 
passion of Christ. 

Special thanks are due to the whole female 
gender for the care they take of the body. Jesus 
would soon transfer all care of his body and all 
affection for his soul to the honor and praise of 
God (Hilary of Poitiers). Various narratives 
tell of different women. Some pour out precious 
ointment over the head of Jesus; others do not 
anoint the head but only the feet. Others do not 
pour out abundantly but anoint only so much. 
Some of them anoint with ointment, leaving the 
whole house filled with the odor of his divinity 

(Origen). The various narratives also differ as 
to whether the apostles were indignant for the 
sake of the poor or Judas for the sake of his own 
gain ( Jerome). When the woman’s action was 
challenged on the grounds of wastefulness, the 
Lord reminded them they would have much 
time to look after the poor. The Gentiles would 
be buried with him in the outpouring of oint-
ment by this woman, for rebirth is given only to 
those who have died with him (Hilary of Poi-
tiers). She was praised by the Lord for having 
announced beforehand his Passion by bringing 
to him what is needed for a funeral. Far from 
condemning her as having erred, Jesus promises 
that what has been done will not go unnoticed. 
The world would remember openly that which 
was done in that house and in secret (Chrysos-
tom). 
Matthew 26:6-16 Matthew 26:6-16

26:6-7 Jesus Anointed at Bethany 

The House of Simon the Leper. Jerome: 
About to suffer for the whole world and to 
redeem all nations by his blood, Jesus tarries in 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+26%3A6-16&version=RSV
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Bethany at the home of obedience.1 It was once 
the house of Simon the leper—but he was no 
longer a leper. After he had been cured by the 
Savior he was still known by his original name, 
that the power of the healer might appear. In 
fact, one of the apostles listed with his original 
occupation and vice is Matthew the publican, 
though he certainly ceased to be a publican. 
There are those who want the house of Simon 
the leper to be known as that part of the people 
who believed in the Lord and were cured by 
him. Simon himself, moreover, is termed the 
obedient one.2 His name can be interpreted also 
as “the clean one” in whose house the church 
was healed. Commentary on Matthew 
4.26.6.3 

Jesus Was at Bethany. Chrysostom: It may 
seem that this woman is the same in all the Gos-
pel narratives. But I doubt it. In John she is an-
other person, one much to be admired, the sister 
of Lazarus.4 

But not without purpose did the Evangelist 
mention the leprosy of Simon. He did this in or-
der to show how the woman gained confidence 
and came to Jesus. Leprosy seemed a most un-
clean disease and to be abhorred. Yet she saw 
that Jesus had both healed the man and had 
gone into his house. This is why he remained 
with the leper. She grew confident that he could 
also easily wipe away the uncleanness from her 
soul. 

It is significant that the city is named Beth-
any, that we might learn that it is of his own free 
will that he comes to suffer. If before he was 
fleeing from their envy, now he comes near, 
within about fifteen furlongs from Jerusalem. 
His former pattern of withdrawing himself now 
belongs to a past dispensation. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 80.1.5 

A Woman with an Alabaster Flask. 
Chrysostom: The woman therefore having 
seen him, and having become extraordinarily 
confident, came directly to him. This was 

wholly unlike other women in the narrative, 
for example, the woman with the issue of 
blood. She was conscious of her uncleanness 
and approached him with fear and trembling, 
slowly and shrinking back.6 And so it was with 
many women, the Samaritan,7 the Canaanite8 
and others. This woman is conscious of her 
impurity. She comes to him in a private house, 
not publicly. And whereas all of these other 
women came to him for the healing of the body 
alone, this woman came to him to honor him 
only, and for the amendment of the soul. She 
was not at all afflicted in body. This is what 
makes her especially remarkable. And she does 
not come to him on the premise that he is a 
mere man. If that were so, she would not have 
wiped his feet with her hair. Her action was 
directed to one greater than man. Therefore 
she brings to Christ that part which is the most 
honorable member of the whole body, her 
head, and lays her hair over his feet. The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 80.1.9 

An Expensive Ointment. Hilary of Poi-
tiers: This woman prefigures the Gentile peo-
ple, who gave glory to God in the suffering of 
Christ. She thoroughly anointed his head. 
Recall that Christ’s head is God.10 Ointment 
represents the fruit of good works. And special 
thanks are due to the female gender for the care 
of the body. So then, he transferred all care of 
his body and all affection for his precious soul to 
the honor and praise of God. But the disciples, 
keen on saving Israel, become quickly upset as 
usual: “This ought to have been sold to help the 
poor.” But the ointment the woman carried was 

1“Home of obedience” is the etymology of Bethany. As for Simon the 
leper, in the Gospels Jesus is not said to have cured him, but it is con-
sidered implicit that this occurred.   2“Obedient” is the meaning of 
the name Simon.   3CCL 77:246.   4Jn 12:1-3 also tells of the anoint-
ing of Jesus by Mary sister of Lazarus, but in Matthew the woman 
anoints the head of Jesus, and in John the feet. Hence Chrysostom 
believes that there were two distinct episodes. See also p. 241 n. 13.   
5PG 58:723-24; NPNF 1 10:480.   6Mk 5:25-34.   7Jn 4:4-42.   8Mt 
15:21-28.   9PG 58:724; NPNF 1 10:480.   101 Cor 11:3.
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not for sale. On Matthew 29.2.11 

She Poured Ointment on His Head. Ori-
gen: With good reason, therefore, when Luke 
spoke of the woman who was a sinner, he intro-
duced her as weeping copiously. She thus 
washed the feet of Jesus with her tears . . . only 
“anointing,” and not his head but his feet.12 This 
woman, however, who was not described as a 
sinner, did not anoint but “poured” ointment, 
and not on his feet but “on his head.”13 As to 
what is written about Mary, the sister of Laz-
arus, she too “anointed” the Lord’s “feet.” Note 
what the Gospel says: The whole “house was 
filled with the odor of the ointment.”14 

Perhaps the differences in these women 
therefore may signify the differences in the 
faithful. Some of them pour out precious oint-
ment “over the head” of Jesus, others do not 
anoint the head but only the feet, and others do 
not pour out abundantly but anoint only so 
much. Some of them anoint with ointment, 
leaving the whole house filled with the odor of 
his divinity. Then there are others, also accept-
able to Christ, for they anoint his feet with oint-
ment, which the Pharisees did not even anoint 
with “oil.”  Commentary on Matthew 77.15 

26:8-11 The Disciples’ Indignation Rebuked 

Why This Waste? Jerome: I know that some 
people criticize this passage because one Evan-
gelist said only Judas became indignant since he 
kept the money purse and was a thief from the 
beginning,16 whereas Matthew wrote that all the 
apostles were indignant. Some may be unaware 
of the figure of speech called syllepsis, customar-
ily termed “all for one and one for all.” The case 
is somewhat similar with Paul the apostle, who 
wrote in his epistle to the Hebrews (though 
many Latins have doubts about this),17 describ-
ing the sufferings and merits of the heroes of 
faith, inferring: “They were stoned, they were 
sawn in two, they were tempted, they were put 
to death by the sword.”18 The Jews assert that 

only one person, Isaiah the prophet, was tor-
tured. We may also point out that the apostles 
were indignant for the sake of the poor but 
Judas for the sake of his own gain. Hence his 
grumbling was also mixed with his misdeeds, 
because he had no concern for the poor but only 
wanted to be able to steal. Commentary on 
Matthew 4.26.9.19 

A Beautiful Thing. Chrysostom: And why 
was it Jesus did not merely say, “She has done a 
good work,” but before this he said, “Why do 
you trouble the woman?” He does not want to 
require too much of the woman. He takes into 
account her person. He said this that they might 
not mar her budding faith but rather cherish it. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 80.2.20 

You Always Have the Poor. Hilary of 
Poitiers: The Lord told them they would have 
much time to look after the poor. Further, it is 
only at his command that salvation can be given 
to the Gentiles buried with him in the outpour-
ing of ointment by this woman, for rebirth is 
given only to those who have died with him in 
the profession of baptism.21 On Matthew 
29.2.22 

26:12-13 Preparing Me for Burial 

The Precious Ointment. Origen: The oint-
ment with an agreeable odor represents what 

11SC 258:218-20.   12Lk 7:36-38.   13Luke 7:36-50 also tells of the 
anointing but in a context different from both Matthew (with Mark) 
and John, defining the woman who anoints the feet of Jesus (as in 
John) as a sinner. The anointing of the feet links Luke with John as 
opposed to Matthew, which speaks of the anointing of the head, but 
Origen does not think it possible that Mary the sister of Lazarus 
could have been defined a sinner. He is inclined to believe that there 
were three distinct women, uniting the accounts of Matthew and 
Mark only.   14Jn 12:3.   15GCS 38.2:181-82.   16Jn 12:6.   17In antiquity 
various doubts were expressed regarding the attribution to Paul of 
the epistle to the Hebrews. While in the East these doubts did not 
impede the acceptance of the letter into the New Testament canon, 
in the West this acceptance came later, toward the beginning of the 
fifth century.   18Heb 11:37.   19CCL 77:246-47.   20PG 58:726; NPNF 
1 10:481.   21Rom 6:4; Col 2:12.   22SC 258:220.



Matthew 26:6-16

242

the faithful do for God. This very work of the 
faithful of God, which is ointment, becomes 
something else for the good of humanity—for 
instance, almsgiving, visits to the sick, welcom-
ing strangers, humility, gentleness, pardon, and 
so forth. These are things that benefit human 
beings. He who does them to Christians anoints 
the Lord’s feet with ointment, for they are the 
Lord’s feet with which he will always walk. . . . 
This is the ointment which also anoints Christ’s 
head and flows down over his whole body, that 
is, it pours down on the whole church. This is 
the precious ointment that fills the whole house 
with its odor, that is, the church of Christ. This 
is the work that is proper not for penitents but 
for the preeminently holy people. Certainly the 
teaching necessary for people which feeds those 
who are poor in spiritually good things or those 
who are perhaps weak in avoiding sin—this is 
the plain ointment with which the Lord’s feet 
are anointed. However, the knowledge of the 
true faith which pertains to God alone—this is 
the precious ointment that anoints God, 
Christ’s head. Commentary on Matthew 77.23 

Done to Prepare Me for Burial. Chrysos-
tom: He said, “She has done it for my burial,” 
that they might not be perplexed. See how he 
consoles her with what follows, saying, “What 
she has done shall be spoken of in the whole 
world.” 

And this was at once consolation to his disci-
ples and comfort and praise to her. “For all the 
world will celebrate her hereafter. Now she has 
announced beforehand my suffering by bringing 
to me what is needed for a funeral. So let no one 
reprove her. For I am so far from condemning 
her as having done wrongly or from blaming her 
as having not acted rightly that I will not permit 
what has been done to lie unnoticed. The world 
will know that which has been done in this 
house and in secret. It is in truth the deed of a 
reverential mind and fervent faith and a contrite 
soul.”  The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
80.2.”24

26:14 Judas Iscariot Went to the Priests 

The Two Judases. Origen: Judas means “con-
fessor.” Luke the Evangelist numbers both 
“Judas the son of James and Judas Iscariot” 
among the twelve apostles.25 Since two of 
Christ’s disciples were given this same name and 
since there can be no meaningless symbol in the 
Christian mystery, I am convinced that the two 
Judases represent two distinct types of confess-
ing Christians. The first, symbolized by Judas 
the son of James, perseveres in remaining faith-
ful to Christ. The second type, however, after 
once believing and professing faith in Christ, 
then abandons him out of greed. He defects to 
the heretics and to the false priests of the Jews, 
that is, to counterfeit Christians, and (insofar as 
he is able) delivers Christ, the “Word of truth,” 
over to them to be crucified and destroyed. This 
type of Christian is represented by Judas Iscar-
iot, who “went out to the chief priests” and 
agreed on a price for betraying Christ. Com-
mentary on Matthew 78.26 

Then One of the Twelve. Chrysostom: 
Then. When? It was when it had been made 
clear that he was being prepared for burial, that 
the Gospels would be preached everywhere and 
that he had been shown honor. Then Judas did 
the devil’s deed. 

But what can be the reason they mention his 
surname? Because there was also another Judas. 

And why do they specifically say that “he was 
one of the twelve”? They have opted entirely to 
hide none of those things which seem to be mat-
ters of reproach. And yet they might have 
merely said that he was one of the disciples, for 
there were others besides. But now they add, “of 
the twelve,” as though they had said, of the first 
company of those selected as the best, of those 
alongside Peter and John.  The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 80.2.27

23GCS 38.2:185-86.   24PG 58:726; NPNF 1 10:482.   25Lk 6:16.   
26GCS 38.2:186.   27PG 58:726-27; NPNF 1 10:482.
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26:15-16 Betrayal for Thirty Pieces of Silver 

Thirty Pieces of Silver. Origen: Let us 
consider what Judas said to the Jewish priests: 
“What will you give me if I hand him over to 
you?” He was willing to take money in exchange 
for handing over the Word of God. They do the 
same thing who accept sensual or worldly goods 
in exchange for handing over and casting out 
from their souls the Savior and Word of truth 
who came to dwell with them. Indeed, it would 
be fitting to apply Judas’s example to all who 
show contempt for the Word of God and betray 
him, as it were, by committing sin for the sake of 
money or for any selfish motive. People who be-
have in this way appear openly to be calling out 
to the powers of the enemy who offer worldly 
gain in return for the sin of betraying God’s 
Word, saying, “What will you give me if I hand 
him over to you?” 

“And they gave him thirty pieces of silver.” 
The number of coins they gave Judas was equiv-
alent to the number of years the Savior had 
sojourned in this world. For at the age of thirty, 
he was baptized and began to preach the gospel, 
like Joseph was thirty years old when he began 
to gather grain for his brothers.28 Just as at that 
time the grain was prepared by God for the sons 
of Israel but given also to the Egyptians, so also 
the gospel was prepared for the saints but 
preached also to the unfaithful and wicked.  
Commentary on Matthew 78.29 

What Will You Give Me? Chrysostom: 
The Romans had set the Jews over the people in 
order that they should provide for their good or-
der.30 But by this time the Jews were becoming 
insurgent. Their government was now undergo-
ing a change according to prophecy. 

To these priests Judas went “and said, ‘What 
will you give me if I deliver him to you?’ And 
they paid him thirty pieces of silver. And from 
that moment he sought an opportunity to betray 
him.” Judas was by now afraid of the multitude 
and desired to seize him alone.

O madness! The covetousness of Judas alto-
gether blinds him! He had often seen Jesus when 
he went through the midst and did not betray 
him. Jesus had afforded many demonstrations of 
his Godhead and power, and no one had laid 
hold on him. Even at the supper Judas did not 
cease to talk with him and receive his care. This 
could have put an end to his evil thought. But all 
this profited nothing.  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 80.3.31

The Opportunity to Betray. Origen: 
“From then on he sought an opportunity to 
betray him.” Luke’s Gospel shows most clearly 
the kind of opportunity for which Judas was 
looking when it says, “And he sought an oppor-
tunity to betray him in the absence of the 
crowds,”32 that is, when the people were not 
with him but when he was alone with his disci-
ples. His betrayer did the deed after supper, 
when Christ was alone in the garden of Gethse-
mane. For once Judas reached his agreement 
with the Jews, he determined that his opportu-
nity would come when Jesus was not with the 
crowds. Notice how even today the betrayers of 
Jesus Christ, Word of truth and Word of God, 
see their best opportunity to hand him over at a 
time when Christians are being persecuted. . . . 
They are at their worst when the number of his 
faithful is at its fewest. And since there is a time 
for all things, for Solomon said “there is a time 
to be born and a time to die,”33 the time for 
betraying the Word of truth was specifically 
when very few of the faithful were with Christ. 
Commentary on Matthew 78.34 

28Gen 41:46. This is the partiarch Joseph, with reference to the 
events recounted in Genesis 41—50. The connection is explained by 
the fact that Joseph was, among the figures of the Old Testament, 
one of those considered a symbolic and prophetic prefigurement of 
Christ.   29GCS 38.2:187-88.   30Luke 22:4 says that Judas went to the 
priests and the strate4goi, a term that here signifies the heads of the 
Jewish people in general terms. Chrysostom uses the term in the 
sense that these men would have been identified by the Romans.   
31PG 58:727; NPNF 1 10:482.   32Lk 22:6.   33Eccles 3:2.   34GCS 
38.2:188.
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T H E  P A S S O V E R  M E A L

W I T H  T H E  D I S C I P L E S

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 1 7 - 2 5

Overview: The first day of Unleavened Bread is 
the evening before the feast day. Even though 
they owned no home in which to observe the 
feast, Jesus and the disciples observed the Pass-
over in order to show that Jesus was willing to 
suffer (Chrysostom). The owner of the house 
where Jesus and the disciples observed the Pass-
over is the same as the one more clearly defined 
in Mark and Luke (Cyril of Alexandria). Ori-
gen likens this man to Moses, who bears the law, 
while Jerome likens the room in which they ate 
to the spiritual law. 

When Jesus announced that one of the disci-
ples would betray him, the disciples were sor-
rowful because they knew how quickly human 
nature can change (Origen). At first Jesus with-
held Judas’s identity in order to allow him time 
to repent. The other disciples, however, were 
distraught. Jesus therefore revealed Judas’s iden-
tity (Chrysostom). Jesus’ ultimate betrayer is 
the devil (Origen). Judas condemned himself by 
calling Jesus “teacher” instead of “Lord” ( Je-
rome). 

26:17-19 Preparing for the Passover 

The First Day of Unleavened Bread. 
Chrysostom: By “the first day of the feast of 
unleavened bread,” he means the day before that 
feast. For it is customary always to reckon the 
day from the evening.1 He mentions this with 
regard to the evening of the Passover. It was on 
the fifth day of the week they came to him. 
Hence on the day before the feast of unleavened 
bread they came to him. As to the time, Mark 
says, “On the first day of the Feast of Unleav-
ened Bread, when they sacrificed the Passover 
lamb.”2 The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
81.1.3 
Matthew 26:17-25 Matthew 26:17-25

I Will Keep the Passover. Chrysostom: 
The disciples came to him then on the first day, 
that is, the evening, when the Passover was 
drawing very near, and said, “Where will you 
have us prepare for you to eat the Passover?” 
Even from this it is clear that he had no house, 
no place in which to live, and I suppose neither 
had they. For surely they would have asked him 

1To begin the day with the evening was a widespread practice in 
antiquity.   2Mk 14:12.   3PG 58:729-30; NPNF 1 10:485.
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to come there. But none of them had anything, 
having given away all their worldly possessions. 
Why did he keep the Passover? To indicate in 
every way and until the last day that he was not 
opposed to the law. And for what possible rea-
son does he send them to an unknown person? 
To also show by this that he might have avoided 
suffering. For he had the power to change the 
minds of those who crucified him. So it is once 
again clear: He is willing to suffer. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 81.1.4 

Go to a Certain One. Cyril of Alexan-
dria: Saying “a certain person” does not reveal a 
name but indicates any one of the saints. For the 
Word governs over every saint. The disciples of 
the Lord are the first he receives—evangelists, 
apostles foreordained in their souls even in the 
same way as the Christ. He does not exclude; 
rather, unbidden, the Holy Spirit dwells within 
each from the hour of holy baptism. So this “cer-
tain man” is the one with the “earthen pot 
washed with water” as described by Mark and 
Luke.5 Fragment 285.6 

The Bearer of Water. Origen: I think that 
the man “carrying a jar of water”7 whom the dis-
ciples met when they entered the city and whom 
Jesus wanted them to follow into his house was 
bringing it into the house not only that the 
house might be clean but also more richly 
endowed. He was serving the head of the house-
hold (that is, the intellect),8 bearing purifying 
water in an earthen vessel “that the heights of 
power might belong to God.”9 Or perhaps he 
was supplying potable water in the earthen ves-
sel so that the Son of God could provide new 
growth to the vine, for the servant of the intel-
lect is the water of the Law and the Prophets, 
which must be mixed with the wine of the evan-
gelical word. But we who wish to belong to the 
church and to celebrate the Passover with Jesus 
follow that man, whom I believe to be Moses, 
giver of the law, who bears this kind of water, 
carrying spiritual doctrine about in historical 

vessels. Commentary on Matthew 79.10 

The Disciples Prepared the Passover. 
Jerome: The other Evangelist writes that they 
found a large upper room furnished and ready 
and they made preparations there for him. It 
seems to me that the room symbolizes the spiri-
tual law which, emerging from the restraints of 
the written record, receives the Savior in a lofty 
place. Paul says that what he formerly counted 
as gain, he now despised as loss and refuse, that 
he might prepare a worthy guest chamber for 
the Lord. Commentary on Matthew 
4.26.19.11 

26:20-22 At Table with the Twelve Disciples 

Readiness for Communion. Origen: Per-
haps someone will ask: If the twelve apostles all 
had clean consciences (that is, if they were all 
innocent of any act of betrayal against the 
teacher), why were they “sorrowful” at the news 
that he would be betrayed, as though it could 
have been one of them to whom he was refer-
ring? I believe that each of the disciples knew 
from the things Jesus had taught them that 
human nature is unstable and vulnerable to be 
turned toward sin and that in struggling “against 
the principalities and powers and rulers of this 
world of darkness”12 a man can be besieged and 
fall or be so weakened by the power of the 
enemy that he becomes evil. Aware of these 
things, then, each disciple was “very sorrowful” 

4PG 58:730-31; NPNF 1 10:485.   5Mk 14:13; Lk 22:10.   6MKGK 
284.   7Lk 22:10.   8This complex allegory is based on the detail omit-
ted by Matthew, that the man whom the disciples of Jesus met was 
carrying a jar of water (Mk 14:13; Lk 22:10). The head of the house-
hold to whom the water was being brought symbolizes the intellect; 
the water, which was to be used for the Eucharistic consecration, 
symbolizes the Old Testament doctrine (with the man carrying the 
jar symbolizing Moses); the wine given directly by Jesus signifies his 
spiritual doctrine.   92 Cor 4:7.   10GCS 38.2:190-91. Origen, like Ire-
naeus, believes that the Old and New Testaments present the same 
spiritual doctrine, but the New Testament expresses it in a direct 
manner, whereas the Old Testament suggests it symbolically under 
the veil of the literal meaning.   11CCL 77:249.   12Eph 6:12.
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because Christ had said “one of you will betray 
me.” And each disciple, not knowing what he 
might do in the future, began to inquire one by 
one: “Is it I, Lord?” Yet, if the apostles had good 
reason to fear that they might betray him, we 
who have not yet tasted of perfection must also 
be afraid of falling victim to future weakness. 
This is why the apostle said, “I am certain that 
neither death nor life . . . is able to separate us 
from the love of God in Christ Jesus.”13 But who-
ever is not yet perfect should remain aware that 
he is still capable of falling. Commentary on 
Matthew 81.14 

One of You Will Betray Me. Chrysostom: 
“When it was evening, he sat at table with the 
twelve disciples; and as they were eating, he 
said, ‘Truly, I say to you, one of you will betray 
me.’ ” Even before the supper he had washed the 
feet of Judas. See how he spares the traitor. He 
did not say, “Judas, you will betray me,” but only 
“one of you will betray me.” This was again to 
offer time for repentance by keeping his identity 
concealed. He was willing to allow all the others 
to be alarmed, just for the sake of redeeming 
this one. All the others, whose feet he had 
washed and who had accompanied him every-
where and to whom he had promised so many 
things, were alarmed unnecessarily because of 
the one. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
81.1.15 

Is It I, Lord? Chrysostom: Intolerable sor-
row then seized that holy company. John says, 
“The disciples looked at one another, uncertain 
of whom he spoke.”16 Each of them asked in fear 
concerning himself, although conscious to 
themselves of no such imagination. But Mat-
thew writes, “They were very sorrowful and be-
gan to say to him one after another, ‘Is it I, 
Lord?’ ” He answered, “He who has dipped his 
hand in the dish with me will betray me.” 

Note precisely at what time Jesus revealed his 
identity. It was when it was his will to deliver 
the rest from this trouble. For they were horri-

fied with fear and pressing in their questions. 
He wanted to give Judas time to change his 
mind, but he wanted also to relieve the others 
from their distress. But Judas continued to be 
incorrigible and past any hope of change. So 
now he is unmasked.  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 81.1.17 

26:23-25 Woe to the Betrayer 

By Whom the Son of Man Is Betrayed. 
Origen: According to all appearances, Jesus 
departed and was about to suffer on the cross. In 
reality, however, he both departed and remained 
in the world with his disciples, keeping them in 
the faith, for they would not have been able to 
abide in his faith, especially once they saw him 
dead, if he had not been guarding their hearts 
invisibly. Christ didn’t say “woe to that man by 
whom he is betrayed” but “woe to that man 
through whom he is betrayed,” showing that 
Judas was only the means of his betrayal, 
whereas the agent of his betrayal was another, 
that is, the devil. The woe, however, is not only 
for Judas but for every betrayer of Christ, for 
whoever betrays one of Christ’s disciples betrays 
Christ himself. Even though he is betrayed by 
the devil, nevertheless woe to those through 
whom his betrayal comes. Commentary on 
Matthew 83.18 

They Were Sorrowful. Jerome: The others 
were grieved and very much saddened as they 
questioned Christ: “Surely, Lord, you don’t 
mean me?” Lest he seem to betray himself by 
keeping silent, he too, whose conscience was 
troubling him and who had boldly placed his 
hand in the dish, questioned him: “Surely, 
teacher, you don’t mean me?” To this he added 
lip homage and a show of incredulity. The oth-
ers, who were not traitors, said, “Surely, Lord, 
you don’t mean me?” He who was the traitor did 
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not call him Lord but teacher, as if to have an 
excuse, upon rejecting the Lord, for having 
betrayed at most a teacher. “Jesus answered, ‘You 
have said so.’ ” The traitor was put to shame by 
the same response Christ would later give to 

Pilate.19 Commentary on Matthew 4.26.25.20 
Matthew 26:26-30 Matthew 26:26-30

T H E  L O R D ’ S  S U P P E R

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 2 6 - 3 0

Overview: In the Lord’s Supper, Christ’s own 
presence in body and blood brings salvation 
from death and sin (Cyril of Alexandria). The 
bread is broken and the wine poured as a sacra-
ment to God the Word (Origen). The sacra-
ment of bread and wine prefigured Jesus’ giving 
of his own body and blood ( Jerome). Jerome in-
terprets “the blood of the covenant” as the spiri-
tual fruit, that is, the belief of Israel, God’s 
choice vine. The timing of Jesus’ ordination of 
the sacrament is important. Through the sacra-
ment of Passover, Christ willingly becomes the 
fulfillment of the Old Testament law (Chrysos-
tom). Christ partakes in the sacrament with us 
(Origen). 

God did not will the death of Christ, but God 
did allow it (Cyril of Alexandria). Christ’s res-
urrection was indeed a bodily resurrection; the 
disciples ate and drank with Christ after he was 
raised. Nonetheless his was a spiritual body that 
was not dependent on food and drink (Chrysos-
tom). 

26:26-27 The Bread and the Cup 

His Body and Blood. Cyril of Alexandria: 
After Judas the betrayer had gone out, the Sav-
ior revealed the saving mystery to the Eleven. 
Now Christ was about to be raised within a 
short time in order to come and appear before 
the Father with his own body. So that we could 
have his body present, he has given us his own 
body and blood that it might ruin the power of 
decay. For without the presence of Christ, salva-
tion from death is not possible and humanity is 
unable to be freed from sin which dwells along 
with us in this life. He dwells with us in our 
souls through the Holy Spirit, and we become 
sharers in holiness, heavenly people and spiri-
tual name bearers. Fragment 290.1 

Jesus Took Bread. Origen: The bread which 
God the Word revealed to be his own body is 
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the Word of the sustainer of souls. What was set 
upon the table was the Word proceeding from 
God the Word, bread from heavenly bread, as it 
is written: “You have prepared a table before me 
in the presence of my enemies.”2 And the wine 
which God the Word revealed to be his blood is 
the Word filling and wondrously inebriating the 
hearts of all who drink it. It is the Word con-
tained in that chalice about which it is written: 
“My cup overflows.”3 This wine is the fruit of 
the true vine who said, “I am the true vine.”4 It is 
blood of grapes processed in the winepress of his 
Passion. Likewise the bread is the Word of 
Christ ground from that grain of wheat which 
“falls into the earth” and “bears much fruit.”5 It 
was not the visible bread that he held in his 
hands which God the Word called his body, but 
it was the Word in whose sacrament the bread 
was to be broken. Nor was it the visible drink 
that he identified as his blood, but it was the 
Word in whose sacrament the libation was to be 
poured out. Commentary on Matthew 85.6 

Bread and Wine. Jerome: After the typical 
Passover meal was over and he had eaten the 
flesh of the lamb with his apostles, he took the 
bread that strengthens human hearts7 and 
moved on to the true sacrament of the Passover. 
Thus even as Melchizedek, the priest of the 
most high God, had prefigured Christ by offer-
ing bread and wine,8 so Jesus would exemplify 
this with his real body and blood. Commen-
tary on Matthew 4.26.27.9 

He Took Bread. Chrysostom: But the 
evening is a sure sign of the fullness of times and 
that the things were now come to the very end. 
[He took bread] and gave thanks to teach us 
how we ought to celebrate this sacrament and to 
show that he does not unwillingly come to the 
Passion. He is teaching us so that whatever we 
may suffer, we may bear it thankfully. So it is a 
sign of good hope. If the [Mosaic] type pointed 
to deliverance from bondage, how much more 
will the truth he embodies set free the whole 

world. He is being delivered up for the benefit of 
our whole human race. This is why he did not 
ordain the sacrament before this time. But from 
then on, when the rites of the law were no 
longer in effect, Jesus ordained it. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 82.1.10 

He Took the Cup. Origen: If therefore we 
wish to receive the bread of blessing from Jesus, 
who is eager to give it, we should enter the city 
and go into the house, prepared beforehand, 
where Jesus kept the Passover with his disciples. 
We ascend to the “large, furnished upper 
room”11 where he “took the cup” from the Father 
and, “when he had given thanks, he gave it to 
them” who had gone up there with him and said, 
“Drink this, for this is my blood of the new cov-
enant.” The cup was both consumed and poured 
out. It was consumed by the disciples. It was 
“poured out for the remission of sins” commit-
ted by those who drink it. If you want to know 
in what sense it was poured out, compare this 
saying with what was written [by Paul]: “God’s 
love has been poured into our hearts.”12 If the 
blood of the covenant was poured into our 
hearts for the remission of our sins, then by the 
pouring of that potable blood into our hearts all 
the sins we have committed in the past will be 
remitted and wiped clean. He who took the cup 
and said “drink this all of you” will not depart 
from us who drink it but will drink it with us 
(since he himself is in each of us), for we are 
unable alone or without him either to eat of the 
bread or to drink of the fruit of the true vine. 
You should not marvel that he who is himself 
the bread also eats the bread with us or that he 
who is himself the cup of the fruit of the vine 
also drinks it with us. This is possible because 
the Word of God is omnipotent and is at once 
the bearer of many different names, for the mul-
titude of his virtues are innumerable, since he is 
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himself every virtue. Commentary on Mat-
thew 86.13 

26:28 Poured Out for the Forgiveness of Sins 

My Blood of the Covenant. Jerome: From 
material things he moves on to spiritual 
things—namely, the vine transplanted from 
Egypt is the people of Israel to whom the Lord 
speaks through Jeremiah: “Yet I planted you a 
choice vine. . . . How then have you degenerated 
and become a wild vine?” Isaiah the prophet also 
celebrates this in his lovely canticle, and Scrip-
ture bears witness to it in different places. 
Therefore the Lord says that he will not drink of 
this fruit of the vine except in the kingdom of 
his Father. I believe the kingdom of the Father is 
the faith of the believers, which the apostle con-
firms when he says, “The kingdom of God is 
within you.”14 Therefore, when the Jews have 
received the kingdom of the father—note that 
he says “of the father” and not “of God” (every 
“father” is the name of the son)—when, as I say, 
they have believed in God the Father and the 
Father has led them to the Son, the Lord will 
drink of their wine, like Joseph reigning in 
Egypt, who will drink and be merry with his 
brothers. Commentary on Matthew 
4.26.29.15 

What Was Foreshadowed. Chrysostom: 
Why was this sacrament ordained at the time of 
the Passover? That we might learn that he is the 
giver of the law and that the things that are fore-
shadowed in the law are fulfilled in him. The 
Old Testament was a type of the things to come. 
He is the truth of those things. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 82.1.16 

26:29-30 In My Father's Kingdom 

Whether the Father Willed the Son’s 
Death. Cyril of Alexandria: The disciples 
were not merely confused; rather the matter 
greatly disturbed them, and the knowledge of 

this mystery was hard to grasp. How could one 
be raised from the dead, or one with countless 
signs done on behalf of the people be handed 
over to death and dishonor? Yet this agrees with 
what the prophet said: “Strike the shepherd.”17 
David also says to the Father, “Therefore those 
whom you struck, they will persecute.”18 How-
ever, not all this occurred at the will of the 
Father; he did not desire for him [the Son] to 
suffer, if only the Jews would have accepted him. 
So one cannot say he willed a murder. The 
Father consented with the Son’s choice to suffer 
this. So it is written that the Father struck “the 
shepherd.” He permitted him to suffer yet had 
the power to prevent the suffering. Something 
like this is at work in the passage that says Pilate 
was “over” Christ. “You would have no power 
over me if it were not given to you from above,”19 
that is, “if the Father had not permitted me to 
suffer.” Fragment 292.20 

I Shall Not Drink Again of This Vine. 
Chrysostom: For because he had discoursed 
with them concerning his Passion and cross, he 
again introduces what he has to say about his 
resurrection. Here he speaks of “my Father’s 
kingdom,” which was his way of speaking of his 
own resurrection. 

And in what sense did he drink after he was 
raised again? We must answer carefully to guard 
against those of low mind who might suppose 
the resurrection was merely an appearance. The 
apostles understood themselves after the resur-
rection to have eaten and drunk with him. He 
said this to show them that they would see him 
manifestly risen and that he would be with them 
once more. They themselves were to be wit-
nesses to these events, in that they both saw 
them and experienced them. So he says, I will 
not drink the fruit of this vine again with you 
“until that day when I drink it new with you in 
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my Father’s kingdom.” You will see me rise 
again. You will bear witness to my resurrection.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 82.2.21 

When I Drink It New. Chrysostom: But 
what is “new”? He will drink it new as having an 
immortal and incorruptible body, a spiritual 
body. He will not drink out of need for drink. 
For it is not a body that suffers or has bodily 
needs. It was not because he needed to eat and 
drink after the resurrection that he spoke in this 
way of that which is new but in order to give 
them full assurance of his resurrection. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 82.2.22 

Singing a Hymn. Origen: After the disciples 
celebrated the feast with their teacher and 
received the bread of blessing and ate the body 
of the Word and drank the cup of thanksgiving, 
Christ taught them to sing a hymn to the Father 
for these gifts and to pass from one height to 
another height, for the faithful are never able to 

do anything in the valley. So they went up to 
“the Mount of Olives,” where each one of them, 
like a fruitful olive tree, was able to say, “I am 
like a green olive tree in the house of God.”23 
And those who had not yet become “like a green 
olive tree in the house of God” but were still 
“like olive shoots around the table” of their spir-
itual father,24 were also able to be present on the 
Mount of Olives, about which Zechariah proph-
esied.25 And how fitting it was that this mount 
of mercy be chosen as the place where the disci-
ples would be forewarned of their future weak-
ness. It is fitting because Christ did not wish 
upon them what he only foretold, for he was 
then already preparing to receive converts, not 
to banish defectors. Commentary on Mat-
thew 86.26 

J E S U S  P R E D I C T S  P E T E R ’ S  D E N I A L

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 3 1 - 3 5

Overview: Those who fell away from Christ on 
the night he was betrayed did so because they 
had not yet received the staying power of the 
Holy Spirit (Origen). Jesus stresses the fact 
that they fell away as a fulfillment of prophecy. 
This fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy in-
creases the faith of the community (Chrysos-

tom). Jesus, the shepherd, was killed in order to 
bring unity among the many wandering sheep 
( Jerome). 

Why did Christ say he would “go before you 
to Galilee” after he was raised? Cyril of Alexan-
dria claims that this indicated that Jesus left the 
Jews in order to lead the Gentiles. Chrysostom, 
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however, says that it was in order that the Jews 
might believe in him. Peter not only fell away 
from Christ but abandoned him. Through his 
denial, Peter demonstrates the wickedness of 
human nature. The other disciples accepted 
Jesus’ word that they would fall away. Perhaps 
Peter was hungry for recognition (Origen).  

26:31 You Will All Fall Away 

You Will Fall Away This Night. Origen: 
They didn’t fall away in the daytime but at 
night, and it was on the night in which Jesus was 
betrayed. Peter also denied Christ at night, not 
during the day. Moreover, it was still in the mid-
dle of the night, since the cock had not yet 
crowed. Anyone who questions how the disci-
ples could have fallen away after seeing such 
great signs and wonders and after hearing words 
of equal power (for the signs and wonders were 
performed by his words) should realize that 
Christ wanted to demonstrate through this 
warning that just as “no one can say that Jesus is 
Lord except by the Holy Spirit,”1 so also no one 
is able to keep from falling away except by the 
Holy Spirit. When what Jesus had foretold came 
to pass, “You will all fall away from me this 
night,” it was still true that “the Holy Spirit had 
not yet been given because Jesus had not yet 
been glorified.”2 If we . . . who have already pro-
fessed Jesus to be Lord by the Holy Spirit (for 
“all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of 
God”),3 then fall away or deny him, we will not 
have an excuse like those who fell away or 
denied him without the Holy Spirit. Commen-
tary on Matthew 87.4 

I Will Strike the Shepherd. Chrysostom: 
Then he said to them, “You will all fall away be-
cause of me.” After this he mentions a prophecy: 
“For it is written, ‘I will strike the shepherd, and 
the sheep of the flock will be scattered.’ ”5 He 
was urging them to be attentive to what has 
been prophetically predicted of his death and 
resurrection, and at the same time he wanted to 

make it plain that he was indeed crucified ac-
cording to God’s purpose. All of this was to 
show that he was no alien from the old covenant 
or from the God who preached it. What was 
done in the Old Testament was a dispensation. 
All the prophets proclaimed all things before-
hand from the beginning that are included in 
this salvation event. All this was to increase 
faith. 
Matthew 26:31-35 Matthew 26:31-35

And he teaches us to know what the disciples 
were before the crucifixion and what they did 
after the crucifixion. For indeed they who were 
not able so much as to stand their ground when 
he was crucified, after his death became mighty 
and stronger than adamant. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 82.2.6 

The Flock Will Be Scattered. Jerome: 
“For it is written, ‘I will smite the shepherd, and 
the sheep of the flock will be scattered.’ ” Zecha-
riah the prophet says the same thing, only dif-
ferently; and if I am not mistaken, God is 
addressed in the person of the prophet: “Strike 
the shepherd that the sheep may be scattered.”7 
In harmony with these words is the psalm, 
which is recited in its entirety to the Lord: “For 
they persecute him whom you have struck.”8 
The good shepherd is struck, however, that he 
may lay down his life for his sheep and that out 
of many flocks of wandering sheep there may be 
one flock and one shepherd. Commentary on 
Matthew 4.26.31.9 

26:32 I Will Go Ahead of You to Galilee 

After I Am Risen. Cyril of Alexandria: 
He did not leave the disciples with sad expres-
sions but proclaimed the resurrection to them 
ahead of time, freeing them from grief, and he 
promised to go ahead of them into Galilee. In 
this way he shows that he is about to desert the 
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Jews and go to the Gentiles. Fragment 293.10 

Giving Complete Assurance. Chrysos-
tom: He does not permit them to become sor-
rowful but immediately says, “But after I am 
risen again, I will go before you into Galilee.” 
For he does not immediately appear from 
heaven on a single occasion and then depart to a 
distant country. Rather, he promises to come in 
resurrected form to the same nation in which he 
had also been crucified, and nearly to the same 
place. All this was to give complete assurance 
that he had indeed been crucified and that he 
indeed rose again, thereby to comfort them 
more abundantly when in sorrow. Therefore 
also he specified “to Galilee,” in order that being 
freed from the fears of the Jews they might 
believe his saying. This is why he indeed 
appeared there. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 82.2.11 

26:33-35 You Will Deny Me 

I Will Never Fall Away. Origen: The other 
disciples only fell away from Jesus, but Peter, 
who thought that he could begin with deceit and 
end up with the truth, both fell away from Jesus 
and also denied him because of the audacious 
promise he made that he would never fall away. 

It was not only out of carelessness but almost 
also out of wickedness that he said, “Even if all 
fall away because of you, I will not fall away.” He 
made a rash promise because he did not know 
the deceitfulness of human nature. This is why 
Peter didn’t simply fall away from Jesus or even 
deny him once but abandoned him so com-
pletely that he denied him three times.  Com-

mentary on Matthew 88.12 

You Will Deny Me Three Times. Origen: 
It seems to me that Jesus’ other disciples had the 
foresight and wisdom (when it was first said 
“you will fall away because of me tonight”) not 
to profess that they would never fall away, for 
they saw the truth of Jesus’ prediction. But 
because only to Peter alone was it said, “Truly I 
tell you, before the cock crows you will deny me 
three times,” they eventually promised along 
with Peter, “Even if we have to die with you, we 
will not deny you.” The difference between 
Peter and the other disciples is this: Peter did 
not acquiesce even after Jesus prophesied that 
he would deny him three times before the cock 
crowed. The others, however, who were not 
included in this prophecy or in things said only 
to Peter, responded with a promise which did 
not seek to make a liar out of the Lord, as Peter’s 
promise did. Commentary on Matthew 88.13 

Peter’s Bravado. Chrysostom: Peter then 
spoke confidently and lifted himself up over the 
rest, saying, “Though they all fall away because 
of you, I will never fall away.” It may be that in 
some degree his bravado sprang from jealousy. 
For at supper they were all talking about which 
one of them was the greater.14 This passion for 
recognition was still troubling them. Therefore 
Jesus resisted Peter, not compelling him to a 
future denial—God forbid! But he left him des-
titute of his help, convicting human nature. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 82.3.15 

10MKGK 257-58.   11PG 58:740; NPNF 1 10:493.   12GCS 38.2:202.   
13GCS 38.2:203.   14Lk 22:24.   15PG 58:742; NPNF 1 10:494.



Matthew 26:36-46

253

J E S U S  P R A Y S  I N  G E T H S E M A N E

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 3 6 - 4 6

Overview: Gethsemane was known as a holy 
place, a place of prayer (Origen). To spare the 
disciples greater sorrow, Jesus prayed alone in 
the garden (Chrysostom). Jesus was sorrowful 
too, not from fear of death but from fear that his 
disciples would no longer believe in him after 
his death (Hilary of Poitiers, Jerome). In the 
garden, then, Jesus asks the disciples to “keep 
watch” (Origen). 

Jesus asked that God remove the cup from 
him. Origen centers this request on God’s jus-
tice. Jesus’ request shows his full humanity 
(Chrysostom). Ultimately following God’s will, 
however, shows Jesus’ higher will (Leo the 
Great), which is in harmony with God’s (Chry-
sostom). In spite of the sleeping disciples, Jesus 
models perseverance in prayer (Origen). He is 
concerned that the disciples not fall into tempta-
tion (Hilary of Poitiers, Jerome), and he espe-
cially admonishes Peter to be contrite of heart 
while acknowledging the limits of humanity 
(Chrysostom). To one’s ability, however, one 
can be alert. The prayers of those who “watch 

and pray” will be heard, but it is appropriate to 
sleep when the Lord commands us to sleep 
(Origen). 

Jesus’ betrayal came at a time appointed by 
God, and Jesus did not flee from it even though 
he was guiltless (Chrysostom). As Jesus was 
“delivered into the hands of sinners” in the gar-
den at that appointed time, so is Christ betrayed 
by those who fall away from him in the present 
day. Likewise, all who betray Jesus also “deliver 
him up” (Origen). 
Matthew 26:36-46 Matthew 26:36-46

26:36 A Place Called Gethsemane 

Gethsemane. Jerome: Gethsemane is inter-
preted as the “very fertile valley” where the Lord 
ordered his disciples to sit down and wait for 
him to return while he prayed alone for every-
one. Commentary on Matthew 4.26.37.1 
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While I Pray. Origen: Jesus brought his dis-
ciples from the upper room to a garden which 
was called Gethsemane because, after he was 
betrayed, he did not want to be arrested in the 
same place where he and his disciples had eaten 
the Passover. Even before he was betrayed, how-
ever, he thought it fitting to choose to pray in 
places devoted purely to prayer, for he knew 
that some locations are holier than others, as it 
is written: “The place where you are standing is 
holy ground.”2 Commentary on Matthew 89.3 

26:37 Jesus Was Sorrowful and Troubled 

He Took Three with Him. Chrysostom: 
His disciples were clinging to him inseparably. 
So he said to his disciples, “Sit here, while I go 
over there and pray.”4 For it was usual with him 
to pray apart from them. He did this to teach us 
how to pray, how to use silence and solitude to 
pray for great matters. And taking with him the 
three, he said to them, “My soul is very sorrow-
ful, even to death; remain here, and watch with 
me.”5 Why does he not take all of them with 
him? That they might not be more sorrowful. 
He took only those who had been spectators of 
his glory.6 The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
83.1.7 

He Began to Be Sorrowful. Hilary of 
Poitiers: When we read that the Lord was sad, 
we must examine everything that was said to 
find out why he was sad. He previously warned 
that they would all fall away. Brimming with 
confidence, Peter responded that even though 
all the others might be alarmed, he would not be 
moved8—he who the Lord predicted would 
deny knowing him three times.9 In fact, Peter 
and all the other disciples promised that even in 
the face of death they would not deny him.10 He 
then proceeded on and ordered his disciples to 
sit down while he prayed.11 Having brought 
with him Peter, James and John, he began to 
grieve. Before he brought them along with him, 
he did not feel sad. It was only after they had 

accompanied him that he grew exceedingly sad. 
His sadness thus arose not from himself but 
from those whom he had taken with him. It 
must be realized that the Son of man brought 
with him none but those whom he showed that 
he would come into his kingdom at that time 
when, in the presence of Moses and Elijah on 
the mountain, he was surrounded by all the 
splendor of his eternal glory. But the reason for 
bringing them with him both then and now was 
the same. On Matthew 31.4.12 

26:38 Remain and Watch with Me 

The Process of Death Is Feared. Hilary 
of Poitiers: Then he said, “My soul is sad, even 
to death.” Did he say, My soul is sad because of 
death? Certainly not. For if death were the rea-
son for his fear, he certainly ought to have said 
so. But the reason for his fear lies elsewhere. 
Actually we have no indication, since the reason 
for what begins in another person may differ 
from what it is at the end. He had just said 
before, “You will all fall away this night because 
of me.”13 He knew that they would be fright-
ened, that they would run away and deny know-
ing him. And since blasphemy against the Holy 
Spirit is forgiven neither here nor in eternity, he 
feared they might deny that he is God, once they 
looked upon him beaten and spat upon and cru-
cified. This was the reason that prompted Peter, 
who, in betraying Christ, denied him in this 
way: “I do not know the man,”14 for anything 
said against the Son of man will be forgiven. 
Christ is therefore sad even to death. So it is not 
death itself but the process of death that is 
feared, for after his death the faith of the believ-
ers would be strengthened by the power of the 
resurrection. On Matthew 31.5.15 

2Ex 3:5; Acts 7:33.   3GCS 38.2:204.   4Mt 26:36.   5Mt 26:38.   6In the 
transfiguration.   7PG 58:745; NPNF 1 10:497.   8Mt 26:33.   9Mt 
26:34.   10Mt 26:35.   11Mt 26:36.   12SC 258:230.   13Mt 26:31.   14Mt 
26:72.   15SC 258:230-32.
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Keep Watch with Me. Origen: “Stay here 
and keep watch with me.” It is as though Jesus 
had said, “Although I told the other disciples to 
‘sit here while I go and pray’ but brought you 
three along with me, I don’t want you to come 
any further, for you are not yet able. So, stay 
here keeping watch as I keep watch, knowing 
that the others were commanded to sit over 
there because they are weaker and need to be 
protected from this agony. [But] I have brought 
you who are stronger with me to labor with me 
in watching and praying. Nevertheless, you 
remain here, that each one stand firm in the 
state of his calling,16 for every grace (however 
great it may be) has a superior.” What Jesus 
meant when he said “remain here” is explained 
by what was said next: “going a little farther, he 
fell on his face.” Therefore let us remain where 
Jesus commanded us to remain, as the apostle 
also admonished: “Everyone should remain in 
the state in which he was called.”17 And let us do 
everything in our power to keep watch with him 
who “neither slumbers nor sleeps, who keeps 
Israel.”18 Commentary on Matthew 91.19 

My Soul Is Very Sorrowful. Jerome: What 
we said before about Christ’s suffering and what 
took place before it is also brought out in this 
chapter.20 It shows that the Lord, to test the 
fidelity of the human nature he had taken on, 
truly felt sorrowful. However, lest the suffering 
in his soul be overwhelming, he began to feel 
sorrowful over the events taking place just 
before his suffering. For it is one thing to feel 
sorrowful and another thing to begin to feel sor-
rowful. But he felt sorrowful, not because he 
feared the suffering that lay ahead and because 
he had scolded Peter for his timidity but because 
of the most unfortunate Judas and the falling 
away of all the apostles and the rejection by the 
Jewish people and the overturning of woeful 
Jerusalem. Jonah too became sad when the plant 
or ivy had withered, unwilling to have his booth 
disappear.21 Commentary on Matthew 
4.26.37.22 

26:39 Let This Cup Pass from Me 

If It Be Possible. Origen: His words “if it be 
possible” referred not only to God’s power but 
also to his justice. As to God’s power, whatever 
is just or unjust is possible. As to his justice, 
which is not only powerful but also just, not 
everything is possible—only that which is just. 
Commentary on Matthew 95.23 

Not As I Will, But As You Will. Chrysos-
tom: By saying then, “If it be possible, let it pass 
from me,” he showed his true humanity. But by 
saying, “Nevertheless not as I will, but as you 
will,” he showed his virtue and self-command. 
This too teaches us, even when nature pulls us 
back, to follow God. In order to make clear that 
he is truly God and truly human, words alone 
would not suffice. Deeds were needed. So he 
joined deeds with words in order that even 
those who have been highly contentious may 
believe that he both became man and died. 
Admittedly some still do not believe that this 
was so. But many more would have been unable 
to have believed if his face had not been seen at 
Gethsemane. See in how many ways he shows 
the reality of the incarnation. He demonstrates 
both by what he speaks and by what he suffers. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 83.1.24 

Let This Cup Pass. Leo the Great: The dis-
ciples were admonished, and the Lord beseeches 
the Father that they might confront the force of 

16The physical continuation indicates the spiritual condition. First 
the more imperfect disciples stop; then Peter, James and John, who 
are less imperfect. Jesus continues alone.   171 Cor 7:20.   18Ps 121:4 
(120:4 LXX).   19GCS 38.2:207.   20To explain Jesus’ agitation, Je-
rome resorts to the medical distinction between pathos (passio, “dis-
ease”) and propatheia (propassio, “beginning/anticipation of dis-
ease”). Pathos in the moral sense is considered evil, while propatheia 

signifies the beginning of the agitation, not yet morally wrong 
because voluntary assent is lacking.   21Jon 4:8. The lament of Jonah 
for the shadow of the ivy plant that withered ( Jon 4:6-8), since Jonah 
is the prefigurement of Christ, prefigures the sorrow of Christ for 
the contrariness of the Jews, for the weakness of the disciples and for 
the future destruction of Jerusalem.   22CCL 77:253-54.   23GCS 
38.2:213.   24PG 58:746; NPNF 1 10:497.
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the present temptation with watchful prayer: 
“My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass 
from me; nevertheless not as I will, but as you 
will.” The first petition arises from weakness, 
the second from strength: He desired the former 
based on our nature and chose the latter based 
on his own. Equal to the Father, the Son knew 
that all things were possible to God; rather, he 
descended into this world to take up the cross 
against his will so that he might suffer through 
this conflict of emotions with a disquieted 
mind. But in order to show the distinction 
between the receiving nature and the received 
nature, what was proper of humanity desired 
divine intervention and what was proper of God 
looked upon the human situation. The lower 
will yielded to the higher will, and this demon-
strated what the fearful person may pray for and 
what the divine healer should not grant. “For we 
do not know how to pray as we ought,”25 and it 
is good for us that what we want, for the most 
part, is not granted. God, who is good and just, 
shows mercy toward us by denying us those 
things we ask for which are harmful. Sermon 
43.2.26 

26:40-43 Stay Awake and Pray 

He Found Them Sleeping. Origen: But 
notice that after the first prayer “he came to the 
disciples and found them sleeping.” Likewise 
after the second prayer “he came and found 
them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy.” On 
this, I believe they were the eyes not so much of 
their bodies as of their souls. Besides, he had 
not yet removed the heaviness from their eyes, 
“because he was not yet glorified.” And just as 
“the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus 
was not yet glorified,” so too the heaviness had 
not yet been removed from their eyes “because 
Jesus was not yet glorified.” Therefore he does 
not rebuke them, but “leaving them again, he 
went away and prayed for the third time, saying 
the same words.” He also teaches us through 
those “same words,” that we may not grow faint 

in prayer but persist in the very words of our 
prayer until we obtain those things we have 
begun to pray for. Commentary on Matthew 
95.27 

Pray That You May Not Enter into Temp-
tation. Hilary of Poitiers: After that, he 
returns to the disciples and finds them sleeping. 
He asks Peter why he could not watch with him 
one hour—Peter, indeed, was one of the three, 
for he had boasted in front of the others that he 
would not fall away. And he indicates the cause 
of his greater fear, saying, “Pray that you may 
not enter into temptation.” He wanted then to 
prevent temptation (so he included in his prayer 
the words “lead us not into temptation”),28 lest 
anything in us cater to the weakness of the flesh. 
He also makes it clear why he urged them to 
pray in order to avoid temptation, saying, “The 
spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 
These words did not apply to himself but were 
aimed at them. For that matter, how is it that 
now his spirit is willing, whereas before his soul 
was sad even to death?29 At any rate, he orders 
them to watch and pray lest they give in to 
temptation and succumb to the weakness of the 
body. He therefore prays that, if possible, the 
cup may pass from himself, for when it comes to 
drinking from it, all flesh is weak.30 On Mat-
thew 31.9.31 

The Flesh Is Weak. Jerome: “Watch and 
pray that you may not enter into temptation.” It 
is impossible for the human soul to avoid temp-
tation. Hence we say in the Lord’s Prayer, “Lead 
us not into temptation,”32  which we are unable 
to withstand. We do not refuse to face tempta-
tion entirely but pray for the strength to bear up 
under it. Therefore he does not say, “Watch and 
pray that you may not be tempted” but “that you 
may not enter into temptation,” that is, that 
temptation may not overwhelm you and hold 

25Rom 8:26.   26SC 74:43.   27GCS 38.2:214-15.   28Mt 6:13.   29Mt 
26:38.   30Mt 26:39.   31SC 258:236.   32Mt 6:13.



Matthew 26:36-46

257

you in its grip. For example, a martyr who has 
shed blood by professing faith in the Lord was 
certainly tempted but was not ensnared in the 
net of temptation. One who denies the faith, 
however, has fallen into the snares of tempta-
tion. 

“The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.” This is aimed at those rash people who 
think that whatever they believe, they can 
obtain. Therefore, as much as we trust in the 
ardor of our spirit, so too should we fear the 
weakness of the flesh. And yet, according to the 
apostle, the works of the flesh are mortified by 
the Spirit.  Commentary on Matthew 
4.26.41.33 

Watch and Pray. Origen: As long as Jesus 
was present, his disciples did not sleep. After he 
had walked away a short distance, they were un-
able to watch for even one hour in his absence. 
For this reason we should pray that Jesus will 
not leave us for even a short while but will fulfill 
what he promised when he said to us, “And I am 
with you all days, even to the end of the 
world.”34 In this way will we keep watch as he 
banishes sleep from our souls, to make it possi-
ble for us to fulfill his command: “Do not give 
sleep to your eyes or slumber to your eyelids, 
that you may escape as a doe from the nets and a 
bird from the snare of the fowlers.”35 But coming 
to the disciples and finding them asleep, he 
arouses them with a word and tells them to lis-
ten, so he may as it were say to those who are lis-
tening: “How is it that you were not able to 
watch with me for even one hour?” 

He orders us then to be wakeful so we may 
keep watch and pray. Now that person watches 
who does good works, that person watches who 
diligently attends to the truth of the faith lest he 
be ensnared by any shady teaching. He who 
watches and prays in this way will have his 
prayer heard. This is what the Lord means when 
he says, “Watch and pray.” We should first watch 
and, while watching, we should pray.  Commen-
tary on Matthew 93.36 

Their Eyes Were Heavy. Hilary of Poi-
tiers: The fact that, after returning and finding 
them asleep, he first reproves them, secondly is 
silent and thirdly orders them to rest, can be 
explained in this way: First, after the resurrec-
tion, he scolded them for scattering and for 
being apprehensive and restless;37 second, once 
the Holy Spirit had been sent, he came and 
found them sleeping, since their eyes were too 
heavy for them to discern the freedom of the 
gospel—having been held back by the love of 
the law for some time, their faith was still sleep-
ing; and third, with the return of his radiance, 
he restored them to restfulness and peace of 
mind. On Matthew 31.11.38 

26:44 Thy Will Be Done 

Could You Not Watch with Me One 
Hour? Chrysostom: After that he returns and 
says to Peter, “So, could you not watch with me 
one hour?”39 They all were sleeping. He admon-
ishes Peter. He is hinting at him in what he said, 
especially in the words “with me.” They are not 
employed without reason. It is as though he had 
said, “So you are the one who is ready to lay 
down your life for me, and you could not watch 
with me for one hour!”40 What follows also sug-
gests the same admonition: “Watch and pray 
that you may not enter into temptation.” He is 
again instructing them not to be self-confident 
but contrite in mind, to be humble and to refer 
everything to God. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 83.1.41 

Pray That You Not Enter into Tempta-
tion. Chrysostom: And at one time we find 
him addressing them all together and at another 
time Peter. He says, “Simon, Simon, Satan has 
desired to have you, that he may sift you as 
wheat, but I have prayed for you.”42 Then he 

33CCL 77:255-56.   34Mt 28:20.   35Prov 6:4-5.   36GCS 38.2:210-11.   
37Mk 16:14.   38SC 258:238.   39Mt 26:40.   40Mt 26:41.   41PG 
58:7546; NPNF 1 10:497-98.   42Lk 22:31-32.
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says to all in common, “Watch and pray that you 
may not enter into temptation.”43 He is in every 
way encouraging them to be resolute and strong 
in these convictions. Then, that he might not 
seem to make his language altogether condem-
natory, he says, “The spirit indeed is willing, but 
the flesh is weak.”44 For no matter how much 
you might wish to despise death, you will not be 
able to do so until God extends his hand. For 
the carnal mind draws you down. 

And again he prayed in the same way, saying, 
“My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, 
your will be done.”45 It is clear here that his 
human will is in full harmony with God’s will. 
This harmony is what we must always seek after 
and follow.  The Gospel of Matthew, Hom-
ily 83.1.46 

26:45-46 My Betrayer Is at Hand 

Take Your Rest. Origen: Then, undoubt-
edly after the third prayer, he came to the disci-
ples. But the sleep he now orders them to sleep 
is not that which, as is written, came upon the 
disciples twice before. For at first “he found 
them sleeping” but not at rest, and “again he 
came and found them sleeping, for their eyes 
were heavy.” But now he orders them not simply 
to sleep but to take their rest. Indeed, there is a 
big difference between the sleep implied in 
Christ’s second command to “sleep now and take 
your rest” and the sleep that is against his will 
after he orders them to “remain here and watch 
one hour with me.” There was nothing contra-
dictory between his words “watch with me” and 
later, “Sleep on and take your rest.” He simply 
kept a certain order, so that first indeed we 
should watch and pray that we do not enter into 
temptation, and then we should sleep and take 
our rest according to Christ’s command. Com-
mentary on Matthew 96.47 

Betrayed into the Hands of Sinners. 
Chrysostom: Then he came to the disciples and 
said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking 

your rest? Behold, the hour is at hand, and the 
Son of man is betrayed into the hands of sinners.” 
All this belongs to the divine economy. “Into the 
hands of sinners” is said to make it clear that he 
was not liable to any charge but that this course 
of events was due to human wickedness. Finally 
he says, “Rise, let us be going; see, my betrayer is 
at hand.” By all these means he was teaching 
them that this course of events was not some-
thing that happens of necessity, without human 
willing or out of human weakness. It is all unfold-
ing, without denying freedom, as God’s own 
secret dispensation. Even though he foreknew 
that Judas would come, so far was he from flee-
ing, he even went to meet him. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 83.1-2.48 

The Hour Is at Hand. Origen: “Look! The 
hour is approaching, and the Son of man will be 
delivered up into the hands of sinners.” It is also 
in view of this hour, I believe, that he said to his 
mother, “My hour has not yet come.”49 And now 
he declares that with the hour approaching, “the 
Son of man will be delivered up into the hands 
of sinners.” Would that only into the hands of 
those sinners had Jesus been delivered up! But 
now I believe that he is delivered up always “into 
the hands of sinners” when they who seem to 
believe in Jesus have him in their hands since 
they are sinners. Indeed, as often as a righteous 
person indwelt by Jesus has fallen under the 
sway of sinners, Jesus is delivered up “into the 
hands of sinners.” 

“Rise, let us be going; see, my betrayer is 
approaching.” After he has awakened them from 
that sleep we spoke about, he says to his disci-
ples, “Rise, let us be going.” And seeing Judas in 
his mind, who was approaching him to deliver 
him up and who was not yet seen by his disci-
ples, he says, “See, the one who will deliver me 
up is approaching.” I believe, however, that “see, 
he is approaching” and “see, the one who will 

43Mt 26:41.   44Mt 26:41.   45Mt 26:42.   46PG 58:746-47; NPNF 1 
10:498.   47GCS 38.2:215.   48PG 58:747; NPNF 1 10:498.   49Jn 2:4.
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deliver me up is approaching” are not equiva-
lent. Furthermore, the traitor, who had sepa-
rated himself from Jesus by his sins and his 
betrayal was not simply “approaching” Jesus, but 
“he is approaching” to deliver up the Son of 
God, whom he already betrayed. Plainly, all 
wrongdoers first betray Jesus; then they deliver 

him up.50  Commentary on Matthew 97-98.51 
Matthew 26:47-56 Matthew 26:47-56

J E S U S  I S  A R R E S T E D

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 4 7 - 5 6

Overview: Those who gathered at Jesus’ be-
trayal with clubs in hand did so because they 
thought that he could disappear from their 
midst (Origen), which indeed he could have 
done; nevertheless Jesus submitted quietly to his 
betrayers. By contrast the betrayers were en-
raged, especially Judas (Chrysostom). Accept-
ing the kiss of betrayal, Jesus grants power to his 
adversaries (Hilary of Poitiers). All adversar-
ies of truth betray God’s Word in the same way 
that Judas betrayed Jesus (Origen). 

The disciple severed the slave’s ear because it 

was closed to truth in the first place (Hilary of 
Poitiers). Jesus commands that the sword be 
sheathed in order that he remain true to his com-
mitment to God’s will (Origen, Chrysostom). 
The disciples’ possession of swords symbolizes 
Jesus’ betrayal. In spite of swords and clubs on both 
sides, Jesus was not forced to submit to his adver-
saries; he willingly submitted to them according to 
the Scriptures. The disciples, however, fled be-
cause they realized that Jesus would not attempt to 
escape (Chrysostom). Origen suggests they fled 
because they had not yet received the Holy Spirit. 

50The allegorical interpretation is founded on the observation that 
Jesus merely says of Judas “he approaches” without adding “toward 
me.” The detail, insignificant for the literal meaning, symbolically 
signifies that he who works evil against Jesus cannot be near him 
spiritually.   51GCS 38.2:216.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+26%3A47-56&version=RSV
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26:47 Judas and a Large Crowd 

A Great Crowd with Clubs. Origen: 
Someone may question why “a great crowd” gath-
ered “with swords and clubs” against him. 
According to John, this large crowd consisted of a 
band of soldiers and officers sent by the chief 
priests. And someone may say that because of the 
multitude of believers from the people, so many 
came against him lest a large crowd of believers 
snatch him out of their hands. But I think there 
may be another reason why the crowd had gath-
ered against him. Those who believed that he 
exorcised devils in the name of Beelzebub 
thought that out of a kind of black magic he could 
escape from the midst of those who wanted to 
take hold of him. And perhaps some of them had 
heard that once when he was to be thrown down 
from a mountaintop he escaped from the hands of 
those who were holding him, not by simple 
human flight but by some preternatural force.1 
Commentary on Matthew 99.2 

26:48-49 Judas Had Given a Sign 

They Seized Him. Chrysostom: For having 
shown his own strength, at once he yielded him-
self. But the other Evangelist says that even at 
that very moment he continued to reprove him, 
saying, “Judas, would you betray the Son of man 
with a kiss?”3 Are you not ashamed even of the 
form of your betrayal? Nonetheless he submit-
ted to be kissed and did not even resist this 
shameless act. He gave himself up willingly. 
They laid their hands on him. They seized him 
that night on which they ate the Passover. To 
such a degree did they boil with rage and mad-
ness. They, however, would have had no 
strength against him unless he had permitted it. 
Yet this did not deliver Judas from unspeakable 
punishment. He even more exceedingly con-
demns himself by the manner of his betrayal, by 
the Lord’s meekness and leniency and gentle-
ness. He became fiercer than any wild beast. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 83.2.4 

Broken Trust. Jerome: It was shameless 
indeed and a sign of broken trust to call him 
master and to plant a kiss on the one he 
betrayed. But Judas still has something of the 
modesty of a disciple, for he does not deliver 
up Christ to his persecutors openly but with 
the sign of a kiss. This is the mark which God 
put on Cain lest anyone who came upon him 
should kill him.5 Commentary on Matthew 
4.26.49.6 

The Betrayer Kissed Him. Chrysostom: 
How fitting are the instruments of the priests! 
They came against him “with swords and 
clubs.”7 Judas himself was with them, one of the 
Twelve. In the interest of fair disclosure the 
Evangelist still calls him “one of the Twelve,” un-
ashamedly. “Now the betrayer had given them a 
sign, saying, ‘The one I shall kiss is the man; 
seize him.’ ” O with what depravity had the trai-
tor’s soul been inflamed! With what kind of eyes 
did he then look at his Master? With what 
mouth did he kiss him? O accursed purpose! 
What sign did he devise? What did he dare? 
What sort of clue of betrayal did he give? Who-
ever I kiss! He was emboldened by his Master’s 
gentleness. Yet it by itself was sufficient to 
shame him. The kiss deprived him of all excuse, 
for he was betraying one incomparably meek. 

But why does he say [“Seize the one I kiss”?] 
Often when Jesus had been under attack and 
possible seizure, he had gone out from the 
crowd, through the middle of it, without their 
even knowing it.8 The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 83.2.9 

Judas Kissed Him. Hilary of Poitiers: 
There is a certain order to the different facets of 
Christ’s suffering. But the reason for Judas’s kiss 
was that we might discern all our enemies and 
those who we know would delight in raging 

1Lk 4:28-30.   2GCS 38.2:217.   3Lk 22:48.   4PG 58:748; NPNF 1 
10:499.   5Gen 4:15.   6CCL 77:257.   7Mt 26:47.   8Cf. Lk 4:30.   9PG 
58:747-48; NPNF 1 10:498.
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against us. The Lord does not resist his kiss. On 
Matthew 32.2.10 

26:50-51 Jesus Arrested 

Authorizing His Betrayal. Hilary of 
Poitiers: As to what he tells Judas, “Do what 
you have to do,” he authorizes his own betrayal 
by that very statement. For he who had it within 
his power to call upon twelve thousand legions 
of angels11 against his betrayers would have 
found it so much easier to oppose the plans and 
artifices of one man. At length he says to Pilate, 
“You would have no power over me unless it had 
been given you.”12 He thus gives power against 
himself when he says, “Do what you have to do.” 
In other words, because the crime of what is 
willed is counterbalanced by what is perpetu-
ated, Judas would accomplish in deed what he 
had already done in his will. On Matthew 
32.2.13 

Why Are You Here? Origen: But I think 
that all betrayers of the truth, pretending to love 
the truth and using the sign of a kiss as a mark of 
affection, betray the Word of God. Cloaked in 
belligerence, brandishing clubs and the swords 
of battle and proffering insults, his enemies 
desire to take hold of him. And the traitor says 
to Jesus, “Master.” Indeed, all heretics, like 
Judas, address Jesus in the same way, “Master.” 
They kiss him even as Judas did. Jesus speaks 
peacefully to them all, since they are all Judases 
who betray him: “Judas, is it with a kiss that you 
betray the Son of man?” As for Judas, he is 
reproached by Christ for his false friendship. 
“Friend, why are you here?” We hear of no one 
who is good called by that name in the Scrip-
tures. Moreover, to the wicked and the one not 
wearing a wedding garment he says, “Friend, 
how did you get in here without a wedding gar-
ment?”14 Wicked too is that man in the parable 
of the denarius who hears the words, “Friend, I 
am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with 
me for a denarius? Take what belongs to you, 

and go. I choose to give to this last as I give to 
you.”15 Commentary on Matthew 100.16 

Hearing with the Left Ear. Origen: Per-
haps what Peter did17 was a mystery, for the 
right ear of the Jewish people had to be cut off 
because of their malice toward Jesus. Though 
they seem to hear the law, they now hear with 
their left ear the shadowy tradition of the law 
but not the truth, since they are enslaved by 
words that profess the service of God but do not 
serve him in truth. The mystery of these words 
against Christ is found in the person of Christ’s 
adversary, the high priest Caiaphas. Now it 
seems to me, since all the Gentile believers were 
made one people in Christ, the very fact that 
they believed in Christ was the reason why the 
right ear of the Jews was cut off, according to 
what had been prophesied about them: “Make 
the ears of this people heavy, and shut their eyes; 
lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their 
ears . . . and turn and be healed.”18 Commen-
tary on Matthew 101.19 

Cutting Off His Ear. Hilary of Poitiers: 
The apostle cuts off the ear of the slave of the 
high priest; that is, a disciple of Christ cuts off a 
disobedient ear from a man in the priesthood. 
What was once incapable of hearing the truth is 
now cut off. On Matthew 32.2.20 

26:52-54 How Would the Scriptures Be 
Fulfilled? 

Put Your Sword Away. Origen: He said to 
Peter, “Put your sword back into its place” 
(which is one of patience). After restoring the 
amputated ear, as the other Evangelist says 
(which was a sign of both supreme kindness and 
divine power),21 he spoke these words that they 
might ring true to what he had said and done 

10SC 258:240.   11Mt 26:53.   12Jn 19:11.   13SC 258:240.   14Mt 22:12.   
15Mt 20:13-14.   16GCS 38.2:220.   17Jn 18:10.   18Is 6:10.   19GCS 
38.2:221.   20SC 258:242.   21Lk 22:51.
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before. Although they might not remember the 
good things done in the past, they might 
acknowledge the good things done in the 
present. Commentary on Matthew 103.22 

The Servant of the High Priest. Chry-
sostom: Who was this “one” who cut off the 
ear? John says it was Peter.23 For this was an act 
of fervor. Another point deserves inquiry: Why 
were the disciples bearing swords? That they 
indeed bore swords is evident from the text 
both here and in the other accounts. But why 
did Christ even permit them to have swords? 
For Luke affirms also that “one of them struck 
the servant of the high priest, cutting off his 
right ear,”24 remembering that in Luke Jesus 
had said to them, “When I sent you without 
purse, traveling bag and shoes, did you lack 
anything?” And when they said, “Nothing,” he 
said to them, “But now, he that has a purse, let 
him take it, and a bag, and he that has no 
sword, let him sell his garment, and buy one.” 
And when they said, “Here are two swords,” he 
said to them, “It is enough.”25 So why did they 
have swords? Because he had said to them, “Let 
him buy a sword.” Yet this was not meant that 
they should arm themselves, far from it, but to 
indicate that he was to be betrayed. The swords 
had prophetic rather than military purpose. 
They indicated his being forcefully seized and 
betrayed. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
84.1.26 

No More of This. Chrysostom: Peter is re-
buked for using his sword and for his severe 
threat. He was resisting the servant who came 
indeed with hostility. He was not defending 
himself but doing this on behalf of his Master. 

Christ however did not permit any harm to 
ensue. For he healed [the servant] and mani-
fested a great miracle, enough to indicate at once 
both his forbearance and his power and the 
affection and meekness of his disciple. Peter had 
acted from affection. Now he acts from duty. For 
when he heard, “Put your sword back into its 

place,” he obeyed immediately.  The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 84.1.27 

Perishing by the Sword. Chrysostom: 
One of his followers, in another account, asked, 
“Lord should we strike with our swords?”28 But 
it is clear in all accounts that he rejected it and 
healed the man and rebuked his disciple in such 
a way that he might move him to acquiescence. 
“For all who take the sword will perish by the 
sword.” Then he adds, “Do you think that I can-
not appeal to my Father, and he will at once send 
me more than twelve legions of angels? But how 
then should the Scriptures be fulfilled, that it 
must be so?” By these words he quenched their 
anger, appealing to holy Scripture. He prayed 
that the disciples might accept meekly whatever 
befell him when they had learned that this also 
is occurring according to God’s will. His 
response is twofold: He is able to appeal to his 
Father, and he is able to resist the angry passions 
of his supposed defenders with these words: “All 
who take the sword will perish by the sword.” 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 84.1.29 

26:55-56 The Disciples Fled 

Jesus Yields Voluntarily. Chrysostom: 
Then he also adds, “Day after day I sat in the 
temple teaching, and you did not seize me.” By 
this he makes it clear that the seizure was of his 
permission. He passes over the miracles and 
mentions only his teaching, that he might not 
seem to boast. 

When I taught, you did not seize me. Why 
now, when I hold my peace, do you come against 
me? I was in the temple every day, and no one 
seized me. Now you come to me late and at mid-
night with swords and staves! What need is 
there of these weapons? I have been around 
daily. Thus he was teaching them that unless he 

22GCS 38.2:224.   23Jn 18:10.   24Lk 22:50.   25Lk 22:35-38.   26PG 
58:751; NPNF 1 10:501-2.   27PG 58:752; NPNF 1 10:502.   28Lk 
22:49.   29PG 58:752; NPNF 1 10:502.
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had voluntarily yielded, not even then would 
they have succeeded. Even then those who were 
holding him with their hands would not succeed 
in doing so if he were not willing.  The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 84.2.30 

The Scriptures Fulfilled. Chrysostom: 
After this, he solves also the difficulty of why he 
willed it at this time. “All this has taken place 
that the Scriptures of the prophets might be ful-
filled.”31 See how even up to the last hour and in 
the very act of being betrayed, he did everything 
he did seeking their amendment and healing, 
employing prophecy and argument and admoni-
tion. Those who take up coercion will perish by 
their coercion. To show that he is suffering vol-
untarily, he says, “I was daily with you teaching.” 
All this was to show his accord with his Father’s 
will and “that the Scriptures of the prophets 
might be fulfilled.” 

But why did they not lay hold on him in the 
temple? Because they would not have dared to 
do so in the temple on account of the people. 
This is why he continued teaching at all times 
and places, even to the last hour, taking away 
their excuse. In order to obey the prophets, he 
gave up even his very life. In no way did he teach 
contrary to the prophets. 

“Then all the disciples forsook him and fled.” 
Up until the time he was seized, they remained. 

But when he had said these things to the multi-
tudes, they fled. For from then on they could see 
that escape was no longer possible. So he gave 
himself up to them voluntarily, saying that this 
was done according to the Scriptures.  The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 84.2.32 

They Fled. Origen: There is now much to 
choose from the prophets, such as their sayings 
that were fulfilled when Christ said he had to 
suffer these things. Moveover, it is customary 
for scholars to collect prophetic words that were 
fulfilled. And in the psalm33 you may find a 
number of things reflected in those who came 
with Judas to seize Jesus, even as you may find 
things said about Judas in that psalm. “Then all 
the disciples forsook him and fled.” Fearing the 
crowds and Judas at their head, they fled 
because they did not yet have the Spirit (“since 
Jesus had not yet been glorified”)34 and the 
“Spirit of power and love.” If they had the Spirit, 
they would not be weak nor would they need 
anything besides divine love. Commentary on 
Matthew 104.35 
Matthew 26:57-68 Matthew 26:47-56

30PG 58:753; NPNF 1 10:502-3.   31Chrysostom holds that Jesus 
recalled the fulfillment of the Scriptures in order to strengthen his 
disciples in that critical moment.   32PG 58:753; NPNF 1 10:503.   
33Ps 109:2-4, 22-25 (108:2-4, 22-25 LXX).   34Jn 7:39.   35GCS 
38.2:224-25.
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J E S U S  I S  Q U E S T I O N E D  B Y  T H E  C O U N C I L

M A T T H E W  2 6 : 5 7 - 6 8

Overview: Caiaphas, the scribes and the el-
ders were all disreputable (Origen). Peter is to 
be commended, however, for at least he fol-
lowed Jesus rather than fleeing like the other 
disciples ( Jerome). The council found no false 
witness against Jesus at first because Jesus was 
blameless (Origen). The testimony finally pre-
sented was false because those speaking 
twisted what Jesus had said regarding the tem-
ple ( Jerome). Caiaphas, working on behalf of 
the devil in more ways than one, trespasses 
Jesus’ previous command not to swear by com-
manding Jesus to swear. By contrast Jesus will 
sit enthroned in power at God’s right hand. 
The “clouds of heaven” represent the prophets 
and apostles of Christ (Origen). What Cai-
aphas called blasphemy was Christ’s way of 
saying that he was in accordance with God’s 
will (Chrysostom). 

Why did Caiaphas tear his robes? Caiaphas 
was furious because he could not find sufficient 
charges against Jesus ( Jerome). He tore his 
robes in order to underscore his accusation of 
blasphemy (Chrysostom, Leo the Great). It is 
customary for Jews to rend their garments when 
they hear blasphemy ( Jerome). In so doing, Cai-
aphas broke the rule of high priests that they are 
not to tear their clothes (Leo the Great). 

Jesus shows great perseverance as he was per-
secuted (Cyril of Alexandria, Chrysostom). 
His persecution also highlights his adversaries’ 
corruption (Chrysostom). He endured persecu-
tion for us and was in turn exalted by God (Ori-

gen). Christ’s persecution fulfills Old Testa-
ment prophecy (Cyril of Alexandria, Chry-
sostom, Origen). Those who strike another in 
the church strike Christ (Origen). 

Matthew 26:57-68

26:57 Jesus Led to Caiaphas the High Priest 

They Led Him to Caiaphas. Jerome: In 
accordance with God’s command, Moses 
ordered that high priests should succeed their 
fathers and a line of descent should be woven 
among priests. Josephus relates that the disrep-
utable Caiaphas purchased the high priesthood 
from Herod for one year only.1 No wonder, then, 
the dishonorable high priest judges dishonor-
ably. Commentary on Matthew 4.26.57.2 

The Scribes and Elders Had Gathered. 
Origen: I believe the word for Jewish slavery 
whereby poor and abandoned persons now pro-
fess to be slaves is “Caiaphas.” He is known as 
the high priest who, at odds with the truth, 
rails against Jesus. But Jesus according to the 
truth is a priest, the Word of God; under him 
are established all who worthily and zealously 
serve God the Father. Where the high priest 
Caiaphas is found, however, there the scribes 
come together, that is, learned men who preside 
over the perishing written word. While being 
scribes, they are also elders who preside not 
over the truth but over the classic usage of a 

1Josephus Ant. 18.2.2, 4.3.   2CCL 77:259.
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mere word.3 They are unwilling to consider 
anything beyond that. Commentary on Mat-
thew 105.4 

26:58 Peter Followed at a Distance 

Love or Curiosity. Jerome: Either out of a 
disciple’s love or out of human curiosity, Peter 
wanted to know what judgment the high priest 
would make concerning the Lord: whether he 
would have Christ put to death or beaten with 
whips. There is a difference between the eleven 
apostles and Peter at this point. They fled, 
whereas he followed the Savior from a distance. 
Commentary on Matthew 4.26.58.5 

26:59-62 Seeking False Testimony 

They Found No False Testimony. Origen: 
From this it is clear that Jesus “committed no sin; 
no guile was found on his lips.”6 His life was 
unimpeachable and completely blameless, leav-
ing his enemies no opportunity for provocation. 
Clearly they found nothing to say against him or 
to insinuate by shading the truth (“the chief 
priests and the whole council sought false testi-
mony,” but they could find none). There is room 
for false testimony when it is given with a shad-
ing of the truth; however, no shading of the 
truth was found which could further their lies 
against Jesus—although there were many who 
wished to find favor with Caiaphas and the chief 
priests and the scribes and the elders and the 
whole council. These avidly sought that testi-
mony. Commentary on Matthew 107.7 

Destroy and Rebuild the Temple. Jerome: 
How can they be false witnesses if they said 
what we read the Lord had said before? Because 
a false witness takes the truth and twists its 
meaning. The Lord had spoken of the temple of 
his body,8 but they falsely accused him with 
those very words. With a few things added or 
changed, they made it into an understandably 
false accusation. The Savior had said, “Destroy 

this temple.” They changed his words to say, “I 
can destroy God’s temple.” . . . But the Lord, 
indicating the living and breathing temple, had 
said, “And in three days I will raise it up.”9 It is 
one thing to build and another to raise up. 
Commentary on Matthew 4.26.61.10 

26:63-64 Jesus’ Silence and Answers 

I Adjure You by the Living God. Origen: 
We find in the law several cases of swearing. 
And now, on this occasion, the priest commands 
Jesus to swear “by the living God.” In this re-
gard, I believe it is improper for one who wants 
to live by the gospel to command someone to 
swear.11 

Likewise, the Lord himself says in the Gos-
pel: “But I say to you, ‘Do not swear at all’ ”12 and 
do not command someone else to swear at all. 
So, according to Christ’s Gospel command, if it 
is not permissible to swear, neither is it permis-
sible to command someone else to swear. There-
fore it is clear that the high priest unlawfully 
ordered Jesus to swear, even though he may have 
ordered him to swear “by the living God.”  Com-
mentary on Matthew 110.13 

You Have Said So. Origen: It was not fitting 
for our Lord to respond to the high priest’s com-
mand to swear. . . . For this reason, he neither 
denied that he was Christ, the Son of God, nor 
did he openly declare it. Instead, as though ac-
cepting to be a swearing witness . . . he replied, 
“You have said so.” 

3As is his habit, Origen stresses the inability of the Jews to under-
stand the spiritual sense of the Old Testament, which has prevented 
them from accepting Christ. The mention in the Gospels of the 
elders of the people recalls the antiquity and thus insufficiency of the 
literal meaning of the Scriptures, which by now are superseded by 
the newness of the spiritual meaning revealed by Christ.   4GCS 
38.2:225.   5CCL 77:259.   6Is 53:9.   7GCS 38.2:226.   8Jn 2:21.   9Jn 
2:19.   10CCL 77:259-60.   11The high priest adjured (exorkizo4) while 
Jesus had forbidden people to take oaths (omnyo4, Mt 5:34). Origen 
points out the difference between the two verbs, but he considers 
them at bottom to have the same meaning, so that Jesus’ prohibition 
would extend also to adjuration.   12Mt 5:34.   13GCS 38.2:229.
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And since “everyone who commits sin is of 
the devil,”14 the high priest also committed a sin 
in plotting against Jesus. Therefore he was of the 
devil, and, being of the devil as it were, he imi-
tated his very father, who doubtingly asked the 
Savior twice, “If you are the Son of God,” as is 
written concerning his temptations. Similar in 
fact are the words “If you are the Son of God” 
and “if you are the Christ, the Son of God.”15 

Someone may rightly say in this regard that to 
doubt whether Christ is the Son of God is the 
work of the devil and of the high priest who 
plotted against our Lord.  Commentary on 
Matthew 110.16 

At the Right Hand of Power. Origen: It 
seems to me that the Son of man seated “at the 
right hand of Power” signifies enthronement 
and empowerment. He was seated therefore 
next to Power—the only power properly so 
called—and at the right hand. He received all 
power from the Father “in heaven and on 
earth.”17 His adversaries too will see his en-
thronement, sometime after the blessed have 
seen him with joy. 

Now the passage according to Mark does not 
say “hereafter.” It reads simply, “You will see the 
Son of man seated at the right hand of Power.”18 
This does not imply anything contrary to what 
we have said. However, in light of Matthew’s 
words, “hereafter you will see” and Luke’s 
words, “so will the Son of man be in his day,”19 
one may ask whether since the time the Savior 
had said these things, they were fulfilled to 
those who heard his words. . . . Our reply is that 
they appear to have been fulfilled, since from 
that time, that is, from the time of the dispensa-
tion, the Son of man has been seated “at the 
right hand of Power,”20 and his disciples wit-
nessed his resurrection from the dead. For this 
reason, as we noted before, they saw him seated 
“at the right hand of Power.”  Commentary on 
Matthew 111.21 

On the Clouds of Heaven. Origen: The 

prophets of God and the apostles of Christ are 
those living clouds which Jesus orders to rain 
down or not to rain down, as he sees fit, upon 
the fruitless vineyard. Now if anyone does not 
wish to become these clouds upon which and 
with which the Son of man will appear, Christ 
will know this. For God the Word and wisdom 
and truth and justice will always come upon 
these clouds and be with them, manifesting his 
coming to those worthy of himself. Further-
more, we speak of these clouds as though they 
bear a “sign from heaven,” heavenly clouds that 
do not pass away. They have been made worthy 
of the throne of God and the kingdom of God as 
“heirs of God and coheirs of Christ.”22 And they 
will reign with him. Commentary on Mat-
thew 111.23 

26:65 He Has Blasphemed 

The High Priest Tore His Robes. Jerome: 
Blind anger and impatience, bereft of grounds 
for a false accusation, dislodged the high priest 
from his seat, and he displayed the rabid state of 
his mind with a vehement bodily gesture. The 
more Jesus kept silent over the false witnesses 
and dishonorable priests indignant at his 
response, all the more did the high priest, over-
come with rage, provoke him to give an incrimi-
nating reply. Still Jesus kept quiet, because as 
God he knew that whatever he replied would be 
twisted into grounds for accusation. Commen-
tary on Matthew 4.26.63.24 

Blasphemy. Chrysostom: Then the high 
priest rent his clothes, saying, he has spoken 
blasphemy. He did this to add force to the accu-

141 Jn 3:8.   15Mt 4:3, 6.   16GCS 38.2:230.   17Mt 28:18.   18Mk 14:62.   
19Lk 22:69.   20In Matthew, Jesus says that in a short time the Son of 
man will be sitting at the right hand of God, while Luke 22:69 says 
that from this moment he will be sitting at the right hand of God. 
Origen resolves the difficulty by explaining that from the beginning 
of the economy of the incarnation, Christ sits at the right hand of 
God.   21GCS 38.2:231-32.   22Rom 8:17.   23GCS 38.2:233.   24CCL 
77:260.
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sation and to aggravate what he said by a sym-
bolic action. What had been said moved the 
hearers to fear. They did in this case what they 
would later do in the case of Stephen: they 
stopped their ears.25 The high priest does the 
same thing. 

Yet what kind of blasphemy was this? For 
indeed he had said before, when they were gath-
ered together, that “the Lord said unto my Lord, 
sit thou on my right hand.”26 And he had inter-
preted the saying, and they dared to say noth-
ing. They held their peace and from that time 
forward did not challenge him further. Why 
then did they now call the saying a blasphemy? 
And why did Christ now answer them? He did 
so to take away all their excuses. Even to the last 
day he taught that he was the Christ, and that 
he would sit at the right hand of the Father and 
that he would come again to judge the world. All 
this was the language of one manifesting his full 
accordance with the will of the Father.  The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 84.2-3.27 

The Fury of Caiaphas. Jerome: The one 
whom fury had lifted out of his priestly throne28 
was impelled by that same fury to tear his gar-
ments. When Caiaphas tore his robes, he dem-
onstrated that the Jews had lost the glory of the 
priesthood and that the seat of the high priest 
was now vacant. But it is the custom of the Jews 
to tear their clothes when they hear any blas-
phemy against God. We read that Paul and 
Barnabas did this when they were honored and 
worshiped as gods in Lycaonia.29 Commentary 
on Matthew 4.26.65.30 

Rending Garments. Leo the Great: To 
emphasize his alarm over the words he had just 
heard, Caiaphas “tore his garments.” Unaware of 
his own madness, he deprived himself of priestly 
honor. Caiaphas, where does reason reside in 
your mind? . . . You are oblivious to the com-
mand you read concerning high priests: “Do not 
let the hair of your heads hang loose, and do not 
rend your clothes.”31 But you, who have now for-

feited your dignity, are the very object of dis-
grace. And in token of the end of the old 
regulation, the same rending that rips your 
priestly attire will soon also tear apart the veil of 
the temple. Sermon 44.2.32 

26:66-68 He Deserves Death 

They Struck Him. Cyril of Alexandria: 
This is clearly a reflection of the holy prophet’s 
words, “Be appalled at this, O heavens, and 
shudder with great fear,” says “the Lord,”33 the 
one true God, the king of kings and Lord of 
lords. He was dishonored by us: first he endured 
blows, and then he endured laughter from the 
impious, exemplifying the highest forbearance 
yet presented to us. How can the one who 
“examines heart and mind,” the one who illu-
mines prophets, not know “who strikes you”? 
Fragment 301.34 

They Spat in His Face. Chrysostom: Note 
with admiration the self-restraint of the disci-
ples. Observe how carefully they relate these 
things. This clearly shows their disposition to 
love the truth. They relate with all truthfulness 
the things that seem to be opprobrious. They 
disguise nothing. They are not ashamed of any-
thing. Rather, they account it as a very great 
glory, as indeed it was, that the Lord of the uni-
verse should endure to suffer such things for us. 
This shows both his unutterable tenderness and 
the inexcusable wickedness of those men who 
had the heart to do such things to him that was 
so mild and meek. His words were such as to 
change a lion into a lamb. . . . All of these things 
the prophet Isaiah had foretold. He had pro-
claimed it beforehand: “Like as many were 
astonished at you, so shall your form be held 
inglorious of men, and your glory of the sons of 

25Acts 7:57.   26Mt 22:44; Ps 110:1 (109:1 LXX).   27PG 58:754; 
NPNF 1 10:504.   28Jerome refers to Matthew 26:62: “And the high 
priest stood up and said . . .”   29Acts 14:10-14.   30CCL 77:261.   31Lev 
21:10.   32SC 74:46.   33Jer 2:12.   34MKGK 261.   
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men.”35 The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
85.1.36 

They Slapped Him. Origen: It was necessary 
for him to teach these things by example, “giving 
his back to whips and his cheeks to fists” and 
not turning his face away “from insults and spit-
ting.”37 Thus would he, by suffering these things 
in our place, deliver us (as I believe) who were 
worthy to suffer all that disgrace. Truly he did 
not “die for us”38 that we might not die but that 
we might not die for ourselves. And he was spat 
upon and beaten for us, so that we who were 
worthy of all these things because of our sins 
might not just suffer them but, suffering them 
for the sake of justice, we might gratefully ac-
cept them. Paul makes it clear that the Savior 
“humbled himself becoming obedient all the 
way to death, even to the death of the cross.”39 
. . . “On account of all this, God exalted him.”40 
God not only exalted him because of the death 
he underwent for our sake but also because of 
the buffeting and the spitting and all the rest. 

Christ did not turn his face away “from insult 
and spitting,”41 so his face might be glorified 
more than the face of Moses42—with so much 
glory that comparatively the glorification of 
Moses’ face was outshone, even as the light of a 

lamp is outshone by that of the sun and even as 
knowledge, which knows in part, is outshone 
“when that which is perfect has come.”43 But 
they also buffeted the holy head of the church. 
Because of this, they will be beaten by Satan, 
not that they may not be extolled or may have 
their power brought to an end but that, once in 
the hands of the enemy and punisher, they may 
receive just punishment for the sin they com-
mitted in buffeting Jesus. 

Not content with spitting in his face and buf-
feting him, they even struck his face with the 
palms of their hands, and, mocking him, they 
said, “Prophesy to us, O Christ! who is it that 
struck you?” On account of this . . . they have 
been struck and punished. Yet they were unwill-
ing to accept any discipline, as Jeremiah had 
prophesied about them: “You chastened them 
and they did not grieve; they were unwilling to 
receive correction.”44 And now whoever harms 
anyone in the church and does these things to 
him spits on the very face of Christ, and, buffet-
ing Christ, they slap him with the palms of their 
hands.  Commentary on Matthew 113.45 

35Is 52:14.   36PG 58:757; NPNF 1 10:506.   37Is 50:6.   38Rom 5:8.   
39Phil 2:8.   40Phil 2:9.   41Is 50:6.   42Ex 34:29.   431 Cor 13:10.   44Jer 
5:3.   45GCS 38.2:235-36.
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P E T E R  D E N I E S  J E S U S
M A T T H E W  2 6 : 6 9 - 7 5

Overview: In spite of his zeal, Peter denied 
Jesus out of fear. Matthew and Mark differ on 
the exact time the cock crows; however, there is 
no real discrepancy (Chrysostom). Peter not 
only denied Jesus’ humanity, he denied Jesus’ di-
vinity as well ( Jerome). One may excuse Peter 
because the Holy Spirit was not given before Pe-
ter’s denial. All the while Peter was inside Cai-
aphas’s courtyard, he was unusually influenced 
by false teachings and was under the influence of 
darkness. The accusers also represent adverse 
forces to acknowledgment of truth (Origen). 
Matthew 26:69-75 Matthew 26:69-75

26:69-75 Peter Remembered and Wept 
Bitterly 

I Do Not Know the Man. Chrysostom: Oh 
strange and wonderful acts! When indeed he 
saw his master seized, Peter was so fervent as 
both to draw his sword and to cut off the man’s 
ear! But when it was natural for him to be more 
indignant and to be inflamed and to burn, hear-
ing such revilings, then he became a denier. For 
who would not have been inflamed to indigna-
tion by the things that were then done? Yet the 
great disciple, overcome by fears, so far from 
showing indignation, even denies and cannot 
even stand the threat of a tiny and lowly servant 
girl. 

This happens not only once but a second and 
third time. He denies the Lord. In a short pe-
riod and even before judges, he denies him. For 
it was “when he went out to the porch” that they 
asked him whether he was the man who “was 
with Jesus of Nazareth.” And he was not even 
aware of his own lying. Luke says that Christ 
looked upon him,1 and this made it clear that he 
had denied him and was not even aware of how 
far he had fallen into forgetfulness. This hap-
pened even though the cock had crowed. He 
needed a further remembrance from his Master. 

Jesus’ look was greater than any voice. Peter was 
so full of fear. Mark says that when he had once 
denied the Lord,2 then first the cock crowed, but 
then it did so for a second time and a third time. 
He shows us more particularly the weakness of 
the disciple, that he was utterly dead with fear. 
Mark had learned these things from the eyewit-
nesses, for he himself was a follower of Peter. 
One marvels at Mark in that, so far from hiding 
his teacher’s faults, he declared them more dis-
tinctly than the rest. On this very account he 
was a true disciple. 

Why does Matthew affirm that “Peter 
remembered the saying of Jesus, ‘Before the cock 
crows, you will deny me three times,’ ” while 
Mark declares after the third denial that “the 
cock crew the second time”?3 Both are in har-
mony. At each crowing the cock is inclined to 
crow both a third and a fourth time. Mark 
showed that not even the sound of the rooster 
checked him and brought him to recollection. 
So that both things are true. For before the cock 
had finished the one crowing, Peter had denied a 
third time. And not even when reminded of his 
sin by Christ did he dare to weep openly, lest he 
should be betrayed by his tears. Then “he went 
out and wept bitterly.”  The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 85.1-2.4 

Peter Denied Christ with an Oath. Je-
rome: “And again he denied it with an oath, ‘I do 
not know the man.’ ” I know that some people 
with a soft spot in their hearts for the apostle 
Peter have interpreted this passage to the effect 
that Peter did not deny God but man, and what 
he meant was “I do not know the man, because I 
know God.” The wise reader realizes how frivo-
lous this interpretation is, for those who thus 

1Lk 22:61.   2Mk 14:68-72.   3Mk 14:72.   4PG 58:758-59; NPNF 1 
10:507.
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defend the apostle make the Lord guilty of a lie. 
If Peter did not deny him, then the Lord lied in 
saying, “Truly, I say to you, this very night, be-
fore the cock crows twice, you will deny me 
three times.” Notice what he says: “You will 
deny me”—not “the man.” 

“Certainly you are also one of them, for your 
accent betrays you.” Not that Peter spoke a dif-
ferent language or belonged to a foreign nation 
. . . but since each province and region had their 
own characteristics and vernacular, one could 
not help having a certain sound to his speech. 
For instance, the Ephrathites in the book of 
Judges cannot pronounce the word synthema.5 

“Then he began to invoke a curse on himself 
and to swear that he did not know the man. And 
immediately the cock crowed.” In the other Gos-
pel we read that after Peter’s denial and the 
crowing of the cock, the Savior looked at Peter 
and, by his very gaze, aroused bitter tears in 
him.6 It could not be that Peter, on whom the 
light of the world had gazed, should remain in 
the darkness of denial.  Commentary on Mat-
thew 4.26.72-75.7 

You Were One of Them. Origen: Upon ex-
amining Peter’s denial, we note that “as yet the 
Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not 
yet glorified.”8 For this reason, neither was it 
possible for Peter at the time to profess belief in 
Jesus nor was he to be criticized for not profess-
ing belief in him, since it is said to those who 
profess belief: “It is not you who speak, but the 
Spirit of your Father speaking through you.”9 
We . . . since the Spirit of the Father has the 
power to speak in us and since it is in our power 
to “make room” in us for the Holy Spirit and not 
“for the devil,”10 if we should deny Christ, we 
would have no excuse. 

It may be that whoever is in the courtyard of 
Caiaphas “the high priest” cannot admit know-
ing the Lord Jesus unless he has gone outside his 
courtyard and has been brought outside of every 
teaching contrary to Jesus and outside of Jewish 
traditions handed down, not according to the 

Spirit of the Scriptures but according to the 
“commands and teachings of men.”11 Consider 
how Peter, seated outside at a distance from 
Jesus and in the high priest’s courtyard, denied 
Jesus before them all; and again, for the second 
time, going out to the porch and wishing to leave 
but not yet outside the gateway, he denied the 
Lord.12 Then, for the third time, “while the by-
standers came and said, ‘Certainly you are also 
one of them,’ ” when “he began to invoke a curse 
on himself and to swear ‘I do not know the man,’ ” 
he was not yet outside. Furthermore, all the de-
nials were made at night and in the darkness, be-
fore the break of dawn and the sign of the new 
day, that is, the crowing of the cock that bestirs 
the early risers. And if, by way of hypothesis, 
Peter had denied after the crowing of the cock, 
as was said, “The night is far gone, the day is at 
hand . . . let us conduct ourselves becomingly as 
in the day,”13 he would have had no excuse for 
his actions. 

Perhaps all people when they deny Jesus . . . 
seemingly deny him before the crowing of the 
cock, when the sun of justice has not yet risen 
for them and its rising is not yet at hand. But if 
upon the rising of the sun for the soul “we sin 
deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the 
truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins 
but a fearful prospect of judgment and a fury of 
fire which will consume the adversaries.”14  
Commentary on Matthew 114.15 

The Accusers. Origen: I believe that the first 
servant girl who caused Christ’s disciples to 
deny him stands for the synagogue of the Jews 
“according to the flesh,” who have frequently 
coerced the faithful to deny him. The second 

5Judg 12:6. Shibboleth in the Hebrew.   6Lk 22:61-62.   7CCL 77:261-
62.   8Jn 7:39.   9Mt 10:20.   10Eph 4:27.   11Mk 7:7.   12Peter denies 
Jesus when he is  “outside (exo4), in the courtyard” of the palace where 
the assembly had gathered. He repents when he goes outside (exo4) of 
the courtyard. Origen interprets the first “outside” in the sense of 
being far from Jesus and “in the courtyard” as a symbol of the evil of 
the world. Overcome by this, Peter renounces Christ. The second 
“outside” refers to being far from the dangers of the world, and thus 
Peter repents.   13Rom 13:12.   14Heb 10:26-27.   15GCS 38.2:236-38.
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maidservant stands for the assembly of Gentiles, 
who also in persecuting Christians has forced 
them to deny the Lord. And third were the 
bystanders in the courtyard, who are ministers 
of the different heresies and who also compel 

others to deny the truth of Christ. Commen-
tary on Matthew 114.16 
Matthew 27:1-10 Matthew 27:1-10

T H E  D E A T H  O F  J U D A S

M A T T H E W  2 7 : 1 - 1 0

Overview: Out of this day would emerge the 
overthrow of the temple and its altars, the sur-
passing of the Law and the Prophets, the undo-
ing of the kingship and priesthood. Due to their 
persistent shouts, Pilate chose to pardon a man 
who was a murderer and demanded the crucifix-
ion of the Savior of the world (Leo the Great). 
They bound him with chains, but these fetters 
would be broken (Origen, Jerome). The reli-
gious leaders make clear their complicity and 
guilt by buying the piece of land for burial 
(Chrysostom). The potter is the one who 
brought us to life with his own hands and who is 
refashioning us to glory through Christ. Christ’s 
blood purchased the field of the potter for us, 
travelers in this world (Maximus of Turin). 

Having betrayed innocent blood, Judas hanged 
himself—a disgraceful death (Chrysostom). 
Although Judas repented his sin, he could not 
change its consequence (Origen, Jerome). 

27:1-2 The Religious Leaders Confer 

When Morning Came. Leo the Great: O 
religious leaders [of the Jews], this morning was 
far from your time of ascendency, as it might 
have seemed to you. Your sun was in fact begin-
ning to set. The dawn you expected did not 
come. A night of blackest darkness was brood-
ing over your spiteful hearts. Out of this morn-
ing would come the overthrow of the temple and 
its altars, the surpassing of the law and the 

16GCS 38.2:240.
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prophets, the undoing of the kingship and 
priesthood, turning youth to continual lament.1 
For you set out that morning on a mad and 
bloody course. You offered up to die the Author 
of life, the Lord of glory. Pilate—that terror-
stricken judge—was overcome by your shouts, 
so that he chose a man for pardon who was a 
murderer and demanded the crucifixion of the 
Savior of the world. Sermon 41.5.2 

Breaking Fetters. Origen: Anyone who de-
mands from me a scriptural text concerning the 
breaking of those fetters with which the chief 
priests and elders bound Jesus should understand 
that it was on account of this very event that Jesus 
said through the prophet, “Let us break their 
bonds.”3 It was just as though Jesus had said this 
of the chief priests and elders, or even more so of 
those rulers who operated through them and of 
the kings of the world who “set themselves,” and 
of those rulers who “take counsel together against 
the Lord and against his anointed,” who also said, 
“let us cast their cords from us.”4 

Our inquirer will be satisfied still more with 
scriptural demonstration that Jesus broke the 
chains of those who “took counsel” against him 
and led him away, bound, if he understands the 
meaning of what was written concerning Sam-
son, who also broke the fetters of those foreign-
ers who bound him, for he was a Nazirite of God 
and had power in his uncut head of hair.5 If 
therefore he whose power came from the hair on 
his head was able to break the chains of the 
oppressors who bound him, how much more will 
Christ decisively break those chains binding 
him, who, after performing great signs and mira-
cles, freely delivered himself to be bound (the 
power of his divine nature lay dormant and still, 
allowing him to be captured). Samson’s bonds 
were but a type of Christ’s.  Commentary on 
Matthew 115.6 

They Bound Him. Jerome: The Lord was led 
not only to Pilate but also to Herod so that he 
could be mocked by both. Notice the solicitude 

with which the priests carried out their evil 
doing; they remained vigilant throughout the 
night in preparation for committing murder. 
“And they delivered him bound to Pilate.” It was 
their customary practice to bind a man who had 
been condemned to death and to hand him over 
to his judge. Commentary on Matthew 
4.27.1-2.7 

27:3-5 Judas Hangs Himself 

I Have Sinned in Betraying Innocent 
Blood. Chrysostom: This was a charge both 
against him and against these others. Against 
Judas, not because he repented but because he 
did so late and slowly and became self-con-
demned. For that he gave himself up, he himself 
confessed. And it was a charge against the oth-
ers, in that having the power to reverse the ver-
dict, they did not repent. But observe when it is 
that Judas feels remorse. When his sin was com-
pleted and had been fully accomplished. The 
devil is like this. He does not permit those that 
are inattentive to see the evil in due time, lest 
they might repent. At least when Jesus was say-
ing so many things, Judas was not influenced. 
But when his offense was completed, then 
repentance came upon him. And then it was too 
late to be profitable. For to condemn it and to 
throw down the pieces of silver and not to 
regard the Jewish people were all acceptable 
things. But to hang himself, this again was 
unpardonable and a work of an evil spirit. For 
the devil led him out of his repentance too soon, 
so that he should reap no fruit from it, and car-
ried him off by a most disgraceful death, and one 
manifest to all, having persuaded him to destroy 
himself. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
85.2.8 

1The death of Jesus has signified the exhaustion of the function of 
the temple.   2SC 74:35; NPNF 2 12:166**.   3Ps 2:3. On the messi-
anic significance of Psalm 2 mentioned by Origen, see p. 265 n.  3.   
4Ps 2:2-3.   5Judg 16:4-22.   6GCS 38.2:242-43.   7CCL 77:263.   8PG 
58:759; NPNF 1 10:507
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He Brought Back the Silver. Jerome: The 
weight of Judas’s impiety overshadowed the 
magnitude of his avarice. Seeing the Lord con-
demned to death, he brought the money to the 
priests as if it were in his power to change the 
sentence of Christ’s persecutors. Although he 
would change his mind eventually, he could not 
change the consequence of his first decision. Yet 
if he sins who betrays innocent blood, how 
much more do they sin who purchase innocent 
blood and provoke a disciple by offering a 
reward for his apostasy. Those who deny the 
apostle’s free will and attempt instead to explain 
Judas’s betrayal by attributing to him an evil 
nature will need also to explain how a person of 
evil nature can repent.9 Commentary on Mat-
thew 4.27.4.10 

He Repented. Origen: Let us see whether or 
not, by the grace of God, we can explain the 
meaning of the following verse, which still re-
mains hidden to many: “When Judas his be-
trayer saw him condemned, he repented and 
returned the thirty pieces of silver to the chief 
priests” and so on.11 

If this were written after Jesus had been sen-
tenced by Pilate, scourged and delivered to the 
Jews for crucifixion,12 we would not need to in-
quire any further into the meaning of the report 
that “Judas . . . saw him condemned” because we 
know that Judas was a party to those events. 

But how is it that Judas saw Jesus condemned 
before Jesus had either been sentenced or inter-
rogated by Pilate? Some perhaps will answer 
that Judas was anticipating in his mind the final 
result of Jesus having been handed over by the 
chief priests and elders of the people, which he 
did witness. Others, however, will say that one 
whom Judas “saw condemned” was not Jesus but 
Judas himself. According to this account, when 
the chief priests and elders of the people handed 
Jesus over to Pilate, Judas then realized the evil 
he had done and understood that such an auda-
cious act was already under the judgment and 
condemnation of God. Perhaps also Satan, who 

had entered Judas after the dipping of the mor-
sel of bread, remained present in him until Jesus 
was delivered to Pilate but “departed from 
him”13 after he finished accomplishing Satan’s 
will. Judas then sensed the devil’s departure and 
at once saw and understood that “betraying righ-
teous blood” is condemned by God, which he 
was able to understand only after the devil had 
ceased working in him. Only then, free from 
Satan’s influence, was Judas capable of penitence 
by returning the thirty pieces of silver to those 
who had paid him. When the devil had left him, 
he could then say what he had not been able to 
say earlier, for when his heart was still full of 
Satan he was unable to confess, “I have sinned in 
betraying righteous blood.” We are not saying, 
however, that the devil ceases to prey upon any-
one whom he may have left. Rather, he waits 
and watches for an opportune moment to apply 
himself again. Even after his victim has sinned 
and come to recognize the devil’s influence, he 
still waits and watches for yet a third opportu-
nity to deceive.  Commentary on Matthew 
117.14 

The Consequences of Sin Remain. Jerome: 
It profits nothing to do an act of penance which 
is incapable of correcting the sin. If a man sins 
against his brother in such a way that the wrong 
he committed can be amended, it is possible for 
him to be forgiven. If the consequences of his sin 
remain in force, however, in vain does he 
attempt to do penance. The psalmist applies this 
truth to our most miserable Judas when he says, 
“Let his prayer be counted as sin.”15 Not only 

9On the various human natures identified by Gnostics and Man-
ichaeans, see Matthew 1-13 (ACCS), p. 155 n. 18. To the affirmation 
that Judas was evil by nature, Jerome objects that he would not thus 
have repented.   10CCL 77:263.   11Matthew says that Judas repents 
upon seeing Jesus condemned, but when he repents Jesus has not yet 
been condemned. The second of the two explanations adopted by 
Origen to resolve the apparent anomaly is based on the fact that 
grammatically the subject of  “was condemned” can be either Jesus or 

Judas. Origen forces the interpretation of the passage into this sec-
ond sense.   12Mt 27:26.   13Lk 4:13.   14GCS 38.2:245-47.   15Ps 109:7 
(108:7 LXX).
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was Judas unable to repair the damage of his sin-
ful betrayal, but he even continued to compound 
the evil of that initial crime by committing sui-
cide. Of such things the apostle speaks in his 
second epistle to the Corinthians: “Let not a 
brother be overwhelmed by greater sorrow.”16 
Commentary on Matthew 4.27.5.17 

27:6-8 Buying a Field with Blood Money 

Not Lawful to Put into the Treasury. 
Chrysostom: If they had put the blood money 
into the treasury, their deed might have re-
mained relatively more hidden. But the religious 
leaders make clear their guilt to all subsequent 
generations by buying the piece of land for 
burial. They thereby unconsciously declare their 
guilt. 

So do not imagine that someone might do a 
good work through murder and use the reward 
for some supposed good purpose. Such alms are 
satanic. Such reasoning is twisted. Do not be 
naive about this. There are still many who imag-
ine that they are permitted to violently take 
countless things that belong to others. Then 
they make an excuse for their violence if they 
give some ten or a hundred gold pieces to char-
ity. Of these the prophet has said, “You have 
covered my altar with tears.”18 Christ is not will-
ing to be fed by covetousness. He does not 
accept these gifts. Why do you insult your Lord 
by offering these unclean things? It is better to 
leave people to pine with hunger than to feed 
them from these polluted sources.  The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 85.3.19 

Proof of Treason. Chrysostom: Once again 
they are self-condemned by their own con-
science. Don’t you see this? They knew that they 
had been paying straightaway for a murder. 
They even bought a field for the burial of 
strangers. They did not even put the silver into a 
treasury. So this directness itself became a wit-
ness against them and a proof of their treason. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 85.3.20 

To Bury Strangers. Origen: Because the 
quality of resting places for the dead varies (for 
many are buried in their ancestral tombs which 
were secured by a pledge, but those who suffer 
misfortune are often buried in the graves of the 
homeless), those who received payment in 
exchange for the blood of Jesus used it to acquire 
a potter’s field for the purpose of having a place 
in which to bury those foreigners who could not 
supply a pledge to secure a proper tomb. If it is 
suitable to interpret these foreigners typologi-
cally, we can consider those persons to be for-
eigners who remained strangers to God until the 
end and alien to his covenants. Vagabonds such 
as these meet their end buried in a potter’s field 
acquired with blood money. The righteous are 
able to say, “We are buried with Christ in a new 
tomb cut from the rock in which no dead body 
had yet been laid,” but those foreigners who 
remain finally estranged from Christ and alien 
to God will have to say, “We are buried with 
strangers in the field which is called the ‘Field of 
Blood.’ ” Commentary on Matthew 117.21 

They Took Counsel. Chrysostom: They did 
not make these decisions randomly but took 
counsel together. This indicates that no one is 
innocent of the deed. All are guilty. So it is in 
cases of conspiracy. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 85.3.22 

The Field of Blood. Chrysostom: Even the 
very name of the place proclaims more sharply 
than a trumpet their guilt of murder. The Gos-
pel of Matthew, Homily 85.3.23 

27:9-10 Fulfilling Jeremiah’s Prophecy 

Spoken by the Prophet. Chrysostom: All 
these things had been foretold from ancient 
times by prophecy. It was not the apostles alone 

162 Cor 2:7.   17CCL 77:263-64.   18Mal 2:13.   19PG 58:761; NPNF 1 
10:509.   20PG 58:760-61; NPNF 1 10:508.   21GCS 38.2:248-49.   
22PG 58:761; NPNF 1 10:509.   23PG 58:761; NPNF 1 10:508-9.
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but the prophets who were also declaring these 
events precisely as they occurred. Don’t you see 
how they foresaw in every way the suffering of 
Christ? How they knew of its chastisement 
beforehand? The Gospel of Matthew, Hom-
ily 85.3.24 

On the Source of Matthew’s Quotation. 
Jerome: This prophecy does not come from Jer-
emiah but from a similar passage in Zecha-
riah,25 who is almost the last of the twelve 
prophets. Although the meaning does not differ 
much, Zechariah’s word order and vocabulary 
do conflict with Matthew’s quotation.26 In a 
copy of the Hebrew Scriptures given to me by a 
member of the Nazarene sect, I recently read an 
apocryphal edition of the book of Jeremiah in 
which this quotation from Matthew appeared 
word for word. Nevertheless it still seems more 
likely to me that Matthew took this prophecy 
from Zechariah, since it was the ordinary prac-
tice of the Evangelists and apostles to commu-
nicate only the meaning of texts from the Old 
Testament while neglecting to observe their 
word order. Commentary on Matthew 
4.27.10.27 

The Potter’s Field. Maximus of Turin: 
This field then is this entire world, in which we 
who have been dispersed and scattered bear the 
fruit of good work for the Lord. 

Yet perhaps you would inquire of me, if the 
field is the world, who the potter might be who 
could have the ownership of the world. Unless I 
am mistaken, the potter is the one who made the 
vessels of our body from clay. Scripture says of 
him, “Then the Lord God formed the man from 
the dust from the earth.”28 The potter is the one 
who, with the warmth of his own breath, made 
alive the slimy clay of our flesh and with fiery 
heat put together the fluid and earthly matter of 
our bodies. 

The potter, I say, is the one who fashioned us 
unto life with his own hands and who is refash-
ioning us unto glory through his Christ. The 

apostle says, “We are being changed into his 
likeness from one degree of glory to another.”29 
That is to say, we who from our previous condi-
tion have broken to pieces because of our own 
misdeeds are restored in a second birth through 
the loving kindness of this same potter. We who 
have been struck by death because of Adam’s 
transgression rise anew through the grace of the 
Savior. Clearly this potter is the one of whom 
the blessed apostle says, “Will what is molded 
say to its molder?” And again, “Has the potter 
no right over the clay to make out of the same 
lump one vessel for beauty and another for me-
nial use?”30 For from the same clay of our body 
God preserves some persons for the kingdom on 
account of their individual merits and keeps 
others for punishment. 

The field of this potter, then, was bought 
with Christ’s blood for travelers. For travelers, I 
say, who were without home or country and 
were cast about as exiles throughout the earth, 
rest is provided by the blood of Christ, so that 
those who have no possession in the world 
might have a burial place in Christ. Who do we 
say that these travelers are if not very devout 
Christians who, renouncing the world and pos-
sessing nothing in the world, rest in the blood of 
Christ? For the Christian who does not possess 
the world utterly possesses the Savior. Christ’s 
burial place then is promised to travelers so that 
the one who preserves himself from fleshly vices 
like a traveler and stranger may merit Christ’s 
rest. For what is Christ’s burial place if not the 
Christian’s rest? We therefore are travelers, in 
this world, and we sojourn in this life as pass-
ersby, as the apostle says: “While we are in this 
body we are away from the Lord.”31 We are trav-
elers, I say, and a burial place has been bought 
for us at the price of the Savior’s blood. “We 
have been buried with him,” the apostle says, 

24PG 58:761; NPNF 1 10:509.   25Zech 11:12-13.   26In reality the 
citation corresponds in part to Jeremiah 32:6-9 and in part to Zecha-
riah 11:12-13. On the apocryphal book of Jeremiah mentioned here 
by Jerome, the information is limited and unclear.   27CCL 77:264-65.   
28Gen 2:7.   292 Cor 3:18.   30Rom 9:20-21.   312 Cor 5:6.
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“through baptism in his death.”32 Baptism there-
fore is Christ’s burial place for us, in which we 
die to sins, are buried to evil deeds and are 
restored to a renewed infancy, the conscience of 
the old person having been dissolved in us for 

the sake of another birth. Sermons 59.3-4.33 

P I L A T E  Q U E S T I O N S  J E S U S

M A T T H E W  2 7 : 1 1 - 1 4

Overview: Jesus appears before Pilate in fulfill-
ment of Old Testament prophecy (Cyril of Al-
exandria). Jesus’ response to Pilate’s question 
about kingship was one of humility (Origen). 
Jesus, and later the apostles, is charged with po-
litical disloyalty. Jesus’ accusers wanted some 
charge against him worthy of the death penalty. 
While Jesus remains silent to their accusations, 
he does confess to being a heavenly king (Chry-
sostom). His silence is not avowal to the charge; 
rather, he despises it by not refuting it. One who 
needs no defense does well to keep silent (Maxi-
mus of Turin). The Word of God remains silent 
to them (Origen). 

27:11-12 Jesus Questioned 

Jesus Before Pilate. Cyril of Alexandria: 
They led Jesus to Pilate. And they handed him 
over to the Roman soldiers. Thus the things 
announced beforehand by the holy prophets 
were fulfilled to them. For it says, “Woe to the 
lawless man. Evil will be his lot according to his 
works.”1 Just “as you have done, so shall it be 
done to you. Your retribution will be paid back 

upon your own head.”2 Fragment 302.3 

Pilate’s Question. Origen: Truly Jesus “did 
not consider equality with God something to 
be grasped”4 and not once but often humbled 
himself on behalf of humanity. See now, “hav-
ing been made judge of every creature”5 by the 
Father, the King of kings and Lord of lords, to 
what extent he humbled himself. He compli-
antly stood before the governor of the land of 
Judea, who asked him perhaps deridingly or 
doubtingly, “Are you the king of the Jews?” 
Jesus thought this question was proper, and he 
replied, “It is as you say.” Before that, having 
been adjured by the chief priest to say whether 
he was the Christ, the Son of God, he 
answered, “You have said it yourself.”6 Notice 
the two questions. The first one, “If you are the 
Christ the Son of God,” was germane to Christ 
as a Jew. The Roman governor did not state his 
question by saying, “Are you the Christ?” but 
rather, “Are you the king of the Jews?” Com-

32Rom 6:4.   33CCL 23:237-38; ACW 50:142-44*.

1Is 3:11.   2Obad 15.   3MKGK 261.   4Phil 2:6.   5Acts 10:42.   6Mt 
26:64.
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mentary on Matthew 118.7 

Are You the King of the Jews? Chrysos-
tom: Do you see what he is asked first? Is this 
the same charge that they had been continually 
bringing forward in every circumstance? They 
could see that Pilate was not ready to take into 
account subtle matters of Jewish law. So they 
directed their accusation outwardly to state 
charges of political disloyalty. They did the same 
later with the apostles, always charging them 
with political motivations, always bringing for-
ward some trumped-up idea that they were after 
worldly power.8 They were treating Jesus now as 
if he were a mere man and as if he were under 
suspicion of treason. . . . What they were really 
interested in was finding some charge that 
would put him to death. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 86.1.9 

You Have Said So. Chrysostom: What does 
Christ answer to Pilate’s question? “You have 
said so.” He confessed that he was [indeed] a 
king, but a heavenly king. This would be made 
clearer elsewhere when he replied more specifi-
cally to Pilate, “My kingship is not of this 
world.”10 He gives a reason that cannot be 
doubted: “If my kingship were of this world, my 
servants would fight, that I might not be handed 
over.”11 There was, of course, no excuse for even 
making such accusations, either from the gover-
nor or priests. For in order to refute this suspi-
cion he paid a tax and taught others to pay it.12 
And when others wanted to make him a king, he 
fled.13 The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
86.1.14 

Response to Pilate’s Question. Hilary of 
Poitiers: To Pilate’s question as to whether he 
was king of the Jews, he answered, “It is as you 
say.” How different was the statement he had 
made to the priest! When the latter asked him 
whether he was the Christ, he said, “You have 
said it yourself.”15 This answer is given to the 
priest as though pertaining to the past, for in 

many places the law had foretold the coming of 
the Christ. On Matthew 32.7.16 

No Reply to False Accusations. Chrysos-
tom: So why then did he not defend himself 
reasonably by recalling these acts when he was 
under accusation of being a usurper of power? 
Because his acts themselves proved his meek-
ness and gentleness and spiritual power. They 
were beyond number. The judicial process was 
corrupt, and his accusers were willfully blind 
and dealt unfairly. So he chose to reply to noth-
ing. He held his peace. He answered briefly to 
the authorities so as not to appear arrogant from 
continuing silence. But he did not say anything 
in reply to these false accusations. He knew he 
was not likely to persuade them. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 86.1.17 
Matthew 27:11-14 Matthew 27:11-14

27:13-14 Pilate Amazed 

His Silence. Maximus of Turin: It might 
seem remarkable to you, brothers, that the Lord 
should be accused by the chief priests before the 
procurator Pilate and should be silent and that 
he should not refute their wickedness by his 
response, since indeed a defense which follows 
quickly is the only way to refute a persistent 
accusation. It might seem remarkable, I say, 
brothers, that the Savior should be accused and 
should remain silent. Silence is occasionally 
understood as avowal, for when a person does 
not wish to respond to what is asked of him he 
appears to confirm what is raised against him. 
Does the Lord then confirm his accusation by 
not speaking? Clearly he does not confirm his 
accusation by not speaking; rather he despises it 
by not refuting it. For one who needs no defense 
does well to keep silent, but let one who fears to 

7GCS 38.2:250-51.   8Chrysostom refers to the hostility of the Jewish 
authorities toward the disciples of Jesus in general, as described in 
many passages in Acts.   9PG 58:763; NPNF 1 10:511.   10Jn 18:36.   
11Jn 18:36.   12Mt 22:17.   13Jn 6:15.   14PG 58:763; NPNF 1 10:511.   
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be overcome defend himself and one who is 
afraid of being vanquished hasten to speak. 
When Christ is condemned, however, he also 
overcomes, and when he is judged he also van-
quishes, as the prophet says: “that you should be 
justified in your words and should vanquish 
when you are judged.”18 Why was it necessary 
for him therefore to speak before being judged, 
when for him judgment was a complete victory? 
Sermons 57.1.19 

He Was Accused. Origen: The ministers and 
elders of western Jewish literature, who are the 
sons of those chief priests and elders who 
accused Jesus, still today adopt and repeat these 
same allegations against him. On this account, 
since the sins of their forebears go before them 
and remain in them, their works suffer “[God’s] 
wrath forever,”20 and they are forsaken along 

with their entire people “like a tent in the vine-
yard, like a lodge in a cucumber field and like a 
city besieged.”21 Just as Jesus “gave no answer”22 
then, neither does he give an answer now to the 
accusations of the Jewish priests and elders. The 
Word of God remains silent toward them. Still 
today they turn a deaf ear to the Word of God, 
as they previously did to the prophets and to 
him at the consummation of the ages when he 
“was made flesh and dwelt among us.”23 Com-
mentary on Matthew 119.24 

J E S U S  I S  S E N T E N C E D  T O  D E A T H

M A T T H E W  2 7 : 1 5 - 2 6

18Ps 51:4 (50:6 LXX).   19CCL 23:228; ACW 50:137.   201 Thess 2:16.   
21Is 1:8.   22Mt 27:12.   23Jn 1:14.   24GCS 38.2:252. Origen was writ-
ing long before the development of modern ethnic anti-Semitism. 
He had a profound appreciation of the rabbinic tradition and knew 
that tradition well enough to know that its main complaint against 
Jesus in the third century had remained the same accusations 
implied in Mt 27:11-12.
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Overview: The practice of releasing a prisoner 
was due to leniency until conviction. Barabas, 
whom they released, represents opposition to 
Christ within anyone who does evil (Origen, 
Hilary of Poitiers). He was a known murderer 
and therefore a great contrast to Jesus, whose 
guilt was disputed. Pilate’s wife suffered over 
convicting Jesus in a dream sent by God, per-
haps in order to persuade Pilate not to convict 
him (Chrysostom). In spite of her dream, Jesus 
was convicted out of jealousy. The people fol-
lowed the Jewish leaders in calling for the re-
lease of Barabbas (Origen), although it seems 
that Pilate thought they might choose the re-
lease of Jesus out of shame and generosity 
(Chrysostom). Both Pilate and the people are 
guilty of condemning Jesus (Leo the Great, 
Chrysostom). Jerome suggests that Pilate puts 
the blame on the people. Christ is the ultimate 
victor, however, or he was proven innocent even 
in his conviction (Maximus of Turin). Jesus did 
not condemn the people; rather, he received 
those among them and their children who re-
pented (Chrysostom). He endured whipping so 
that others would not be whipped ( Jerome, 
Apollinaris). 
Matthew 27:15-26 Matthew 27:15-26

27:15-17 Whom Do You Want? 

Any One Prisoner. Origen: You should not 
be surprised that shortly after Roman rule had 
begun [in Palestine], the Jews who came under 
their yoke were granted the priviledge of asking 
for [the release of ] “one [prisoner] whom they 
wanted,” even though he appeared to be guilty 
of a thousand murders; the pagan nations 
granted a certain amount of leniency to their 
subjects until the yoke had been firmly secured 
around them. Commentary on Matthew 120.1 

Dissension or Peace. Origen: I believe that 
these events reveal something of a mystery. 
Barabbas represents the one who enacts dissen-
sion, war and murder in human souls, but Jesus 
is the Son of God who works peace, reason, wis-

dom and everything good. When the two of 
them were bound humanly and bodily, the peo-
ple requested that Barabbas be released. Because 
of this act, they suffer continual dissention, 
murder and robbery. Such things afflict the 
pagans from without but the Jews, who do not 
believe in Jesus, from within their very souls. 
Where Jesus is absent, there is dissention and 
strife and war. Where Jesus is present, however, 
in such a way that the people can say “if Christ is 
in us, although the body is dead on account of 
sin, the spirit is alive on account of righteous-
ness,”2 there is everything good: spiritual riches 
beyond measure and peace, for “he is our peace 
who has made us both one.”3 Anything contrary 
to this should be recognized as the mark of 
Barabbas struggling to be set free from his bond-
age within human souls, that is, not only in the 
historically sinful Israel, considered according to 
the flesh, but in all who teach like it and live like 
it. Within everyone who does evil, then, Barab-
bas is set free and Christ is bound. Within 
everyone who does good, however, Christ is set 
free and Barabbas is bound. Commentary on 
Matthew 121.4 

Barabbas or Jesus? Chrysostom: Note how 
far Pilate goes to give the crowd a chance to 
relieve themselves from blame. Observe how 
they did not leave themselves so much as a 
shadow of an excuse. Here was their choice: Let 
an acknowledged criminal go free, or free one 
whose guilt was still disputed. If they should 
choose to let the known offender go free, would 
it not be even more fitting to allow the innocent 
to go free? For surely Jesus did not seem to them 
morally worse than acknowledged murderers. 
But they instead chose a robber. This was not 
just any robber but one who was infamous for 
wickedness in many murders. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 86.2.5 
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27:18-19 I Have Suffered in a Dream 

The Dream of Pilate’s Wife. Chrysostom: 
This dream was no small event. It should have 
been enough to stop them in their tracks when 
viewed in relation to the other proofs seen in 
other things that occurred. Why didn’t the 
dream come to Pilate? Perhaps she was more 
worthy. Or perhaps because, even if he had seen 
it, he would not have equally believed or per-
haps would not have even mentioned it. So it 
was providentially arranged that the wife should 
see it, in order that it might become more com-
monly known. And note that she does not only 
behold the dream but also suffers from it. One 
might imagine that Pilate might have been made 
more reluctant to participate in this murder, 
even from a feeling of sympathy toward his wife. 
The time of the dream also is significant, for it 
happened on that very night. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 86.1.6 

She Suffered in a Dream. Origen: Jesus 
was delivered up out of jealousy, and plainly out 
of jealousy. Even Pilate could not ignore it. Fur-
thermore, the Evangelist did not overlook the 
matter of divine providence regarding the praise 
of God, who desired to convert Pilate’s wife in a 
dream. The woman took it upon herself to pre-
vent her husband from passing sentence against 
Jesus. But Matthew did not explain the dream. 
All he said was that she had “suffered many 
things in a dream” because of Jesus. Therefore 
she “suffered in a dream” and did not suffer 
beyond that, so we may say that Pilate’s wife was 
fortunate. She “suffered many things in a dream” 
because of Jesus and she received “in a dream” 
what she would suffer. Hence you may say it is 
better for someone to receive bad things in a 
dream than to receive them in life. Who indeed 
would not choose to receive bad things “in a 
dream” [rather than receive them] in life [unless 
one deserved such things, and it were better to 
receive bitter things in life than to receive minor 
troubles in a dream]? He finds comfort indeed 

and peaceful repose “in the bosom of Abraham”7 
who receives bad things in his life (and not those 
bad things which he receives in his dreams), and 
because of them he will also be consoled. As to 
whether he will also have the beginning of con-
version to God for having “suffered many things 
in a dream” because of Jesus, God only knows. 
Commentary on Matthew 122.8 

27:20-23 Let Him Be Crucified 

Which of the Two? Origen: It is evident 
how the elders and the mentors of Jewish wor-
ship have stirred up the Jewish people and 
incited them against Jesus, that they might 
destroy him and have Barabbas released. For the 
crowds put their belief in their leaders and 
priests. For his part, the procurator addressed 
the people and said to them, “Which of the two 
do you wish that I release to you?” The crowd—
a truly sizable crowd walking, as it were, on the 
“broad path that leads to destruction”9—sought 
and kept crying out to have Barabbas released to 
them. Commentary on Matthew 123.10 

The Name Barabbas. Hilary of Poitiers: 
When Pilate offered to release Jesus, following 
the customary practice wherein the people were 
granted the privilege of gaining the freedom of 
one prisoner per solemn feast day, they were 
persuaded by their priests to choose Barabbas 
instead. Here already the mystery of their future 
infidelity is contained in Barabbas’s very name, 
which means “son of the father.” They preferred 
this “son of the father” to Christ. At the instiga-
tion of their leaders, they chose the Antichrist, a 
man of sin and son of the devil.11 They chose the 
one elected for damnation over the author of 
life. On Matthew 33.2.12 

What Shall I Do with Jesus? Chrysostom: 
Since the crowd asked for the other, Pilate said, 
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“What shall I do then with the Christ?” In this 
way he was trying to make them embarrassed, 
by giving them the power to choose, that at least 
out of shame they might release him and their 
generosity could be expressed. It made them 
contentious to hear it said that he had done no 
wrong. Yet they were being given an opportunity 
to save him out of humanity. Surely this is an 
offer whose plausibility cannot be disputed. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 86.2.13 

27:24 See to It Yourselves 

Pilate’s Acquiesence. Leo the Great: By 
what law is it, my Jewish friends, that what is 
unlawful to do is lawful to desire? By what stan-
dard is it that what defiles the body does not 
taint the heart? You fear to be contaminated by 
the shedding of his blood that you would take 
upon yourselves and your children. Since your 
wickedness will not commit so great a crime, al-
low the procurator to pass judgment. But, pre-
vailing upon him impetuously, you do not allow 
him to swerve from that goal you deceitfully ab-
stain from. 

Pilate sinned by doing what he did not want 
to do. He acquiesced in your judgment, doing 
whatever your rage wrought by force. Such was 
your observance of the law that you eschewed 
placing into the treasury the money which the 
seller of Christ returned to you, wary lest the 
blood money pollute the sacred coffers. Whose 
heart is guilty of this pretense? The conscience 
of the priests accepts what the money box does 
not receive. Thus with untold shades of deceit 
you cover yourselves, and a deal is made with 
the traitor.  Sermon 44.3.14 

He Washed His Hands. Chrysostom: Why 
then did Pilate allow him to be sacrificed? Why 
didn’t he rescue him, like the centurion had res-
cued Paul?15 For that man too was aware that he 
could have pleased the Jews and that a sedition 
may have taken place and a riot; nevertheless he 
stood firm against all these. But not so Pilate. 

He was extremely cowardly and weak. He joined 
in their corruption. He did not stand firm 
against the bullying crowd or against the Jewish 
leadership. In every way he allowed them an 
excuse. For they “cried out exceedingly,” that is, 
cried out the more, “Let him be crucified.” For 
they desired not only to put him to death but 
also that it should be on a trumped-up charge of 
iniquity. And even though the judge was contra-
dicting them, they continued to cry out against 
him. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
86.2.16 

Innocent of This Man’s Blood. Maximus 
of Turin: For Christ conquers when he is 
judged, because in this way he is proven inno-
cent. Hence Pilate says, “I am innocent of the 
blood of this just man.” It is a better case which 
is not defended and still is proved. It is a fuller 
righteousness that is not supplemented by 
words but is still supported by the truth. It must 
be that the tongue should keep silent when jus-
tice itself is present to itself. Let the human 
tongue keep silent in a good affair, inasmuch as 
it has also been accustomed to speak out in favor 
of bad causes. I do not want righteousness to be 
defended in the same manner that wickedness is 
usually excused. It is not by reason of speech but 
because of virtue that Christ vanquishes, for the 
Savior, who is wisdom, knows how to vanquish 
by keeping silent and how to overcome by not 
responding. Therefore he prefers to establish 
the truth of his case rather than to speak about 
it. What in fact would compel him to speak 
when silence is enough to conquer? But perhaps 
fear would compel him, lest he lose his life. Yet 
this was precisely the reason for his victory. He 
lost his own life in order to gain life for all; he 
preferred to be conquered in himself in order to 
be the victor in everyone. Sermons 57.1.17 

A Chance to Do Right. Chrysostom: Do 
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you see how many things Christ did in order to 
give them a chance to do right? Do you remem-
ber how many times he had checked Judas? So 
likewise did he restrain these men too, both 
throughout all his ministry and at the very time 
of his condemnation. For surely when they saw 
the governor and judge washing his hands of it, 
saying, “I am innocent of this man’s blood,” they 
should have been moved to compassion both by 
what was said and by what was done. The same 
is true when they saw Judas had hanged himself 
as when they saw Pilate himself offering them 
the choice of another in the place of Christ. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 86.2.18 

Blaming the Plaintiffs. Jerome: Pilate ac-
cepted the water in line with that prophetic say-
ing, “I will wash my hands among the inno-
cent,”19 that he might cleanse the works of the 
Gentiles by the washing of his hands and in 
some way separate us from the wickedness of 
the Jews who cried out “Crucify him!” What he 
intimated was this: I truly wanted to release an 
innocent man, but a riot is breaking out and the 
charge of treason against Caesar has been 
brought against me. So “I am innocent of the 
blood of this just man.” 

The judge who was induced to pass judgment 
against the Lord does not condemn the defen-
dant but puts the blame on the plaintiffs. He 
declares him to be a just man who was meant to 
be crucified. “See to it yourselves,” he says. “I am 
the administrator of the laws. It is according to 
your word that his blood is being shed.”  Com-
mentary on Matthew 4.27.24.20 

27:25 On Us and on Our Children 

All the People Answered. Chrysostom: 
Look how high the contrary evidence is piling 
up. The accuser and traitor condemns himself. 
The judge who sentences tries to absolve him-
self of guilt. The dream of warning comes that 
very night. Even at the point of his condemna-
tion Jesus is evidently innocent. What kind of 

plea will his murderers have? Even if they were 
not willing to let him be acknowledged as inno-
cent, at least they should not have preferred a 
robber to him, and especially a notorious robber, 
known to be such. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 86.2.21 

And on Our Children. Chrysostom: What 
then did they do? When they saw the judge 
washing his hands and saying, “I am innocent,” 
they cried out, “His blood be on us and on our 
children.” They were rendering a sentence 
against themselves. He was yielding himself up 
that all should be done. 

Note how great is their madness. For passion 
and evil desire work on us like this. They did 
not permit anyone to see anything of what was 
right. They not only curse themselves, they 
draw down the curse upon their own children as 
well. They acted with unutterable madness. 
They acted both against themselves and against 
their children! 

Yet this lover of humanity did not hold their 
own sentence against them. He did not confirm 
it upon their children or even upon them. 
Rather he received both from them and from 
their children those who repented. He counted 
them worthy of good things beyond number. 
Think of who might have been among them! 
Even Paul perhaps. Even some among the thou-
sands that believed in Jerusalem, for it is said, 
“You see, brothers, how many thousands there 
are among the Jews of those who have 
believed.”22 And if some continued in their sin, 
to themselves let them impute their punish-
ment.  The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
86.2.23 

27:26 Pilate Hands Over Jesus to Be 
Crucified 
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They Scourged Jesus. Chrysostom: Why 
did Pilate have Jesus whipped? Either as one 
presumably condemned, or to please the crowd, 
or as if he were willing to give their judgment 
some sort of standard legal expression. And yet 
he ought to have resisted them. For indeed even 
before this he had said, “Take him yourselves 
and judge him by your own law.”24 There were 
many reasons that Pilate and the others might 
have held back: the signs and the miracles, the 
great patience of the one who was suffering 
these things, and above all his benign silence. 
For since both by his defense of himself and by 
his prayers, he had shown his humanity, again 
he now shows his glory and the greatness of his 
nature, both by his silence and by his indiffer-
ence to what they said. This might have led 
them to marvel. But neither Pilate nor the 
crowd takes sufficient note of these evidences. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 86.2.25 

He Released Barabbas. Jerome: Barabbas 
the robber, who had provoked a riot among the 
crowds and committed murder, was released to 
the Jewish people. . . . Now Jesus, having been 
delivered up by the Jews, was absolved of guilt 
by Pilate’s wife and was called a just man by the 
governor himself. Moreover, the centurion 
declared that he was truly the Son of God.26 The 
learned reader may be hard pressed to explain 
the fact that Pilate washed his hands and said, “I 

am innocent of the blood of this just man,”27 and 
later handed over the scourged Jesus to be cruci-
fied. It is important to realize that Jesus was 
dealt with according to Roman law, which 
decreed that whoever is to be crucified must 
first be beaten with whips. Thus Jesus was 
handed over to the soldiers for scourging, and 
their whips did their work on that most sacred 
body and that bosom which held God. This 
came about so that, in keeping with the words 
“many cords of sins”28 and with the whipping of 
Jesus, we might be free from scourging. As holy 
Scripture says to the just man: “The whip did 
not draw near to your tabernacle.”29 Commen-
tary on Matthew 4.27.24.30 

They Struck Him. Apollinaris: The flog-
gings [are] for the sins of the world, because the 
sinner is flogged many times, according to the 
prophecy that says, “I gave my back to the 
whips.”31 And so is fulfilled [the saying] that the 
righteous [will give himself ] for sinners. The 
height of goodness is also fulfilled when “the 
righteous [suffered] for the unrighteous,”32 so 
that “by his wounds we might be healed,” as Isa-
iah says.33 Fragment 138.34 
Matthew 27:27-43 Matthew 27:15-26
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T H E  S O L D I E R S  M O C K  A N D  C R U C I F Y  J E S U S

M A T T H E W  2 7 : 2 7 - 4 3

Overview: Christ is adored even while he is 
mocked (Hilary of Poitiers). He bears shame 
that was due to us (Apollinaris). Each of Jesus’ 
vestments has spiritual significance (Hilary of 
Poitiers, Apollinaris, Origen, Chromatius). 
Simon of Cyrene, an outsider who carried Jesus’ 
cross, represents the spread of faith to the Gen-
tiles (Leo the Great). To another, Simon repre-
sents compulsory service due for our salvation 
(Origen). For yet another, Simon participates 
in Christ’s great triumph over death by bearing 
the ultimate emblem of victory, the cross (Chro-
matius). 

In contrast to Adam, who tasted the sweet-
ness of the apple but experienced the bitterness 
of death, Christ tasted the bitterness of gall but 
experienced the sweetness of life over death 
(Chromatius). Gall also contrasts with the wine 
Jesus drank with his disciples at the Last Sup-
per. Jesus’ garments are the words of Scripture. 
Those who shook their heads as they passed by 
blasphemed Jesus but are as transient as heresies 
(Origen). Christ suffered for all persons (Chry-
sostom). He did not come down from the cross 
so that he might destroy the devil ( Jerome). 
Neither was he willing to save himself by some 
extraordinary act (Origen). 

Matthew 27:27-43

27:27-31 Beaten and Mocked 

They Mocked Him. Hilary of Poitiers: 
The beaten Lord is dressed in a scarlet robe, a 
purple cloak and a crown of thorns, and a reed 
is placed on his right hand. Bending their knees 
before him, they mock him. Having taken upon 
himself all the infirmities of our bodies, he is 
covered with the scarlet blood of all the mar-
tyrs destined to reign with him, and he is 
cloaked with the high honor of the prophets 
and patriarchs in purple cloth. He is also 
crowned with thorns, that is, with the former 
sins of the remorseful Gentiles, so that glory 
might derive from the destructive and useless 
things, plaited on his divine head, which they 
contrive. The sharp points of the thorns aptly 
pertain to the sins from which a crown of vic-
tory is woven for Christ. The reed symbolizes 
the emptiness and weakness of all those Gen-
tiles, which is held firm in his grasp. His head, 
moreover, is struck. As I believe, not much 
harm was done to his head from being struck 
with the reed; however, the typical explanation 
for this is that the bodily weakness of the Gen-
tiles that was previously held in Christ’s hand 
finds comfort now in God the Father, for he is 
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the head.1 But amid all this, while Christ is 
mocked, he is being adored. On Matthew 
33.3.2 

Stripped of the Robe. Apollinaris: It was 
not as though those men had the power [to do 
these deeds]. Rather, it seemed good to God that 
these events occur for the redemption of human-
ity. The “Lord of glory” was treated shamefully 
for us because of the dishonor due to us. He is 
now glorified while the day of the righteous is 
always mocked by the ignorant. Since the cloak 
was tinged with the color of blood, those mur-
dering him dressed him with it, though they did 
not realize the significance of what they were 
doing. Instead, they clothed Jesus . . . in scarlet 
cloth and bound his hand with the symbol of one 
of the sons of Tamar and Judah.3 The cloak itself 
[represents] the blood shed by the world and by 
the people in it. The Savior was put to death for 
the salvation of all. But they who are choked by 
“worries, wealth and pleasure” have received the 
word of God but have not borne fruit.4 They 
weave thorns together and crown Jesus with 
them, dishonoring him. . . . Those who deemed 
his kingdom to be of little value placed a reed in 
his right hand. Fragment 139.5 

The Scarlet Robe. Origen: That scarlet 
robe was prefigured by the scarlet sign men-
tioned in Joshua the son of Nun, which Rahab 
used for her safety,6 and mentioned in Genesis,7 
which was placed on the hand of one of Tamar’s 
newborn sons in token of the future Passion of 
Christ. So now, in taking up the “scarlet robe,” 
he took upon himself the blood of the world, 
and in that thorny “crown” plaited on his head 
he took upon himself the thorns of our sins. As 
to the robe, it is written that “they stripped him 
of the scarlet robe.”8 But as to the crown of 
thorns, the Evangelists mention nothing fur-
ther. Apparently they wanted us to determine 
what happened to that crown of thorns placed 
on his head and never removed. My belief is that 
the crown of thorns disappeared from the head 

of Jesus, so that our former thorns no longer 
exist now that Jesus has removed them from us 
once and for all on his own distinguished head. 
Commentary on Matthew 125.9 

The Reed. Origen: What can be said about the 
reed they placed “in his right hand”? Here is my 
explanation: The reed embodied the hollow and 
fragile scepter that we all were leaning on before 
we saw it was a bad scepter, for we were trusting 
in the reed-shaped rod of Egypt or Babylon or 
some other kingdom opposed to God’s king-
dom.10 Then he took that reed and rod of the 
fragile kingdom from our hands, to subdue it and 
break it to pieces on the cross. In place of that 
reed we once were leaning on, he gave us the scep-
ter of the heavenly kingdom and the rod men-
tioned in Scripture: “The rod of justice, the rod of 
your kingdom.”11 In other words, the rod that 
chastens those who need to be chastened, as the 
apostle notes: “What do you want, that I come to 
you with a rod?”12 He also gave us a staff that we 
might celebrate the paschal feast (as Scripture 
says, “Let your staff be in your hand”),13 laying 
down that reed-shaped rod we once had before 
we celebrated the Lord’s paschal feast. 

Then they took this fragile, hollow reed and 
struck the honorable head of Jesus with it, for 
that ever-adverse kingdom reviles and scourges 
God the Father, the head of the Lord and Savior. 
And amid all this, the only-begotten goodness 
itself was unharmed, nor did he suffer anything, 
“being made a curse for us,”14 since by nature he 
is a blessing. But since he is a blessing, he 
destroyed and took away and dispelled all 
human malediction.  Commentary on Mat-
thew 125.15 

11 Cor 11:3.   2SC 258:250-52.   3Gen 38:1-30. The reference is to the 
scarlet rope of Rahab ( Josh 2:18) and Tamar (Gen 38:27), both tra-
ditionally considered symbolic prefigurements of the Passion of 
Christ. The two examples also appear in the comment to follow 
(Origen “The Scarlet Robe”).   4Lk 8:14.   5MKGK 49.   6Josh 2:18.   
7Gen 38:28.   8Cf. Mk 15:20.   9GCS 38.2:261-62.   10See Is 36:6.   11Ps 
45:6 (44:7 LXX).   121 Cor 4:21.   13Ex 12:11.   14Gal 3:13.   15GCS 
38.2:262.
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The Mystery of His Kingship. Chroma-
tius: These things were done to mock Jesus. 
But now we know these things happened 
through a heavenly mystery. Wickedness was at 
work among the former; among the latter, the 
mystery of faith and the light of truth. In the 
purple tunic Christ is dressed as king; and in the 
scarlet robe, as prince of martyrs, he is resplen-
dent as precious scarlet in his sacred blood. He 
receives the crown as conqueror, for crowns are 
usually bestowed upon conquerors. He is adored 
as God by people on bended knees. Therefore he 
is vested in purple as king, in scarlet as prince of 
martyrs; he is crowned as conqueror, is hailed as 
Lord and is adored as God. 

We can recognize in the purple cloak also the 
church, married to Christ the king and resplen-
dent with regal glory. Hence it is called by John 
in the Revelation a “royal nation.”16 As to this 
purple cloth, we read in the Song of Solomon: 
“His whole bed is purple.”17 For Christ rests on 
that bed where he is able to find purple cloth, 
that is, royal faith and a beautiful spirit. . . . 

The crown of thorns which the Lord received 
on his head stands for our community, which 
came to faith from the Gentiles. At one time we 
were thorns—that is to say, sinners. Believing 
now in Christ, we have become a crown of righ-
teousness, for we no longer cause pain or harm 
to the Savior. Rather, we surround his head with 
our profession of faith while we praise the Fa-
ther in the Son, because the head of Christ is 
God, as the apostle says.18 This is the crown 
foretold by David in a psalm: “You placed a 
crown of precious stones on his head.”19 We 
were thorns at one time, but after we were in-
cluded in the crown of Christ, we became pre-
cious stones. For he, who raised up children of 
Abraham from stones, made precious stones out 
of thorns.20 

This scriptural passage did not consider of 
trivial importance the fact that a reed was placed 
in the Lord’s right hand. Note what David says 
about Christ in the psalm: “My tongue is the pen 
of a ready writer.”21 As he was about to suffer, 

therefore, he took up the reed in his right hand, 
so that with a heavenly notation he might par-
don us our misdeeds or inscribe his law in our 
hearts with divine letters. As he says through 
the prophet: “I will put my law within them.”22 
. . . We may also infer other things about the 
reed, for it has many spiritual meanings. A reed 
that is hollow and without pith connotes the 
Gentile people, who were once without the pith 
of God’s law, empty of faith and devoid of grace. 
Therefore this type of reed, that is, the Gentile 
people, is put in the Lord’s right hand, for his 
left hand already contained the Jewish people 
who were persecuting him.  Tractate on Mat-
thew 19.1-4.23 

27:32 Simon Compelled to Carry the Cross 

A Man of Cyrene. Leo the Great: But as 
the multitudes went with Jesus to the place of 
punishment, a certain Simon of Cyrene was 
found on whom to lay the wood of the cross, in-
stead of the Lord. Even this act signified that 
faith would come to the Gentiles, to whom the 
cross of Christ was not to be shame but glory. It 
was not accidental therefore but symbolic and 
mystical, that while the Jewish rulers were rag-
ing against Christ, a foreigner was found to 
share his sufferings. Thus the apostle would say, 
“If we suffer with him, we shall also reign with 
him.”24 

Note that it was not a Hebrew or an Israelite 
but a foreigner who was drawn into service for 
the Savior in his most holy humiliation.25 By 
this transference the propitiation of the spotless 
Lamb and the fulfillment of all mysteries passed 
from the circumcision to the uncircumcision, 
from the sons according to the flesh to the sons 
according to the spirit. Hence the apostle would 

16Rev 1:6; cf. 1 Pet 2:9.   17Song 3:10.   181 Cor 11:3.   19Ps 21:3 (20:4 
LXX).   20Mt 3:9.   21Ps 45:1 (44:2 LXX).   22Jer 31:33.   23CCL 9a:89-91.   
242 Tim 2:12; Rom 8:17.   25That Simon was a foreigner is not men-
tioned in the Gospels; Leo assumes this because Simon was from 
Cyrene.
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say, “Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us.”26 
He offered himself to the Father as a new and 
true sacrifice of reconciliation. He was slain not 
in the temple, whose worship was now at an 
end, and not within the confines of the city 
which for its sin was doomed to be destroyed, 
but beyond the walls of the city, “outside the 
gate.”27 Thus with the cessation of the old sym-
bolic victims, a new victim was being placed on a 
new altar. The cross of Christ was to become the 
altar not of the temple but of the world.  Ser-
mon 46.5.28 

The Government upon His Shoulders. 
Cyril of Alexandria: The Savior is led to the 
suffering that brings salvation. They laid his 
cross on Simeon of Cyrene. Another of the holy 
Evangelists said that Jesus himself carried the 
cross.29 Now surely both [accounts] are correct. 
For the Savior carried the cross, and, having met 
the Cyrene about half way, they transferred the 
cross to him. It is said about him through the 
voice of Isaiah that “a child has been born to us, 
and a son has been given to us, and the govern-
ment shall be upon his shoulders.”30 Now the 
cross has become the means by which he gov-
erns, through which he continues to rule over all 
heaven, since it is true that even as “far as death” 
he has become “obedient, even to death of a 
cross. Therefore God has exalted him.”31 Frag-
ment 306.32 

Simon of Cyrene. Origen: “As they went 
out, they came upon a man of Cyrene, Simon by 
name; they compelled this man to carry the 
cross” of Christ. It was fitting not only for the 
Savior to take up his cross but also for us to 
carry it, doing compulsory service for our salva-
tion. Furthermore, we did not benefit by taking 
up his cross then as much as we benefit by it 
now, since he takes it upon himself and carries 
it. Commentary on Matthew 126.33 

Compelled to Carry the Cross. Chroma-
tius: Finally, the Gospel reports in the present 

reading that as the Lord was being led to his 
Passion, “they found a certain man of Cyrene 
named Simon and compelled him to carry the 
cross.” The cross of Christ is the triumph of vir-
tue and a trophy of victory. How blessed is 
Simon, who deserved to be the first to bear so 
great a sign of victory! He was compelled to 
carry the cross before the Lord because the Lord 
wanted to demonstrate his cross to be a singular 
grace of that heavenly mystery which is himself: 
God and man, Logos and flesh, Son of God and 
Son of man. He was crucified as man but tri-
umphed as God in the mystery of the cross. His 
suffering was of the flesh, but his glorious vic-
tory was divine. Through his cross, Christ 
defeated both death and the devil. Through the 
cross, Christ mounted his chariot of victory and 
chose the four Evangelists, as though horses for 
his chariot, to announce so great a victory to all 
the world. Simon of Cyrene therefore was carry-
ing the instrument of this great triumph in his 
arms. He was a partaker of the Passion of Christ 
so that he might be a partaker of his resurrec-
tion, as the apostle teaches: “If we die with him, 
we will also live with him. If we endure with 
him, we will also reign with him.”34 Similarly the 
Lord himself says in the Gospel: “He who does 
not take up his cross and follow me cannot be 
my disciple.”35 Tractate on Matthew 19.5.36 

27:33-34 When They Came to Golgotha 

Wine Mingled with Gall. Chromatius: 
When they had come to Golgotha, the Gospel 
says, “They gave him vinegar mixed with gall, 
but when he tasted it, he refused to drink.” This 
event was foretold by David when he wrote, 
“They gave me gall for food, and they gave me 
vinegar to slake my thirst.”37 Take note of the 
mystery revealed here. Long ago, Adam tasted 

261 Cor 5:7.   27Heb 13:12.   28SC 74:59-60; NPNF 2 12:172.   29Jn 
19:17.   30Is 9:6.   31Phil 2:8-9.   32MKGK 262-63.   33GCS 38.2:263.   
342 Tim 2:11-12.   35Lk 14:27.   36CCL 9a:91-92.   37Ps 69:21 (68:22 
LXX).
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the sweetness of the apple and obtained the bit-
terness of death for the whole human race. In 
contrast to this, the Lord tasted the bitterness of 
gall and obtained our restoration from death’s 
sting to the sweetness of life. He took on himself 
the bitterness of gall in order to extinguish in us 
the bitterness of death. He received acrid vine-
gar into himself but poured out for us the pre-
cious wine of his blood. He suffered evil and 
returned good. He accepted death and gave life. 
The location of his death is also not without sig-
nificance, for it is reported that the body of 
Adam is buried in that very ground.38 Christ 
was crucified there where Adam was buried, 
that life might arise where death once entered. 
Death comes through Adam, but life comes 
through Christ, who deigned to be crucified and 
to die so that by the wood of the cross he might 
erase the sin of the tree and by the mystery of 
his own death he might cancel the punishment 
of our death. Tractate on Matthew 19.7.39 

The Wine Not with Gall Contrasted. 
Origen: Just as it sufficed for the Lord only to 
taste “vinegar mixed with gall,”40 so also was it 
sufficient for our benefit that he only taste 
death, which lasted no longer than three days. 
The other wine, however, which was not “mixed 
with gall” or with anything else, he took and 
drank, and “when he had given thanks,”41 he 
gave it to his disciples, promising that he would 
drink it “anew in the kingdom of God.”42 Com-
mentary on Matthew 127.43 

27:35-38 Jesus Crucified 

They Cast Lots for His Garments. Ori-
gen: There are those who to this day do not 
have the Lord with them but do have his “gar-
ments”—namely, the words contained in Scrip-
ture. They do not have them in full but only in 
part. Nonetheless the prophet had spoken that 
prediction which was now fulfilled.44 Now, as to 
whether any of his clothes were torn apart when 
they divided his garments or whether any of 

them remained intact and just what those items 
were, nothing is said by the first three Evange-
lists. But in John we read that “when the soldiers 
had crucified Jesus they took his garments and 
made four parts, one for each soldier; also his 
tunic. But the tunic was without seam, woven 
from top to bottom; so they said to one another, 
‘Let us not tear it but cast lots for it.’ ”45 There-
fore not all but only one of the soldiers who had 
cast lots received it. Now anyone debating the 
differences between those who have the Lord’s 
“garments” will doubtless find some people who, 
although they do not have the Lord in their 
teachings, do have the “tunic” that was “woven 
from top to bottom.”46 Commentary on Mat-
thew 128.47 

Why the Robe Was Not Divided. Hilary 
of Poitiers: That they distributed his clothes 
by casting lots for them rather than by cutting 
them up signifies the eternal incorruptibility of 
Christ’s body. The life and salvation of all things 
was hung from the tree of life with a thief on his 
left and a thief on his right. This demonstrates 
that the entire human race is called to the mys-
tery of the Lord’s suffering. On Matthew 23.4-
5.48 

This Is Jesus, the King of the Jews. Ori-
gen: “Whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is 
proclaimed,”49 and all literature—whether 
Greek, Roman or Hebrew—gives evidence of 
his kingdom. And in place of a crown, “over his 
head” is written “This is Jesus king of the Jews.” 
There is no other reason for his death (nor was 

38The evidence is nil. The reasoning comes from the typology of 
Rom 5.   39CCL 9a:93.   40Origen indicates that Jesus tasted the vine-
gar mixed with gall but did not drink it, interpreting the gesture as 
indicative of the transitory nature of his Passion, as opposed to the 
perennial quality of eschatological rest symbolized by the wine he 
was to drink with his disciples in the kingdom of heaven.   41Mt 
26:27.   42Mt 26:29.   43GCS 38.2:265.   44Ps 22:18 (21:19 LXX).   45Jn 
19:23-24.   46The tradition is that the garment was seamless.  “Have 
some part of the garments of Jesus” signifies allegorically participat-
ing in his doctrine in different ways, depending on the various pieces 
of clothing.   47GCS 38.2:265-66.   48SC 258:252.   49Phil 1:18.



Matthew 27:27-43

289

there) than that he was the “king of the Jews.” 
He spoke about this when he said, “I have been 
made king by him on Zion, his holy moun-
tain.”50 And while the chief priest, in keeping 
with the letter of the law, wore on his head a 
type of sign with a petal bearing the inscription 
“the holiness of the Lord,”51 the true chief priest 
and king—Jesus on the cross—has a sign that 
reads “This is the king of the Jews.” Rising up to 
the Father and receiving him in himself, he has 
for his inscription and title the Father of renown 
and has the Father as his crown. He has been 
made worthy of him as a house worthy of God 
the Father, and he alone can fully possess the 
Father. Commentary on Matthew 130.52 

27:39-40 Come Down from the Cross 

They Shook Their Heads. Origen: No one 
standing still or directly approaching him blas-
phemes Jesus. “Those who passed by blas-
phemed him,”53 and those who stayed behind 
plucked food from the vineyard wall demolished 
by God. Concerning this it is written, “Why 
then have you broken down its walls, so that 
those who pass along the way pluck its fruit?”54 
Therefore, as long as one does not pass along the 
way or avoid it and can say to God while stand-
ing, “You have set ‘my feet upon a rock,’ ”55 one 
does not blaspheme Jesus. But if one should fall 
or pass by or cross over or turn away, one blas-
phemes God. Likewise, those who have fallen 
into evil works and those who have abandoned 
the “everlasting statutes”56 and the way of the 
heavenly church “are tossed to and fro and car-
ried about with every wind of doctrine, by the 
cunning of men, by their craftiness in deceitful 
wiles.”57 

Now, if anyone should say that all heresies 
are “passing along” and turning away, that one 
will not be wrong. For this reason also those are 
held to be “passing along” and blaspheming Jesus 
who do not keep their head steady but are “wag-
ging” it up and down. For they are not wise, nor 
do they have their eyes in their head where they 

belong, as we read in Ecclesiastes:  “The wise 
man has his eyes in his head.”58 Therefore those 
who pass by and turn away have need to blas-
pheme Jesus the Son of God, for “no one speak-
ing by the Spirit of God ever says ‘Jesus be 
cursed.’ ”59 

There are various forms of blasphemy. One of 
them is uttered by those who do not understand 
or hear what is being said or acknowledge what 
is true. Now Jesus had said, “Destroy this tem-
ple, and in three days I will raise it up.”60 But 
those who were passing along, like “false wit-
nesses”61 against Jesus, related what he had not 
said, attacking him: “Aha, you who would 
destroy the temple and build it in three days, 
save yourself.” The truth is, he will not destroy 
the temple, but what others destroy he will 
build, whether it be the “temple of his body,” 
which the Jews delivered up to death, or the 
temple of his witnesses and all those who had 
God’s word in them and who, because of the 
snares of the wicked, died out of love for God 
(for “the hour is coming, and now is, when the 
dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and 
those who hear it will live”).62 And they lied not 
only when they said, “You who would destroy 
the temple,” but also when they said, “And I will 
build it in three days.” For he did not say that he 
would build the temple but raise it up. The verb 
build does not designate a sudden action, but 
“raise up” does.  Commentary on Matthew 
132.63 

They Derided Him. Chrysostom: O cross 
most abominable, most execrable! Did not God 
rescue the prophets from their dangers? Did 
God not save the righteous? Why not him? 
What could equal this folly? The coming of dan-

50Ps 2:6.   51Ex 28:36.   52GCS 38.2:267.   53Origen reveals that Jesus 
was blasphemed by those who were passing and who therefore did 
not stand still. Passing or being in motion symbolizes a negative spir-
itual condition, whereas standing still or stable is a positive condi-
tion.   54Ps 80:12 (79:13 LXX).   55Ps 40:2 (39:3 LXX).   56Prov 22:28.   
57Eph 4:14.   58Eccles 2:14.   591 Cor 12:3.   60Mt 26:61; Mk 14:58; Jn 
2:19.   61Mt 26:60.   62Jn 5:28-29.   63GCS 38.2:268-69.
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gers upon the prophets and saints did not injure 
their honor before God. But what happened to 
this incomparable person? By what he said and 
what he did he offended all our expectations to 
the utmost. He was forever correcting before-
hand our assumptions about him. Even when all 
these ignominies were said and done, they could 
not prevail, even at that time. The thief who had 
lived depraved in such great wickedness, who 
had spent his whole life in murders and house 
breakings, when these things had been said, 
only then confessed him. When he made men-
tion of his kingdom, the people bewailed him. 
These things that were done seemed to testify 
the contrary in the eyes of many who knew 
nothing of the mystery of God’s dispensations. 
Jesus was weak and of no ostensible power; nev-
ertheless truth prevailed even by the contrary 
evidences. 

So hearing all these things, let us arm our-
selves against all temptations to anger and out-
rage. Should you perceive in your heart a 
swelling of pride, seal your breast against it. Set 
your hopes only upon the cross. Call to mind the 
humbling things that were then taking place. 
Then you will cast out as dust all rage by the rec-
ollection of the things that were done to him. 

Consider his words. Consider his actions. 
Remember that he is Lord and you are his ser-
vant. Remember that he is suffering for you, and 
for you individually. You may be suffering only 
on your own behalf. He is suffering on behalf of 
all by whom he had been crucified. You may be 
suffering in the presence of a few. He suffers in 
the sight of the whole city and of the whole peo-
ple of the covenant, both of strangers and those 
of the holy land, to all of whom he spoke merci-
ful words. 

Even his disciples forsook him. This was 
most distressing to him. Those who previously 
paid him mind suddenly deserted him. Mean-
while his enemies and foes, having captured him 
and put him on a cross, insulted him, reviled 
him, mocked him, derided him and scoffed at 
him. See the Jews and soldiers rejecting him 

from below. See how he was set between two 
thieves on either side, and even the thieves 
insulted him and upbraided him.  The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 87.2.64 

The Sign of Jonah. Chrysostom: This is the 
sign which previously Jesus had promised to 
give them when they asked for it, saying, “An 
evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, 
but no sign shall be given to it, except the sign of 
the prophet Jonah.”65 The sign of Jonah is 
Christ’s cross, death, burial and resurrection. 
And again, declaring in another way the efficacy 
of the cross, he said, “When you have lifted up 
the Son of man, then you will know that I am 
he,”66 which has this meaning: When you have 
crucified me and think you have overcome me, 
then, above all, you shall know my power. 

For after the crucifixion, the city was 
destroyed. The Jewish state came to an end. 
They lost their political order and their free-
dom. Meanwhile the gospel flourished. The 
word was spread abroad to the ends of the earth, 
by both sea and land. Both the inhabited earth 
and the desert would thereafter perpetually pro-
claim its power. These are the things Christ 
pointed to which began to occur at the very time 
of the crucifixion. For indeed it was much more 
marvelous that these things should be accom-
plished when he was nailed to the cross than 
when he was walking on earth.  The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 88.1.67 

27:41-43 Let God Deliver Him Now 

Let Him Come Down from the Cross. Je-
rome: “Let him come down from the cross, and 
we will believe in him.” What a deceitful prom-
ise! Which is greater: to come down from the 
cross while still alive or to rise from the tomb 
while dead? He rose, and you do not believe. 
Therefore, even if he came down from the cross, 

64PG 58:771; NPNF 1 10:517.   65Mt 12:39.   66Jn 8:28.   67PG 58:775; 
NPNF 1 10:520.
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you would not believe. Further, it seems to me 
that this would usher in the evil spirits. As soon 
as the Lord was crucified, they sensed the power 
of the cross and realized their own strength was 
broken. They were acting in this way to get him 
to come down from the cross. But the Lord, 
knowing the snares of his adversaries, remained 
on the cross that he may destroy the devil. 
Commentary on Matthew 4.27.42.68 

He Cannot Save Himself. Origen: “So also 
[as others were passing along and blaspheming 
him] the chief priests and the scribes” were 
passing along. Thwarted by his power and 

authority, they said to him, “He saved others; he 
cannot save himself.” In other words, they did 
not believe that he who was able to save others 
was much more able to save himself. They 
promised that they would “believe in” him as the 
king of Israel if they saw him “come down from 
the cross.” But he had no mind to do anything 
unworthy of himself out of revenge or to do 
what they considered beyond belief and extraor-
dinary. Commentary on Matthew 132.69 
Matthew 27:44-56 Matthew 27:44-56

T H E  D E A T H  O F  J E S U S

M A T T H E W  2 7 : 4 4 - 5 6

Overview: At first each thief blasphemed. But 
after the sun had fled, the earth shook, rocks 

split apart and darkness fell, one of the thieves 
believed in Jesus and recanted his initial denial 

68CCL 77:272.   69GCS 38.2:270.
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by a subsequent confession (Origen, Jerome). 
The light of the world held back its beams so 
that the Lord would not be seen hanging ( Je-
rome). To his last breath Jesus honored God as 
his Father. He cried out on the cross in the voice 
of Scripture. He turned even their wickedness 
to use for our salvation (Chrysostom). Those 
who attribute to the lips of Christ doctrines that 
are alien to the truth turn the metaphor of the 
sponge around: they fill the sponge with vinegar, 
place it on a reed and drink it themselves (Ori-
gen). By his own power Jesus laid down his life 
(Chrysostom). To cry out with a loud voice and 
give up the spirit, which is equivalent to com-
mitting the spirit to the hand of God, is reserved 
only for the saints who, like Christ himself, have 
prepared themselves for God through good 
works (Origen). 

The earth could not hold this dead man. 
Rocks were split, for the Word of God and the 
power of his eternal goodness rushed in, pene-
trating every stronghold and principality. 
Graves were opened, for the gates of death had 
been unlocked (Hilary of Poitiers). In the Pas-
sion of the Lord the outer curtain was torn from 
the top, which represents the beginning of the 
world, to the bottom, representing the end of 
the world. Thus by the tearing of the curtain the 
mysteries that with good reason had been hid-
den until the coming of Christ were being dis-
closed (Origen). Certain women had followed 
him, ministering to him wherever he went. They 
were present even amid these dangers. These 
women were first to express compassion toward 
Jesus in his death and burial. The sex that was 
most disparaged was first to enjoy the sight of 
his resurrected blessings. Even when the disci-
ples had fled in the darkness, these women were 
still present (Chrysostom). 

27:44 The Robbers Jeer 

One Converted. Origen: It is appropriate 
that both thieves be understood to have blas-
phemed the Lord at first. Afterwards, however, 

one of them converted and believed because of 
the wonders he heard performed by the Lord 
and also, perhaps, because he saw miraculous 
changes in the heavens and the falling of an 
untimely darkness. Commentary on Mat-
thew 133.1 

Mocked in the Same Way. Jerome: Here, 
through a figure of speech called syllepsis,2 
instead of only one thief, both are described as 
having mocked Jesus. According to Luke, how-
ever, after one thief blasphemed, the other thief 
confessed his faith and rebuked the first.3 The 
Gospels do not disagree with each other. At first 
each thief blasphemed. But after the sun had fled, 
the earth shook, rocks split apart and darkness 
fell, one of the thieves believed in Jesus and 
recanted his initial denial by a subsequent confes-
sion. Along with the two thieves each crowd of 
both the Gentiles and the Jews at first mocked 
the Lord. Commentary on Matthew 4.27.44.4 

27:45 Darkness on All the Land 

Darkness Fell. Origen: It is my opinion that 
just as the other signs which accompanied 
Christ’s Passion were performed only in Jerusa-
lem, so also the darkness which covered the land 
until the ninth hour occurred only in Judea. For 
in Jerusalem alone was the veil of the temple 
rent asunder and the earth shook and rocks split 
apart and graves opened.5 . . . By the power of 
Christ, however, darkness fell upon all the land 
of Judea for three hours, but the light which illu-
mines every church of God in Christ shone upon 
the rest of the land. Although darkness fell upon 
Judea until the ninth hour, it is clear that the 
light shone on it again, “until the full number of 
Gentiles come in, and so all Israel will be 

1GCS 38.2:271.   2Resorting to the trope of syllepsis (a grammatical 
construction used to perform two syntactic functions such as a free 
agreement between two elements of a phrase), Jerome explains the 
divergence of Matthew from Luke.   3Lk 23:39-40.   4CCL 77:272-73. 
Here, as is typical, Jerome follows and expands upon Origen.   5Mt 
27:51-52.
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saved.”6 The fact that darkness fell upon the 
land of Judea for three hours demonstrates that 
it was because of its sins that Judea was deprived 
of the light of three moments, that is, the light 
of God the Father, the splendor of Christ and 
the illumination of the Holy Spirit. Commen-
tary on Matthew 134.7 

All the Land. Origen: Certain believers, 
wishing to offer some defense of the gospel in a 
few brief words, have said that if no new miracle 
had been performed at the time of Christ’s Pas-
sion but everything happened in the normal 
manner,8 then it would also have to be believed 
that the eclipse of the sun occurred as usual. 
Since it is agreed, however, that other prodigies 
which happened at that time were not custom-
ary events but new and wondrous (for the veil of 
the temple was torn in two from top to bottom 
and the earth shook and rocks were split apart 
and graves were opened and many bodies of the 
saints rose from the dead),9 it follows that nei-
ther did the eclipse of the sun happen as it nor-
mally does. Commentary on Matthew 134.10 

From the Sixth Hour. Jerome: Those who 
write against the Gospels11 suppose that it is out 
of ignorance that the disciples of Christ have 
interpreted the eclipse of the sun (a phenome-
non which usually happens at certain, estab-
lished times) in accordance with the 
resurrection of the Lord, whereas an eclipse of 
the sun normally occurs only at the rising of a 
new moon. Now there is no doubt that at the 
time of the Passover the moon was full.12 Lest 
we believe that the shadow of the earth or the 
movement of the moon’s orb across the sun had 
produced a brief twilight, a duration of three 
hours is specified in order to preclude all other 
explanations. I am persuaded that this hap-
pened in fulfillment of the prophecies: “The sun 
will set at noon, and the light in the day will 
become dark over the earth,”13 and in another 
place, “The sun set when it was still the middle 
of the day.”14 And it seems quite clear to me that 

the light of the world (this is a greater heavenly 
body) had held back its beams so that neither 
would the Lord be seen hanging nor would the 
wicked blasphemers take any delight while the 
sun was still shining. Commentary on Mat-
thew 4.27.45.15 

Report of an Eclipse. Apollinaris: Now a 
certain Phlegon,16 a philosopher among the 
Greeks, recollects this darkness as an incredible 
occurrence in the fourteenth [night] of the 
moon, when an eclipse should not have 
appeared . . . for eclipses occur at the time when 
these two stars [the sun and the moon] draw 
near to one another. An eclipse of the sun hap-
pens at the conjunction of the sun and the moon 
as it runs into its way. This is not the time of the 
full moon, when the sun is diametrically 
opposed to the moon. But the eclipse occurred 
as creation mourned over what had happened, 
signifying that the drunken behavior of the Jews 
was linked to a darkened mind. The sunshine of 
the intellect had departed from them. For if they 
had been considering him—for that darkness 
found its source in the wrathful one and was evi-
dence of what was about to overtake the mur-
derers. Fragment 142.17 

27:46 Why Have You Forsaken Me? 

The Cry in the Ninth Hour. Hilary of 
Poitiers: Night following day marks a division 
of times. Thus is fulfilled the triad of days and 
nights, and the hidden mystery of God’s work is 
perceived with astonishment by all of creation. 

6Rom 11:25-26.   7GCS 38.2:274-75, 278.   8These were pagans who 
maintained on the basis of astronomical calculations that at the time 
of Jesus’ death no eclipse could have occurred.   9Mt 27:51-52.   
10GCS 38.2:272-73.   11Cf. p. 236 n. 6.  12Easter was celebrated on the 
fourteenth of Nisan, according to the lunar calendar in use then 
among the Jews. On that day the moon was full.   13Amos 8:9.   14Jer 
15:9.   15CCL 77:273-74.   16Phlegon of Tralles wrote a work on vari-
ous marvels, long-lived people and the Olympics at the time of 
Hadrian (mid-second century), of which only a very few fragments 
are extant. He displayed a certain curiosity about the Christian reli-
gion.   17MKGK 50-51.
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The cry to God in truth is the voice of a body 
departing, having declared the separation of the 
Word of God from itself. He wonders why he is 
being abandoned when he exclaims, “God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” But he was 
forsaken because his humanity had to pass even 
through death. It must be considered carefully 
that he gave up the spirit with a loud cry after he 
drank from the sponge full of vinegar offered to 
him on a reed.18 Wine is the honor and power of 
immortality, but it soured through the fault of 
the vessel or through carelessness. Therefore, 
since this wine had soured in Adam, he himself 
accepted it and drank from the nations. The fact 
that it was offered to him to drink from a sponge 
on a reed signifies that he took from the bodies 
of the Gentiles the sins which had ruined eter-
nity and transferred our sins to himself, uniting 
them to his immortality. On Matthew 33.6.19 

Who Is Forsaken? Origen: Certain people, 
in an outward display of piety for Jesus, because 
they are unable to explain how Christ could be 
forsaken by God, believe that this saying from 
the cross is true only as an expression of his 
humility. We, however, who know that he who 
was “in the form of God”20 descended from the 
greatness of his stature and emptied himself, 
“taking the form of a servant”21 according to the 
will of the one who sent him, understand that he 
was indeed forsaken by the Father inasmuch as 
he who was the form of the invisible God and 
the image of the Father “took the form of a ser-
vant.” He was forsaken for people so that he 
might shoulder so great a work and come “even 
to death” and “the death of the cross,”22 a work 
which seems thoroughly shameful to most peo-
ple. For it was the height of his abandonment 
when they crucified him and placed above his 
head the disdainful inscription “This is Jesus, 
king of the Jews.”23 It was the height of his aban-
donment when they crucified him with thieves 
and when “those who passed by blasphemed him 
and wagged their heads.”24 The chief priests and 
scribes said, “He saved others but cannot save 

himself.”25 At that time “even the thieves reviled 
him” on the cross.26 Clearly then you will be able 
to understand the saying “Why have you for-
saken me?” when you compare the glory Christ 
had in the presence of the Father with the con-
tempt he sustained on the cross, for his throne 
was “like the sun in the presence of God and like 
the moon established forever; and he was his 
faithful witness in heaven.”27 Afterwards, he also 
added with regard to those reasons for which he 
said “why have you forsaken me?” “But now you 
have cast off and rejected, you are full of wrath 
against your anointed. You have renounced the 
covenant of your servant, you have defiled his 
crown in the dust.”28 Commentary on Mat-
thew 135.29 

Testimony from the Psalm. Jerome: Jesus 
appropriated the beginning of the twenty-first 
psalm.30 That which is read in the middle of the 
verse,31 “Look at me,” is superfluous. For in the 
Hebrew it reads, “My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?” They are impious therefore 
who say that the psalm is written in the person 
of David or Esther or Mordecai, since the Evan-
gelists understand that other testimony taken 
from the same psalm is to be applied to the Sav-
ior, as for example, “they divided my garments 
and cast lots for my clothing” and “they pierced 
my hands and my feet.”32 Commentary on 
Matthew 4.27.46.33 

Still You Are My God. Chrysostom: Why 
does he speak this way, crying out, “Eli, Eli, lama 
sabach-thani?” That they might see that to his 
last breath he honors God as his Father and is 

18Mt 27:48, 50.   19SC 258:254.   20Phil 2:6.   21Phil 2:7.   22Phil 2:8.   
23Mt 27:37.   24Mt 27:39.   25Mt 27:42.   26Mt 27:44.   27Ps 89:36-37 
(88:37-38 LXX).   28Ps 89:38-39 (88:39-40 LXX).   29GCS 38.2:279.   
30Ps 22:1 (21:1 LXX). Jerome means that Jesus willingly applied the 
beginning of the psalm to himself with the exception of   “look at 
me,” the intermediate phrase between  “My God, my God” and  “why 
have you abandoned me?” He therefore contests the Jewish interpre-
tation, which in disagreement with the Christians denied the messi-
anic nature of the psalm.   31See LXX.   32Ps 22:18, 16 (21:19, 17 LXX).   
33CCL 77:274.
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no adversary of God. He spoke with the voice of 
Scripture, uttering a cry from the psalm.34 Thus 
even to his last hour he is found bearing witness 
to the sacred text. He offers this prophetic cry in 
Hebrew, so as to be plain and intelligible to 
them, and by all things Jesus shows how he is of 
one mind with the Father who had begotten 
him. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 88.1.35 

27:47-49 Will Elijah Save Him? 

Calling Elijah. Chrysostom: But observe 
here also their wantonness, intemperance and 
folly. They thought, it is said, that it was Elijah 
whom he called. Right away they gave him 
vinegar to drink. But another came to him and 
“pierced his side with a spear.”36 Who could be 
more lawless, who more brutal, than these men? 
How could they have carried their madness to 
so great a length, offering insult at last even to a 
dead body? But note well how he turned even 
their evil deeds to use for our salvation. For 
after the blow the fountains of our salvation 
gushed forth. The Gospel of Matthew, Hom-
ily 88.1.37 

The Sponge Filled with Vinegar. Origen: 
One can use the spiritual sense of this text prof-
itably against those who write malicious things 
against Christ.38 Concerning them Isaiah says, 
“Woe to those who write wickedness.”39 (I say 
that they who publish such things are speaking 
“iniquity in the highest.”40) Some will use this 
text with a view toward those who, constructing 
a narrative gathered from pagan tongues, fill the 
sponge not with the word that is drinkable or 
with the wine which “gladdens the heart”41 or 
with the water of restoration42 but, on the con-
trary, with poisonous, undrinkable, unwise vin-
egar. They place this sponge on the reed of their 
writing and (as far as they are able) seem to 
offer a swallow of these diatribes for Jesus to 
drink. Others give Jesus “to drink of wine mixed 
with gall,” which Jesus the Son of God does not 
want. Others offer him vinegar instead of wine. 

Others offer him “wine mixed with gall” when 
they, having understood the doctrine of the 
church, live unworthily of it. Those who 
attribute to the lips of Christ doctrines that are 
alien to the truth turn the metaphor around. 
They fill the sponge with vinegar, place it on a 
reed and drink it themselves. Commentary on 
Matthew 137.43 

27:50 Jesus Breathed His Last 

He Gives Up His Spirit. Origen: If giving 
up the spirit or (according to John) handing over 
the spirit were simply tantamount to dying, it 
would be easy to understand the passage which 
states “he gave up his spirit.” However, since dis-
cerning minds define death to be nothing other 
than the separation of the soul from the body, 
we can see that yielding up one’s spirit is some-
thing more than simply dying physically. It is 
quite something else to “cry out with a loud 
voice and give up the spirit” (as in Matthew) or 
to commit one’s spirit to the hand of God (as in 
Luke)44 or to bow one’s head and hand over his 
spirit (as in John).45 It is for all people to die, in-
cluding the evil, because the soul of every per-
son, including the unrighteous, will be separated 
from the body. 

But to cry out with a loud voice and give up 
the spirit, which is equivalent to committing the 
spirit to the hand of God, or to bow the head 
and hand over the spirit is reserved only for the 
saints who, like Christ himself, have prepared 
themselves for God through good works so that 
when they leave this world they might with con-
fidence commit themselves to the hand of God, 
or hand over their spirits. 

If therefore we now understand what it 
means to cry out with a loud voice and thus to 
give up the spirit, that is, to commit oneself to 

34Ps 22:1 (21:2 LXX).   35PG 58:776; NPNF 1 10:521.   36Jn 19:34.   
37PG 58:776; NPNF 1 10:521.   38Cf.  p. 236 n. 6.   39Is 10:1.   40Ps 
73:8 (72:8 LXX).   41Ps 104:15 (103:15 LXX).   42Ps 23:2 (22:2 LXX).   
43GCS 38.2:281-82.   44Lk 23:46.   45Jn 19:30.
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the hand of God (as we have explained above in 
accordance with Luke’s Gospel), and if we 
understand what it means to bow the head and 
hand over the spirit, let us hasten to guard the 
conduct of our lives so that, upon our deaths, we 
also, like Jesus, might be able to cry out with a 
loud voice and thus to give up our spirit to the 
Father.  Commentary on Matthew 138.46 

He Laid Down His Life. Chrysostom: 
“When Jesus had cried out with a loud voice, he 
yielded up the spirit.” This refers to what he had 
earlier said: “I have power to lay down my life, 
and I have power to take it again,” and “I lay it 
down of myself.”47 So for this cause he cried 
with the voice, that it might be shown that the 
act is done by his own power. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 88.1.48 

Souls Being Received in Heaven. Apolli-
naris: This is also the beginning of the transla-
tion of souls into the heavens. For whatever souls 
follow Christ are translated. Stephen made this 
plain when he said, “Lord Jesus Christ, receive my 
spirit.”49 Paul also writes, “It is better to depart 
and be with Christ.”50 Such was not the case with 
those of ancient times. It was said concerning the 
dead that each was handed over “to his people.”51 
This proceeding was below, as was the detention 
of souls. The Lord changes the direction of the 
journey from below to above by means of himself. 
Fragment 143.52 

27:51-52 The Temple Curtain Torn 

The Curtain Torn in Two. Origen: Any-
one who searches the Scriptures with some dili-
gence will see that there were two curtains, an 
inner curtain which covered the Holy of Holies 
and another curtain exterior to either the taber-
nacle or the temple. These two curtains are fig-
ures of the holy tabernacle which the Father 
prepared from the beginning.53 Of the two cur-
tains, one “was torn into two parts from the top 
all the way to the bottom.” This happened at the 

time when Jesus “cried out with a loud voice and 
gave up his spirit.”54 Thereby the divine mystery 
was revealed that in the Passion of the Lord our 
Savior the outer curtain was torn from the top, 
which represents the beginning of the world, to 
the bottom, representing the end of the world. 
Thus by the tearing of the curtain the mysteries 
were disclosed, which with good reason had 
been hidden until the coming of Christ. Both 
the outer curtain and inner curtain would have 
been torn if it had not been the case that we still 
know only “in part”55 and if it had not been the 
case that everything were already revealed to the 
beloved disciples of Christ who constitute his 
body. As it is, however, because we are being 
brought gradually to the knowledge of new 
things, only the outer curtain is “torn from top 
to bottom.” But “when the perfect comes”56 and 
the other things which now remain hidden are 
revealed, then the second curtain may also be 
removed. We will then see even the things 
which were hidden within the second curtain: 
the true ark of the covenant, the cherubim, the 
true mercy seat and the storehouse of manna in 
a golden bowl, and all these clearly57—and even 
things greater than these. All of this has been 
revealed through the law of Moses when God 
said to him, “Make everything according to their 
forms which were shown to you on the moun-
tain.”58 Commentary on Matthew 138.59 

The Temple Veil Torn. Hilary of Poitiers: 
Immediately thereafter the curtain of the temple 
was torn. After that the people were split into 
factions. The glory of the curtain along with the 
protection of its defending angel was taken 
away.60 On Matthew 33.7.61 

46GCS 38.2:283-84.   47Jn 10:18.   48PG 58:776; NPNF 1 10:521.   
49Acts 7:59.   50Phil 1:23.   51Gen 25:8.   52MKGK 51.   53Origen refers 
to Exodus 25:9, 40, in which God tells Moses to set up the tent (a 
model of the future temple) after the shape of the celestial model 
shown to him on Mount Sinai.   54Mt 27:50.   551 Cor 13:9.   561 Cor 
13:10.   57Heb 9:35.   58Ex 25:40.   59GCS 38.2:285-86.   60This may be 
a reference to Ezekiel 10, wherein the glory of the Lord is carried 
away by the cherubim.   61SC 258:256.   
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The Earth Shook. Origen: “And the earth 
shook,” that is, all flesh trembled when the new 
word, the realities of the new covenant, the new 
song and all new heavenly things came upon 
them. This is what the prophet wrote concern-
ing this very event: “All [namely, the disciples of 
Christ] who saw these things trembled and 
every one was afraid.”62 Commentary on Mat-
thew 139.63 

The Rocks Were Split. Jerome: The literal 
meaning of the great signs is undoubtedly that 
both heaven and earth and all things within 
them wished to acclaim their crucified Lord. It 
seems to me, however, that the trembling earth 
and other signs also represent a type of believ-
ers, namely, those who once were comparable to 
a graveyard but who, having abandoned the 
errors of their former ways and having softened 
their once stony hearts, have come to acknowl-
edge the Creator. Commentary on Matthew 
4.27.51.64 

Graves Were Opened. Hilary of Poitiers: 
The earth shook. For the earth could not hold 
this dead man. Rocks were split, for the Word of 
God and the power of his eternal goodness 
rushed in, penetrating every stronghold and 
principality. Graves were opened, for the gates 
of death had been unlocked. And a number of 
the bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep 
arose. Dispelling the shadows of death and illu-
minating the darkness of hell, Christ destroyed 
the spoils of death itself at the resurrection of 
the saints, who saw him immediately. The cen-
turion and the guards who witnessed this dis-
turbance of the entire natural order confessed 
him to be the Son of God. On Matthew 23.7.65 

27:53-54 Truly This Was the Son of God 

Coming Out of the Tombs. Apollinaris: 
The raising up of the saints’ bodies was 
announcing that the death of Christ was actu-
ally the cause of life. They certainly were not 

made visible prior to the Lord’s resurrection, 
since it was necessary that the resurrection of 
the Savior first be made known. Then those 
raised through him were seen. It is plain that 
they have died again, having risen from the dead 
in order to be a sign. For it was not possible for 
only some of the firstborn from the dead to be 
raised to the life of the age to come, but the 
remainder [must be raised] in the same manner. 
Now Luke says that the crowd passing by “beat 
their breasts and went away.”66 Thus the divine 
superiority did not escape the notice of the Jews, 
either in the Passion itself or in the obscurity of 
the Savior. But habitual human forgetfulness 
held them fast, and the deceit of the teachers led 
many astray. Fragment 144.67 

Truly the Son of God. Jerome: Another 
Gospel68 demonstrates more clearly the cause of 
the centurion’s astonishment after the shaking 
of the earth. It wasn’t until after he had seen 
Christ give up the spirit that he said, “Truly this 
was the Son of God,” for no one has the power 
to give up the spirit except he who is the Creator 
of souls. Here we can understand “soul” for 
“spirit” because the soul animates the body and 
makes it spiritual and because the spirit is the 
substance of the soul itself, as it is written: “You 
take away their spirits and they cease to be.”69 
Commentary on Matthew 4.27.54.70 

27:55-56 Many Women Had Followed Jesus 

Many Women Were There. Chrysostom: 
Certain women were notably present as these 
things occurred. They were most inclined to feel 
for him, to grieve over his sufferings. Note how 
great is their constancy. They had followed him, 
ministering to him wherever he went. They 
were present even to the time of the dangers. 
They had seen all these events—how he wept, 

62Ps 64:9 (63:9 LXX).   63GCS 38.2:286.   64CCL 77:275.   65SC 
258:256.   66Lk 23:48.   67MKGK 51.   68Lk 23:47.   69Ps 104:29 (103:29 
LXX).   70CCL 77:276.
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how he yielded up his spirit, how the rocks were 
split, and all the rest. 

These women were first to be attentive to 
Jesus at his death and burial. The sex most likely 
to be disparaged was first to enjoy the sight of 
his resurrected blessings. They most steadily 
showed their courage. Even when the disciples 
had fled in the darkness, these women were still 
present. Among these women was his mother. 
She is called Mary the mother of James.71 They 
lamented over the things that had occurred. 
They beat their breasts. Meanwhile the religious 
leaders were glorying in those very things for 
which the others were grieving, neither moved 
by pity nor checked by fear. Indeed, the things 
that had been done showed their great wrath. 
These women were there all along, to behold the 
darkness over the land, the split rocks, the veil 
of the temple torn, the shaking of the earth.  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 88.2.72 

The Women Had Ministered to Him. Je-
rome: Women attended to the food and clothing 
for their masters from their own possessions. 
This was according to Jewish custom. This prac-
tice did not proceed from Gentile law and even 
could have been a scandal among the Gentiles. 
Paul himself mentions that he was unable to 
continue this custom: “Can it really be said that 
we do not have the ability to lead the sisters 
around the women just as the other apostles also 
do?”73 These women waited on the Lord out of 

their own resources. He reaped from their phys-
ical support as they benefited from his spiritual 
blessing. It was not because the Lord of all crea-
tures was out of necessity looking for food but 
rather that he might present a model of teaching 
and discipleship for them. Note carefully, 
though, what sort of attendants he had: Mary 
Magdalene from whom he cast out seven 
demons. Mary the mother of James and Joseph, 
and her own aunt, the sister of Mary, the mother 
of the Lord. The mother of Zebedee’s sons, a 
woman who had sought to care for her children 
in the kingdom. And there were other women 
present. Commentary on Matthew 4.27.55.74 

Women Beatified. Origen: Isaiah is said to 
have prophesied concerning these women when 
he wrote, “Women are coming to the spectacle, 
for this is not a wise people.”75 He calls women 
who had been distant and were looking upon 
Jesus from afar. He calls them to the Word, that 
they might abandon a foolish, forsaken people 
and come to the new covenant. I consider these 
women blessed who were elevated to beatitude 
by their vision of the Word and by the bodily 
death of Jesus; for everything in Christ, if seen 
truly, beatifies the beholder. Commentary on 
Matthew 141.76 

71Chrysostom wrongly identifies Mary mother of James and Joseph 
(Mt 27:56) with the mother of Jesus.   72PG 58:777-78; NPNF 1 
10:522.   731 Cor 9:5.   74CCL 77:277.   75Is 27:11.   76GCS 38.2:293.
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T H E  B U R I A L  O F  J E S U S

M A T T H E W  2 7 : 5 7 - 6 6

Overview: Joseph of Arimathea exposed him-
self to death, taking upon him the enmity of all, 
due to his affection for Jesus. He not only dared 
to ask for the body but also did not desist until 
he obtained it. Let us men imitate the noble 
spirit and courage of the women who were near 
to Jesus in his time of trial! Even as they had 
ministered to him when he was alive, now they 
exposed their lives to danger when he was dead. 
Since the sepulcher was sealed, there could be 
no unfair dealing. So then the proof of Jesus’ 
resurrection has become incontrovertible pre-
cisely by what his enemies themselves have se-
cured (Chrysostom). The Gospel writer speaks 
of Joseph’s wealth not to boast but to explain 
how Joseph was able to obtain the body of Jesus. 
The tomb in which he was placed could repre-
sent the virgin womb of Mary ( Jerome). Both 
the linen in which the body of Jesus was 
wrapped and the new tomb in which he was laid 
were preserved by the power of the body of Jesus 
(Origen). The linen in which Christ was 
wrapped represents the church, which was ex-
panded to include the Gentiles in the revelation 
given to Peter where clean and unclean animals 
are lowered before him on a linen sheet (Hilary 
of Poitiers). 

27:57-60 Joseph of Arimathea Buries Jesus 

Joseph Took the Body to His Own New 
Tomb. Chrysostom: This was Joseph of Ari-

mathea, who had been hiding his discipleship up 
to this time. Now, however, he had become very 
bold after the death of Christ. Joseph was not an 
obscure person. He was highly visible, a mem-
ber of the council and highly distinguished. 
From this it becomes clear that he was a man of 
special courage. For he exposed himself to 
death, taking upon him the enmity of all by his 
affection for Jesus. He not only dared to ask for 
the body, but he did not desist until he obtained 
it. He did more than receive it and bury it in a 
splendid manner. He even laid it in his own new 
tomb. Joseph thereby showed both his love and 
his courage. This did not occur randomly or 
without purpose. It occurred so that there 
should not be any unsupported suspicion that 
one had risen instead of another. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 88.2.1 
Matthew 27:57-66 Matthew 27:57-66

Obtaining the Tomb. Jerome: Joseph of Ari-
mathea is referred to as a rich man not because 
the writer of the Gospel wanted to boast that 
very wealthy and noble men were disciples of 
Jesus but rather in order to show why he was 
able to obtain Jesus’ body from Pilate. For the 
poor and obscure did not have the right to 
approach Pilate, the representative of Roman 
power, and obtain the body of the Crucified. In 
another Gospel, this same Joseph is called 
bouleute4s, which means “councilor” or “senator.”2 

1PG 58:778; NPNF 1 10:522.   2Mk 15:43; Lk 23:50.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+27%3A57-66&version=RSV
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Some think that the first psalm was composed 
with him in view: “Blessed is the one who does 
not walk in the counsel of the impious,”3 and so 
on. Commentary on Matthew 4.27.57.4 

The Clean Linen Shroud. Origen: “He 
wrapped it in a clean linen shroud and put it in a 
new tomb” where no one was buried, thus pre-
serving the body of Jesus for its glorious resur-
rection. But I think that this shroud was much 
cleaner from the time it was used to cover 
Christ’s body than it ever had been before. For 
the body of Jesus retained its own integrity, even 
in death, so that it cleansed everything it 
touched and renewed even the new tomb which 
had been cut from rock. Commentary on Mat-
thew 143.5 

The New Tomb. Jerome: We are able to dis-
cern from the spiritual sense of Scripture that 
the body of the Lord must not be covered in gold 
nor in jewels and silk but in pure linen. This 
may also mean, however, that the one who 
wrapped Jesus in clean linen is he who received 
him with a pure mind. . . . His body was placed 
in a new tomb lest it be imagined after the resur-
rection that one of the other interred bodies had 
arisen. The new tomb, however, may also signify 
Mary’s virginal womb. The great stone was 
placed at the entrance to the tomb in order to 
show that it could not be opened without the 
help of several persons. Commentary on Mat-
thew 4.27.59-60.6 

The Acts of Joseph of Arimathea. Hilary 
of Poitiers: Joseph of Arimathea, having asked 
Pilate to return Jesus’ body, wrapped it in a 
shroud, placed it in a new tomb carved out from 
a rock and rolled a stone in front of the entrance 
to the tomb. Although this may indeed be the 
order of events and although it was necessary to 
bury him who would rise from the dead, these 
deeds are nevertheless recounted individually 
because each of them is not without some 
importance. Joseph is called a disciple of the 

Lord because he was an image of the apostles, 
even though he was not numbered among the 
twelve apostles. It was he who wrapped the 
Lord’s body in a clean linen shroud; in this same 
linen we find all kinds of animals descending to 
Peter from heaven.7 It is perhaps not too extrav-
agant to understand from this parallel that the 
church is buried with Christ under the name of 
the linen shroud.8 Just as in the linen, so also in 
the confession of the church are gathered the 
full diversity of living beings, both pure and 
impure. The body of the Lord, therefore, 
through the teaching of the apostles, is laid to 
rest in the empty tomb newly cut from a rock. In 
other words, their teaching introduced Christ 
into the hardness of the Gentile heart, which 
was uncut, empty and previously impervious to 
the fear of God. And because he is the only one 
who should penetrate our hearts, a stone was 
rolled over the entrance to the tomb, so that just 
as no one previous to him had been introduced 
as the author of divine knowledge, neither 
would anyone be brought in after him. On 
Matthew 33.8.9 

The Great Stone. Origen: We say, therefore 
(lest this passage be understood crudely), that 
he who said “we were buried with Christ 
through baptism” and we have risen with him10 
is himself buried after Christ and with Christ in 
the new, spiritual tomb cut from rock. Further-
more, all who are buried with Christ in baptism, 
so that they may also rise with him from the 
new tomb, belong to the “firstborn from the 
dead who holds primacy in all things.”11 Joseph 
did not roll many stones over the entrance to the 
tomb but only one “great” stone. [This stone] 
was greater than the power of those who lay in 
wait but not greater than the power of the 

3Ps 1:1.   4CCL 77:277-78.   5GCS 38.2:296.   6CCL 77:278.   7The 
sheet full of animals of all sorts that is shown to Peter in a vision 
(Acts 10:11-12) symbolizes, according to Hilary, the church that 
takes into itself people of all races and conditions. By analogy, the 
sheet that wraps Jesus is a symbol of the church.   8Rom 6:4; Col 2:12.   
9SC 258:256-58.   10Rom 6:4; Col 2:12.   11Col 1:18.
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angels who descended from heaven and removed 
the stone and sat on it.12 For all things which 
surround the body of Jesus are thereby clean and 
new and not simply “great” but surpassingly 
great.13 Commentary on Matthew 143.14 

27:61 Mary Magdalene and the Other Mary 

The Noble Spirit of the Women. Chry-
sostom: For what purpose do the two Marys 
wait beside the sepulcher? As yet they did not 
fully know his greatness. They had brought 
ointments. They were waiting at the tomb, so 
that if the madness of the civil authorities 
should relax, they might go and care for the 
body. Do you see these women’s courage? See 
their depth of affection? See their noble spirit in 
providing? See their noble spirit even to death? 

Let us men imitate these women! Let us not 
forsake Jesus in times of trial! These women 
exposed their lives so much for him even when 
he was dead, even as they had spent so much for 
him when he was alive. But we men, I repeat, 
neither feed him when hungry nor clothe him 
when naked. Seeing him begging, we pass him 
by. And yet if we might really behold him in the 
neighbor, we would divest ourselves of all our 
goods.  The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
88.2-3.15 

27:62-63 The Priests and the Pharisees Go 
to Pilate 

We Remember What the Impostor Said. 
Chrysostom: But note carefully the disciples’ 
love of truth. They do not conceal from their 
reader what was said by their enemies. They call 
Jesus an impostor. Note the contrast between 
the savagery of the authorities and the simple 
and truthful disposition of the disciples. Not 
even at his death did the authorities surrender 
their anger. The Gospel of Matthew, Hom-
ily 89.1.16 

I Will Rise Again. Chrysostom: But is it 

worthwhile to inquire concerning that point also 
where he said, “After three days I rise again”? 
His detractors clearly understood this saying. 
Even if they did not grasp the metaphor of 
Jonah, they remembered this.17 The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 89.1.18 

27:64-66 Securing the Tomb 

The Secured Sepulcher Proves the Res-
urrection. Chrysostom: Everywhere deceit 
recoils upon itself and against its will supports 
the truth. Observe: It was necessary to believe 
that he died, and that he rose again, and that he 
was buried and that all these things were 
brought to pass by his enemies. Note, at any 
rate, these words bearing witness to every one of 
these facts. “We remember that that deceiver 
said, when he was yet alive” (he was therefore 
now dead), “ ‘After three days I rise again.’ Com-
mand therefore that the sepulcher be sealed” (he 
was therefore buried), “lest his disciples come 
and steal him away.” Since the sepulcher was 
sealed, there could be no funny business. So 
then the proof of his resurrection has become 
incontrovertible by what they themselves have 
put forward. For because the tomb was sealed, 
there was no deceitfulness at work. But if there 
was no sleight of hand and the sepulcher was 
found empty, it is clear that he has risen, plainly 
and incontrovertibly. Do you see how even 
against their will his enemies contend for the 
proof of the truth? The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 89.1.19 

Make It As Secure As You Can. Chrysos-
tom: What then does Pilate reply? “You have a 

12Mt 28:2.   13Mk 16:4.   14GCS 38.2:296-97.   15PG 58:778; NPNF 1 
10:522.   16PG 58:781; NPNF 1 10:525.   17Chrysostom’s affirmation 
is surprising at first sight, given that in Matthew 16:21 Jesus prean-
nounces his resurrection after three days. It is explained with refer-
ence to sapho4s (“openly, publicly”). In fact, Jesus had on other 
occasions spoken of his resurrection, addressing only his disciples, 
and only with regard to Jonah had he publicly preannounced the res-
urrection (Mt 12:40).   18PG 58:781; NPNF 1 10:525.   19PG 58:781; 
NPNF 1 10:525.
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guard of soldiers; go, make it as secure as you 
can.” Then what? “So they went and made the 
sepulcher secure by sealing the stone and setting 
a guard.” Pilate takes every precaution to ensure 
the seal, so that even the soldiers could not com-
mit fraud. His orders say, “Seal it as secure as 
you can, so that even you may not have it in your 
power to blame others.” For if the soldiers were 
not checked by their sealing, someone might 
have claimed that the soldiers themselves could 
have given up the body to be stolen. Although 
this would have been highly improbable, yet 
nevertheless, since they had earlier cast aside 
shame, so in this case they might have done so. 
Thus even this possibility was cut off, which 
might have otherwise given the disciples oppor-
tunity to feign the history concerning his resur-
rection. But now having themselves made it 
sure, they are not able to say so much as this. 
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 89.1.20 

Historical Evidence Enhanced. Jerome: 
It would not have sufficed for the chief priests, 
scribes and Pharisees to have crucified the Lord 
our Savior if they had not also guarded the 
tomb, called in the military, sealed the entrance 
and, as far as they were able, resisted the resur-
rection. Their concern for these details serves 
only to advance our faith; the greater their pre-
cautionary care, the more fully is revealed the 
power of the resurrection. Thus he was buried 
in a new tomb cut from rock. If the tomb had 
been constructed from a mound of stones, it 
could have been said that his body was exca-
vated from underneath the stones and secretly 
removed. That he had to be buried in a sepul-
cher is also shown by the prophecy which says, 
“He will dwell in a deep cave cut from the stron-
gest rock,” and again, two verses further: “You 
will see the king in his glory.”21 Commentary 
on Matthew 4.27.64.22 

I Will Raise It Up. Origen: It is reasonable 
to ask the chief priests who approached Pilate 
the following line of questions. Tell us, for what 

purpose do you think Jesus said, “Destroy this 
temple and in three days I will raise it up”?23 
Was he speaking about the death and resurrec-
tion “of his body”24 or about the destruction and 
reconstruction of the temple? If you thought 
that he was speaking of his resurrection, why 
did you testify against him because he had said, 
“I am able to destroy this temple and in three 
days to rebuild it”?25 If, however, you thought 
that he was speaking of the temple, as you have 
testified, then how do you know that he meant 
“after three days” he would be raised from the 
dead? See then how Christ exposes their impi-
ety with their own words.26 Through their 
words, the chief priests condemn their own tes-
timony, for understanding truly that Christ was 
speaking of his resurrection, they deliberately 
twisted his meaning to make it seem like he was 
speaking of the destruction and reconstruction 
of that inanimate temple. Commentary on 
Matthew 145.27 

That Imposter. Origen: What do you say, 
chief priest? Do you really think that Christ said 
to his men “after three days I will rise again”28 
and then secretly commanded them to steal his 
body during the night and to tell everyone that 
he had risen from the dead after three days?29 
Yet it is manifestly incredible that after giving 
such great moral instruction to all peoples and 
after demonstrating such great power through-
out all of Judea, he would then turn and deceive 
his disciples. Even they would find fault with 

20PG 58:781-82; NPNF 1 10:525.   21Is 33:16-17.   22CCL 77:279.   
23Jn 2:19.   24Jn 2:21.   25Mt 26:61.   26Origen recognizes a contradic-
tion in the actions of the chief priests in that they first used the 
words of Jesus regarding the destruction and rebuilding of the tem-
ple to accuse and condemn him without taking into account that 
Jesus, speaking of the temple, had alluded to his death and resurrec-
tion, and then employed precisely this meaning of his words with 
Pilate. One could object that, as we have seen on p. 301,  n. 17, the 
priests could have drawn Jesus’ prophecy regarding his resurrection 
from his words about Jonah rather than those of the temple.   27GCS 
38.2:297-98.   28Mk 8:31.   29This consideration of Origen also 
appears ill-fitted because the priests warned Pilate that Jesus’ body 
may be stolen by the disciples without instruction from Jesus.
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their commander and therefore refuse to do his 
bidding, most especially in view of the danger 
which would have threatened them from the 
people if they had confessed the man just cruci-
fied to be both their teacher and the Messiah. 
But if it is hardly believable for him to have said 
such a thing to his disciples, see if it is not more 
logical to believe that just as he performed great 
miracles and predicted that his gospel would be 
preached “to the ends of the earth,”30 that his dis-
ciples “would stand before rulers and kings”31 

and that “Jerusalem would be destroyed by an 
army,”32 so also did he predict his resurrection 
when he said “destroy this temple and in three 
days I will raise it up.” Indeed, it was for that 
reason that the chief priests and Pharisees said 
to Pilate, “That imposter said, while he was still 
alive, ‘after three days I will rise again.’ ”33 Com-
mentary on Matthew 145.34 
Matthew 28:1-10 Matthew 28:1-10

T H E  R E S U R R E C T I O N

M A T T H E W  2 8 : 1 - 1 0

Overview: The two women precede the apos-
tles in their ministry to the Lord in his death 
and resurrection. It is significant that this oc-
curred on the first day of the week (Peter 
Chrysologus). The angel came to roll back the 
stone, to bear witness to the women of the res-
urrection. The angel delivers the women from 
fear and announces to them the resurrection of 
the one who was crucified, pointing to the evi-
dence of the empty tomb (Chrysostom). The 

Lord rises in his same body, his wounds bear-
ing witness to the resurrection (Peter Chryso-
logus). The women were first to see and gladly 
declare not only what had been said to them 
but also what they had seen (Chrysostom). 
When Jesus meets the women, he binds them 
by the covenant of the bridegroom, not by the 
right of the ruler (Peter Chrysologus). As 
they take hold of his feet, they thereby received 
by his touch an irrefutable proof of his resur-

30Mt 26:13.   31Mk 13:9.   32Lk 21:20, 24.   33Mt 27:63.   34GCS 
38.2:298.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+28%3A1-10&version=RSV


Matthew 28:1-10

304

rection. Just as the women embraced him then, 
so we too can embrace the risen Lord (Chry-
sostom). 

28:1 The Dawn of the First Day 

Resolving the Chronology of the 
Women’s Visit. Augustine: One must not 
dismiss lightly the question concerning the ex-
act hour at which the women came to the tomb. 
For if Matthew says, “In the evening of the sab-
bath, at the dawn of the first day of the week, 
Mary Madgalene and other Mary came to see 
the tomb,” what then does it mean that Mark 
says, “And early in the morning on the first day 
of the week, they came to the tomb at the rising 
of the sun”?1 The other two Gospels, Luke and 
John, do not disagree with Mark; Luke says 
“early in the morning,”2 and John says “in the 
morning when it was still dark.”3 Both state-
ments are consistent with Mark’s declaration 
that it was “early in the morning at the rising of 
the sun," that is, when the heavens in the east 
were brightening. But this doesn’t occur except 
when the sun is very close to rising, a phenome-
non which customarily is called the dawn. 
Therefore Mark does not oppose John, who says 
“when it was still dark,” for as day is breaking 
the remaining shadows of darkness diminish 
only in proportion to the sun’s rising. And 
Luke’s phrase, “early in the morning,” need not 
be understood to imply that the sun had already 
appeared above the horizon but rather is the 
kind of expression we normally use when we 
want to signify that something must be done 
earlier. For when we say “in the morning,” lest 
we are understood to mean that the sun is al-
ready visible, we usually add “very early,” so that 
we will be understood to refer to the dawn. 

Thus it is said “in the evening of the sabbath,” 
as if he had said “in the night of the sabbath,” 
that is, in the night which follows the day of the 
sabbath. Matthew’s words themselves, however, 
are sufficient, for he says, “In the evening of the 
sabbath, at the dawn on the first day of the 

week.” This would be impossible if we under-
stood “in the evening” to signify only the first 
part of the night. For it is not the beginning of 
the night which “dawns on the first day of the 
week” but the night which begins to be termi-
nated by the coming of the light. Now the end of 
the first part of the night is the beginning of the 
second part, but the end of the whole night is 
the light. Thus we cannot say that the evening is 
“at the dawn of the first day of the week” unless 
by “evening” we intend “night,” which the light 
brings to an end. In addition, it is divine Scrip-
ture’s customary way of distinguishing the 
whole from the part.4 Therefore by saying 
“evening” it signifies the whole night, the end of 
which is the dawn. Thus the women came to the 
tomb at dawn, and therefore they came at night, 
which is signified in Scripture by the designa-
tion of evening. For, as I have said, the whole 
night is included under that name. Therefore, in 
whatever part of the night they may have come, 
they came at night; even if they came at the very 
end of the night, the fact remains without a 
doubt that they came at night.  Harmony of 
the Gospels 3.65. 5 

Toward the Dawn. Peter Chrysologus: 
“In the evening toward the dawn.” Behold, with 
the Lord’s resurrection the evening does not 
grow dark, it becomes light. What was normally 
the beginning of night now becomes the break of 
day. “In the evening of the sabbath toward the 
dawn of the first day of the week.” Even as mor-
tality is transformed into immortality, corrup-
tion into incorruption and flesh into the Word 
of God, the darkness is transformed into light, 
so that the night itself rejoices that it did not die 
but is transmuted. . . . 

“In the evening of the sabbath toward the 
dawn of the first day of the week.” The sabbath 

1Mk 16:2.   2Lk 24:1.   3Jn 20:1.   4Augustine applies the trope of syn-
ecdoche: at times the Scriptures name a part instead of the whole, 
and at other times the whole instead of a part.   5PL 34:1197-98; 
NPNF 1 6:210-11.
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rejoices that it now has a subservient effect. 
Under the yoke of the law the sabbath had 
become smugly apathetic and alienated from 
life-giving power. Through the primacy of the 
Lord’s Day the sabbath is now wonderfully 
awakened to works of divine power. To para-
phrase the Lord: Is it not permitted to heal the 
sick on the sabbath, to give aid to the afflicted, 
sight to the blind and life to the dead?  Ser-
mons 77.2-3.6 

After the Sabbath. Severus: The sacred au-
thors of the Gospels did not say whether the 
Savior was raised “after the sabbath,” or when 
most of the night had passed, or at the dawn or 
when the sun had already begun to shine. In-
deed, it would be contradictory for the authors 
to say that the same event transpired at different 
times. However, they did write that some of the 
women arrived at the tomb at one time and 
some of the women at another time, but not all 
at the same time—how could that be possible, 
since they came separately?—and that each of 
the women heard the angels say similar things 
regarding the Savior: “He is risen, he is not 
here,” without adding when his resurrection oc-
curred. It follows that if the resurrection had 
taken place on that divine night, as all of the 
Evangelists aver and agree, no one has specified 
the hour. [That hour] is unknown to the entire 
world except for the God who was raised and for 
the Father—who alone knows the Son as he is 
known by the Son—and except for the Spirit, 
who “searches everything, even the depths of 
God.”7 . . . 

As for the expression “after the sabbath,” it 
does not refer to the evening which follows the 
setting of the sun at the end of the sabbath, for 
Matthew did not use the singular opse sabbatou 
but the plural opse sabbato4n. The Jews were 
accustomed to call the entire week sabbata. Thus 
the Evangelists call the first day opse sabbato4n 
when they mean the first day of the week. We 
also use a colloquial expression when we call the 
second and third days of the week the second 

and third of the sabbata. Matthew then did not 
say opse sabbatou, that is, the evening of the sab-
bath, because he did not intend to denote the 
evening of that very day. Rather, he used opse 
sabbato4n so as to indicate that it was very late 
and well after the end of the week. Similarly, I 
think, we are in the habit of saying “you came 
opse tou kairou [well after the time], opse te4s ho4ras 
[well after the hour], opse te4s chreias [well after 
the need]” not in order to indicate the evening 
or the time after the setting of the sun but in 
order to suggest that the person arrived too late 
for the event. In a similar fashion, opse sabbato4n 
means that the women arrived very late and well 
after the end of the week. Now each week ends 
at the setting of the sun after the sabbath.  
Cathedral Sermons, Homily 77.8 

The Women Want to See. Peter Chrysolo-
gus: The apostles are preceded in ministry by 
women, who follow the men by gender and the 
disciples by order.9 The apostles are not thereby 
made masters by these women. These women 
are bringing to the sepulcher the form and 
appearance of women, but they together sym-
bolize the wholeness of the Lord’s churches. 
Mary and Mary: one as herself, and herself as 
the other. Mary, the single maternal name of 
Christ, is duplicated in two women.10 Here is 
symbolized the church coming from two peoples 
yet made into one from two peoples—that is, 
from the Gentiles and the Jews. For “the first 
shall be last and the last shall be first.”11 Ser-
mons 75.3.12 

28:2-3 An Angel Rolls Back the Stone 

6CCL 24a:470.   71 Cor 2:10.   8PO 16:796-98, 802-4.   9That is, the 
two women were first to become attentive to the Lord in his death 
and resurrection, followed by the apostles later. They did not seek to 
usurp the leadership roles assigned to the apostles. They followed 
the disciples in their ordering of their lives toward service.   10In a sin-
gle name, Mary, both the Jewish and Gentile streams are symboli-
cally brought into the oneness of the church. The Jewish stream is 
“herself,” and the Gentile stream is “the other.” The otherness of the 
Gentiles is poetically and typologically symbolized in the “other 
Mary.”   11Mt 19:30; Mk 10:31.   12CCL 24a:459-60.
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Why the Angel Rolled Away the Stone. 
Chrysostom: After the resurrection the angel 
appeared. But for what purpose did he come? To 
roll back the stone. Why? To attest to the 
women of the resurrection so that they might 
believe. The women themselves had earlier wit-
nessed him in the sepulcher. Now they behold 
an empty tomb. This is why the angel rolled the 
stone away and why an earthquake took place: 
that they might be thoroughly aroused and 
awakened to the resurrection. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 89.2.13 

Why Was the Stone Rolled Back? Peter 
Chrysologus: An angel descended and rolled 
back the stone. He did not roll back the stone to 
provide a way of escape for the Lord but to show 
the world that the Lord had already risen. He 
rolled back the stone to help his fellow servants 
believe, not to help the Lord rise from the dead. 
He rolled back the stone for the sake of faith, 
because it had been rolled over the tomb for the 
sake of unbelief. He rolled back the stone so that 
he who took death captive might hold the title 
of Life. Pray, brothers, that the angel would 
descend now and roll away all the hardness of 
our hearts and open up our closed senses and 
declare to our minds that Christ has risen, for 
just as the heart in which Christ lives and reigns 
is heaven, so also the heart in which Christ 
remains dead and buried is a grave. May it be 
believed that just as he died, so was he trans-
formed. Christ the man suffered, died and was 
buried; as God, he lives, reigns, is and will be 
forever. Sermons 75.4.14 

Resolving Discrepancies. Augustine: Ac-
cording to Matthew, the angel sat upon the 
stone which had been rolled from the tomb, 
whereas Mark says that upon entering the tomb 
the women were astounded to see a young man 
sitting on the right, dressed in a white robe.15 
This discrepancy would be troubling unless we 
understand that Matthew remained silent con-
cerning that angel whom they saw when they 

entered the tomb and Mark remained silent con-
cerning that angel whom they saw sitting on the 
stone outside the tomb. If this be the case, the 
women saw two angels and heard from them 
about Jesus progressively; first from the one 
who sat on the stone outside the tomb and then 
from the one whom they saw sitting on the right 
when they entered the tomb. They went into the 
tomb then because they had been exhorted to do 
so by the angel sitting outside, when he said, 
“Come and see where the Lord was placed.”16 
Upon entering, as it is written, they saw and 
heard similar things from the angel sitting on 
the right side of the tomb, who is mentioned by 
Mark but ignored by Matthew. 

If this explanation fails to satisfy, we cer-
tainly ought to understand that when they 
entered the tomb they were in some sort of 
walled enclosure which, it is reasonable to 
believe, had been established as a secured loca-
tion in front of the rock from which the tomb 
was cut. According to this scenario, the angel 
whom they saw sitting on the right side of the 
tomb would have been in the same space as the 
angel who Matthew says was sitting on the stone 
which, at the time of the earthquake, had been 
rolled back from the entrance to the tomb, that 
is, from the sepulcher cut from the rock.  Har-
mony of the Gospels 3.63.17 

His Face and His Clothing. Peter 
Chrysologus: “His appearance,” says the Evan-
gelist, “was like lightning, and his raiment white 
as snow.” The brightness of his countenance is 
distinguished from the brilliance of his clothing. 
His face is compared with lightning from heaven 
and his garment to snow falling upon the earth. 
Listen to the prophet as he says, “Praise the 
Lord from the earth, you fire, hail and snow!”18 
In the angel’s face, then, heaven’s brilliance 
adapts to nature. His clothing symbolizes the 
grace of human fellowship, and the appearance 

13PG 58:783; NPNF 1 10:527.   14CCL 24a:460-61.   15Mk 16:5.   
16Mt 28:6.   17PL 34:1197; NPNF 1 6:209-10.   18Ps 148:7-8.
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of this angel as he speaks is so tempered that 
physical eyes can withstand the peaceful bril-
liance of his raiment. As they look upon the 
lightning of his appearance, they tremble and 
revere the messenger of their Maker. Sermons 
75.6.19 

28:4-5 Do Not Be Afraid 

The Angel’s Purpose. Chrysostom: For 
what intent and purpose does the angel say to 
the women, “Do not be afraid; for I know that 
you seek Jesus”? First to deliver them from dread 
and then to announce to them the resurrection. 
He addresses them personally: “I know you seek 
Jesus who was crucified.” By this he treated 
them with great honor. To be afraid is not for 
you but for those that crucified Jesus. The con-
trast here is between the extreme punishment 
that awaits those who dared to crucify Jesus and 
the freedom from fear for those who, having 
repented, sought after him. It was both by his 
words and by his appearance that the angel 
brought them deliverance from fear. The bright-
ness of his appearance was such as to bring good 
news. He went on to say, “I know that you seek 
Jesus the crucified.” Note that he is not ashamed 
to call him “the crucified.” For it is chiefly by his 
crucifixion that he blesses. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 89.2.20 

You Seek Jesus Who Was Crucified. Peter 
Chrysologus: The angel mentions the name of 
Jesus, alludes to his cross, speaks about his Pas-
sion and refers to his death. He then proclaims 
his resurrection and confesses his lordship. 
After all the punishment and after the sepul-
cher, the angel heralds the Lord, speaks of his 
subjection and sees that the full offense of the 
Passion has been transmuted into the glory of 
the resurrection. How could anyone judge that 
God was lessened by becoming human? Or 
believe that his power was demeaned by the Pas-
sion? Or think that his sovereignty was dimin-
ished by his servanthood? The angel speaks 

worthily of the crucified one. He shows the very 
place where the Lord’s body was laid, lest some-
one else and not he is believed to have risen 
from the dead. Sermons 76.1. 21 

28:6 He Has Risen, As He Said 

He Has Risen. Peter Chrysologus: The 
Lord rises in the same flesh. He brings back the 
wounds, takes on again the holes from the nails 
and bears witness by his very body with the 
signs of his resurrection, which were the ravages 
of his suffering. If so, how could anyone imagine 
that he might return in some other body? How 
could anyone fail to believe that he will return in 
his own flesh? It is fanciful to think that the ser-
vant would by chance disdain his own flesh. 
Rest assured, my friend, when you arise from 
the dead it will be you in your own body. Other-
wise it would not be you if you should rise in the 
flesh of another. Sermons 76.1. 22 

He Is Not in the Tomb. Cyril of Alexan-
dria: So the angel became an evangelist and 
herald of the resurrection to the women. “Do 
not seek,” he says, “the one who” always “lives,” 
who in his own nature is life, “among the dead. 
He is not here,” that is, dead and in the tomb, 
“but he has been raised.” He has become a way 
of ascent to immortality not only for himself but 
also for us. For this reason he made himself 
nothing and put on our likeness, that “by the 
grace of God,” just as the blessed Paul says, “he 
might taste death on behalf of all.”23 And so he 
has become the death of death. Fragment 317.24 

Observe the Place of His Burial. Chry-
sostom: What evidence demonstrates that he 
has risen? “As he said”—that is, the event is 
known on the testimony of the angelic visitor. 
And if you refuse to believe the angel, then 
remember Jesus’ own words, and you will not 
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hesitate to believe me. The evidence, however, is 
further presented: “Come and see the place 
where he lay.” For this purpose the angel had 
rolled away the stone: that they might see the 
evidence of his resurrection. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 89.2.25 

28:7-8 Tell His Disciples 

Tell His Disciples He Has Risen. Chry-
sostom: He calls upon them not only to behold 
the evidence but to attest it further to others: 
“Then go quickly and tell his disciples that he 
has risen from the dead, and behold, he is going 
before you to Galilee; there you will see him.” 
The angel here is preparing the women to take 
the good news to the other disciples. They are to 
tell of the evidence that made them believe—the 
empty tomb. Furthermore, “he is going before 
you to Galilee.” He says this to relieve them 
from anxieties and the fear of danger, that their 
faith not be hindered. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 89.2.26 

Before You into Galilee. Peter Chrysolo-
gus: The angel goes on to say, “Go quickly and 
tell his disciples that he has risen; and behold, 
he goes before you into Galilee; you will see him 
there.” The angel here sends not merely the 
women but the church in the two women. He 
sends the one so that by sending her he may 
spread the news far and wide. Here the angel is 
sending the bride to the bridegroom. Sermons 
76.2. 27 

They Ran to Tell the Disciples. Chrysos-
tom: Why “with fear and great joy”? They had 
seen an amazing event. It was beyond all their 
expectations. The tomb had been empty where 
they had just before seen him laid. The angel led 
them to the tomb that they might become wit-
nesses both of his tomb and his resurrection. It 
is evident that no one could have stolen his 
body, when so many soldiers were sitting nearby 
him. Hence he raised up himself. For this reason 

they rejoiced and stood in awe. The women 
received the reward of continuing with him. 
They were first to see and gladly declare not 
only what had been said to them but also what 
they themselves had seen. The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 89.2.28 

Both Fear and Joy. Augustine: It may be 
asked how Mark could say, “And going out, they 
fled from the tomb, for trembling and astonish-
ment had come upon them; and they said noth-
ing to anyone, for they were afraid,”29 whereas 
Matthew says, “They departed quickly from the 
tomb with fear and great joy, running to tell his 
disciples.” The apparent discrepancy between 
the two accounts is resolved if we understand 
that the women dared to say nothing either to 
the angels (that is, to respond to what they had 
heard from them) or to the guards whom they 
had seen lying on the ground. For the joy of 
which Matthew speaks is not opposed to the 
fear which Mark recounts. We ought to under-
stand that both fear and joy were at once awak-
ened in their minds, even if Matthew had failed 
to speak of fear. But the question is settled when 
he says, “They departed quickly from the tomb 
with fear and great joy.” Harmony of the Gos-
pels 3.64.30 

28:9-10 Jesus Met Them 

First to Receive the Word of Life. 
Hilary of Poitiers: The events during which 
the small band of women first saw the Lord, 
were greeted by him, fell to their knees and were 
commanded to announce the good news to the 
apostles reverse the order present at the begin-
ning of the world. The gender through which 
death entered the world would also be the first 
to receive the glory, vision, fruit and news of the 
resurrection. The guards, who had seen every-
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thing, spurned the glory of the resurrection 
when they accepted a bribe to lie about the theft 
of Christ’s body.31 They sold their silence 
regarding the resurrection in exchange for the 
honor and pleasure of this world, for its honor is 
in money. On Matthew 33.9.32 

Eve’s Curse Undone. Jerome: Two different 
feelings occupied the minds of the women: fear 
and joy. Fear came from the magnitude of the 
miracle they had witnessed and joy from their 
desire for the resurrection. Nevertheless both 
feelings impelled their steps. They continued on 
to the apostles so that through them the seed of 
faith would be scattered. 

“And behold, Jesus met them, saying ‘Hail!’ ” 
They who sought him out and ran to him 
deserved to be the first to meet the risen Lord 
and to hear him say, “Hail.” Thus it happened 
that Eve’s curse was undone by these women.  
Commentary on Matthew 4.28.8-9.33 

Jesus Met Them. Peter Chrysologus: 
While they were going, the Lord “met them” and 
said, “Hail!” When he meets them, he does not 
frighten them with his power but comes before 
them with the ardor of his love. He does not 
startle them with his authority but greets them 
warmly. He binds them by the covenant of the 
bridegroom, not by the right of the ruler. He 
honors them with the love of a brother. He 
greets them with a gracious salutation. At one 
time he had said to his disciples, “Salute no one 
on the road.”34 So why is it that here along the 
way this visitor is so quick to salute them? He 
does not wait to be recognized. He does not 
demand to be understood. He does not allow 
himself to be questioned. Rather, he extends 
this greeting immediately, enthusiastically. He 
did this because the force of his love overcomes 
and surpasses all. Furthermore, by doing so 
Christ himself greets the church. He makes its 
very heart to be his own and thus receives its 
body into his own, as the apostle says, “And he is 
the head of the body, the church.”35 This greet-

ing itself evidently shows that the full figure of 
the church abides in these women. They are 
contrasted with those disciples whom Christ 
scolds who were wavering over the resurrection. 
He quells their fears by showing his side and the 
deep holes from the nails. 36 By taking food,37 he 
now restores their faith. Sermons 75.2.38 

They Worship Him. Chrysostom: After 
they had departed with fear and joy, Jesus met 
them, saying, “Hail!” They ran to him with great 
joy and gladness. They “took hold of his feet.” 
Thus they received by his touch an irrefutable 
proof of his resurrection, with full personal as-
surance of it. And they “worshiped him.” 

What does he then say? “Do not be afraid.” 
Again, Jesus himself casts out their fear, making 
room for faith: “Go and tell my brothers to go to 
Galilee, and there they will see me.” Note well 
how he himself sends good tidings to his disci-
ples by these women. He thereby brings honor 
to women, as I have so often said, honor to that 
sex which is most prone to be dishonored. 
Through these women he brings good hope and 
the healing of that which was diseased. 

Some among you may desire to be like these 
faithful women. You too may wish to take hold 
of the feet of Jesus. You can, even now. You can 
embrace not only his feet but also his hands and 
even his sacred head. You too can today receive 
these awesome mysteries with a pure con-
science. You can embrace him not only in this 
life but also even more fully on that day when 
you shall see him coming with unspeakable 
glory, with a multitude of the angels. If you are 
so disposed, along with him, to be compassion-
ate, you shall hear not only these words, “All 
hail!” but also those others: “Come, you blessed 
of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for 
you before the foundation of the world.”39  The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 89.3.40 
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T H E  R E P O R T  O F  T H E  G U A R D

M A T T H E W  2 8 : 1 1 - 1 5

Overview: Truth is proclaimed even by its ad-
versaries. For when the soldiers came forward to 
attest these events, the priests gave them money 
in order that they might pretend that a fraud 
had occurred. Yet they could not produce a plau-
sible lie. Remember that a mandated seal had 
been placed upon the tomb. How could it be ig-
nored that there were many watchmen and sol-
diers stationed around the sepulcher? And how 
could they have removed the huge stone that 
had made the burial secure? Even if they had 
moved it somehow, how could they have escaped 
the observation of so many? The entire premise 
is implausible (Chrysostom). Having bought 
out Judas, the priests tried to purchase silence 
and entomb faith (Peter Chrysologus, Je-
rome). If the disciples had any thought of steal-
ing his body away, they would have done it be-
fore he was buried and sealed away in the tomb. 
But remember on that night none of the disci-
ples were present at the tomb. They were all 
hiding (Chrysostom, Jerome)! 

28:11 The Guard Told the Priests 

The Reports to the Chief Priests. Chry-
sostom: The earthquake occurred for the sake 
of the soldiers, in order to terrify them and that 
they might bear testimony to “all that had taken 
place.” This in fact occurred. They reported to 
the chief priests everything that had happened. 
The testimony came from the guards them-

selves. As such it was free from suspicion. The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 90.1.1 

28:12-13 Paying for a Lie 

The Bribery of the Soldiers. Chrysos-
tom: Some of these signs were displayed pub-
licly to the world, others privately to those 
present on the spot. Some of these events were 
displayed publicly for the world that was in 
darkness. Some were displayed privately, as the 
appearance of the angel. So truth shines forth, 
proclaimed even by its adversaries. For when the 
guards came forward to attest these actual 
events, the priests gave them money, so that 
they might pretend that a fraud had occurred. 
“Tell people, ‘His disciples came by night and 
stole him away while we were asleep.’ ” The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 90.1.2 
Matthew 28:11-15 Matthew 28:11-15

The Purchase of a Lie. Chrysostom: How 
could they have stolen him? O most foolish of all 
men! They can’t even lie plausibly! The conspic-
uousness of the truth highlights their falsehood. 
For indeed what they said after the bribe was ex-
tremely farfetched. Their falsehood did not even 
have the ring of plausibility. 

For how, I ask, could the disciples have sto-
len him? They were poor and unlearned. They 
were hiding out at this time, not even ventur-
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ing to show themselves. 
Remember that a mandated seal had been 

placed upon the tomb. How could it be ignored 
that there were many watchmen, soldiers and 
Jewish authorities stationed around the sepul-
cher? These very authorities were already suspi-
cious of just such a thing happening! They 
themselves had sought to prevent this very con-
tingency! They were anxious to avoid just this!  
The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 90.1.3 

Say, “They Stole His Body While We 
Were Asleep.” Chrysostom: Further, for 
what motive might these poor disciples have 
stolen the body? That they might feign the doc-
trine of the resurrection? On what premise 
might it have entered into their minds to pre-
tend such a thing? These were men were hiding 
out to simply stay alive. 

And how could they have removed the huge 
stone that had made the burial secure? Even if 
they had somehow moved it, how could they 
have escaped the observation of so many? The 
premise is implausible. They would not have at-
tempted such a desperate move. Such a venture 
would have proved fruitless. 

In fact, the disciples were themselves quite 
afraid; they were far from bold. The evidence 
shows that they had all rushed away from Jesus 
the moment they saw him seized. If then at that 
time they did not dare so much as to stand their 
ground when they saw him alive, how when he 
was dead could they have had the courage to 
withstand such a number of soldiers? Do you 
think they might have escaped notice? How 
could they have burst through the circle of 
defenders? It would have taken many hands to 
remove such a great stone that had sealed the 
tomb.  The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 
90.1.4 

28:14 Satisfying the Governor 

If This Comes to the Governor’s Ears. 
Chrysostom: They were correct in saying ear-

lier that “the last fraud will be worse than the 
first.”5 They were in effect making this declara-
tion against themselves. After so much violent 
conduct they ought to have repented, but rather 
they strove to outdo their former lunacies, 
feigning absurd fictions. When he was alive, 
they purchased his blood. When he was dead 
and risen again, they again by money were striv-
ing to undermine the evidence of his resurrec-
tion. The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 90.1.6 

We Will Keep You Out of Trouble. Peter 
Chrysologus: Among these misdeeds, we find 
the priests bribing people and, what is worse, 
deceiving them by pointing falsely to the mis-
deeds of others. Meanwhile they were putting a 
price on sin. They paid money to cover up their 
manipulations. They buy out Judas who 
betrayed his Lord. They compensate with 
money the blood of the Savior of the world. 
They try to shut up faith in the empty tomb by 
purchasing silence. With petty theft they deal in 
the greater crime of denying the resurrection. 
“They gave a sum of money to the soldiers and 
said, ‘Tell people, “His disciples came by night 
and stole him away while we were asleep.” And if 
this comes to the governor’s ears, we will satisfy 
him and keep you out of trouble.’ So they took 
the money and did as they were directed; and 
this story has been spread among the Jews to 
this day.” Among the Christians too. What they 
covered up with gold in Judea would shine 
brightly and intensely over the whole world. 
The disciples received Christ; they did not steal 
him. You purchased treachery, but you did not 
steal the truth. Christ rose from the dead. You 
lost money. Sermons 76.4.7 

28:15 Spreading the Story 

They Took the Money. Jerome: The guards 
acknowledged the miracle, returned to the city 
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quickly and described to the chief priest what 
they had witnessed. Those who should have 
turned, repented and sought out the resurrected 
Jesus continued instead in their wickedness. 
They converted the money which had been 
given to the temple into a bride for their false-
hood, just as they had earlier given thirty pieces 
of silver to Judas, the betrayer. Everyone there-
fore who diverts the offerings given to the tem-
ple or to the church for other purposes, namely, 
the satisfaction of his own will, is like these 
scribes and chief priests who purchased a lie and 
bought the blood of the Savior. Commentary 
on Matthew 4.28.14.8 

To This Day. Chrysostom: See how their own 
actions trap them everywhere in their own 
devices. For if they had not come to Pilate or 
asked for the guard, they would have been more 
able to act in this impudent fashion. But as it 

was, they did ask for a guard. Indeed, as though 
they were laboring to shut their own mouths, 
they took these precautions themselves. If the 
disciples did not even have the fortitude to watch 
with him for an hour while he prayed, even when 
he scolded them, how would they then have had 
the strength to venture upon such a desperate 
enterprise? Don’t be foolish. If the disciples had 
any thought of stealing his body, they would 
have done so before he was buried and sealed in 
the tomb. They would have acted before a guard 
was placed at the tomb on the first night, when it 
might have been done in greater security and 
with less danger. . . . But remember on that night 
none of the disciples were present at the tomb. 
They were scattered in hiding! The Gospel of 
Matthew, Homily 90.1.9 

T H E  R I S E N  L O R D  A P P E A R S

T O  H I S  D I S C I P L E S

M A T T H E W  2 8 : 1 6 - 2 0

 

Overview: Having put into their hands a sum-
mary of Christian teaching, which is expressed in 
the form of baptism, the risen Lord commanded 
the disciples to go forth into the whole world. 
With Jesus’ resurrection his own proper glory is 
again restored, following his humiliation. Jesus 
reminded his disciples of the consummation of all 
things, so that they would not look at the present 

dangers only but also at the good things to come 
that last forever. He promised to be not only with 
these disciples but also with all who would subse-
quently believe after them (Chrysostom). 

Matthew 28:16-20

28:16-17 The Disciples See Jesus in Galilee 

But Some Doubted. Chrysostom: This 
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seems to me to be the last appearance in Galilee, 
when he sent them out to baptize. And if “some 
doubted,” herein again admire the Evangelists’ 
truthfulness. Even up to the last day, they were 
determined not to conceal even their own short-
comings. Nevertheless even these are assured by 
what they see. The Gospel of Matthew, 
Homily 90.2.1 

28:18-20 I Am with You Always 

The Great Commission. Jerome: “Jesus ap-
proached them and said, ‘All authority in heaven 
and earth has been given to me.’ ” This authority 
was given to one who had just been crucified, 
buried in a tomb, laid dead and afterwards had 
arisen. Authority was given to him in both 
heaven and earth so that he who once reigned in 
heaven might also reign on earth through the 
faith of his believers. 

“ ‘Go therefore and teach all nations, baptiz-
ing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit.’ ” First they teach all 
nations; then they baptize those they have 
taught with water, for the body is not able to re-
ceive the sacrament of baptism before the soul 
has received the truth of the faith. They were 
baptized in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit so that the three who 
are one in divinity might also be one in giving 
themselves. The name of the Trinity is the name 
of the one God. 

“ ‘Teach them to observe all that I have com-
manded you.’ ” What a marvelous sequence this 
is. He commanded the apostles first to teach all 
nations and then to baptize them in the sacra-
ment of faith and then, after faith and baptism, 
to teach them to observe all that he had com-
manded. Lest we think these commandments of 
little consequence or few in number, he added 
“all that I have commanded you,” so that those 
who were to believe and be baptized in the Trin-
ity would observe everything they had been 
taught.  Commentary on Matthew 4.28.18-
20.2 

Go, Make Disciples of All Nations. 
Chrysostom: What does he finally say to them 
when he sees them? “All authority in heaven and 
on earth has been given to me.” He is still 
speaking to them according to his humanity, for 
they had not yet received the Spirit which was 
able to raise them to higher things. “Go there-
fore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, 
I am with you always, to the close of the age.” 
He gives them one charge with a view toward 
teaching and another charge concerning his 
commandments. He makes no mention of the 
future of the Jews. He does not scold Peter for 
his denial or any one of the others for their 
flight. Having put into their hands a summary 
of Christian teaching, which is expressed in the 
form of baptism, he commands them to go out 
into the whole world. The Gospel of Mat-
thew, Homily 90.2.3 

As If to One Body. Chrysostom: After that, 
because he had enjoined on them great things, 
to raise their courage he reassures them that he 
will be with them always, “even to the end of the 
world.” Now do you see the relation of his glory 
to his previous condescension? His own proper 
power is again restored. What he had said previ-
ously was spoken during the time of his humilia-
tion. 

He promised to be not only with these disci-
ples but also with all who would subsequently 
believe after them. Jesus speaks to all believers 
as if to one body. Do not speak to me, he says, of 
the difficulties you will face, for “I am with you,” 
as the one who makes all things easy. Remember 
that this is also said repeatedly to the prophets 
in the Old Testament. Recall Jeremiah objecting 
that he is too young and Moses and Ezekiel 
shrinking from the prophet’s office.4 “I am with 
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you” is spoken to all these people. The Gospel 
of Matthew, Homily 90.2.5  Matthew 28:16-20

To the Close of the Age. Chrysostom: 
Observe the excellence of those who were sent 
out into the whole world. Others who were 
called found ways of excusing themselves. But 
these did not beg off. 

Jesus reminds his disciples of the consumma-
tion of all things. He seeks to draw them further 
on, that they may not look at the present dan-
gers only but also at the good things to come 
that last forever. He is in effect saying, “These 
difficult things that you will undergo are soon to 
be finished with this present life. For this world 

will come to an end. But the good things you are 
to enjoy are immortal, as I have often told you 
before.” Having invigorated and roused their 
minds by the remembrance of that coming day, 
he sent them out. Those who live faithfully, with 
good works, should strangely desire that day 
even as those who lack good works should fear 
it. 

So let us not fear and shudder. Let us repent 
while there is opportunity. Let us rise out of our 
sins. We can by grace, if we are willing.  The 
Gospel of Matthew, Homily 90.2.6 
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A p p e n d i x
Early Christian Writers and the

Documents Cited

The following table lists all the early Christian documents cited in this volume by author, if known, or by the
title of the work. The English title used in this commentary is followed in parentheses with the Latin designa-
tion and, where available, the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (=TLG) digital references or Cetedoc Clavis num-
bers. Printed sources of original language versions may be found in the bibliography.

Apollinaris of Laodicea
Fragments on Matthew (Fragmenta in Matthaeum)  TLG 2074.037

Augustine 
Harmony of the Gospels (De consensu evangelistarum libri iv)  Cetedoc 0273
Sermon (Sermones) Cetedoc 0284

Chromatius of Aquileia
Tractates on Matthew (Tractatus in Matthaeum) Cetedoc 0218

Cyril of Alexandria
Fragments on Matthew (Fragmenta in Matthaeum)  TLG 4090.029

Epiphanius the Latin
Interpretation of the Gospels (Interpretatio Evangeliorum)

Eusebius of Emesa
Homilies (Homiliae)

Gregory the Great
Forty Gospel Homilies (XL Homiliarum in Evangelia)  Cetedoc 1711

Hilary of Poitiers
[Commentary] On Matthew (In Matthaeum)

Incomplete Work on Matthew (Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum)

Jerome
Commentary on Matthew (Commentariorum in Matthaeum libri iv) Cetedoc 0590

John Chrysostom
The Gospel of Matthew (Homiliae in Matthaeum/Commentarius in sanctum

Matthaeum evangelistam)     TLG 2062.152
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Leo the Great
Sermons (Sermones) Cetedoc 1657

Maximus of Turin
Sermons (Sermones) Cetedoc 0219a

Origen
[Commentary on] The Gospel of Matthew 

(Commentariorum in Matthaeum libri 10-17) TLG 2042.029-030

Peter Chrysologus
Sermons (Sermones) Cetedoc 0227+

Severus of Antioch
Cathedral Sermons (Homiliae cathedrales)

Theodore of Heraclea
Fragments on Matthew (Fragmenta in Matthaeum) TLG 4126.002

Theodore of Mopsuestia
Fragments on Matthew (Fragmenta in Matthaeum)  TLG 4135.009



Abba John (date unknown). Noted monk in 
John Cassian’s Conferences who presided over 
a coenobitic community in the desert of Scetis 
and was sought out for his wisdom. 
Abba Moses (c. 332-407). Moses the Ethio-
pian or Moses the Black. He began as a house 
slave of a government official, later dismissed 
for robbery, a life he continued after his 
dismissal. After his conversion, he became a 
monk of Scetis and then a priest trained by 
Isidore the Priest. He retired to Petra where he 
was martyred with seven others by barbarian 
invaders.
Abba Pior (d. 373). An Egyptian desert father. 
He left his family while still a boy. His sis-
ter sought him out fifty years later, trying to 
persuade him to return from his life of solitude, 
but she was unsuccessful. He was known as a 
generous monk who was willing to put up with 
much discomfort, living in a horrible cell that 
no one who followed after him could stand to 
live in.
Abraham of Nathpar (f l. sixth-seventh 
century). Monk of the Eastern Church who 
f lourished during the monastic revival of the 

sixth to seventh century. Among his works is 
a treatise on prayer and silence that speaks of 
the importance of prayer becoming embodied 
through action in the one who prays. His work 
has also been associated with John of Apamea 
or Philoxenus of Mabbug.
Acacius of Beroea (c. 340-c. 436). Syrian 
monk known for his ascetic life. He became 
bishop of Beroea in 378, participated in the 
council of Constantinople in 381, and played 
an important role in mediating between Cyril 
of Alexandria and John of Antioch; however, 
he did not take part in the clash between Cyril 
and Nestorius.
Acacius of Caesarea (d. c. 365). Pro-Arian 
bishop of Caesarea in Palestine, disciple 
and biographer of Eusebius of Caesarea, the 
historian. He was a man of great learning and 
authored a treatise on Ecclesiastes. 
Acts of Paul and Thecla (second century). A 
story about a disciple of Paul known for her 
continence and miraculous deliverances from 
martyrdom. Originally a part of The Acts of 
Paul, the work was judged a forgery by Tertul-
lian who opposed its use in the advocacy of 
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female preaching and baptizing. Nonetheless, 
the work was widely popular and translated 
into several languages.
Acts of Peter (c. 190). An apocryphal account 
of the apostle’s life and ministry, including his 
conf licts with Simon Magus and his death via 
inverted crucifixion.
Acts of Thomas (c. 225). A widely circulated 
apocryphal account of the missionary and 
wonderworking activities of Thomas, which 
includes the earliest report of the apostle’s 
martyrdom in India.
Adamantius (early fourth century). Surname 
of Origen of Alexandria and the main char-
acter in the dialogue contained in Concerning 
Right Faith in God. Rufinus attributes this 
work to Origen. However, trinitarian termi-
nology, coupled with references to Methodius 
and allusions to the fourth-century Constan-
tinian era bring this attribution into question.
Adamnan (c. 624-704). Abbot of Iona, Ire-
land, and author of the life of St. Columba. 
He was inf luential in the process of assimilat-
ing the Celtic church into Roman liturgy and 
church order. He also wrote On the Holy Sites, 
which inf luenced Bede.
Alexander of Alexandria (f l. 312-328). Bishop 
of Alexandria and predecessor of Athanasius, 
on whom he exerted considerable theological 
inf luence during the rise of Arianism. Alex-
ander excommunicated Arius, whom he had 
appointed to the parish of Baucalis, in 319. His 
teaching regarding the eternal generation and 
divine substantial union of the Son with the 
Father was eventually confirmed at the Council 
of Nicaea (325).
Ambrose of Milan (c. 333-397; f l. 374-397). 
Bishop of Milan and teacher of Augustine who 
defended the divinity of the Holy Spirit and 
the perpetual virginity of Mary.
Ambrosiaster (f l. c. 366-384). Name given to 
the author of an anonymous Pauline commen-
tary once thought to have been composed by 
Ambrose.
Ammonas (fourth century). Student of An-

tony the Great and member of a colony of an-
chorite monks at Pispir in Egypt. He took over 
leadership of the colony upon Antony’s death 
in 356. He was consecrated by Athanasius as 
bishop of a small unknown see. He died by 
396. Fourteen letters and eleven sayings in the 
Apophthegmata Patrum are attributed to him, 
although it is unlikely that all of the identified 
sayings are his.
Ammonius of Alexandria (late fifth-early 
sixth century). Alexandrian presbyter who was 
one of the more moderate anti-Chalcedonian 
theologians of Alexandria and served as a 
prominent representative of Alexandrian the-
ology and Christology in his day. His exegeti-
cal method, however, exhibits more affinity 
with Antioch than Alexandria. Fragments 
from his commentary on John number over 
600, and he is often identified as the author 
of catena fragments from commentaries on 
both the Old and New Testament (see PG 
85:1362-1814), though, due to the prevalence 
of this name in Egypt and the existence of 
other possible authors, attribution remains 
uncertain.
Amphilochius of Iconium (b. c. 340-345; d. c. 
398-404). An orator at Constantinople before 
becoming bishop of Iconium in 373. He was a 
cousin of Gregory of Nazianzus and active in 
debates against the Macedonians and Mes-
salians.
Anastasius I of Antioch (d. 598/599). Patri-
arch of Antioch (559-570 and 593-598), exiled 
by Justinian II and restored by Gregory the 
Great. His writing significantly inf luenced 
later theologians, though only his five-part 
treatise on orthodox belief survives in its 
entirety.
Anastasius of Sinai (d. c. 700). Abbot of 
the monastery of St. Catherine. He argued 
against various heresies in his dogmatic 
and polemical works. His main treatise, the 
Hodegos or “Guide,” is primarily an attack on 
monophysism.
Andreas (c. seventh century). Monk who 
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collected commentary from earlier writers to 
form a catena on various biblical books.
Andrew of Caesarea (early sixth century). 
Bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia. He pro-
duced one of the earliest Greek commentaries 
on Revelation and defended the divine inspira-
tion of its author.
Andrew of Crete (c. 660-740). Bishop of 
Crete, known for his hymns, especially for his  
“canons,” a genre which supplanted the kon-
takia and is believed to have originated with 
him. A significant number of his canons and 
sermons have survived and some are still in use 
in the Eastern Church. In the early Iconoclas-
tic controversy he is also known for his defense 
of the veneration of icons.
Antony (or Anthony) the Great (c. 251-c. 
356). An anchorite of the Egyptian desert and 
founder of Egyptian monasticism. Athanasius 
regarded him as the ideal of monastic life, and 
he has become a model for Christian hagiog-
raphy.
Aphrahat (c. 270-350; f l. 337-345).  “The Per-
sian Sage” and first major Syriac writer whose 
work survives. He is also known by his Greek 
name Aphraates.
Apollinaris of  Laodicea (310-c. 392). Bishop 
of Laodicea who was attacked by Gregory of 
Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa and Theodore 
for denying that Christ had a human mind.
Aponius/Apponius (fourth-fifth century). 
Author of a remarkable commentary on Song 
of Solomon (c. 405-415), an important work in 
the history of exegesis. The work, which was 
inf luenced by the commentaries of Origen and 
Pseudo-Hippolytus, is of theological signifi-
cance, especially in the area of Christology.
Apostolic Constitutions (c. 381-394). Also 
known as Constitutions of the Holy Apostles and 
thought to be redacted by Julian of Neapolis. 
The work is divided into eight books, and is 
primarily a collection of and expansion on 
previous works such as the Didache (c. 140) 
and the Apostolic Traditions. Book 8 ends with 
eighty-five canons from various sources and is 

elsewhere known as the Apostolic Canons.
Apringius of Beja (mid sixth century). Iberian 
bishop and exegete.  Heavily inf luenced by Ty-
conius, he wrote a commentary on Revelation 
in Latin, of which two large fragments survive.
Arator (c. 490-550). Roman subdeacon ap-
pointed by Pope Vigilius. From Liguria, Italy, 
he served as an imperial ambassador for the 
Gothic court prior to his appointment as 
subdeacon. A poet at heart, his De actibus 
apostolorum, a poetic paraphrase and allegori-
cal expansion of the book of Acts, was popular 
in the Middle Ages.
Arethas of Caesarea (c. 860-940). Byzan-
tine scholar and disciple of Photius. He was a 
deacon in Constantinople, then archbishop of 
Caesarea from 901.
Aristides (second century). Christian philoso-
pher and early apologist. Reputed to be from 
Athens, he wrote his Apologia, addressed either 
to Hadrian or Antoninus Pius, to defend the 
Christian understanding of God against that of 
the barbarian, Greek and Jewish traditions.
Arius (f l. c. 320). Heretic condemned at the 
Council of Nicaea (325) for refusing to accept 
that the Son was not a creature but was God 
by nature like the Father.
Armenian Liturgy (c. fourth or fifth cen-
tury). Ancient Christian liturgy based in part 
on Syrian rites used by early missionaries to 
Armenia and similar in structure to the old 
rite of Antioch. The Armenian liturgy also 
incorporates unique elements and inf luences 
from a variety of traditions. The invention of a 
national script in the fifth century allowed for 
the translation of the liturgy into Armenian.
Arnobius of Sicca (d. c. 327). Teacher of 
rhetoric at Sicca Veneria in Numidia in North 
Africa and opponent of Christianity, he con-
verted late in life and became an apologist for 
the faith he formerly opposed. According to 
Jerome, Arnobius’s one extant work, Against 
the Nations, was written at the request of his 
bishop, who wanted proof that his conversion 
was genuine. It was probably composed during 
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the persecution under Diocletian.
Arnobius the Younger (fifth century). A 
participant in christological controversies of 
the fifth century. He composed Conf lictus 
cum Serapione, an account of a debate with a 
monophysite monk in which he attempts to 
demonstrate harmony between Roman and 
Alexandrian theology. Some scholars attribute 
to him a few more works, such as Commentar-
ies on Psalms.
Asterius the Homilist (late fourth-early 
fifth century). Author of thirty-one homilies 
on Psalms 1–15 and 18, abbreviated versions 
of which are preserved under the name of 
John Chrysostom. This otherwise unknown 
preacher, sometimes identified with Asterius 
of Amasea and Asterius the Sophist, lived in 
or near Antioch.
Athanasian Creed (c. fourth or fifth century). 
One of the three ecumenical creeds in Western 
Christianity. Also known as the Quicumque 
vult, it expounds in great detail the doctrines 
of the Trinity and Incarnation. Traditionally 
attributed to Athanasius, the creed ’s origin 
and date are now disputed; it likely arose in 
Southern Gaul.
Athanasius of Alexandria (c. 295-373; f l. 
325-373). Bishop of Alexandria from 328, 
though often in exile. He wrote his classic 
polemics against the Arians while most of the 
eastern bishops were against him.
Athenagoras (f l. 176-180). Early Christian 
philosopher and apologist from Athens, whose 
only authenticated writing, A Plea Regard-
ing Christians, is addressed to the emperors 
Marcus Aurelius and Commodus, and defends 
Christians from the common accusations of 
atheism, incest and cannibalism.
Augustine of  Hippo (354-430). Bishop of 
Hippo and a voluminous writer on philosophi-
cal, exegetical, theological and ecclesiological 
topics. He formulated the Western doctrines 
of predestination and original sin in his writ-
ings against the Pelagians.
Babai (c. early sixth century). Author of the 

Letter to Cyriacus. He should not be confused 
with either Babai of Nisibis (d. 484) or Babai 
the Great (d. 628).
Babai the Great (d. 628). Syriac monk who 
founded a monastery and school in his region 
of Beth Zabday and later served as third supe-
rior at the Great Convent of Mount Izla dur-
ing a period of crisis in the Nestorian church.
Bardesanes (154-222). Philosopher who 
sought to reconcile Christian thought with 
contemporary astrological theories, while 
rejecting Zoroastrian determinism. His ideas, 
including arguments against the Marcionites, 
were recorded by a disciple in the Book of the 
Laws of the Lands. He also wrote 150 doctrinal 
hymns.
Barsanuphius and John (fifth to sixth cen-
tury). Two anchorite friends who served as 
spiritual directors to coenobites at a monastery 
near Gaza. The two communicated with oth-
ers, including one another, almost exclusively 
through letters. Little is known of them apart 
from their correspondence, included among 
850 letters of Barsanuphius. Dorotheus of 
Gaza was one of Barsanuphius’s most impor-
tant disciples.
Basil of Seleucia (f l. 444-468). Bishop of 
Seleucia in Isauria and ecclesiastical writer. 
He  took part in the Synod of Constantinople 
in 448 for the condemnation of the Eutychian 
errors and the deposition of their great cham-
pion, Dioscurus of Alexandria. 
Basil the Great (b. c. 330; f l. 357-379). One of 
the Cappadocian fathers, bishop of Caesarea 
and champion of the teaching on the Trinity 
propounded at Nicaea in 325. He was a great 
administrator and founded a monastic rule.
Basilides (f l. second century). Alexandrian 
heretic of the early second century who is said 
to have believed that souls migrate from body 
to body and that we do not sin if we lie to pro-
tect the body from martyrdom. 
Bede the Venerable (c. 672/673-735). Born 
in Northumbria, at the age of seven he was 
put under the care of the Benedictine monks 
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of Saints Peter and Paul at Jarrow and given a 
broad classical education in the monastic tradi-
tion. Considered one of the most learned men 
of his age, he is the author of An Ecclesiastical 
History of the English People.
Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-547). Consid-
ered the most important figure in the history 
of Western monasticism. Benedict founded 
many monasteries, the most notable found at 
Montecassino, but his lasting inf luence lay 
in his famous Rule. The Rule outlines the 
theological and inspirational foundation of the 
monastic ideal while also legislating the shape 
and organization of the cenobitic life.
Besa the Copt (fifth century). Coptic monk, 
disciple of Shenoute, whom he succeeded as 
head of the monastery. He wrote numerous 
letters, monastic catecheses and a biography of 
Shenoute.
Book of Steps (c. 400). Written by an anony-
mous Syriac author, this work consists of 
thirty homilies or discourses which specifically 
deal with the more advanced stages of growth 
in the spiritual life. 
Braulio of Saragossa (c. 585-651). Bishop of 
Saragossa (631-651) and noted writer of the 
Visigothic renaissance.  His Life of St. Aemil-
ianus is his crowning literary achievement. 
Byzantine Order. Eastern rite incorporating 
diverse local traditions from throughout the 
empire.  Byzantine liturgy, which fused into a 
more standard order in the late Middle Ages, 
is marked by a variety of rich cultural inf lu-
ences, especially lyrical and mystical elements.
Caesarius of Arles (c. 470-543). Bishop of 
Arles renowned for his attention to his pastor-
al duties. Among his surviving works the most 
important is a collection of 238 sermons that 
display an ability to preach Christian doctrine 
to a variety of audiences.
Callinicus (mid fifth century). Disciple and 
biographer of Hypatius, third abbot of the 
monastery at Rufiniane near Chalcedon and 
Constantinople. Callinicus’s Life of Hypatius 
shows clear borrowings from Athanasius’s Life 

of Antony, but nevertheless gives insight into 
the development of monastic life near Con-
stantinople.  
Callistus of Rome (d. 222). Pope (217-222) 
who excommunicated Sabellius for heresy. It is 
very probable that he suffered martyrdom.
Cassia (b. c. 805; d. between 848 and 867). 
Nun, poet and hymnographer who founded a 
convent in Constantinople.
Cassian, John (360-432). Author of the Insti-
tutes and the Conferences, works purporting to 
relay the teachings of the Egyptian monastic 
fathers on the nature of the spiritual life which 
were highly inf luential in the development of 
Western monasticism.
Cassiodorus (c. 485-c. 580). Founder of 
the monastery of Vivarium, Calabria, where 
monks transcribed classic sacred and profane 
texts, in Greek and Latin, preserving them for 
the Western tradition.
Chromatius (f l. 400). Bishop of Aquileia, 
friend of Rufinus and Jerome and author of 
tracts and sermons.
Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-215). A highly 
educated Christian convert from paganism, 
head of the catechetical school in Alexandria 
and pioneer of Christian scholarship. His ma-
jor works, Protrepticus, Paedagogus and the 
Stromata, bring Christian doctrine face to face 
with the ideas and achievements of his time.
Clement of Rome (f l. c. 92-101). Pope whose 
Epistle to the Corinthians is one of the most 
important documents of subapostolic times.
Commodian (probably third or possibly fifth 
century). Latin poet of unknown origin (pos-
sibly Africa, Syria, Rome or Gaul) whose two 
surviving works suggest chiliast and patripas-
sionist tendencies.
Constantine (d. 337). Roman emperor from 
306, with his fellow-emperor Licinius. The 
two proclaimed religious tolerance in the 
Edict of Milan in 313, allowing Christianity 
to be practiced freely. He became sole em-
peror in 324 and sought to preserve the unity 
and structure of the church for the good of 
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the state. Constantine issued decrees against 
schisms and summoned the Council of Nicaea 
(325) to settle the Arian controversy.
Constitutions of the Holy Apostles. See Apos-
tolic Constitutions.
Cosmas of Maiuma (c. 675-c. 751).  Adopted 
son of John of Damascus and educated by 
the monk Cosmas in the early eighth cen-
tury. He entered the monastery of St. Sabas 
near Jerusalem and in 735 became bishop of 
Maiuma near Gaza. Cosmas in his capacity 
as Melodus (“Songwriter”) is known for his 
canons composed in honor of Christian feasts. 
An alternate rendering of his name is Kosmas 
Melodos.
Council of Chalcedon (451). The fourth of 
seven ecumenical councils. The council was 
summoned by Emperor Marcian in response 
to a controversy over the person and nature 
of Christ. The Definition of Chalcedon, 
informed by Leo’s Tome, affirmed the state-
ments of Nicaea (325) and Constantinople 
(381) while further defining the relationship 
between the two natures in the one person 
of Christ as unmixed, unchangeable, indivis-
ible and inseparable. The Oriental Orthodox 
Church refused to accept Chalcedon’s defini-
tion of the faith, preferring to stay with the 
miaphysite Christology of Cyril of Alexandria.
Council of Constantinople (381). The second 
ecumenical council, convened by Theodo- 
sius I to unify the Eastern Church. The coun-
cil endorsed the Nicene Creed of 325, expand-
ing it at certain controverted points in order 
to answer to challenges from, among others, 
the Eunomians and Pneumatomachians who 
denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit, while 
also condemning the Apollinarian denial of 
Christ’s full humanity.
Council of Rome (382). Called by Damasus 
in response to the Council of Constantinople, 
this gathering affirmed the Council of Con-
stantinople while also seeking to establish the 
primacy of the Roman see. The first three 
chapters of the Decretum Gelasianum, which 

list a hierarchy of authoritative sources and a 
biblical canon, may have been produced by this 
council. 
Council of Toledo (447). Affirmed the earlier 
Council of Toledo I (400) and the liturgical 
practice already established in the West of 
including the procession of the Spirit from the 
Father and the Son (filioque), which had been 
added to the recitation of the creed by some 
in the West in order to combat the heresy of 
Arianism which subordinated the Son to the 
Father.
Cyprian of Carthage (f l. 248-258). Martyred 
bishop of Carthage who maintained that those 
baptized by schismatics and heretics had no 
share in the blessings of the church.
Cyril of Alexandria (375-444; f l. 412-444). 
Patriarch of Alexandria whose extensive 
exegesis, characterized especially by a strong 
espousal of the unity of Christ, led to the con-
demnation of Nestorius in 431.
Cyril of Jerusalem (c. 315-386; f l. c. 348). 
Bishop of Jerusalem after 350 and author of 
Catechetical Homilies.
Cyril of Scythopolis (b. c. 525; d. after 557). 
Palestinian monk and author of biographies of 
famous Palestinian monks. Because of him we 
have precise knowledge of monastic life in the 
fifth and sixth centuries and a description of 
the Origenist crisis and its suppression in the 
mid-sixth century.
Damasus of Rome (c. 304-384). Appointed 
pope in 366, following a conf lict with Ursinus 
settled by Valentinian I. Damasus solidified 
the authority of Rome, attacked heresy using 
councils and strategic partnerships, promoted 
the cult of the martyrs, and commissioned 
Jerome’s production of the Vulgate.
Dhuoda (ninth century). Wife of Bernard, 
Duke of Septimania, and author of a work on 
Christian virtue, Manual, which she wrote for 
her eldest son, William.
Diadochus of Photice (c. 400-474). Antimono-
physite bishop of Epirus Vetus whose work 
Discourse on the Ascension of Our Lord Jesus 
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Christ exerted inf luence in both the East and 
West through its Chalcedonian Christology. He 
is also the subject of the mystical Vision of St. 
Diadochus Bishop of Photice in Epirus.
Didache (c. 140). Of unknown authorship, this 
text intertwines Jewish ethics with Christian 
liturgical practice to form a whole discourse 
on the  “way of life.” It exerted an enormous 
amount of inf luence in the patristic period and 
was especially used in the training of catechu-
men.
Didascalia Apostolorum (Teaching of the 
Twelve Apostles and Holy Disciples of Our 
Savior) (early third century). A Church Order 
composed for a community of Christian 
converts from paganism in the northern part 
of Syria.  This work forms the main source of 
the first six books of the Apostolic Constitutions 
and provides an important window to view 
what early liturgical practice may have looked 
like.
Didymus the Blind (c. 313-398). Alexandrian 
exegete who was much inf luenced by Origen 
and admired by Jerome.
Diodore of Tarsus (d. c. 394). Bishop of Tar-
sus and Antiochene theologian. He authored 
a great scope of exegetical, doctrinal and 
apologetic works, which come to us mostly in 
fragments because of his condemnation as the 
predecessor of Nestorianism. Diodore was a 
teacher of John Chrysostom and Theodore of 
Mopsuestia.
Dionysius of Alexandria (d. c. 264). Bishop 
of Alexandria and student of Origen. Dio-
nysius actively engaged in the theological 
disputes of his day, opposed Sabellianism, 
defended himself against accusations of trithe-
ism and wrote the earliest extant Christian 
refutation of Epicureanism. His writings have 
survived mainly in extracts preserved by other 
early Christian authors.
Dorotheus of Gaza (f l. c. 525-540). Member 
of Abbot Seridos’s monastery and later leader 
of a monastery where he wrote Spiritual In-
structions. He also wrote a work on traditions 

of Palestinian monasticism.
Dracontius (fifth century). Latin poet and le-
gal scholar. During imprisonment (484-c. 496) 
for angering the ruler of Carthage, Dracontius 
produced his Satisfactio and Laudes Dei, which 
explore, in particular, biblical themes of mercy.
Egeria (or Etheria, Aetheria) (fourth century). 
Possible name for the author of an Itinerary or 
pilgrimage diary that records valuable details 
on early liturgy, traditions, and church and 
monastic structure. Through letters to her 
religious community, likely in Gaul, Egeria 
describes a journey (c. 381-384) to Egypt, Pal-
estine and Asia Minor.
Ennodius (474-521). Bishop of Pavia, a prolific 
writer of various genre, including letters, po-
ems and biographies. He sought reconciliation 
in the schism between Rome and Acacius of 
Constantinople, and also upheld papal au-
tonomy in the face of challenges from secular 
authorities.
Ephrem the Syrian (b. c. 306; f l. 363-373). 
Syrian writer of commentaries and devotional 
hymns which are sometimes regarded as the 
greatest specimens of Christian poetry prior to 
Dante.
Epiphanius of Salamis (c. 315-403). Bishop 
of Salamis in Cyprus, author of a refutation of 
eighty heresies (the Panarion) and instrumental 
in the condemnation of Origen.
Epiphanius the Latin. Author of the late 
fifth-century or early sixth-century Latin text 
Interpretation of the Gospels, with constant ref-
erences to early patristic commentators. He 
was possibly a bishop of Benevento or Seville.
Epistle of Barnabas. See Letter of Barnabas.
Epistula Apostolorum (mid second century). A 
self-purported letter of doubtful authenticity 
from the apostles to the churches of the world 
that emphasizes the divinity and sonship of 
Jesus along with his childhood miracles.
Ethiopian Liturgy. Liturgical rite similar to 
the rite of Alexandria. Ethiopian liturgy has 
evolved since the introduction of Coptic lit-
urgy to Ethiopia, traditionally by St. Frumen-
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tius in the fourth century. Significant Eastern 
and Jewish inf luences were added over time.
Eucherius of Lyons (f l. 420-449). Bishop of 
Lyons c. 435-449. Born into an aristocratic 
family, he, along with his wife and sons, joined 
the monastery at Lérins soon after its found-
ing. He explained difficult Scripture passages 
by means of a threefold reading of the text: 
literal, moral and spiritual.
Eugippius (b. 460). Disciple of Severinus and 
third abbot of the monastic community at 
Castrum Lucullanum, which was made up of 
those f leeing from Noricum during the barbar-
ian invasions.
Eunomius (d. 393). Bishop of Cyzicyus who 
was attacked by Basil and Gregory of Nyssa 
for maintaining that the Father and the Son 
were of different natures, one ingenerate, one 
generate.
Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260/263-340). 
Bishop of Caesarea, partisan of the Emperor 
Constantine and first historian of the Chris-
tian church. He argued that the truth of 
the gospel had been foreshadowed in pagan 
writings but had to defend his own doctrine 
against suspicion of Arian sympathies.
Eusebius of Emesa (c. 300-c. 359). Bishop 
of Emesa from c. 339. A biblical exegete and 
writer on doctrinal subjects, he displays some 
semi-Arian tendencies of his mentor Eusebius 
of Caesarea.
Eusebius of Gaul, or Eusebius Gallicanus 
(c. fifth century). A conventional name for a 
collection of seventy-six sermons produced 
in Gaul and revised in the seventh century. 
It contains material from different patristic 
authors and focuses on ethical teaching in the 
context of the liturgical cycle (days of saints 
and other feasts). 
Eusebius of Vercelli (f l. c. 360). Bishop of 
Vercelli who supported the trinitarian teach-
ing of Nicaea (325) when it was being under-
mined by compromise in the West.
Eustathius of Antioch (f l. 325). First bishop 
of Beroea, then of Antioch, one of the leaders 

of the anti-Arians at the council of Nicaea. 
Later, he was banished from his seat and exiled 
to Thrace for his support of Nicene theology. 
Euthymius (377-473). A native of Melitene 
and inf luential monk. He was educated by 
Bishop Otreius of Melitene, who ordained 
him priest and placed him in charge of all the 
monasteries in his diocese. When the Council 
of Chalcedon (451) condemned the errors of 
Eutyches, it was greatly due to the authority of 
Euthymius that most of the Eastern recluses 
accepted its decrees. The empress Eudoxia 
returned to Chalcedonian orthodoxy through 
his efforts.
Evagrius of Pontus (c. 345-399). Disciple and 
teacher of ascetic life who astutely absorbed 
and creatively transmitted the spirituality 
of Egyptian and Palestinian monasticism of 
the late fourth century. Although Origenist 
elements of his writings were formally con-
demned by the Fifth Ecumenical Council 
(Constantinople II, a.d. 553), his literary 
corpus continued to inf luence the tradition of 
the church.
Eznik of Kolb (early fifth century). A disciple 
of Mesrob who translated Greek Scriptures 
into Armenian, so as to become the model of 
the classical Armenian language. As bishop, he 
participated in the synod of Astisat (449).
Facundus of Hermiane (f l. 546-568). Afri-
can bishop who opposed Emperor Justinian’s 
postmortem condemnation of Theodore of 
Mopsuestia, Theodoret of Cyr and Ibas of 
Ebessa at the fifth ecumenical council. His 
written defense, known as  “To Justinian” or  
“In Defense of the Three Chapters,” avers that 
ancient theologians should not be blamed for 
errors that became obvious only upon later 
theological ref lection. He continued in the 
tradition of Chalcedon, although his Christol-
ogy was supplemented, according to Justinian’s 
decisions, by the theopaschite formula Unus 
ex Trinitate passus est (“Only one of the three 
suffered”).
Fastidiosus (late fifth-early sixth century). 
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African Catholic priest who converted to Ari-
anism. The text of one of his sermons survives 
in a refutation by Fulgentius.
Fastidius (c. fourth-fifth centuries). British 
author of On the Christian Life. He is believed 
to have written some works attributed to 
Pelagius. 
Faustinus (f l. 380). A priest in Rome and sup-
porter of Lucifer and author of a treatise on 
the Trinity.
Faustus of Riez (c. 400-490). A prestigious 
British monk at Lérins; abbot, then bishop of 
Riez from 457 to his death. His works include 
On the Holy Spirit, in which he argued against 
the Macedonians for the divinity of the Holy 
Spirit, and On Grace, in which he argued for 
a position on salvation that lay between more 
categorical views of free will and predestina-
tion. Various letters and (pseudonymous) 
sermons are extant.
The Festal Menaion. Orthodox liturgical text 
containing the variable parts of the service, 
including hymns, for fixed days of celebration 
of the life of Jesus and Mary.
Filastrius (f l. 380). Bishop of Brescia and 
author of a compilation against all heresies.
Firmicus Maternus (fourth century). An 
anti-Pagan apologist. Before his conversion 
to Christianity he wrote a work on astrology 
(334-337). After his conversion, however, he 
criticized paganism in On the Errors of the 
Profane Religion. 
Firmilian of Caesarea (f l. c. 230-c. 268). 
Inf luential bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia. 
He studied under Origen and became involved 
in the controversies over the return of the 
lapsed into the church and rebaptism, having 
written to Cyprian concerning the latter issue.
First Creed of the Council of Antioch (341). 
Eastern bishops’ response to charges of Arian-
ism from Western leaders. At a gathering that 
marked the dedication of the Golden Church 
at Antioch, the bishops put forth four creeds 
as alternatives to the Nicene formula.
Flavian of Chalon-sur-Saône (d. end of 

sixth century). Bishop of Chalon-sur-Saône 
in Burgundy, France. His hymn Verses on the 
Mandate in the Lord’s Supper was recited in a 
number of the French monasteries after the 
washing of the feet on Maundy Thursday.
Fructuosus of Braga (d. c. 665). Son of a 
Gothic general and member of a noble military 
family. He became a monk at an early age, then 
abbot-bishop of Dumium before 650 and met-
ropolitan of Braga in 656. He was inf luential 
in setting up monastic communities in Lusita-
nia, Asturia, Galicia and the island of Gades.
Fulgentius of Ruspe (c. 467-532). Bishop of 
Ruspe and author of many orthodox sermons 
and tracts under the inf luence of Augustine.
Gaudentius of Brescia (f l. 395). Successor of 
Filastrius as bishop of Brescia and author of 
twenty-one Eucharistic sermons.
Gennadius of Constantinople (d. 471). Pa-
triarch of Constantinople, author of numerous 
commentaries and an opponent of the Chris-
tology of Cyril of Alexandria.
Germanus of Constantinople (c. 640-c. 733). 
Patriarch of Constantinople (715-730). He 
wrote the Historia Ecclesiastica, which served 
for centuries as the explanation of the divine 
liturgy of the Byzantine Church, written 
during the outbreak of the great iconoclastic 
controversies in Eastern Christianity. One 
of the leading theologians of the Sixth Ecu-
menical Council (680-681), which condemned 
monothelitism.
Gerontius (c. 395-c. 480). Palestinian monk, 
later archimandrite of the cenobites of Pales-
tine. He led the resistance to the council of 
Chalcedon.
Gildas (sixth century). British monk and 
historian. His major work is De excidio Britan-
niae, a history focused on the pagan invasion of 
Britain and the vices of contemporary Britons. 
Fragments of letters and a Penitential are also 
attributed to Gildas.
Gnostics. Name now given generally to fol-
lowers of Basilides, Marcion, Valentinus, Mani 
and others. The characteristic belief is that 
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matter is a prison made for the spirit by an 
evil or ignorant creator, and that redemption 
depends on fate, not on free will.
Gospel of Peter (late second century). An early 
apocryphal writing with Docetic aspects that 
likely originated in Syria. It was referred to by 
Serapion (c. 190) and Origen, though only one 
section survives in an eighth-century manu-
script.
Gospel of Philip (second or third century). A 
Gnostic collection of sayings, including several 
attributed to Jesus, on the process of salva-
tion. This Coptic document, discovered at Nag 
Hammadi, is probably unconnected with the 
Gospel of Philip cited by Epiphanius. 
Gospel of Truth (second century). One of 
the Coptic texts found at Nag Hammadi. 
This Gnostic treatise discusses the nature, 
ministry and death of Jesus, and includes 
several unique speculations. Some scholars 
have connected it with the second-century 
Gnostic Valentinus. Irenaeus referred to it 
disparagingly as the so-called Gospel of Truth, 
which he found to be in conf lict with the four 
canonical Gospels.
Gregory of Elvira (f l. 359-385). Bishop of 
Elvira who wrote allegorical treatises in the 
style of Origen and defended the Nicene faith 
against the Arians.
Gregory of Narek (950-1003). Armenian 
monk, philosopher, mystic and poet who lived 
in the monasteries of Narek (greater Armenia, 
now Turkey). He wrote a mystical interpreta-
tion of the Song of Songs and the Armenian 
Prayer book and liturgy. The latter, which he 
authored in his mature years, he referred to as 
his “ last testament.”
Gregory of Nazianzus (b. 329/330; f l. 
372-389). Cappadocian father, bishop of 
Constantinople, friend of Basil the Great and 
Gregory of Nyssa, and author of theological 
orations, sermons and poetry.
Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335-394). Bishop of 
Nyssa  and brother of Basil the Great. A Cap-
padocian father and author of catechetical 

orations, he was a philosophical theologian of 
great originality.
Gregory of Tours (c. 538-594). Bishop of 
Tours elected in 573. Gregory produced ha-
giographical and historical works. His Historia 
Francorum, a fragmentary yet valuable source, 
begins with creation and highlights sixth-
century Gaul.
Gregory Thaumaturgus (f l. c. 248-264). 
Bishop of Neocaesarea and a disciple of 
Origen. There are at least five legendary Lives 
that recount the events and miracles which 
led to his being called  “the wonder worker.” 
His most important work was the Address 
of Thanks to Origen, which is a rhetorically 
structured panegyric to Origen and an outline 
of his teaching.
Gregory the Great (c. 540-604). Pope from 
590, the fourth and last of the Latin  “Doc-
tors of the Church.” He was a prolific author 
and a powerful unifying force within the Latin 
Church, initiating the liturgical reform that 
brought about the Gregorian Sacramentary 
and Gregorian chant.
Hegemonius (f l. early fourth century). Author 
of Acta disputationis, traditionally believed to 
have been written in fourth-century Syria. 
This work is a fictitious debate between a 
Mesopotamian bishop and a Manichaean.
Hegesippus (second century). An author, pos-
sibly of Jewish descent, who served as a source 
for Eusebius and is best known for five books 
of anti-Gnostic polemic.
Heracleon (f l. c. 145-180). Gnostic teacher 
and disciple of Valentinus. His commentary on 
John, which was perhaps the first commentary 
to exist on this or any Gospel, was so popular 
that Ambrose commissioned Origen to write 
his own commentary in response, providing a 
more orthodox approach to the Fourth Gospel. 
Hesychius of Jerusalem (f l. 412-450).  Pres-
byter and exegete, thought to have commented 
on the whole of Scripture.
Hilary of Arles (c. 401-449). Archbishop of 
Arles and leader of the Semi-Pelagian party. 
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Hilary incurred the wrath of Pope Leo I 
when he removed a bishop from his see and 
appointed a new bishop. Leo demoted Arles 
from a metropolitan see to a bishopric to assert 
papal power over the church in Gaul. 
Hilary of Poitiers (c. 315-367). Bishop of Poi- 
tiers and called the  “Athanasius of the West” 
because of his defense (against the Arians) of 
the common nature of Father and Son.
Hippolytus (f l. 222-245). Recent scholarship 
places Hippolytus in a Palestinian context, 
personally familiar with Origen. Though he 
is known chief ly for The Refutation of All 
Heresies, he was primarily a commentator on 
Scripture (especially the Old Testament) em-
ploying typological exegesis.
Horsiesi (c. 305-c. 390). Pachomius’s second 
successor, after Petronius, as a leader of ceno-
bitic monasticism in Southern Egypt.
Hyperechius (c. fifth century). A monk 
known only from his Exhortation to the Monks, 
160 statements in Greek on monastic virtues, 
and the collection Sayings of the Fathers, which 
quotes eight of these exhortations.
Ignatius of Antioch (c. 35-107/112). Bishop 
of Antioch who wrote several letters to local 
churches while being taken from Antioch to 
Rome to be martyred. In the letters, which 
warn against heresy, he stresses orthodox 
Christology, the centrality of the Eucharist 
and unique role of the bishop in preserving the 
unity of the church.
Ildefonsus of Toledo (mid seventh century). 
Archbishop of Toledo (657-667). Previously 
a monk, he served as abbot of Agalí, and later 
as archbishop. Only a portion of his works is 
extant, including some theological works and 
letters. He is best known for his De viris illus-
tribus (Lives of Illustrious Men) continuing the 
catalog begun by Isidore of Seville. His extant 
writing ref lects his Marian piety.
Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 135-c. 202). Bishop of 
Lyons who published the most famous and 
inf luential refutation of Gnostic thought.
Isaac of Nineveh (d. c. 700). Also known as 

Isaac the Syrian or Isaac Syrus, this monastic 
writer served for a short while as bishop of Ni-
neveh before retiring to live a secluded monas-
tic life. His writings on ascetic subjects survive 
in the form of numerous homilies.
Isaiah of Scete (late fourth century). Author 
of ascetical texts, collected after his death 
under the title of the Ascetic Discourses.  This 
work was inf luential in the development of 
Eastern Christian asceticism and spirituality.
Isho‘dad of Merv (f l. c. 850). Nestorian 
bishop of Hedatta. He wrote commentaries on 
parts of the Old Testament and all of the New 
Testament, frequently quoting Syriac fathers.
Isidore of Pelusium (d. c. 440). Egyptian 
ascetic. Born to a prominent Egyptian family 
in Alexandria, he left behind his wealth to live 
on a mountain near Pelusium, and was often 
consulted by church and civic leaders alike, 
such as Cyril of Alexandria and Theodosius II, 
for his wisdom and his counsel of moderation. 
Many of his letters also have come down to us, 
some of which provide keen insight into the 
interpretation of Scripture.
Isidore of Seville (c. 560-636). Youngest of a 
family of monks and clerics, including sister 
Florentina and brothers Leander and Fulgen-
tius. He was an erudite author of comprehen-
sive scale in matters both religious and sacred, 
including his encyclopedic Etymologies.
Jacob of Nisibis (d. 338). Bishop of Nisibis. 
He was present at the council of Nicaea in 325 
and took an active part in the opposition to 
Arius.
Jacob of Sarug (c. 450-c. 520). Syriac ecclesi-
astical writer. Jacob received his education at 
Edessa. At the end of his life he was ordained 
bishop of Sarug. His principal writing was a 
long series of metrical homilies, earning him 
the title  “The Flute of the Holy Spirit.” 
Jerome (c. 347-420). Gifted exegete and 
exponent of a classical Latin style, now best 
known as the translator of the Latin Vulgate. 
He defended the perpetual virginity of Mary, 
attacked Origen and Pelagius and supported 
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extreme ascetic practices.
John Chrysostom (344/354-407; f l. 386-407). 
Bishop of Constantinople who was noted for 
his orthodoxy, his eloquence and his attacks on 
Christian laxity in high places.
John of Antioch (d. 441/42). Bishop of Anti-
och, commencing in 428. He received his edu-
cation together with Nestorius and Theodore 
of Mopsuestia in a monastery near Antioch. A 
supporter of Nestorius, he condemned Cyril 
of Alexandria, but later reached a compromise 
with him.
John of Apamea (fifth century). Syriac author 
of the early church who wrote on various 
aspects of the spiritual life, also known as John 
the Solitary. Some of his writings are in the 
form of dialogues. Other writings include let-
ters, a treatise on baptism, and shorter works 
on prayer and silence.
John of Carpathus (c. seventh/eighth cen-
tury). Perhaps John the bishop from the island 
of Carpathus, situated between Crete and 
Rhodes, who attended the Synod of 680/81. 
He wrote two “centuries” (a literary genre in 
Eastern spirituality consisting of 100 short 
sections, or chapters). These were entitled 
Chapters of Encouragement to the Monks of 
India and Chapters on Theology and Knowledge 
which are included in the Philokalia. 
John of Damascus (c. 650-750). Arab mo-
nastic and theologian whose writings enjoyed 
great inf luence in both the Eastern and West-
ern Churches. His most inf luential writing 
was the Orthodox Faith.
John of Jerusalem (John II of Jerusalem) (late 
fourth-early fifth century). Successor of Cyril 
as bishop of Jerusalem (386-417). Engaged with 
Epiphanius in the first Origenist controversy 
and became involved in the Pelagian contro-
versy. He is probably the author of the five 
Mystagogical Lectures attributed to Cyril.
John the Elder (c. eighth century). A Syriac 
author also known as John of Dalyatha or John 
Saba (“the elder”) who belonged to monastic 
circles of the Church of the East and lived in 

the region of Mount Qardu (northern Iraq). 
His most important writings are twenty-two 
homilies and a collection of fifty-one short let-
ters in which he describes the mystical life as 
an anticipatory experience of the resurrection 
life, the fruit of the sacraments of baptism and 
the Eucharist.
John the Monk. Traditional name found in 
The Festal Menaion, believed to refer to John 
of Damascus. See John of Damascus.
Joseph of Thebes (fourth century). One of the 
desert fathers of Scetis, also known as Abba 
Joseph, who taught the most important virtue 
of a monk was to remain in complete submis-
sion to a spiritual father in total renunciation 
of one’s own will.
Joseph’s Bible Notes (Hypomnestikon) (fourth 
or fifth century). A pastiche of biblical and 
historical questions drawn from various writ-
ers, including the Jewish historian, Josephus. It 
was believed to have been written by Josephus 
Christianus, derived from the brief poem ap-
pended at the end of the book, but the author 
ultimately is unknown. It evidences an Alexan-
drian Christology.
Josephus, Flavius (c. 37-c. 101). Jewish his-
torian from a distinguished priestly family. 
Acquainted with the Essenes and Sadducees, 
he himself became a Pharisee.  He joined the 
great Jewish revolt that broke out in 66 and 
was chosen by the Sanhedrin at Jerusalem to 
be commander-in-chief in Galilee. Showing 
great shrewdness to ingratiate himself with 
Vespasian by foretelling his elevation and 
that of his son Titus to the imperial dignity, 
Josephus was restored his liberty after 69 when 
Vespasian became emperor.
Julian of Eclanum (c. 385-450). Bishop of 
Eclanum in 416/417 who was removed from 
office and exiled in 419 for not officially op-
posing Pelagianism. In exile, he was accepted 
by Theodore of Mopsuestia, whose Antiochene 
exegetical style he followed. Although he was 
never able to regain his ecclesiastical position, 
Julian taught in Sicily until his death. His 
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works include commentaries on Job and parts of 
the Minor Prophets, a translation of Theodore 
of Mopsuestia’s commentary on the Psalms, and 
various letters. Sympathetic to Pelagius, Julian 
applied his intellectual acumen and rhetorical 
training to argue against Augustine on matters 
such as free will, desire and the locus of evil.
Julian Pomerius (late fifth-early sixth cen-
tury). Author of On the Contemplative Life 
and a teacher of Caesarius of Arles. Originally 
from Mauretania, Julian moved to southern 
Gaul where he was ordained as a priest. He 
eventually settled in Arles as a teacher of 
rhetoric.
Julian the Arian (c. fourth century). Anti-
ochene, Arian author of Commentary on Job, 
and probably a follower of Aetius and Euno-
mius. The 85 Apostolic Canons, once part of 
the Apostolic Constitutions, and the Pseudo-
Ignatian writings are also attributed to him.
Julius Africanus (c. 160-c. 240). First Chris-
tian chronographer who inf luenced later his-
torians such as Eusebius. Born in Jerusalem, 
he was charged with organizing a library in the 
Pantheon at Rome. He was acquainted with 
Origen during the time he studied in Alexan-
dria and corresponded with him. He died in 
Palestine. 
Justin Martyr (c. 100/110-165; f l. c. 148-161). 
Palestinian philosopher who was converted to 
Christianity,  “the only sure and worthy phi-
losophy.” He traveled to Rome where he wrote 
several apologies against both pagans and Jews, 
combining Greek philosophy and Christian 
theology; he was eventually martyred.
Justinian the Emperor (482-565). Emperor 
of Byzantium, 527-565. As the second mem-
ber of the Justinian Dynasty, he instituted an 
ambitious, though failed, restoration of the 
Byzantine Empire. He sought theological unity 
through a politicized Christianity that perse-
cuted perceived heretics and apostates along 
with Jews and pagans. Many of his writings are 
extant, including twenty-one letters and four 
dogmatic works.

Lactantius (c. 260-c. 330). Christian apologist 
removed from his post as teacher of rhetoric at 
Nicomedia upon his conversion to Christian-
ity. He was tutor to the son of Constantine 
and author of The Divine Institutes.
Leander (c. 545-c. 600). Latin ecclesiastical 
writer, of whose works only two survive. He 
was instrumental in spreading Christianity 
among the Visigoths, gaining significant his-
torical inf luence in Spain in his time.
Leo the Great (regn. 440-461). Bishop of 
Rome whose Tome to Flavian helped to strike a 
balance between Nestorian and Cyrilline posi-
tions at the Council of Chalcedon in 451.
Letter of Barnabas (c. 130). An allegorical and 
typological interpretation of the Old Testa-
ment with a decidedly anti-Jewish tone. It was 
included with other New Testament works 
as a  “Catholic epistle” at least until Eusebius 
of Caesarea (c. 260/263-340) questioned its 
authenticity.
Letter to Diognetus (c. third century). A 
refutation of paganism and an exposition of 
the Christian life and faith. The author of 
this letter is unknown, and the exact identity 
of its recipient, Diognetus, continues to elude 
patristic scholars. 
Liturgy of St. Basil (fourth century and on-
ward). The liturgical collections of the Byzan-
tine liturgy containing an anaphora attributed 
to Basil the Great. The liturgy has evolved 
considerably over the centuries.
Liturgy of St. James. A liturgy adopted 
throughout the East, including by the Syrian 
Orthodox Church. Traditionally attributed to  
St. James the bishop of Jerusalem, it survives 
in both Greek and Syriac versions.
Liturgy of St. Mark (fourth century). Tra-
ditional Eucharistic liturgy of the Alexan-
drian Church. First adopted by the Egyptian 
Melchites, its extant manuscripts are based 
on an early Egyptian text, and forms of the 
rite are still used by the Coptic and Ethiopian 
Churches.
Liturgy of the Blessed Apostles (first or second 
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century). One of the earliest Christian litur-
gies. Attributed to Addai (Addaeus) and Mari 
(Maris), Christian missionaries to Edessa and 
surrounding areas of Syria, the liturgy was also 
celebrated in Mesopotamia and Persia. It was 
likely used in the Syrian church and was also 
taken up later by the Nestorians.
Liturgy of the Coptic Jacobites (sixth century). 
Liturgy of the West Syrian Church named 
after the monophysite Jacob Baradaeus (d. 578) 
who used this rite, in the Coptic language, to 
solidify the hierarchy of monophysitism. Many 
of the anaphorae can be traced back in their 
basic structure to the church of Jerusalem in 
apostolic times.
Liturgy of the Hours (third century). Early 
liturgy for prayers throughout the day. The 
church community, especially monastics, of-
fered prayer at set times of the day: morning 
prayer, prayers of terce (third hour), sext (sixth 
hour) and none (ninth hour) that correspond 
to the hours of Christ’s crucifixion and death. 
Evening prayer was associated with the night-
time rest of the world itself. More elaborate 
and extended divisions of the hours followed 
that included Lauds, Prime, Terce, Sext, None, 
Vespers and Compline, ref lective of a theology 
of time that celebrates the rhythm of life as 
God’s people communicate with him.
Lucifer (d. 370/371). Bishop of Cagliari and 
vigorous supporter of Athanasius and the 
Nicene Creed. In conf lict with the emperor 
Constantius, he was banished to Palestine and 
later to Thebaid (Egypt).
Luculentius (fifth century). Unknown author 
of a group of short commentaries on the New 
Testament, especially Pauline passages. His 
exegesis is mainly literal and relies mostly on 
earlier authors such as Jerome and Augustine. 
The content of his writing may place it in the 
fifth century.
Macarius of Egypt (c. 300-c. 390). One of the 
Desert Fathers. Accused of supporting Atha-
nasius, Macarius was exiled c. 374 to an island 
in the Nile by Lucius, the Arian successor of 

Athanasius. Macarius continued his teaching 
of monastic theology at Wadi Natrun.
Macrina the Younger (c. 327-379). The elder 
sister of Basil the Great and Gregory of Nyssa, 
she is known as  “the Younger” to distinguish 
her from her paternal grandmother. She had 
a powerful inf luence on her younger broth-
ers, especially on Gregory, who called her his 
teacher and relates her teaching in On the Soul 
and the Resurrection.
Manichaeans. A religious movement that 
originated circa 241 in Persia under the leader-
ship of Mani but was apparently of complex 
Christian origin. It is said to have denied free 
will and the universal sovereignty of God, 
teaching that kingdoms of light and darkness 
are coeternal and that the redeemed are par-
ticles of a spiritual man of light held captive in 
the darkness of matter (see Gnostics). 
Marcellus of Ancyra (d. c. 375). Wrote a 
refutation of Arianism. Later, he was accused 
of Sabellianism, especially by Eusebius of Cae-
sarea. While the Western church declared him 
orthodox, the Eastern church excommunicated 
him. Some scholars have attributed to him 
certain works of Athanasius.
Marcion (f l. 144). Heretic of the mid second 
century who rejected the Old Testament and 
much of the New Testament, claiming that the 
Father of Jesus Christ was other than the Old 
Testament God (see Gnostics).
Marius Victorinus (b. c. 280/285; f l. c. 
355-363). Grammarian of African origin who 
taught rhetoric at Rome and translated works 
of Platonists. After his conversion (c. 355), he 
wrote works against the Arians and commen-
taries on Paul ’s letters.
Mark the Hermit (c. sixth century). Monk 
who lived near Tarsus and produced works on 
ascetic practices as well as christological issues.
Martin of Braga (f l. c. 568-579). Anti-Arian 
metropolitan of Braga on the Iberian penin-
sula. He was highly educated and presided over 
the provincial council of Braga in 572.
Martyrdom of Polycarp (c. 160). A letter 
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written shortly after the death of the eighty-
six-year-old bishop of Smyrna which provides, 
in sometimes gruesome detail, the earliest 
account of Christian martyrdom outside of the 
New Testament.
Martyrius. See Sahdona.
Maximinus (the Arian) (b. c. 360-65).  Bishop 
of an Arian community, perhaps in Illyricum. 
Of Roman descent, he debated publicly with 
Augustine at Hippo (427 or 428), ardently 
defending Arian doctrine. Besides the polemi-
cal works he wrote against the orthodox, such 
as his Against the Heretics, Jews and Pagans, he 
also wrote fifteen sermons that are considered 
much less polemical, having been previously 
attributed to Maximus of Turin. He is also 
known for his twenty-four Explanations of 
Chapters of the Gospels.
Maximus of Turin (d. 408/423). Bishop of 
Turin. Over one hundred of his sermons sur-
vive on Christian festivals, saints and martyrs.
Maximus the Confessor (c. 580-662). Palestin-
ian-born theologian and ascetic writer. Fleeing 
the Arab invasion of Jerusalem in 614, he took 
refuge in Constantinople and later Africa.  He 
died near the Black Sea after imprisonment and 
severe suffering, having his tongue cut off and 
his right hand mutilated. He taught total pref-
erence for God and detachment from all things.
Melito of Sardis (d. c. 190). Bishop of Sardis. 
According to Polycrates, he may have been 
Jewish by birth. Among his numerous works 
is a liturgical document known as On Pascha 
(ca. 160-177). As a Quartodeciman, and one 
intimately involved in that controversy, Melito 
celebrated Pascha on the fourteenth of Nisan 
in line with the custom handed down from 
Judaism.  
Methodius of Olympus (d. 311). Bishop of 
Olympus who celebrated virginity in a Sympo-
sium partly modeled on Plato’s dialogue of that 
name.
Minucius Felix (second or third century). 
Christian apologist who was an advocate in 
Rome. His Octavius agrees at numerous points 

with the Apologeticum of Tertullian. His birth-
place is believed to be in Africa.
Montanist Oracles. Montanism was an 
apocalyptic and strictly ascetic movement 
begun in the latter half of the second century 
by a certain Montanus in Phrygia, who, along 
with certain of his followers, uttered oracles 
they claimed were inspired by the Holy Spirit. 
Little of the authentic oracles remains and 
most of what is known of Montanism comes 
from the authors who wrote against the move-
ment. Montanism was formally condemned as 
a heresy before by Asiatic synods. 
Muratorian Fragment (second century). Earli-
est known list of New Testament books, pre-
served in an eighth-century manuscript. The 
document is missing its first lines yet includes 
all but five books of the final canon. It also 
discusses various contested writings, several of 
which are clearly rejected.
Nemesius of Emesa (f l. late fourth century). 
Bishop of Emesa in Syria whose most impor-
tant work, Of the Nature of Man, draws on 
several theological and philosophical sources 
and is the first exposition of a Christian an-
thropology.
Nestorius (c. 381-c. 451). Patriarch of Con-
stantinople (428-431) who founded the heresy 
which says that there are two persons, divine 
and human, rather than one person truly 
united in the incarnate Christ. He resisted 
the teaching of theotokos, causing Nestorian 
churches to separate from Constantinople.
Nicetas of Remesiana (f l. second half of 
fourth century). Bishop of Remesiana in Ser-
bia, whose works affirm the consubstantiality 
of the Son and the deity of the Holy Spirit.
Nilus of Ancyra (d. c. 430). Prolific ascetic 
writer and  disciple of John Chrysostom. 
Sometimes erroneously known as Nilus of 
Sinai, he was a native of Ancyra and studied at 
Constantinople. 
Novatian of Rome (f l. 235-258). Roman 
theologian, otherwise orthodox, who formed a 
schismatic church after failing to become pope. 

331



His treatise on the Trinity states the classic 
Western doctrine.
Odes of Solomon (early second century). A 
collection of forty-two pseudo-Solomonic 
poems containing commentary on the liturgy 
of a Judeo-Christian community in Syria. 
The poems are permeated with soteriological 
concerns, though they never mention the name 
Jesus. 
Oecumenius (sixth century). Called the 
Rhetor or the Philosopher, Oecumenius wrote 
the earliest extant Greek commentary on 
Revelation. Scholia by Oecumenius on some 
of John Chrysostom’s commentaries on the 
Pauline Epistles are still extant.
Olympiodorus (early sixth century). Exegete 
and deacon of Alexandria, known for his com-
mentaries that come to us mostly in catenae.
Optatus (fourth century). Bishop of Milevis in 
North Africa. He wrote a treatise against Do-
natism. These six books emphasize the unique-
ness of the Catholic Church and include a list of 
documents on the Donatist controversy.
Origen of Alexandria (b. 185; f l. c. 200-254). 
Inf luential exegete and systematic theologian. 
He was condemned (perhaps unfairly) for 
maintaining the preexistence of souls while 
purportedly denying the resurrection of the 
body. His extensive works of exegesis focus on 
the spiritual meaning of the text.
Pachomius (c. 292-347). Founder of cenobitic 
monasticism.  A gifted group leader and au-
thor of a set of rules, he was defended after his 
death by Athanasius of Alexandria.
Pacian of Barcelona (c. fourth century). 
Bishop of Barcelona whose writings polemi-
cize against popular pagan festivals as well as 
Novatian schismatics.
Palladius of Helenopolis (c. 363/364-c. 431). 
Bishop of Helenopolis in Bithynia (400-417) 
and then Aspuna in Galatia. A disciple of 
Evagrius of Pontus and admirer of Origen, 
Palladius became a zealous adherent of John 
Chrysostom and shared his troubles in 403. 
His Lausaic History is the leading source for 

the history of early monasticism, stressing the 
spiritual value of the life of the desert.
Papias of Hierapolis (c. early second century). 
Bishop of Hierapolis in Phrygia who may have 
known the apostle John. Through his writings, 
which are extant only in fragments preserved 
in Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History, Papias in-
f luenced later theologians including Irenaeus, 
Hippolytus and Victorinus, and provided 
an important witness to traditions about the 
origins of the Gospels.
Paschasius of Dumium (c. 515-c. 580). Trans- 
lator of sentences of the Desert Fathers from 
Greek into Latin while a monk in Dumium.
Paterius (c. sixth-seventh century). Disciple 
of Gregory the Great who is primarily respon-
sible for the transmission of Gregory’s works 
to many later medieval authors.
Patrick (d. c. 492). Saint known as the apostle 
to Ireland. Born in Britain and later kidnapped 
at the age of sixteen by pirates, Patrick was 
taken to Ireland where he worked as a shep-
herd. He later returned to Britain and under-
took training in Gaul and possibly also Lerins 
for the apostolate. According to tradition, 
he was consecrated a bishop and returned to 
northern Ireland in 432 where he preached 
the gospel and established his see at Armagh, 
which was extended to the continent via Irish 
missionaries. His two works that survive are 
Epistle to the Soldier Coroticus and Confession, 
written toward the end of his life. His feast 
day is March 17.
Paulinus of Milan (late 4th-early 5th cen-
tury). Personal secretary and biographer of 
Ambrose of Milan. He took part in the Pela-
gian controversy.
Paulinus of Nola (355-431). Roman senator 
and distinguished Latin poet whose fre-
quent encounters with Ambrose of Milan (c. 
333-397) led to his eventual conversion and 
baptism in 389. He eventually renounced his 
wealth and inf luential position and took up 
his pen to write poetry in service of Christ. 
He also wrote many letters to, among others, 
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Augustine, Jerome and Rufinus.
Paulus Orosius (b. c. 380). An outspoken 
critic of Pelagius, mentored by Augustine. His 
Seven Books of History Against the Pagans was 
perhaps the first history of Christianity.
Pelagius (c. 354-c. 420). Contemporary of 
Augustine whose followers were condemned in 
418 and 431 for maintaining that even before 
Christ there were people who lived wholly 
without sin and that salvation depended on 
free will. 
Peter Chrysologus (c. 380-450). Latin arch-
bishop of Ravenna whose teachings included 
arguments for adherence in matters of faith to 
the Roman see, and the relationship between 
grace and Christian living.
Peter of Alexandria (d. c. 311). Bishop of 
Alexandria. He marked (and very probably 
initiated) the reaction at Alexandria against 
extreme doctrines of Origen. During the 
persecution of Christians in Alexandria, Peter 
was arrested and beheaded by Roman offi-
cials. Eusebius of Caesarea described him as  
“a model bishop, remarkable for his virtuous 
life and his ardent study of the Scriptures.”
Philip the Priest (d. 455/56) Acknowledged 
by Gennadius as a disciple of Jerome. In his 
Commentary on the Book of Job, Philip utilizes 
Jerome’s Vulgate, providing an important wit-
ness to the transmission of that translation. A 
few of his letters are extant.
Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 b.c.-c. a.d. 50). 
Jewish-born exegete who greatly inf luenced 
Christian patristic interpretation of the Old 
Testament. Born to a rich family in Alexan-
dria, Philo was a contemporary of Jesus and 
lived an ascetic and contemplative life that 
makes some believe he was a rabbi. His inter-
pretation of Scripture based the spiritual sense 
on the literal. Although inf luenced by Hel-
lenism, Philo’s theology remains thoroughly 
Jewish.
Philoxenus of Mabbug (c. 440-523). Bishop of 
Mabbug (Hierapolis) and a leading thinker in 
the early Syrian Orthodox Church. His exten-

sive writings in Syriac include a set of thirteen 
Discourses on the Christian Life, several works 
on the incarnation and a number of exegetical 
works.
Phoebadius of Agen (d. c. 395). Bishop of 
Agen whose Contra arianos attacked the 357 
pro-Arian formula of Sirmium. Phoebadius 
was the last leader induced to sign the formula 
of Ariminum in 359, a compromise widely 
viewed as an Arian triumph.
Photius (c. 820-891). An important Byzantine 
churchman and university professor of phi-
losophy, mathematics and theology. He was 
twice the patriarch of Constantinople. First 
he succeeded Ignatius in 858, but was deposed 
in 863 when Ignatius was reinstated. Again 
he followed Ignatius in 878 and remained 
the patriarch until 886, at which time he was 
removed by Leo VI. His most important theo-
logical work is Address on the Mystagogy of the 
Holy Spirit, in which he articulates his opposi-
tion to the Western filioque, i.e., the proces-
sion of the Holy Spirit from the Father and 
the Son. He is also known for his Amphilochia 
and Library (Bibliotheca).
Poemen (c. fifth century). One-seventh of the 
sayings in the Sayings of the Desert Fathers are 
attributed to Poemen, which is Greek for shep-
herd. Poemen was a common title among early 
Egyptian desert ascetics, and it is unknown 
whether all of the sayings come from one 
person.
Polycarp of Smyrna (c. 69-155). Bishop of 
Smyrna who vigorously fought heretics such as 
the Marcionites and Valentinians. He was the 
leading Christian figure in Roman Asia in the 
middle of the second century.
Possidius (late fourth-fifth century). A 
member of Augustine’s monastic community 
at Hippo from 391, then bishop of Calama in 
Numidia sometime soon after 397. He f led 
back to Hippo when Vandals invaded Calama 
in 428 and cared for Augustine during his 
final illness. Returning to Calama after the 
death of Augustine (430), he was expelled by 
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Genseric, Arian king of the Vandals, in 437. 
Nothing more is known of him after this date. 
Sometime between 432 and 437 he wrote Vita 
Augustini, to which he added Indiculus, a list of 
Augustine’s books, sermons and letters.
Potamius of Lisbon (f l. c. 350-360). Bishop of 
Lisbon who joined the Arian party in 357, but 
later returned to the Catholic faith (c. 359?). 
His works from both periods are concerned 
with the larger Trinitarian debates of his time.
Primasius (f l. 550-560). Bishop of Hadrume-
tum in North Africa (modern Tunisia) and 
one of the few Africans to support the con-
demnation of the Three Chapters. Drawing on 
Augustine and Tyconius, he wrote a commen-
tary on the Apocalypse, which in allegoriz-
ing fashion views the work as referring to the 
history of the church.
Proclus of Constantinople (c. 390-446). Patri-
arch of Constantinople (434-446). His patri-
archate dealt with the Nestorian controversy, 
rebutting, in his Tome to the Armenian Bishops, 
Theodore of Mopsuestia’s Christology where 
Theodore was thought to have overly separated 
the two natures of Christ. Proclus stressed 
the unity of Christ in his formula “One of the 
Trinity suffered,” which was later taken up 
and spread by the Scythian monks of the sixth 
century, resulting in the theopaschite contro-
versy. Proclus was known as a gifted preacher 
and church politician, extending and expanding 
Constantinople’s inf luence while avoiding con-
f lict with Antioch, Rome and Alexandria.
Procopius of Gaza (c. 465-c. 530). A Chris-
tian exegete educated in Alexandria. He wrote 
numerous theological works and commentaries 
on Scripture (particularly the Hebrew Bible), 
the latter marked by the allegorical exegesis for 
which the Alexandrian school was known.
Prosper of Aquitaine (c. 390-c. 463). Prob-
ably a lay monk and supporter of the theology 
of Augustine on grace and predestination. He 
collaborated closely with Pope Leo I in his 
doctrinal statements.
Prudentius (c. 348-c. 410). Latin poet and 

hymn writer who devoted his later life to 
Christian writing. He wrote didactic poems 
on the theology of the incarnation, against the 
heretic Marcion and against the resurgence of 
paganism.
Pseudo-Clementines (third-fourth century). 
A series of apocryphal writings pertaining to 
a conjured life of Clement of Rome. Written 
in a form of popular legend, the stories from 
Clement’s life, including his opposition to 
Simon Magus, illustrate and promote articles 
of Christian teaching. It is likely that the cor-
pus is a derivative of a number of Gnostic and 
Judeo-Christian writings. Dating the corpus is 
a complicated issue.
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (f l. c. 500). 
Author who assumed the name of Dionysius 
the Areopagite mentioned in Acts 17:34, and 
who composed the works known as the Corpus 
Areopagiticum (or Dionysiacum). These writings 
were the foundation of the apophatic school of 
mysticism in their denial that anything can be 
truly predicated of God.
Pseudo-Macarius (f l. c. 390). An anonymous 
writer and ascetic (from Mesopotamia?) active 
in Antioch whose badly edited works were 
attributed to Macarius of Egypt. He had keen 
insight into human nature, prayer and the in-
ner life. His work includes some one hundred 
discourses and homilies.
Quodvultdeus (f l. 430). Carthaginian bishop 
and friend of Augustine who endeavored to 
show at length how the New Testament ful-
filled the Old Testament.
Rabanus (Hrabanus) Maurus (c. 780-856). 
Frankish monk, theologian and teacher, stu-
dent of Alcuin of York, then Abbot of Fulda 
from 822 to 842 and Archbishop of Mainz 
from 848 until his death in 856. The author of 
poetry, homilies, treatises on education, gram-
mar, and doctrine, and an encyclopedia titled 
On the Nature of Things, he also wrote com-
mentaries on Scripture, including the books of 
Kings and Esther. Though he is technically an 
early medieval writer, his works are included as 
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they ref lect earlier thought.
Riddles in the Apocalypse (eighth century). 
Commentary on Revelation of unknown 
authorship. De Enigmatibus ex Apocalypsi in 
Latin, the commentary explores the enigmatic 
symbolism of the book. It is contained in the 
one volume commentary known as the Irish 
Reference Bible, or Das Bibelwerk which dates 
from the late eighth century (see also CCL 
7:231-95).
Romanus Melodus (f l. c. 536-556). Born 
as a Jew in Emesa not far from Beirut where 
after his baptism he later became deacon of 
the Church of the Resurrection. He later 
moved to Constantinople and may have seen 
the destruction of the Hagia Sophia and 
its rebuilding during the time he f lourished 
there. As many as eighty metrical sermons 
(kontakia, sg. kontakion) that utilize dialogi-
cal poetry have come down to us under his 
name. These sermons were sung rather than 
preached during the liturgy, and frequently 
provide theological insights and Scriptural 
connections often unique to Romanus. His 
Christology, closely associated with Justinian, 
ref lects the struggles against the Monophys-
ites of his day.
Rufinus of Aquileia (c. 345-411). Orthodox 
Christian thinker and historian who nonethe-
less translated and preserved the works of Ori-
gen, and defended him against the strictures 
of Jerome and Epiphanius. He lived the ascetic 
life in Rome, Egypt and Jerusalem (the Mount 
of Olives).
Sabellius (f l. 200). Allegedly the author of 
the heresy which maintains that the Father 
and Son are a single person. The patripassian 
variant of this heresy states that the Father 
suffered on the cross.
Sahdona (f l. 635-640). Known in Greek as 
Martyrius, this Syriac author was bishop of 
Beth Garmai. He studied in Nisibis and was 
exiled for his christological ideas. His most 
important work is the deeply scriptural Book 
of Perfection which ranks as one of the master-

pieces of Syriac monastic literature. 
Salvian the Presbyter of Marseilles (c. 
400-c. 480). An important author for the his-
tory of his own time. He saw the fall of Roman 
civilization to the barbarians as a consequence 
of the reprehensible conduct of Roman Chris-
tians. In The Governance of God he developed 
the theme of divine providence.
Second Letter of Clement (c. 150). The so 
called Second Letter of Clement is an early 
Christian sermon probably written by a Co-
rinthian author, though some scholars have 
assigned it to a Roman or Alexandrian author.
Sedulius, Coelius (f l. 425-450). Author of the 
Paschale carmen, a poem in five books, which 
focuses on the miraculous character of Christ’s 
suffering. Sedulius learned philosophy in Italy 
and was later converted to Christianity by the 
presbyter Macedonius. He has at times been 
confused with the poet Sedulius Scotus (ninth 
century). He is also known for the similarly 
themed Paschale opus, among other works.
Seventh Council of Carthage Under Cyprian 
(256). One of many Carthaginian councils con-
vened in response to the controversy surround-
ing rebaptisms. All bishops present, including 
Cyprian, deemed that baptism administered by 
heretics was invalid and necessitated rebap-
tism, a position later revised by Augustine.
Severian of Gabala (f l. c. 400). A contem-
porary of John Chrysostom, he was a highly 
regarded preacher in Constantinople, particu-
larly at the imperial court, and ultimately sided 
with Chrysostom’s accusers. He wrote homi-
lies on Genesis.
Severus of Antioch (f l. 488-538). A mono-
physite theologian, consecrated bishop of 
Antioch in 522. Born in Pisidia, he studied in 
Alexandria and Beirut, taught in Constanti-
nople and was exiled to Egypt.
Shenoute (c. 350-466). Abbot of Athribis in 
Egypt. His large monastic community was 
known for very strict rules. He accompanied 
Cyril of Alexandria to the Council of Ephe-
sus in 431, where he played an important 
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role in deposing Nestorius. He knew Greek 
but wrote in Coptic, and his literary activ-
ity includes homilies, catecheses on monastic 
subjects, letters, and a couple of theological 
treatises.
Shepherd of Hermas (second century). Di-
vided into five Visions, twelve Mandates and 
ten Similitudes, this Christian apocalypse was 
written by a former slave and named for the 
form of the second angel said to have granted 
him his visions. This work was highly es-
teemed for its moral value and was used as a 
textbook for catechumens in the early church.
Sibylline Oracles (second century b.c.-second 
century a.d.) An apocryphal collection of 
Greek prophecies. Spanning the second 
century b.c. to the second century a.d., the 
collection is the product of Christian redaction 
of Jewish adaptations and expansions of pagan 
Greek oracles.
Socrates (Scholasticus) (c. 380-450). Greek 
historian and lawyer from Constantinople. His 
Ecclesiastical History, meant to continue the 
work of Eusebius, comprises seven books, each 
covering the reign of one emperor between 306 
and 439.
Sophronius of Jerusalem (Sophronius So-
phistes) (c. 550-638). Patriarch of Jerusalem 
(634-638) and opponent of monothelitism. 
Born in Damascus of Arabic descent, Sophro-
nius became a monk and friend to John Mo-
schus at a monastery near Jerusalem, though 
he also ministered in Sinai, Egypt and Italy. 
Stephen of Hnes (Stephen of Heracleopolis 
Magna) (seventh century?). Bishop of Hnes 
who built two small chapels, or monasteries, in 
the district of Cusae in upper Egypt. He wrote 
a panegyric to Apollo the archimandrite of the 
monastery of Isaac. Apollo, who had met the 
Patriarch Severus of Antioch just before his 
death in 538, was Stephen’s spiritual father. 
He wrote another encomium to St. Helias who 
was later venerated by her followers in the cult 
of St. Helias. 
Sulpicius Severus (c. 360-c. 420). An eccle-

siastical writer from Bordeaux born of noble 
parents.  Devoting himself to monastic retire-
ment, he became a personal friend and enthu-
siastic disciple of St. Martin of Tours. 
Symeon the New Theologian (c. 949-1022). 
Compassionate spiritual leader known for his 
strict rule. He believed that the divine light 
could be perceived and received through the 
practice of mental prayer.
Syncletica (fifth century). Egyptian nun 
known from collected sayings and a fifth-cen-
tury Life. Syncletica began ascetic practices in 
her parents’ Alexandria home and after their 
death retired to desert life. Until succumbing 
to illness in her eighties, she was a spiritual 
leader to women who gathered to learn from 
her piety. 
Synesios of Cyrene (c. 370-c. 413). Bishop 
of Ptolemais elected in 410. Born of a noble 
pagan family, Synesios studied in Alexandria 
under the neoplatonist philosopher Hypatia. 
His work includes nine hymns that present a 
complex Trinitarian theology with neoplatonic 
inf luences.
Synod of Alexandria (362). A gathering of 
Egyptian bishops and Nicene delegates, called 
by Athanasius after the death of Constantius. 
The synod published a letter that expressed 
anti-Arian agreement on Trinitarian language.
Tarasius of Constantinople (d. 806). Patri-
arch of Constantinople from 784. Tarasius 
promoted reconciliation between Eastern and 
Western churches. At his urging Empress 
Irene II called the Second Council of Nicaea 
(787) to address debates over iconoclasm. 
Tatian (second century). Christian apologist 
from the East who studied under Justin in 
Rome, returning to his old country after his 
mentor’s martyrdom. Famous for his Gospel 
harmony, the Diatessaron, Tatian also wrote 
Address to the Greeks, which was a defense of 
Christianity addressed to the pagan world.
Tertullian of Carthage (c. 155/160-225/250; 
f l. c. 197-222). Brilliant Carthaginian apolo-
gist and polemicist who laid the foundations 
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of Christology and trinitarian orthodoxy 
in the West, though he himself was later 
estranged from the catholic tradition due to 
its laxity. 
Theodore bar Koni (d. 845). Important 
Nestorian author and apologist who taught at 
the school of Kashkar [Iraq] in Beth Aramaye 
and later became metropolitan of Beth Gar-
mai. Numerous works are attributed to him, 
though only a collection of scholia on the Old 
and New Testaments which offers a defense 
of East Syrian Christianity and refutations of 
Islam and various heresies is extant. He also 
wrote an ecclesiastical history that provided a 
glimpse into the lives of Nestorian patriarchs, 
a book on logic, and treatises against mono-
physitism and Arianism.
Theodore of Heraclea (d. c. 355). An anti-
Nicene bishop of Thrace. He was part of a 
team seeking reconciliation between Eastern 
and Western Christianity. In 343 he was 
excommunicated at the council of Sardica. His 
writings focus on a literal interpretation of 
Scripture.
Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350-428). Bishop 
of Mopsuestia, founder of the Antiochene, or 
literalistic, school of exegesis. A great man in 
his day, he was later condemned as a precursor 
of Nestorius.
Theodore of Tabennesi (d. 368) Vice general 
of the Pachomian monasteries (c. 350-368) un-
der Horsiesi. Several of his letters are known.
Theodoret of Cyr (c. 393-466). Bishop of 
Cyr (Cyrrhus), he was an opponent of Cyril 
who commented extensively on Old Testa-
ment texts as a lucid exponent of Antiochene 
exegesis.
Theodotus of Ancyra (d. before 446). Bishop 
of Ancyra in Galatia and friend-turned-enemy 
of Nestorius. He fought against John of Anti-
och who consequently excommunicated him. 
Several of his works are extant.
Theodotus the Valentinian (second century). 
Likely a Montanist who may have been related 
to the Alexandrian school. Extracts of his 

work are known through writings of Clement 
of Alexandria.
Theophanes (775-845). Hymnographer and 
bishop of Nicaea (842-845). He was perse-
cuted during the second iconoclastic period 
for his support of the Seventh Council (Sec-
ond Council of Nicaea, 787). He wrote many 
hymns in the tradition of the monastery of 
Mar Sabbas that were used in the Paraklitiki.
Theophilus of Alexandria (d. 412). Patri-
arch of Alexandria (385-412) and the uncle 
of his successor, Cyril. His patriarchate was 
known for his opposition to paganism, hav-
ing destroyed the Serapeion and its library 
in 391, but he also built many churches. He 
also was known for his political machinations 
against his theological enemies, especially John 
Chrysostom, whom he himself had previously 
consecrated as patriarch, ultimately getting 
John removed from his see and earning the 
intense dislike of Antioch Christians. He 
is, however, venerated among the Copts and 
Syrians, among whom many of his sermons 
have survived, although only a few are deemed 
authentically his. His Homily on the Mystical 
Supper, commenting on the Last Supper, is 
perhaps one of his most well known.
Theophilus of Antioch (late second century). 
Bishop of Antioch. His only surviving work is 
Ad Autholycum, where we find the first Chris-
tian commentary on Genesis and the first use 
of the term Trinity. Theophilus’s apologetic 
literary heritage had inf luence on Irenaeus and 
possibly Tertullian.
Theophylact of Ohrid (c. 1050-c. 1108). 
Byzantine archbishop of Ohrid (or Achrida) 
in what is now Bulgaria. Drawing on earlier 
works, he wrote commentaries on several Old 
Testament books and all of the New Testa-
ment except for Revelation.
Third Council of Constantinople (681). 
The Sixth Ecumenical Council, convoked by 
Constantine IV to resolve the Monothelite 
controversy. The council ’s decree affirmed the 
doctrine that Christ’s two natures correspond 
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to two distinct wills and two energies.
Treatise on Rebaptism (third century). An 
anonymous treatise arguing, possibly against 
Cyprian, that those receiving baptism by her-
etics in the name of Jesus ought not be rebap-
tized.
Tyconius (c. 330-390). A lay theologian and 
exegete of the Donatist church in North Africa 
who inf luenced Augustine. His Book of Rules 
is the first manual of scriptural interpretation 
in the Latin West. In 380 he was excommuni-
cated by the Donatist council at Carthage. 
Valentinian Exposition (second century). A 
type of secret catechism for those who were 
to be initiated into the Valentinian version of 
gnosis. It provided an exposition of the origin 
of creation and was also concerned with the 
process of how our salvation is achieved in 
light of the myth of Sophia. There are refer-
ences to the sacramental rituals of baptism and 
the Eucharist and also early evidences of the 
disagreements and theological controversies 
that existed among Valentinian theologians.
Valentinus (f l. c. 140). Alexandrian heretic of 
the mid second century who taught that the 
material world was created by the transgres-
sion of God’s Wisdom, or Sophia (see Gnos-
tics).
Valerian of Cimiez (f l. c. 422-439). Bishop 
of Cimiez. He participated in the councils of 
Riez (439) and Vaison (422) with a view to 
strengthening church discipline.  He sup-
ported Hilary of Arles in quarrels with Pope 
Leo I.
Venantius Fortunatus (c. 530-c. 610). Latin 
poet. In 597 Venantius was appointed bishop 
of Poitiers, where he had served the commu-
nity of former queen Radegunde since 567. His 
works include lives of saints and two hymns 
that were soon incorporated into Western 
liturgy.
Verecundus (d. 552). An African Christian 
writer, who took an active part in the chris-
tological controversies of the sixth century, 
especially in the debate on Three Chapters. 

He also wrote allegorical commentaries on the 
nine liturgical church canticles. 
Victor of Cartenna (fifth century). Bishop of 
Cartenna in Mauretania Caesariensis to whom 
Gennadius attributed Adversus Arianos. Other 
works have been attributed to him, including 
select works associated with Pseudo-Ambrose 
and Pseudo-Basil.
Victor of Vita (f l. 480/481-484). Bishop of 
Vita in the Byzacena province and author of 
a history of the Vandal persecution in Africa. 
There is disagreement over the details of his 
life.
Victorinus of Petovium (d. c. 304). Latin 
biblical exegete. With multiple works at-
tributed to him, his sole surviving work is the 
Commentary on the Apocalypse and perhaps 
some fragments from Commentary on Matthew. 
Victorinus expressed strong millenarianism in 
his writing, though his was less materialistic 
than the millenarianism of Papias or Irenaeus. 
In his allegorical approach he could be called 
a spiritual disciple of Origen. Victorinus died 
during the first year of Diocletian’s persecu-
tion, probably in 304.
Vigilius of Thapsus (f l. c. 484). Bishop of 
Thapsus, who took part in talks between 
Catholics and Arians at Carthage in 484. 
Vigilius was the author of Contra Eutychetem 
and the Dialogus contra arianos, sabellianos et 
photinianos, and probably Contra Felicianum.
Vincent of Lérins (d. before 450). Monk who 
has exerted considerable inf luence through 
his writings on orthodox dogmatic theologi-
cal method, as contrasted with the theological 
methodologies of the heresies.
Walafridius (Walahfrid) Strabo (808-849). 
Frankish monk, writer and student of Rabanus 
Maurus. Walafridius was made abbot of the 
monastery of Reichenau in 838 but was exiled 
in 840, when one of the sons of Emperor Louis 
the Pious—to whom Walafridius was loyal—
invaded Reichenau. He was restored in 842 
and died in 849. His writings include poetry, 
commentaries on scripture, lives of saints and 
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a historical explanation of the liturgy. Though 
he is technically an early medieval writer, his 
works are included 
Zephyrinus (d. 217). Bishop of Rome from 
199 to 217. Renewed his predecessor Victor’s 
condemnation of the adoptionism being taught 
in Rome by Theodotus of Byzantium and re-
admitted the excommunicated modalist bishop 
Natalius upon the latter’s repentance, but as a 

layperson. Much of what we know about him 
is from the work of Hippolytus, whose nega-
tive opinion of Zephyrinus may have been col-
ored by his antagonism toward Zephyrinus’s 
successor, Callistus. The epistles attributed to 
Zephyrinus are now considered spurious (part 
of the so-called False Decretals of the ninth 
century) but are included as possibly ref lecting 
earlier thought.
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TIMELINE OF WRITERS OF THE PATRISTIC PERIOD 
 
 
The following chronology will assist readers in locating patristic writers, writings and recipients of 

letters referred to in this patristic commentary. Persons are arranged chronologically according to the 

terminal date of the years during which they flourished (fl.) or, where that cannot be determined, the 

date of death or approximate date of writing or influence. Writings are arranged according to the 

approximate date of composition. This list is cumulative with respect to all volumes of the ACCS. 



Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period

Location

 

British 
Isles

Gaul Spain, Portugal Rome* and Italy

Clement of Rome, fl. c. 92-101 
(Greek)

Carthage and Northern Africa

 2nd century

Irenaeus of Lyons, 
c. 135-c. 202 (Greek)

Shepherd of Hermas, c. 140 (Greek)

Justin Martyr (Ephesus, Rome), 
c. 100/110-165 (Greek)

Tatian (Rome/Syria), 2nd cent. 
(Greek)

Muratorian Fragment, 2nd cent. 
(Latin [orig. Greek])

Valentinus the Gnostic (Rome), 
fl. c. 140 (Greek)

Hegesippus, 2nd cent. (Greek)

Marcion (Rome), fl. 144 (Greek)

Heracleon, 145-180 (Greek)

                    3rd century

Zephyrinus (Rome), regn. 199-217

Callistus of Rome, regn. 217-222 
(Latin)

Minucius Felix of Rome, 
fl. 218-235 (Latin)

Hippolytus (Rome, Palestine?), 
fl. 222-235/245 (Greek)

Novatian of Rome, fl. 235-258 
(Latin)

Victorinus of Petovium, 230-304
(Latin)

Tertullian of Carthage, c. 155/160-
c. 225 (Latin)

Cyprian of Carthage, fl. 248-258 
(Latin)

Seventh Council of Carthage Under 
Cyprian, 256 (Latin)

Treatise on Rebaptism, 3rd cent. 
(Latin)

P
eriod

*One of the five ancient patriarchates
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Alexandria* and Egypt

Philo of Alexandria, c. 20 
B.C. - c. A.D. 50 (Greek)

Constantinople* and Asia 
Minor, Greece

Antioch* and Syria Mesopotamia, 
Persia

Jerusalem* and 
Palestine

Flavius Josephus 
(Rome), c. 37-c. 101 
(Greek)

Location
Unknown

Basilides (Alexandria), 2nd 
cent. (Greek)

Letter of Barnabas (Syria?), 
c. 130 (Greek)

Gospel of Truth (Egypt?),
2nd cent. (Coptic/Greek)

Valentinian Exposition,
2nd cent. (Greek)

Theodotus the Valentinian, 
2nd cent. (Greek)

Epistula Apostolorum, mid 
2nd cent. (Greek [Coptic/
Ethiopic])

Clement of Alexandria, 
c. 150-215 (Greek)

Polycarp of Smyrna, c. 69-155 
(Greek)

Martyrdom of Polycarp, c. 160 
(Greek)

Aristides, 2nd cent.
(Greek)

Papias of Hierapolis, c. early 2nd 
cent. (Greek)

Athenagoras (Greece), fl. 176-
180 (Greek)

Melito of Sardis, d. c. 190 
(Greek)

Acts of Paul and Thecla, 2nd 
cent. (Greek)

Acts of Peter, c. 190 (Greek)

Montanist Oracles, late 2nd cent. 
(Greek)

Ignatius of Antioch, c. 35-107/
112 (Greek)

Didache (Egypt?),  c. 100 
(Greek)

Odes of Solomon (perhaps 
also Palestine or Egypt), 
early 2nd cent. (Syriac/Ara-
maic)

Gospel of Peter, late 2nd cent.
(Greek)

Theophilus of Antioch, 
c. late 2nd cent. (Greek)

Julius Africanus, c. 
160-c. 240 (Greek)

Second Letter of Clement 
(spurious; Corinth, 
Rome, Alexandria?) 
c. 150, (Greek)

Sabellius (Egypt), 2nd-3rd 
cent. (Greek)

Letter to Diognetus, 3rd cent. 
(Greek)

Origen (Alexandria, Cae-
sarea of Palestine), 185-
254 (Greek)

Dionysius of Alexandria, 
d. 264/5 (Greek)

Firmilian of Caesarea, fl. c. 230-c. 
268 (Greek)

Gregory Thaumaturgus (Neo-
caesarea), fl.  c.  248-264 
(Greek)

Methodius of Olympus (Lycia), 
d. c. 311 (Greek)

Gospel of Philip (Syria, Egypt?) 
2nd or 3rd cent. (Coptic/
Greek)

Bardesanes, 154-222 (Syriac)

Acts of Thomas, c. 225 (Syriac)

Didascalia Apostolorum, early 
3rd cent. (Syriac)

Mani (Manichaeans), 
c. 216-276 (Persian/
Syriac)

Pseudo-Clementines
3rd cent. (Greek)
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Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period

Location

 

British 
Isles

Gaul

Lactantius,  c. 260- 330 
(Latin)

Spain, Portugal Rome* and Italy Carthage and Northern Africa

Fastidius  
(Britain),  
c. 4th-5th 
cent. 
(Latin)

Hilary of Poitiers, 
c. 315-367 (Latin)

Egeria, 4th cent. (Latin)

Phoebadius of Agen, d. c. 395 
(Latin)

Athanasian Creed, c. 4th or 
5th cent. (Latin)

Joseph’s Bible Notes, 4th or 
5th cent. (Latin)

Sulpicius Severus (Bordeaux), 
c. 360-c. 420/425 (Latin)

Hosius of Cordova, d. 357 
(Latin)

Potamius of Lisbon, 
fl. c. 350-360 (Latin)

Gregory of Elvira, 
fl. 359-385 (Latin)

Pacian of Barcelona, 4th 
cent. (Latin)

Prudentius, c. 348-c. 410 
(Latin)

Firmicus Maternus (Sicily),
fl. c. 335 (Latin)

Marius Victorinus (Rome), 
fl. 355-363 (Latin)

Eusebius of Vercelli, fl. c. 360 (Latin)

Lucifer of Cagliari (Sardinia), 
d. 370/371 (Latin)

Damasus of Rome, c. 304-384 
(Latin)

Ambrosiaster (Italy?), fl. c. 366-384 
(Latin)

Filastrius of Brescia, fl. 380 (Latin)

Faustinus (Rome), fl. 380 (Latin)

Faustus of Riez, fl. c. 380 (Latin)

Gaudentius of Brescia, fl. 395 
(Latin)

Ambrose of Milan, c. 333-397; 
fl. 374-397 (Latin)

Paulinus of Milan, late 4th-early 5th 
cent. (Latin)

Rufinus (Aquileia, Rome), c. 345-
411 (Latin)

Arnobius of Sicca, d. c. 327 (Latin)

Optatus of Milevis, 4th cent. (Latin)

Isaiah of Scete, late 4th cent. (Greek)

Paulus Orosius, b. c. 380
(Latin)

Augustine of Hippo, 354-430 (Latin)

Synesios of Cyrene (Alexandria, 
Cyrene), c. 370-c. 413 (Greek)

Possidius, late 4th-5th cent. (Latin)

Sedulius, 
Coelius, fl. 
425-450 
(Latin)

John Cassian (Palestine, 
Egypt, Constantinople, 
Rome, Marseilles), 360-432 
(Latin)

Vincent of Lérins, d. 435 
(Latin)

Valerian of Cimiez, 
fl. c. 422-449 (Latin)

Eucherius of Lyons, 
fl. 420-449 (Latin)

Hilary of Arles, c. 401-449 
(Latin)

Chromatius (Aquileia), fl. 400 
(Latin)

Aponius, fl. 405-415 (Latin)

Pelagius (Britain, Rome), c. 354-
c. 420 (Greek)

Maximus of Turin, d. 408/423 
(Latin)

Paulinus of Nola, 355-431 (Latin)

Peter Chrysologus (Ravenna), 
c. 380-450 (Latin)

Julian of Eclanum, 386-454 (Latin)

Luculentius, 5th cent. (Latin)

Quodvultdeus (Carthage),
fl. 430 (Latin)

Dracontius, 5th cent. (Latin)

P
eriod

4th century
5th century

*One of the five ancient patriarchates
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Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period

30734

Alexandria* and Egypt Constantinople* and Asia 
Minor, Greece

Constantine, d. 337 (Greek)

Antioch* and Syria Mesopotamia, 
Persia

Hegemonius, fl. early 
4th cent. (Greek)

Jerusalem* and 
Palestine

Location
Unknown

Antony, c. 251-355 
(Coptic /Greek)

Peter of Alexandria, d. c. 311 
(Greek)

Arius (Alexandria), fl. c. 320 
(Greek)

Alexander of Alexandria, 
fl. 312-328 (Greek)

Pachomius, c. 292-347 
(Coptic/Greek?)

Theodore of Tabennesi, 
d. 368 (Coptic/Greek)

Athanasius of Alexandria, 
c. 295-373; fl. 325-373 
(Greek)

Abba Pior, d. 373 
(Coptic/Greek)

Horsiesi, c. 305-390 
(Coptic/Greek)

Macarius of Egypt, c. 300-
c. 390 (Greek)

Abba John, date unknown 
(Coptic/Greek)

Didymus (the Blind) of 
Alexandria, 313-398 
(Greek)

Tyconius, c. 330-390 (Latin)

Joseph of Thebes, 4th cent. 
(Coptic/Greek)

Ammonas, 4th cent. 
(Syriac)

Abba Moses, c. 332-407 
(Coptic/Greek)

Theophilus of Alexandria, 
d. 412 (Greek)

Theodore of Heraclea (Thrace), 
fl. c. 330-355 (Greek)

Marcellus of Ancyra, d. c. 375 
(Greek)

Epiphanius of Salamis (Cyprus), 
c. 315-403 (Greek)

Basil (the Great) of Caesarea, 
b. c. 330;  fl. 357-379 (Greek)

Macrina the Younger, 
c.  327-379 (Greek)

Apollinaris of Laodicea, 
310-c. 392 (Greek)

Gregory of Nazianzus, 
b. 329/330; fl. 372-389 (Greek)

Gregory of Nyssa, 
c. 335-394 (Greek)

Amphilochius of Iconium, c. 340/
345- c. 398/404 (Greek)

Evagrius of Pontus, 
345-399 (Greek)

Eunomius of Cyzicus, fl. 360-394 
(Greek)

Pseudo-Macarius (Mesopota-
mia?), late 4th cent. (Greek)

Nicetas of Remesiana, d. c. 414 
(Latin)

Socrates (Scholasticus), 
c. 380-450 (Greek)

Theodotus of Ancyra, d. before 
446 (Greek)

Eustathius of Antioch, fl. 325 
(Greek)

Eusebius of Emesa, 
c. 300-c. 359 (Greek)

Ephrem the Syrian, 
c. 306-373 (Syriac)

Julian the Arian, c.  4th cent.
(Greek)

First Creed of the Council of 
Antioch, 341 (Greek)

Nemesius of Emesa (Syria), fl. 
late 4th cent. (Greek)

Diodore of Tarsus, d. c. 394 
(Greek)

John Chrysostom (Constanti-
nople), 344/354-407 
(Greek)

Apostolic Constitutions, c. 375-
400 (Greek)

Didascalia, 4th cent. (Syriac)

Theodore of Mopsuestia, c. 
350-428 (Greek)

Acacius of Beroea, c. 340-c. 
436 (Greek)

Asterius the Homilist 
(Antioch), late 4th- early 
5th (Greek)

Book of Steps, c. 400 (Syriac)

Severian of Gabala, fl. c. 400 
(Greek)

Aphrahat (Persia) c. 
270-350; fl. 337-345 
(Syriac)

Jacob of Nisibis, fl. 
308-325 (Syriac)

Eusebius of Caesarea 
(Palestine), c. 260/
263-340 (Greek)

Acacius of Caesarea 
(Palestine), d. c. 365 
(Greek)

Cyril of Jerusalem, 
c. 315-386 (Greek)

John (II) of Jerusalem,
late 4th-early 5th 
cent. (Greek)

Diodore of Tarsus, 
d. c.  394 (Greek)

Jerome (Rome, 
Antioch, Bethle-
hem), c. 347-420 
(Latin)

Commodian, c. 3rd or 
5th cent. (Latin)

Maximinus, b. c. 360-
365 (Latin)

Palladius of Helenopolis 
(Egypt), c. 365-425 
(Greek)

Cyril of Alexandria, 
375-444 (Greek)

Isidore of Pelusium, d. c. 440 
(Greek)

Hyperichius, c. 5th cent. 
(Coptic/Greek)

Proclus of Constantinople, 
c. 390-446 (Greek)

Nestorius (Constantinople), c. 
381-c. 451 (Greek)

Basil of Seleucia, fl. 440-468 
(Greek)

Diadochus of Photice (Mace-
donia), 400-474 (Greek)

Nilus of Ancyra, d. c. 430 
(Greek)

John of Antioch, d. 441/2 
(Greek)

Eznik of Kolb, fl. 430-
450 (Armenian)

Philip the Priest 
(d. 455/56)

Hesychius of Jerusa-
lem, fl. 412-450 
(Greek)

Euthymius (Pales-
tine), 377-473 
(Greek)
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Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period

Location British
Isles

Gaul

Eusebius of Gaul, 5th cent. 
(Latin)

Spain, Portugal Rome* and Italy Carthage and Northern 
Africa

Victor of Cartenna, 5th cent. 
(Latin)

 5th century   (cont.)

Prosper of Aquitaine, c. 390-
c. 463 (Latin)

Salvian the Presbyter of 
Marseilles, c. 400-c. 480 
(Latin)

Gennadius of Marseilles, d. 
after 496 (Latin)

Julian Pomerius, late 5th-early 
6th cent. (Latin)

Leo the Great (Rome), regn. 440-
461 (Latin)

Arnobius the Younger (Rome),
fl. c. 450 (Latin)

Ennodius (Arles, Milan, Pavia)
c. 473-521 (Latin)

Epiphanius the Latin, late 5th-early 
6th cent. (Latin)

Victor of Vita, fl. 480/481-484 
(Latin)

Vigilius of Thapsus, fl. c. 484 
(Latin)

 6th century

Gildas, 6th cent. 
(Latin)

Caesarius of Arles, c. 470-543 
(Latin)

Gregory of Tours, c. 538-594 
(Latin)

Flavian of Chalon-sur-Sao=ne, 
fl. 580-600 (Latin)

Paschasius of Dumium 
(Portugal), c. 515-c. 580 
(Latin)

Apringius of Beja, mid-6th 
cent. (Latin)

Leander of Seville, c. 545-
c. 600 (Latin)

Martin of Braga, fl. 568-
579 (Latin)

Isidore of Seville, c. 560-
636 (Latin)

Braulio of Saragossa, 
c. 585-651 (Latin)

Ildefonsus of Toledo, mid 
7th cent. (Latin)

Eugippius, c. 460- c. 533 (Latin)

Benedict of Nursia, c. 480-547 
(Latin)

Cassiodorus (Calabria), c. 485-
c. 540 (Latin)

Arator, c. 490-550 (Latin)

Gregory of Agrigentium, d. 592
(Greek)

Gregory the Great (Rome), c. 540-
604 (Latin)

Paterius, 6th/7th cent. (Latin)

Fulgentius of Ruspe, 
c. 467-532 (Latin)

Fastidiosus, late 5th-early 6th 
cent. (Latin)

Verecundus, d. 552 (Latin)

Primasius, fl. 550-560 (Latin)

Facundus of Hermiane, 
fl. 546-568 (Latin)

 

Adamnan, c. 624-
704 (Latin)

Venantius Fortunatus (Gaul, 
Italy), c. 530-c. 610 (Latin) Fructuosus of Braga, d. c. 

665 (Latin)

Bede the 
Venerable, 
c. 672/673-735 
(Latin)

Riddles in the 
Apocalypse, 
 8th cent. (Latin)

Rabanus Maurus (Frankish),
c. 780-856 (Latin)

Walafridius Strabo (Frankish), 
808-849 (Latin)

Dhuoda, 9th cent. (Latin)

P
eriod

7th century
8th-12th century

*One of the five ancient patriarchates
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Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period
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Alexandria* and 
Egypt

Syncletica, 5th cent. 
(Coptic/Greek)

Constantinople* and Asia 
Minor, Greece

Callinicus, mid 5th cent. 
(Greek)

Antioch* and Syria Mesopotamia, 
Persia

Jerusalem* and 
Palestine

Location Unknown

Poemen, 5th cent. 
(Greek)

Besa the Copt, 5th cent.
(Sahidic)

Shenoute, c. 350-466 
(Coptic)

Ammonius of Alexan-
dria, late 5th-early 6th 
cent. (Greek)

Gennadius of Constanti-
nople, d. 471 (Greek)

Theodoret of Cyr, c. 393-
466 (Greek)

Pseudo-Victor of Antioch, 
5th cent. (Greek)

John of Apamea, 5th cent. 
(Syriac)

Gerontius of Petra c. 395-
c. 480 (Syriac)

Barsanuphius and John, 
5th/6th cent. (Greek)

Olympiodorus, early
6th cent. (Greek)

Andrew of Caesarea
(Cappadocia), early 6th 
cent. (Greek)

Oecumenius (Isauria), 
6th cent. (Greek)

Romanus Melodus, fl. c.
536-556 (Greek)

Philoxenus of Mabbug 
(Syria), c. 440-523 
(Syriac)

Severus of Antioch, 
c. 465-538 (Greek)

Mark the Hermit 
(Tarsus), c. 6th cent. 
(4th cent.?) (Greek)

Jacob of Sarug, c. 450- 
520 (Syriac)

Babai, early 6th cent. 
(Syriac)

Procopius of Gaza (Pales-
tine), c. 465-530 (Greek)

Dorotheus of Gaza, 
fl. 525-540 (Greek)

Cyril of Scythopolis, 
b. c. 525; d. after 557 
(Greek)

Pseudo-
Dionysius the 
Areopagite, 
fl. c.  500 (Greek)

Anastasius of Sinai 
(Egypt, Syria), d. c. 
700 (Greek)

Stephen of Hnes, 7th 
cent. (Coptic)

Justinian the Emperor, 482-
565 (Greek)

Maximus the Confessor 
(Constantinople), 
c. 580-662 (Greek)

Germanus of Constanti-
nople, c. 640-c. 733 
(Greek)

Andrew of Crete, c. 660-740
(Greek)

John of Carpathus, 7th-8th 
cent. (Greek)

Tarasius of Constantinople, 
d. 806 (Greek)

Theophanes (Nicaea),
775-845 (Greek)

Cassia (Constantinople),
c. 805-c. 848/867
(Greek)

Photius (Constantinople), c. 
820-891 (Greek)

Arethas of Caesarea (Con-
stantinople/Caesarea), c. 
860-940 (Greek)

Gregory of Narek, 950-1003 
(Armenian)

Symeon the New Theolo-
gian (Constantinople), 
949-1022 (Greek)

Theophylact of Ohrid (Bul-
garia), 1050-1126 (Greek)

Anastasius I of Antioch, d. 
598/599 (Latin)

Sahdona/Martyrius, fl. 
635-640 (Syriac)

John of Damascus ( John 
the Monk), c. 650-750 
(Greek)

Theodore bar Koni, d. 845 
(Syriac)

Abraham of Nathpar, fl. 
6th-7th cent. (Syriac)

Babai the Great, c. 550-
628 (Syriac)

Isaac of Nineveh, d. c. 700 
(Syriac)

John the Elder of Qardu 
(north Iraq), 8th cent. 
(Syriac)

Isho‘dad of Merv, d. after 
852 (Syriac)

Sophronius of Jerusalem,
c. 550-638 (Greek)

Cosmas Melodus, c. 675-
751 (Greek)

(Pseudo-) Constantius, 
before 7th cent.? 
(Greek)

Andreas, c. 7th cent. 
(Greek)
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old nature, 194
Old Testament, 249
olive, 128
patience, 261
palm branches, 126-28
parables, 111
Passion (of Jesus)

and the cross, 287
darkness at Jesus’, 292



Subject Index

357

Jesus and his, 57, 160, 198-
200, 209, 249

and mystery, 137, 296
necessity of, 62-63
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and the law, 99-100
righteousness, 175-76, 233, 

281-82
robe of Christ, 285-86
rock. See church, as rock; Jesus 

Christ, as rock; Peter, as rock
Roman Empire, 184, 187, 197
Sabbath, 196, 305
Sadducees, 2, 152-53, 155, 

160. See also Pharisees and 
Sadducees 

saints, 204, 233
salvation, 50, 55, 66, 77, 110, 

285. See also baptism, and sal-
vation; church, salvation of; 
Gentiles, salvation of; sin, 
and salvation

Samaria, 124
Samaritan woman, 58
Samaritans, 124

Samson, 272
Samuel, 127
Satan, 49, 63, 199, 273
scribes and elders, 264-65
scribes and Pharisees, 16-20

accusation of, 17
blindness of, 23-24
called to account, 171
false piety of, 172, 176
and heaven, 171
interpretation of Moses, 

164-65
Jesus and, 38, 171, 178-83
precepts of, 23
and tradition, 19

Scripture
beginning and ending of, 

202
days of, 197
interpretation of, 132, 162, 

173, 175, 188, 275
swearing by, 174
as temple, 186-87

second coming. See Jesus 
Christ, return of

self-denial, 51, 102
Sennacherib, 193
servant

on being a, 117-18
faithful/unfaithful, 211-

14, 225, 227
judgment of, 213

sexuality, 91, 94, 137
sheep and goats, 112, 231-32
shekel, 66
Shem, 108, 120
shepherd, 251. See also good 

shepherd
shroud of Jesus, 300
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